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A Financial Empire?

China’s changing global financial footprint

Presented by Dr. Johannes Petry (Goethe University Frankfurt)

China’s global financial footprint is often portrayed as
collapsing after the peak of policy bank lending in the
mid-2010s. Dr. Petry argues instead that it is being
recomposed. Debt distress and contentious sovereign
restructurings have made China’s earlier model -
dollar-denominated, sovereign(-backed) lending for
large infrastructure projects in low-income countries -
harder to sustain. At the same time, intensifying
geoeconomic rivalry and the US-led weaponisation of
global finance has pushed Chinese firms and financiers
toward commercially oriented financing channels that
better support the internationalisation of Chinese
firms.

The speaker traces this shift across four dimensions:
from sovereign debt to FDI (changing type of finance);
from public infrastructure megaprojects to firm-owned
production facilities, especially in areas like green
technology, digital infrastructure, and critical minerals
(changing object of finance); from low-income
sovereign exposure to middle- and higher-income
countries (changing geography); and from USD-

centered lending to RMB-enabled settlement and
investment circuits (changing currency). The result is
the creation of a more multilayered financial sphere
that is increasingly decoupled from the US-dominated
financial order. Instead, the speaker characterises this
as part of a broader process of financial empire
building - where China’s push towards greater financial
autonomy increasingly creates a network of
asymmetric financial connectivity that increasingly
pulls countries in the Global South - especially in Asia -
into China’s financial orbit.

Dr. Johannes Petry is the Principal Investigator of the
DFG-funded StateCapFinance research project. He is a
political economist examining post-crisis
transformations of global finance and the shifting
norms, institutions, and governance that underpin the
world economy. His forthcoming book is titled Capital
Markets with Chinese Characteristics (Cornell U.P.). He
is also an editor of the Review of International Political
Economy.
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