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Article type: Background and Objective: Afghanistan and Pakistan, as two countries that have
Research Article consistently had challenging relations, have always attracted the attention of global
actors. In the past, Western countries—especially the United States—sought to maintain
PP: 1-28 a presence in these countries and aimed to make them dependent on the West within the
framework of neoliberal policies. Today, China, through a policy of economic
pragmatism, seeks to expand its influence using economic tools. In this context, the
Received: objective of this article is to compare the positions of Afghanistan and Pakistan within
21/ 11/2025 the Belt and Road Initiative.
Method: This research adopts a qualitative approach and utilizes interpretive content
analysis. The sampling method is purposive, and both data collection and analysis have
been conducted qualitatively.
Published: Findings: Afghanistan and Pakistan, as regional partners of China, have drawn serious
09/ 05/2026 attention from Beijing. The geographical location of both countries is the main variable
that places them at the center of China’s foreign policy. Within its economy-oriented
foreign policy, China seeks to create economic interdependence by engaging these two
countries, aiming to use it as an alternative model to Western globalization. One of the
most significant differences between the positions of these two countries is the greater
importance of Pakistan, which, in addition to economic objectives, also serves a political
purpose (reducing India’s influence).
Conclusion: Both Pakistan and Afghanistan hold important positions in this initiative.
Pakistan has managed to align itself with China’s economy-oriented foreign policy,
whereas Afghanistan, despite China’s efforts, remains distant from achieving economic
interdependence.
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1. Introduction

Afghanistan and Pakistan, as two important countries in South and Southwest Asia, have
consistently been at the center of geopolitical competition among global powers. Their
strategic geographical location—Iinking Central Asia, South Asia, and West Asia—has
made them significant actors in regional connectivity projects. In the past, Western
countries, particularly the United States, attempted to integrate these two countries into the
framework of the global neoliberal order through political, security, and economic
mechanisms.

However, in recent decades, the China has adopted a different approach in its
engagement with these countries by pursuing an economy-centered foreign policy grounded
in geoeconomic pragmatism. In this context, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), as China’s
most important strategic foreign policy project, has provided a platform for expanding
economic cooperation, strengthening regional connectivity, and creating mutual economic
interdependence among countries located along its routes.

Both Afghanistan and Pakistan hold considerable importance within this initiative due to
their transit and geopolitical positions; however, their levels of participation and strategic
significance are not identical.

The main research question of this study is: What position do Afghanistan and Pakistan
occupy within the Belt and Road Initiative in the framework of China’s economy-centered
foreign policy?

Based on the theory of economic interdependence, the main hypothesis suggests that
China seeks—through expanding infrastructural and economic cooperation with Afghanistan
and Pakistan—to shape a new model of regional integration that may function as a relative
alternative to the Western model of globalization.

2. Methodology

This study is applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in nature, and it employs the
method of interpretive content analysis. The research population consists of scholarly
sources related to China’s foreign policy, the Belt and Road Initiative, economic
interdependence theory, and the regional relations of Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Sampling was conducted through purposeful selection, and data were collected from
specialized academic books, peer-reviewed journal articles, policy documents, analytical
reports from strategic research centers, and official sources related to the Belt and Road
Initiative.

During the data analysis process, an initial deep and iterative reading of texts was
undertaken to achieve an overall understanding of meaning. Subsequently, open coding was
conducted based on semantic units related to the geopolitical, economic, and strategic
positions of Afghanistan and Pakistan. In the next stage, the extracted concepts were
organized into analytical categories. Finally, through constant comparison of data and
application of the theoretical framework of economic interdependence, a layered
interpretation of the positions of these two countries within the Belt and Road Initiative was
reconstructed.

3. Findings

The findings indicate that the Belt and Road Initiative, as the most important instrument of
China’s economy-centered foreign policy, is designed around the creation of a network of
regional economic interdependencies aimed at strengthening infrastructural connectivity,
facilitating trade flows, and expanding China’s economic influence at both regional and
global levels.
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The results of data analysis show that Pakistan is considered one of China’s most
important strategic partners in the implementation of the Belt and Road Initiative. The
China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), as one of the core projects of this initiative,
plays a key role in connecting China to open waters through the Gwadar Port. In addition to
its economic significance, this corridor provides China with a geopolitical advantage by
reducing its dependence on maritime routes under the influence of Western powers.
Furthermore, cooperation between China and Pakistan within this framework serves an
important function in balancing the regional influence of India.

In contrast, although Afghanistan is geographically located at the crossroads of Central
Asia, South Asia, and West Asia, its level of participation in the Belt and Road Initiative
remains more limited compared to Pakistan. One of the principal factors behind this situation
has been security challenges, weak economic infrastructure, and political instability.
Nevertheless, China has attempted—through investments in infrastructure, energy, and
transportation sectors—to facilitate the gradual integration of Afghanistan into this initiative.

The findings also demonstrate that China’s economy-centered foreign policy toward
Afghanistan and Pakistan is based on the gradual creation of mutual economic
interdependence. Such interdependence can contribute to strengthening regional stability,
reducing security tensions, and expanding economic cooperation among regional states.
Overall, the comparative analysis shows that Pakistan, due to its stronger infrastructural
capacity, more active transit role, and more effective geopolitical position, holds a more
prominent status than Afghanistan within the Belt and Road Initiative.

4. Conclusion

The main objective of this study was to compare the positions of Afghanistan and Pakistan
within the framework of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. The findings reveal that both
countries are important in China’s economy-centered foreign policy due to their
geographical locations and transit capacities; however, their levels of importance are not
identical.

The results are consistent with previous studies emphasizing Pakistan’s central role
within the China—Pakistan Economic Corridor and indicate that Afghanistan has not yet
succeeded in transforming its potential capacities into an effective strategic position.

Based on the analysis conducted, China—through the Belt and Road Initiative—seeks to
establish a network of regional economic interdependence that may be interpreted as an
alternative model to Western-led globalization. In this context, Pakistan has been able to
align itself more effectively with this strategy, whereas Afghanistan continues to face
structural limitations.

It is recommended that Afghanistan strengthen its transit infrastructure, improve the
investment environment, and expand regional cooperation in order to facilitate more active
participation in this initiative. Furthermore, additional comparative studies on the roles of
other countries along the Belt and Road routes may contribute to a deeper understanding of
the geoeconomic dimensions of China’s foreign policy.
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