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Abstract: The article examines how the People’s Republic of China uses the language
of sovereignty and development to build its role as a leader of the Global South in 2022—
2026. Drawing on constructivist approaches to norms and status, the study analyses China’s
official discourse — the Global Development, Security, Civilization and Governance
Initiatives, white papers and speeches by its leaders — and compares it with China’s actual
practice: the expansion of BRICS, mediation in the Middle East, zero-tariff treatment for the
least developed and African countries, and its policy in Central Asia, including Uzbekistan.
The author argues that these two vocabularies are not mere rhetoric. They allow Beijing to
present itself simultaneously as a defender of the existing UN-centred order and as an
advocate of its reform, to turn the shared historical experience of developing countries into
political support, and to win votes in international institutions. At the same time, the
effectiveness of this discourse is limited by the gap between words and deeds: trade
imbalances, debt problems, territorial disputes and competition with other “voices” of the
Global South, above all India. China’s role is therefore best described as that of a selective
and contested, rather than recognised, leader of the Global South.

Keywords: Global South, China, sovereignty, development, discourse, Global
Development Initiative, Global Governance Initiative, BRICS, Central Asia, Uzbekistan.
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AHHOTAUMA: B cmamve paccmampusaemcs, kak Kumaiickas Hapoounas Pecnybnuxa
UCNONIb3Yem A3bIK CY8epeHumema U paseumus 0as (opMuposaHus ceoei poiu audepa
Inobanvnozo FOza 6 20222026 2o0ax. Onupasnce Ha KOHCMPYKMUBUCHCKUE NOOX00bl K
HOpMam u cmamycy, asémop auanuzupyem oguyuanvusiti ouckypc KHP — [mobanvhbie
uUHUYUamuevl 8 obaacmu pazeumus, 0e30NACHOCMU, YUBUIUZAYUU U 2100ATbHO20
ynpaenenus, benvie KHUSU U 8bICIYNIeHUs. PYKOBOOCHBA CMPAHbl — U CONOCMABTISIEn €20 C
peanvuou npakmukou: pacuupernuem BPUKC, nocpeonuuecmeom na bnuswcnem Bocmoke,
DENCUMOM HYIe8bIX NOULIUH OJisl HAUMEHee PA36UMbIX U AQPUKAHCKUX CMPAH, d MAK#Ce
nonumukou 6 Llenmpanvnou A3uu, exnrouas Yzoexucman. /lenaemcs 8b1800, umo smu 06a
NOHAMUUHBIX PAO0A He AGNAIOMC Ul pumopuxou. Onu nossonsiom llexuny oOHo8pemeHHo
BLICYNAMb  3AWUMHUKOM CYujecmayrouweco nopsoka ¢ yeumpanvHou poavio OOH u
CMOPOHHUKOM €20 pedhopMbl, npespaujams 0OWull UCMOPUYECKULL ONbIM PA36BUBAIOUUXCS
CMPan 8 NOIUMUYECKYIO NOOOEPIHCK) U NOTYUAMb 20JI0CA 8 MEHCOYHAPOOHBIX UHCIUMYMAX.
Bmecme ¢ mem agpgpexmusnocms 3mo2o OuUcKypca 02paHudena paspul8om MexHcoy Clo8amu U
oenamu: MmopeosuiMu  OUCOANAHCAMU, O00JI208LIMU  NPOOIeMaAMU, MEPPUMOPUATbHLIMU
cnopamu u KOHKypenyueti ¢ opyeumu «2oarocamuy I nobanvnozo FOea, npesicoe ececo Hnoueli.
Ilosmomy ponv Kumas mounee onucvieamev Kax usdupamenvbHoe u ocnapueaemoe, d He
NPUBHAHHOE TUOEPCMEBO.

Kiarwueble cioBa: [nobanvnvii FO2, Kumail, cysepenumem, passumue, OUCKypc,
Inobanvras unuyuamuea pazeumus, Inobanvnas unuyuamusea no ynpasienuro, BPUKC,
Llenmpanvuas Azus, Y30exucman.

AnHoTanus: Makonaoa Xumoiui Xank Pecnyonuxacu 2022—-2026 uunnapoa Inoban
Kanybrnune emakuucu cugamuoacu poauHU WAKIIAHMUPULWL YUVH CYy8epeHumem 6d
mapakkuém muauoar Kanoau gouodananaémeanuy maxaun kuaunaou. Hopmanap ea maxomea
OUO KOHCMPYKMUBUCMUK EHOaulyenapea maanean xonoa myainug) XXPuume pacmuil
OUCKYPCUHU — MAPAKKUEM, XA8QHCU3IUK, YUBUIUAYUS 64 2100aN bowKapye coxanapuoacu
Inoban mawabbyciapuu, 0K Kumoonap xamoa MAaMmIaKkam paxoapusmu HymKIapuHu
ypeanaou ea yHu amanuém ounan maxkocnauou: bPUKCuune keneaviuwu, Axun [llapxoacu
BOCUMAYUNUK, IHE KAM PUBONCIAHeAH 64 Agppuxa mamnakamiapu Y4yH HOJL 0OOXHCXOHA
mapmubu, wynuneoex, Maprasuii Ocuéoaeu, scymnadan Ysbexucmonoazu cuécam. Xynoca
KUTUHUWUYA, YUWOY UKKU MYUWYHUALAp MUuumy WyHuaku pumopuxa smac. Ynap Ilexunea
oup eaxmuune y3uoa BMT mapkazuil ypur 3eainacan Masxcyo mapmubOHuHE XUMOSYUCU 8a
VHU UCIOX Kuauwi mapagoopu cugamuoa 4ukuul, pugoNCIaHaémean MAaMIaKamiapHuHe
VMYMUL MaApuxuti. maxcpuoacuHu cuécuii Kyanado-kKyeeamiauiea alaumupuid 6a XaiKapo
uHCmumymaapoa 0803 myniaut uUMKoHuwu 6epaou. llly ounan 6upea, 6y OuCKypcHuHe
camapaoopiueu cy3 6a aman ypmacuoaeu magosym OunaH UeKiaHaou: cagoo
HOMYMAaHoCUbIUSU, Kap3 Myammonapu, Xyoyouu nHusonap xamoa I noban Kanybornune 6owxa
«oso3napuy, asésano Xunoucmon ounan paxooam. Ly douc Xumounune ponunu 3omupog
IMUNRAH dIMAc, OAIKU MAHI06IU 64 OAXCAU eMAaKyUuIuK cugpamuoa mascugraw mypupox
oynaou.
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Kanur cy3aap: [ nob6an Kawnyb, Xumoti, cysepenumem, mapaxxuém, oucxkypc, 1 noban
mapaxkuém mawaboycu, Inoban oowkapys mawabdycu, BPUKC, Mapxkasuii Ocué,
V36exucmon.

INTRODUCTION

Few terms have spread through international politics as quickly in recent years as
“Global South”. Once used mainly in academic writing as a softer substitute for “Third
World” or “developing countries”, it has become, since roughly 2022, a category that great
powers actively compete to represent. The war in Ukraine, Western sanctions and the debate
over food and energy prices made it clear that most states of Asia, Africa and Latin America
did not want to take sides automatically, and their votes, markets and resources acquired new
value.!

China has been among the most active participants in this competition. Chinese leaders
describe the country as “a natural member of the Global South” and insist that China will
always belong to the developing world, even though it is the world’s second-largest economy
and a leading creditor.? This self-positioning is supported by a dense vocabulary in which two
words stand out: sovereignty and development. They run through every major Chinese
foreign-policy initiative of the period, from the Global Development Initiative to the Global
Governance Initiative announced in 2025.

The aim of this article is to examine how the language of sovereignty and development
shapes China’s international role in 2022-2026, what it allows Beijing to achieve and where
its limits lie. The article proceeds from the assumption that discourse in foreign policy is not
just a cover for “real” interests but a tool that helps create coalitions, define what is legitimate
and secure status.

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

The study draws primarily on constructivism. A. Wendt showed that the interests and
identities of states are not given in advance but are formed through interaction and shared
ideas.> M. Finnemore and K. Sikkink described the “life cycle” of international norms, in
which “norm entrepreneurs” promote new ideas, persuade other states and seek a “tipping
point” after which a norm spreads by itself.# From this perspective, China’s initiatives can be
seen as an attempt to act as such an entrepreneur, promoting an interpretation of sovereignty
and development that differs from the liberal one.

The second relevant line is the literature on status. D. Larson and A. Shevchenko argue
that rising powers seek recognition not only through material power but also through “social
creativity”, that is, by redefining the criteria of prestige in areas where they have an
advantage.’ For China, development is precisely such an area: the experience of lifting

'Haug S., Braveboy-Wagner J., Maihold G. The ‘Global South’ in the study of world politics: examining a meta category / Third World Quarterly. —
2021.— Vol. 42, No. 9. — P. 1923-1944.

2Wang Yi. Press Conference on China’s Foreign Policy and External Relations at the Second Session of the 14th National People’s Congress. — Beijing,
7 March 2024. — URL: https://www.fmprc.gov.cn.

3Wendt A. Social Theory of International Politics. — Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999.

“Finnemore M., Sikkink K. International Norm Dynamics and Political Change // International Organization. — 1998. — Vol. 52, No. 4. — P. 887—
917.

SLarson D.W., Shevchenko A. Status Seekers: Chinese and Russian Responses to U.S. Primacy // International Security. — 2010. — Vol. 34, No. 4. —
P. 63-95.
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hundreds of millions of people out of poverty is presented as a model that other countries can
learn from. This is close to J. Nye’s concept of soft power, although Beijing’s version relies
more on state-led programmes than on the attractiveness of society and culture.®

Sovereignty itself is a contested concept. S. Krasner famously called it “organized
hypocrisy”, since great powers proclaim the principle of non-interference while regularly
violating it.” For many post-colonial states, however, sovereignty remains a protective norm,
a guarantee against external pressure, and China appeals precisely to this understanding. R.
Foot has shown how Beijing, in UN debates on human protection, consistently emphasises
the primacy of the state and its consent, gaining sympathy among developing countries.?

Assessments of China’s purposes vary. N. Rolland and E. Economy see in China’s
discourse a consistent project to create a world order more favourable to authoritarian states.’
AL Johnston, by contrast, warns against speaking of a single “liberal order” that China either
accepts or rejects: in different areas, Beijing supports, uses or challenges different “orders”.!°
A. Acharya’s idea of a “multiplex world”, in which no single power can impose its rules, is
also useful here.!! This article builds on the latter perspective and treats China’s discourse as
a means of gaining influence within a plural, rather than a hierarchical, system.

METHODOLOGY

The study uses qualitative discourse analysis combined with a comparison of statements
and practice. The main sources are official documents of the PRC for 2021-2026: speeches
by Xi Jinping and Wang Yi, concept papers of the global initiatives, white papers, joint
declarations and the final documents of summits. The analysis identifies recurring key terms
and the meanings attached to them, after which it checks how these meanings are reflected in
concrete actions in three areas: building coalitions and institutions; economic and
development cooperation; and the protection of political interests in international
organisations. Particular attention is paid to Central Asia and Uzbekistan as a region where
China’s discourse is tested in direct interaction with neighbouring states.

Historical Roots of the Discourse

China’s current vocabulary has deep roots. The Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence,
formulated in 1953—-1954 in agreements with India and Myanmar, already put mutual respect
for sovereignty and territorial integrity and non-interference in internal affairs at the centre.
At the Bandung Conference in 1955, Zhou Enlai used these principles to present the PRC as
part of the Asian-African community. In 1974, Deng Xiaoping, speaking at the UN General
Assembly, set out Mao Zedong’s “three worlds” theory and declared that China belonged to
the third world and would never become a superpower.

It is significant that Beijing deliberately revives this heritage. In June 2024, at a
conference marking the 70th anniversary of the Five Principles, Xi Jinping called them an

®Nye J.S. Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. — New York: PublicAffairs, 2004.

"Krasner S.D. Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy. — Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999.

8Foot R. China, the UN, and Human Protection: Beliefs, Power, Image. — Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020.

Rolland N. China’s Vision for a New World Order // NBR Special Report No. 83. — Seattle: The National Bureau of Asian Research, 2020; Economy
E. The World According to China. — Cambridge: Polity Press, 2022.

!Johnston A.I. China in a World of Orders: Rethinking Compliance and Challenge in Beijing’s International Relations // International Security. —
2019. — Vol. 44, No. 2. — P. 9-60.

"Acharya A. The End of American World Order. 2nd ed. — Cambridge: Polity Press, 2018.
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“open and inclusive” basis for international relations and announced new measures to support

the Global South, including training programmes and scholarships.'?> The appeal to the past
serves an important function: it allows China to present itself not as a new claimant to
leadership but as a long-standing member of the “family” of developing countries that shares
their experience of colonial humiliation and struggle for independence.

The Language of Sovereignty

In Chinese discourse, sovereignty performs at least three functions. First, it is a
defensive norm. Beijing invokes non-interference against criticism over Xinjiang, Hong
Kong, Tibet and Taiwan and seeks to make this position collective. A telling example is the
vote in the UN Human Rights Council in October 2022: a Western proposal to hold a debate
on the human rights situation in Xinjiang was rejected by 19 votes to 17, with 11 abstentions,
and most of the votes against came from Asian and African states.!> The language of
sovereignty thus turns a bilateral sensitivity of China into a matter of principle for many states
that fear similar pressure themselves.

Second, sovereignty is used as a basis for an alternative concept of security. The Global
Security Initiative, put forward in April 2022 and elaborated in a concept paper in February
2023, combines respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity with the idea of “indivisible
security” and attention to the “legitimate security concerns of all countries”.!* This
combination allowed Beijing, in its position paper on the Ukraine crisis, to call for respect for
the sovereignty of all countries while avoiding condemnation of Russia.'> Many countries of
the Global South, which themselves preferred neutrality, found this stance more
understandable than its critics in the West did.

Third, sovereignty underpins China’s image as a mediator that does not impose
conditions. The restoration of diplomatic relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran, announced
in Beijing in March 2023, and the “Beijing Declaration” signed by fourteen Palestinian
factions in July 2024 were presented as evidence that China respects the choices of the parties
and does not seek to export its political model.!® The practical results of these initiatives
remained modest, but their symbolic value lay in showing that a non-Western power could
act as a broker in a region traditionally dominated by the United States.

Finally, the Global Civilization Initiative, announced in March 2023, extends the logic
of sovereignty to values. It calls for respect for the diversity of civilisations and states that
countries should not impose their own values and models on others.!” In effect, the right to
choose one’s own path of development becomes an element of sovereignty, which is

12Xi Jinping. Carrying Forward the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence to Jointly Build a Community with a Shared Future for Mankind: Speech
at the Conference Marking the 70th Anniversary of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. — Beijing, 28 June 2024. — URL:
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn.

BUN Human Rights Council. Draft decision A/HRC/51/L.6: Holding a debate on the situation of human rights in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous
Region, China. Voting record. — Geneva, 6 October 2022.

“The Global Security Initiative Concept Paper / Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC. — Beijing, 21 February 2023. — URL:
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn.

!5China’s Position on the Political Settlement of the Ukraine Crisis / Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC. — Beijing, 24 February 2023.

16Joint Trilateral Statement by the People’s Republic of China, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and the Islamic Republic of Iran. — Beijing, 10 March
2023.

17Xi Jinping. Join Hands on the Path Towards Modernization: Keynote Address at the CPC in Dialogue with World Political Parties High-level Meeting.
— Beijing, 15 March 2023. — URL: https://www.fmprc.gov.cn.
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particularly attractive for governments facing Western criticism over democracy and human

rights.

The Language of Development

If sovereignty is mainly a protective concept, development is the positive core of
China’s offer. The Global Development Initiative, announced by Xi Jinping at the UN
General Assembly in September 2021, links China’s experience directly to the UN 2030
Agenda and identifies priority areas such as poverty reduction, food security, health, climate
and the digital economy.'® A “Group of Friends” of the initiative was formed at the UN, and
the initiative was soon presented as complementing the Belt and Road Initiative.

In this discourse, development is understood in a specific way. It is seen as a
precondition for human rights and stability rather than their consequence, and the right to
development is put on a par with, or above, political freedoms. The 2023 white paper on a
“global community of shared future” states directly that development is “the master key” to
solving all problems.!® For many governments of the Global South, whose populations expect
jobs, roads and electricity, this sequence sounds more persuasive than conditional Western
aid.

The practical side of the development discourse has also changed. After the problems of
2018-2020, when large BRI projects faced debt difficulties and criticism, Beijing shifted
towards “small yet smart” projects. At the third Belt and Road Forum in October 2023, Xi
Jinping announced eight steps that included both large loans and a focus on green
development and livelihood projects.?’ The Forum on China—Africa Cooperation summit in
Beijing in September 2024 promised RMB 360 billion in financing over three years and ten
“partnership actions”.?!

Trade has become an increasingly important tool. From December 2024, China granted
zero-tariff treatment on 100 per cent of tariff lines to the least developed countries with which
it has diplomatic relations, and in June 2025 it announced that this treatment would be
extended to all 53 African countries with which it has relations. The measure came into force
on 1 May 2026, during the China—Africa Year of People-to-People Exchanges.??> Against the
background of rising tariffs in the United States, Beijing presented this decision as proof that
it, unlike the West, keeps its markets open to the developing world.

From Words to Institutions: BRICS, the SCO and the Global Governance Initiative

The two vocabularies are most fully combined in China’s approach to reforming global
governance. China was among the main supporters of BRICS expansion, agreed at the
Johannesburg summit in August 2023. From 1 January 2024, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran and the
United Arab Emirates joined the group, Indonesia followed in January 2025, and a category
of partner countries was created at the Kazan summit in October 2024. In Chinese discourse,

'8Xi Jinping. Bolstering Confidence and Jointly Overcoming Difficulties to Build a Better World: Statement at the General Debate of the 76th Session
of the United Nations General Assembly. — New York, 21 September 2021.

YA Global Community of Shared Future: China’s Proposals and Actions: White Paper / The State Council Information Office of the PRC. — Beijing,
September 2023.

2Xi Jinping. Building an Open, Inclusive and Interconnected World for Common Development: Keynote Speech at the Opening Ceremony of the Third
Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation. — Beijing, 18 October 2023.

>'Forum on China—Africa Cooperation Beijing Action Plan (2025-2027). — Beijing, September 2024.

22Wang Yi. Press Conference on China’s Foreign Policy and External Relations at the Fourth Session of the 14th National People’s Congress. — Beijing,
8 March 2026.
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the expansion is presented not as the building of an anti-Western bloc but as an increase in
the “representation and voice” of developing countries.

The culmination of this line was the Global Governance Initiative, which Xi Jinping put
forward on 1 September 2025 at the “SCO Plus” meeting in Tianjin. It rests on five core
concepts: sovereign equality, international rule of law, multilateralism, a people-centred
approach and a focus on real actions.?? It is notable that sovereign equality comes first and
that the initiative is presented as grounded in the UN Charter. In May 2026, a Group of Friends
of Global Governance, with the participation of representatives of more than 60 countries,
met at UN Headquarters and adopted a communiqué calling for a greater voice for the Global
South, reform of international financial institutions and the rejection of unilateral coercive
measures.>*

This construction allows Beijing to occupy a convenient position. On the one hand, it
presents itself as a defender of the UN, international law and multilateralism, that is, of the
foundations of the existing order. On the other, it criticises the distribution of power within
that order, for example in voting quotas at the IMF and the World Bank, and calls for reforms
in favour of developing countries. As J. Weiss and J. Wallace note, such selective support for
some elements of the order and challenge to others is characteristic of China’s behaviour as a
whole.?>

The Regional Dimension: Central Asia and Uzbekistan

Central Asia shows clearly how China’s discourse works in its immediate
neighbourhood. Here, respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity has a direct practical
meaning for states that gained independence only in 1991 and are sensitive to any external
pressure. At the second China—Central Asia summit in Astana in June 2025, the leaders signed
the Treaty on Permanent Good-Neighbourliness, Friendship and Cooperation, which
enshrined mutual support for sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity.?¢

For Uzbekistan, China’s development language coincides largely with its own reform
agenda. During President Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s state visit to China in January 2024, relations
were raised to an “all-weather comprehensive strategic partnership for a new era”, and the
parties emphasised cooperation in industry, energy, transport, agriculture and poverty
reduction.?’” The China—Kyrgyzstan—Uzbekistan railway project, the intergovernmental
agreement on which was signed in June 2024, is seen in Tashkent as a way of overcoming the
country’s landlocked position.

At the same time, Uzbekistan does not simply accept China’s framework. Its policy
remains multi-vector: Tashkent develops relations with Russia, the European Union, the
United States, Turkey, the Gulf states and South Korea, and attracts investment from various
sources. Uzbekistan uses the language of development and sovereignty in its own interests,

2Xi Jinping. Speech at the “Shanghai Cooperation Organisation Plus” Meeting. — Tianjin, 1 September 2025. — URL: https://www.fmprc.gov.cn.
24Joint Communiqué of the Meeting of the Group of Friends of Global Governance. — New York, 28 May 2026. — URL: https://www.fmprc.gov.cn.
BWeiss J.C., Wallace J.L. Domestic Politics, China’s Rise, and the Future of the Liberal International Order // International Organization. — 2021. —
Vol. 75, No. 2. — P. 635-664.

*Treaty on Permanent Good-Neighbourliness, Friendship and Cooperation between the People’s Republic of China and the Republic of Kazakhstan,
the Kyrgyz Republic, the Republic of Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and the Republic of Uzbekistan. — Astana, 17 June 2025.

?Joint Statement of the People’s Republic of China and the Republic of Uzbekistan on a New Era of All-Weather Comprehensive Strategic Partnership.
— Beijing, 24 January 2024.

104



“PSIXOPEDAGOGIK ILMIY TADQIQOTLAR JURNALI”

25-Oktyabr, 2026-yil
as an argument for diversifying partners rather than for depending on one of them. This
confirms the observation of S. Hameiri and L. Jones that recipient countries actively shape
the content of China’s initiatives rather than merely receiving them.??

The Limits of the Discourse

Despite its successes, China’s discourse faces several constraints. The first is the gap
between the image of a “developing country” and the real scale of the Chinese economy.
China’s trade surplus approached one trillion dollars in 2024 and exceeded that level in 2025,
and the flow of cheap industrial goods has led a number of Global South countries, including
Brazil, Mexico, South Africa and Indonesia, to introduce anti-dumping and protective
measures. For these states, China is not only a partner in development but also a competitor
that threatens their own industrialisation.

The second constraint concerns debt. Although research has largely refuted the thesis of
a deliberate “debt trap”, the difficult restructurings in Zambia, Sri Lanka and other countries
have shown that Chinese lending also creates dependency and conflicts of interest.?® Third,
the language of sovereignty is undermined when China itself is a party to territorial disputes.
In the South China Sea, Beijing’s rejection of the 2016 arbitral award and its pressure on the
Philippines and Vietnam make its appeals to international law less convincing to its
neighbours.

Finally, China does not have a monopoly on representing the Global South. India, which
hosted several “Voice of the Global South” summits in 2023—-2024 and secured the admission
of the African Union to the G20 during its presidency, offers an alternative based on
democracy and non-alignment. Brazil, Indonesia, South Africa and the Gulf states also pursue
independent strategies. As D. Shambaugh noted, China remains in many respects a “partial
power” whose global presence is broader than its actual influence.3°

Discussion

The analysis shows that the language of sovereignty and development performs different
but complementary functions. Sovereignty is mainly defensive and coalition-building: it
unites states that fear outside interference and allows China to gather votes in the UN and
other forums. Development is mainly attractive and status-related: it presents China as a
successful model and a source of resources, and allows it to claim moral leadership without
assuming formal obligations of an alliance kind.

In terms of norm dynamics, China has clearly acted as a norm entrepreneur in 2022—
2026. Its initiatives have received formal support from dozens of states, and the terms “Global
South”, “right to development” and “sovereign equality” have become part of the common
vocabulary of many international meetings. However, it is too early to speak of a “tipping
point”. Support for China’s initiatives is often declaratory, and states join them because the
cost of doing so is low and the potential benefits are real, not because they share Beijing’s
views.

*Jones L., Hameiri S. Debunking the Myth of ‘Debt-trap Diplomacy’: How Recipient Countries Shape China’s Belt and Road Initiative. — London:
Chatham House, 2020.

*Brautigam D. A critical look at Chinese ‘debt-trap diplomacy’: the rise of a meme // Area Development and Policy. — 2020. — Vol. 5, No. 1. —P.
1-14.

3%Shambaugh D. China Goes Global: The Partial Power. — Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013.
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The constructivist perspective also helps explain why China persists with this discourse
despite its limits. For Beijing, recognition as a leader of the Global South is a status resource
in its rivalry with the United States. Even partial success in this field reduces the effectiveness
of Western attempts to isolate China and increases its weight in debates on the future of global
governance.

CONCLUSION

In 2022-2026, the language of sovereignty and development became the central tool of
China’s Global South diplomacy. It allowed Beijing to link its historical identity as a
developing country with its current ambitions, to present its global initiatives as an extension
of the UN Charter and to turn the shared grievances of post-colonial states into political
capital. The institutional results of this strategy — BRICS expansion, new groups of friends at
the UN and the Global Governance Initiative — show that this discourse has a real effect.

At the same time, the leadership that China claims remains selective and contested.
Developing countries welcome Chinese markets and investment, but they also defend their
own interests, compete with China and turn to other partners. The example of Central Asia
and Uzbekistan shows that the language of sovereignty works both ways: the same principle
that China offers its partners also gives them the right to choose. China’s role in the Global
South is therefore best described not as hegemony but as influential, yet negotiated,
leadership. Further research could focus on how individual Global South states adapt China’s
vocabulary to their own goals and how this affects the content of China’s initiatives
themselves.
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