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1. Introduction 

The rise of China is one of the most important geopolitical events in the 21st century. In 

the words of the American journalist and political scientist, Fareed Zakaria, “China’s 

ascension to global power is the most significant new factor in the international system 

in centuries” (Zakaria, 2020). The former Prime Minister of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, 

too, has reminded the world that “the size of China’s displacement of the world balance 

is such that the world must find a new balance. It is not possible to pretend that this is 

just another big player. This is the biggest player in the history of the world” (Allison, 

2017: p.6). In this context, the “Belt and Road Initiative” (yidai yilu 一带一路; hereafter 

“BRI”) is widely regarded as the most ambitious foreign initiative of a rising China. Since 

its emergence in late 2013, the point whether or not BRI is a geopolitical grand strategy 

of China has inspired a considerable amount of fierce debates among policy makers, 

strategists, and scholars. The answers are quite polarized. Chinese official narratives 

repeatedly emphasize that BRI is merely an economic development initiative dedicated 

to promoting the so-called “Five Links” (wutong 五通), namely “policy coordination”, 

“facilities connectivity”, “unimpeded trade, financial integration”, and “people-to-people 

bond” in the countries along the “Belt and Road” (Belt and Road Portal, 2015). Beijing 

claims that BRI aims to achieve common development in a manner of “extensive 

consultation, joint contribution, and shared benefits” (gongshang, gongjian, gongxiang 

共商，共建，共享) (Belt and Road Portal, 2015). From Beijing’s perspective, 

development is the generic key to solving most problems, and peace can be achieved 

through development. Hence, BRI is the most popular global public goods provided by 

China for today’s world. Meanwhile, Beijing has always denied that there is any 

geopolitical ambition behind BRI and has denounced these arguments as an instance of 

the Cold War mentality.  
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However, many Western countries, especially the United States, as well as Japan and 

India, have very different views on BRI. They perceive BRI as more than an economic 

development project, and believe China is using BRI to spread its development and 

governance model, namely the so-called Beijing Consensus or Chinese State 

Capitalism. Moreover, many of them regard BRI as Beijing’s ambitious geopolitical 

grand strategy which aims to seek dominance in the Eurasian continent and the 

Indo-Pacific region. Many believe BRI to be an instrument of Beijing’s hidden long-term 

vision, the ultimate goal of which is to pursue expansionism and compete with the 

United States for world supremacy. 

 

This thesis aims to analyze various views and perceptions on BRI as well as its 

implications for both the world and China respectively. Another objective of this thesis is 

to help policymakers, strategic communities, business leaders, and the public to 

achieve a better understanding of BRI from a geopolitical perspective, so that they can 

better respond to what is probably the most ambitious developmental, geo-economic, 

and geopolitical strategy the world has ever seen. This thesis would argue that though 

BRI is not a paradigm shift for the world, it is still a geo-economic and geopolitical 

strategy in spite of its Chinese characteristics. For China, however, BRI can be 

regarded as a paradigm shift on account of its revolutionary changes compared to 

China’s past foreign policies.  

2. Research questions 
This thesis tries to answer the following questions regarding the BRI: 

 

What is the gap between Chinese narratives and the outside perceptions in terms of the 

nature of BRI? Is BRI merely an economic development initiative or Beijing’s 

geopolitical grand strategy? Will BRI serve as a geopolitical instrument for China to 

strive for dominance in Eurasia and Indo-Pacific and furthermore for world hegemony?  
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What are the implications of BRI for the world and for China? For the world, is BRI a 

paradigm shift from classic geopolitical strategy to a revolutionary new model of global 

governance? For China, does BRI mean a paradigm shift that is totally different from its 

past foreign policies and strategic culture? 

3. Concept and methodology 

3.1 Concept definition 

3.1.1 “Paradigm” and “Paradigm Shift” 

“Paradigm” is a word derived from the Greek word παράδειγμα (“paradeigma”), 

meaning pattern: a widely accepted view, or generally accepted perspective, with 

regard to any subject, business, political, social, linguistic model, pattern, or consensus 

(Doyle, 2016: p.290). 

Paradigms are different underlying different explanations, or theories; they are the 

fundamental models or frames of reference we use to organize our observations and 

reasoning. Paradigms play a fundamental role in science. Thomas Kuhn (1970) draws 

attention to the role of paradigms in the history of the natural sciences. Major scientific 

paradigms have included such fundamental viewpoints as Copernicus’s conception of 

the earth moving around the sun (instead of the reverse), Darwin’s theory of evolution, 

Newtonian mechanics, and Einstein’s theory of relativity. Which scientific theories 

“make sense” depends on which paradigm the scientists are maintaining. 

The fate of supplanted paradigms in the social sciences has differed from what Kuhn 

observed in the natural sciences. Natural scientists generally believe that the 

succession from one paradigm to another represents progress from a false view to a 

true one. For example, no modern astronomer believes that the sun revolves around the 

earth. In the social sciences, on the other hand, theoretical paradigms may gain or lose 
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popularity, but they are seldom discarded altogether. The paradigms of the social 

sciences offer a variety of views, each of which offers insights the others lack and 

ignores aspects of social life that the others reveal (Babbie, 2013: p.59). 

Hence, the paradigms of the social sciences are neither true nor false; as ways of 

looking, they are only more or less useful. Each of the paradigms we are about to 

examine offers a different way of looking at human social life. Each makes its own 

assumptions about the nature of social reality. Each can open up new understandings, 

suggest different kinds of theories, and inspire different kinds of research (Babbie, 2013: 

p.59). 

A “paradigm shift” is a fundamental change in the basic concepts, assumptions, 

theories, methods, and standards of a scientific discipline. The original phrase was 

coined by Thomas Kuhn in his work The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1970) to 

describe a change in basic assumptions within the ruling theory of science. More 

generally, it has come to mean a radical change in the generally accepted viewpoint or 

structure to a new one based on a complete change in thinking, or belief system that 

allows the creation of a new paradigm that stands in opposition to the previous 

paradigm. An example might be the Japanese creation of “Just in Time” manufacturing 

in the 1980s, which shifted the paradigm from viewing inventory from an asset to a 

liability. The Internet and the Web have changed the paradigm on intellectual property 

and its distribution and on the value of proprietary information (Doyle, 2016: p.290). 

3.1.2 Geopolitics 

The word geopolitics often provokes ideas of war, empire, and diplomacy: geopolitics is 

the practice of states controlling and competing for territory (Flint, 2011: p.31). The 

English geographer, academic and politician, Halford Mackinder, is widely regarded as 

one of the most important founders of modern geopolitics. He made the following 

famous assertion: 
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Who rules Eastern Europe commands the Heartland;  

Who rules the Heartland commands the World Island;  

Who rules the World Island commands the world (Mackinder, 1962: p.261). 

 

The American political scientist Nicholas Spykman revised Mackinder’s assertion as:  

 

Who controls the Rimland rules Eurasia;  

Who rules Eurasia controls the destinies of the world (Spykman, 1944: p.43). 

 

However, geopolitics is more than the competition over territory and the means of 

justifying such actions: Geopolitics is also a way of “seeing” the world (Flint, 2011: p.33). 

In addition, geopolitics offers methods of studying foreign policy to understand, explain 

and predict international political behaviors through geographical variables. 

 

Contemporary geopolitics identifies the sources, practices, and representations that 

allow for the control of territory and the extraction of resources (Flint, 2011: p.35). As the 

struggle over the control of spaces, places, and access to markets and resources, 

geopolitics focuses on power, or the ability to achieve particular goals in the face of 

opposition or alternatives (Flint, 2011: p.39).  

 

Geopolitics deals with the role of geography in international political relations, focuses 

on the strategic aims of states, and views the arena of politics as competition for 

supremacy between states (Flint, 2011: p.3). The geopolitical strategy of a state 

traditionally relies upon military power and alliance arrangements, making geopolitics an 

arena traditionally dominated by great powers (Arase, 2016). In some sense, geopolitics 

is the struggle between great powers over hegemony, power, and interests.  

 

From a theoretical perspective, geopolitics basically belongs to the realist school in the 

theory of international relations. Therefore, geopolitics is often defined in the context of 
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power politics, power balance, and national interests without an explicit geographic 

reference, and here, too, mostly in the sense of world politics or global contexts 

(Hoffmann, 2012).  

 

From a historical perspective, geopolitics is a child of the political and intellectual 

upheavals of the late 19th century, namely the imperialist age (Parker, 1985: p.10). The 

foundations of classical geopolitics were established in the era of European exploration 

and the related desire and imperative to see the world as an interconnected whole, 

made up of parts that were labeled or classified in a hierarchy of regions or spaces. The 

geographer Geoffrey Parker advocates the following understanding of this term: 

Geopolitics is the “study of the international scene from a spatial or geocentric 

viewpoint, the understanding of the whole being its ultimate object and justification” 

(Parker, 1985: p.2). 

 

From an academic perspective, Brill argues that geopolitics is the study of the influence 

of factors such as geography, economy and population on politics—in particular, the 

foreign policy of a state (Brill, 1994: p.20). The Austrian geopolitician Andrea Riemer 

has a similar understanding of the term. Riemer points out the various geofactors, with 

which she names the sub-areas of geopolitics that function as a generic term. Riemer 

calls the study of the relationship between the economy and international politics as 

geoeconomics, and the study of the relationship between geography and strategy as 

geostrategy (Riemer, 2006: p.158–171). Despite the scientific claim, the approaches 

also have an application relevance: geopolitical analysis of international contexts seek 

to offer strategy recommendations for practical politics. Therefore, geopolitics is largely 

practiced by government strategists rather than academics (Flint, 2011: p.4). 

 

However, some advocates of geopolitics regard it not as politics, but rather as an 

applied science that deals with the natural and cultural geographic foundations and 

consequences of politics; above all, with the foreign and world politics of the great 
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powers. In Germany, it was largely determined by the assumption that the states are 

subject to a struggle for existence and a law of growth in which smaller and weaker 

states would have to perish. In contrast to geopolitics, political geography was 

considered a pure or basic science (Jahn, 2015). 

3.1.3 Grand Strategy 

The Dutch scholar of international relations, Paul van Hooft, defines grand strategy as 

the highest level of national statecraft that establishes how states, or other political 

units, prioritize and mobilize which military, diplomatic, political, economic, and other 

sources of power to ensure what they perceive as their interests. Depending on one’s 

theoretical perspective, these perceived interests focus on the most minimal goal of 

ensuring the state’s survival, pursuing specific domestic interests or ideational 

coalitions, or establishing a specific regional or global order (Oxford Online 

Bibliographies, 2017b). The “grand” in the concept is often confused with the grandiose 

or the ambitious; however, it does not suggest expansive goals but rather managing all 

the state’s resources toward the means of the state’s perceived ends. The majority of 

the literature explicitly focuses on great powers such as the United States (from World 

War I onward), Great Britain and France (till World War II), the Spanish Empire, the 

Soviet Union/Russia, and China during its rise. Middle or smaller powers are often 

implicitly or explicitly assumed to be too constrained to pursue grand strategies. Studies 

of grand strategy tend to focus on the rise and fall of these great powers, and their 

(in)ability to adapt to changing strategic circumstances (Oxford Online Bibliographies, 

2017b). 

 

The Center for International Security at Hertie School of Governance in Berlin defines 

grand strategy as an organizing principle that is consciously held and used by 

decision-makers to guide foreign policy. It represents the highest level of long-term 

political, diplomatic, military, and economic statecraft, and sets the parameters for 

day-to-day policies and responses to crises and contingencies. It clarifies which threats 
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and challenges should receive the most resources, which allies and international 

institutions are the most reliable, which battles one might and perhaps should fight, and 

which ones should be avoided at all costs (Hertie School, 2020). 

 

Chinese Grand Strategy 

Studies of Chinese grand strategy focus on the question of whether China—at a time 

when its economic and military power is growing—is likely to accept the U.S.-dominated 

status quo, or to pursue a revisionist strategy in Asia and, perhaps, globally. Swaine 

and Tellis (2000) argues that confrontation is likely as long as China continues its 

growth. Walgreen (2006) considers Chinese behavior in the Indian Ocean a sign of 

revisionist intentions, while Luttwak (2012) contends that China’s very strength 

increases both domestic intransience, which is not helped by Chinese cultural 

predilections, and regional and global responses, making conflict nearly inevitable. In 

contrast, Goldstein (2005) is cautiously optimistic and considers China too complex to 

label either as status quo or revisionist, since it has to deal with domestic challenges, 

and its interdependence with other economies makes conflict less attractive. From a 

perspective of “strategic culture”—though China’s past is often used as an indication of 

its status quo behavior, however—in his study of China’s strategic cultures during the 

Ming dynasty, Johnston (1995), however, sees evidence both for aggressive and 

more-conciliatory approaches in the era’s texts (Oxford Online Bibliographies, 2017a). 

 

The German scholar of international relations and an expert on China, Eberhard 

Sandschneider, views the rise of China as the decisive conflict of power politics on the 

international stage of the early 21st century. This conflict is not necessarily a military 

one, but is being fought out in the new fields of global positioning: image competition, 

economic competition, rivalry for resources, and technological race. The global rivalry 

between China and the West is not yet determined by confrontation, because China 

limits itself to pushing ahead with its development with the help of Western investment, 

technology, and know-how. But this will change if China abandons its pragmatism in 
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foreign policy and pursues a consistent global policy of interests (Sandschneider, 2007). 

As time goes on, the prospect he fears seems to be emerging. 

 

In contrast to their Western counterparts, most Chinese scholars claim China’s rise is 

not a threat to the existing international order that the United States created after 1945. 

Zhang (2012) sees no cohesive grand strategy as of yet but observes emerging 

combinations of ideas and interests among Chinese policymakers. Wang (2011) also 

notes the lack of clarity on what China’s grand strategy should be, but argues that it is 

changing toward greater engagement. Zeng et al. (2015) recognizes the same plurality 

when it comes to identifying China’s core interests, but the authors note an emerging 

consensus on China’s new status after the global financial crisis. Yan (2014) considers 

China’s more assertive “striving for achievement” strategy as in fact improving China’s 

relations with other states.  

 

However, Graham Allison, an influential American political scientist, fears China and the 

U.S. are heading toward a war neither wants. The reason is the so-called Thucydides’s 

Trap, a deadly pattern of structural stress that results when a rising power challenges a 

ruling one. Today, as an unstoppable China approaches an immovable America and 

both Xi Jinping and Donald Trump promise to make their countries “great again”, the 

prospect engenders pessimism. Unless China is willing to scale back its ambitions or 

Washington can accept becoming number two in the Pacific, a trade conflict, 

cyberattack, or accident at sea could soon escalate into all-out war (Allison, 2017). 

While Xi Jinping constantly claims Thucydides’s Trap is not inevitable, the U.S. National 

Security Strategy issued in December 2017 accuses Beijing of pursuing a “revisionist” 

strategy aiming at challenging the hegemony of the U.S. (White House, 2017). The 

geopolitical and ideological confrontations between the U.S. and China are escalating. 
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3.1.4 A community of shared future for mankind 

A community of shared future for mankind, also translated as community of common 

destiny, is a concept delivered by the former Chinese Communist Party general 

secretary Hu Jintao and advocated by the current general secretary Xi Jinping. Xi first 

proposed the concept in an international arena at the Moscow State Institute of 

International Relations in March 2013, and raised it again in a speech to the World 

Economic Forum at Davos In January 2017, which “won him high credits at home and 

abroad”: 

 

We should pursue a well-coordinated and interconnected approach to develop a 

model of open and win-win cooperation. Today, mankind has become a 

close-knit community of shared future. Countries have extensive converging 

interests and are mutually dependent. All countries have the right to 

development. At the same time, they should view their own interests in a broader 

context and refrain from pursuing them at the expense of others (State Council 

Information Office, 2017). 

 

Following his speech in Davos, Xi made another speech to the UN in Geneva in 

January 2017 to explain his idea of a community of shared future for mankind with more 

details. According to Xi, although the Cold War is already finished, the Cold War 

mentality and power politics still exist. He claims that “as modern history shows, to 

establish a fair and equitable international order is the goal mankind has always striven 

for. And China’s proposition is: build a community of shared future for mankind and 

achieve shared and win-win development”. As an instrument for this vision, “BRI aims to 

achieve win-win and shared development. China supports the successful operation of 

the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and other new multilateral financial institutions 

in order to provide more public goods to the international community” (XINHUANET, 

2017). 
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At the 19th Party Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in October 2017, Xi 

again emphasized his purpose behind building a community with a shared future for 

mankind again and explained the details of this idea. Xi realized that as an emerging 

superpower, China needs to offer its vision of the future world to justify China’s foreign 

policy. Herein came the concept of a community with a shared future for mankind. 

Actually, this idea is not new in the discourse of international relations. Xi’s appeal is 

indeed different from the Western realism schools of international relations. However, 

interestingly, the theoretical foundation for Xi Jinping’s global idealism is not communist 

or socialist ideology, but closed to Western liberalism, because an important rationale 

for his vision of a community of common/shared destiny for mankind is the deepening 

interdependence among nation states, which is exactly the main argument of Western 

liberalism (Wang, 2019). 

 

The Chinese scholars claim the idea of community with a shared future for mankind has 

a Chinese root rather than a Western one. Huang and Sun (2019) argue this Chinese 

idea can not only be differentiated from the Western classic geopolitical thought but also 

exceeds it, because the Western concepts are based on antagonism, control, and 

expansion, while the Chinese one is rooted in the profound and excellent Chinese 

traditional culture, and, so, it is holistic, integrated, and harmonious. 

 

Another influential Chinese scholar of international relations, Yan Xuetong, argues that 

Beijing wants to promote only economic liberation and globalization, and reject political 

integration because of the fear of outside interference, particularly from the U.S. (Yan, 

2019). 

 

On the one hand, Beijing is actively promoting its idea of the community with a shared 

future for mankind; on the other hand, Beijing is also very cautious. Beijing chooses 

“shared future” as the English translation of this concept instead of “common human 
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destiny”, because the latter has a stronger sense of mission than the former. In this 

sense, Beijing tries to calm other countries by playing down the strategic and political 

implications of this idea. 

3.2 Research methods 

Because this thesis focuses on narratives, discourses, perceptions, paradigms, and 

theoretical analysis, a qualitative research approach is adopted. 

3.2.1 Use of theory 

This thesis analyzes and studies the BRI by using classic geopolitical theories, including 

Halford McKinder’s theory of land power, especially his thesis of “heartland”; and 

Zbigniew Brzezinski’s theory of Eurasian grand chess, which is also the key to 

understanding the strategic imperative of the United States for preventing the 

emergence of any realistic and/or potential dominant great power(s) in Eurasia that 

would challenge American hegemony. In understanding the impact of traditional 

Chinese strategic culture on the BRI, Alastair Iain Johnston’s theory of cultural realism 

is also of great reference value. 

3.2.2 Documentary and content analysis 

In order to understand the nature of BRI, this thesis focuses heavily on Chinese official 

government documents and the academic articles of influential Chinese scholars. 

Meanwhile, in order to accurately and clearly describe the U.S. perception of BRI, this 

thesis cites U.S. official government documents and the testimony reports of the U.S. 

Congress. In addition to the Chinese and American literatures, the discourses of 

scholars and think-tanks from other countries on BRI, such as Germany and Japan, are 

also important references, because they offer relatively neutral and objective insights as 

third parties. 
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3.2.3 Comparative and historical research 

In order to better understand the background, motivation, characteristics, and 

implications of the BRI, this thesis compares it with the geopolitical strategies of the 

United States, mainly the “Asia-Pacific rebalancing” strategy of the Obama 

administration and the “Indo-Pacific strategy” of the Trump administration. 

From a historical perspective, comparing the BRI with China’s past foreign policies also 

makes sense, since it can lead to a better understanding of the radical changes and 

their significant impacts on international order. 

4. Different views and perceptions on BRI 

Since its emergence in 2013, BRI has triggered extensive discussions in political, 

economic, academic, and media circles around the world. For some countries, China’s 

strategic motives behind BRI are controversial. Whether or not BRI is China’s 

geopolitical grand strategy is always in focus. Chinese officials consistently deny BRI 

contains any geopolitical ambitions, and emphasize that BRI is an initiative dedicated to 

promoting economic cooperation and peaceful development of the countries along the 

Belt and Road, and its purpose is to achieve the ideal of a community with a shared 

future for mankind that China actively advocates. However, the narratives of BRI in 

Chinese academic circles are more diverse, especially in its early stages: many of them 

called BRI as a grand strategy of China. However, as BRI encountered more and more 

doubts and criticism outside China, the Chinese academic circles began to downplay its 

“strategic” implications and turned their attention to discuss its differences from classic 

geopolitical strategies. Among all the countries, the U.S. has a more critical position on 

BRI. The U.S. believes BRI is not only an economic development project, but also 

Beijing’s geopolitical grand strategy aimed at seeking dominance in Eurasia and the 

Indo-Pacific and challenging American hegemony. Hence, this thesis analyzes different 

views and perceptions on BRI and finds out the gaps between these. 
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4.1 Chinese narratives and discourses 

4.1.1 Chinese official narratives 

In an official document issued by the BRI leading small group of the Chinese 

government in 2015, China emphasizes that BRI’s vision is to build a community with a 

shared future for mankind. According to this document, BRI covers different regions at 

different stages of development, which have different cultures. Beijing claims BRI is an 

open and inclusive platform and a global public good forged by all involved parties. In 

Beijing’s eyes, BRI upholds its noncompetitive and nonexclusive nature to the fullest 

extent and reflects the demand of the international community for a fair, egalitarian, 

open, and inclusive global governance (Belt and Road Portal, 2015). This official 

Chinese document further claims: 

 

BRI offers a Chinese approach to reforming the current global governance 

system. Our world today faces challenges such as an insufficient drive for 

growth, an outdated governance structure, and imbalanced development. Being 

open and inclusive and aiming for common development, the Belt and Road 

Initiative transcends differences in social systems and cultures, respects the 

diversity of world civilizations and the coexistence of diverse cultures, and 

emphasizes mutual complementarity and mutual benefit among countries at 

different levels of economic development. It focuses on improving conditions and 

creating opportunities for development, strengthening the drive for development, 

and sharing the fruits of development. It propels the interaction between global 

governance, security, and development—an attempt to provide an alternative 

solution to these issues as they have not been addressed effectively over long 

periods of time (Belt and Road Portal, 2015). 
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Thereupon, Bruno Maçães, a Portuguese political scientist, argues BRI shall be 

regarded as an instrument of pushing the Chinese version of the world order (Maçães, 

2018), which indicates that the BRI is not a pure economic cooperation initiative, but an 

instrument of achieving Beijing’s grand idea for international order. In other words, 

Maçães believes Beijing is using BRI to promote an alternative international order to 

replace the current one, which is created by the U.S. and dominated by the West.  

 

Indeed, Beijing claims the current liberal international order has caused various 

problems, under which China is not granted the international status it deserves as a 

rising power, and is generally unfair to developing countries. In fact, over the years, 

China’s power share in international institutions such as the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) and the World Bank has been unable to reflect the fact that China is a 

rapidly rising great power. Although Beijing has repeatedly requested that its status and 

power be increased, the results have been limited. The German think-tank, SWP, 

conducted a detailed analysis is this regard: 

 

Under the surface of the visible trade dispute between the United States and 

China lurks a conflict over participation in global decision-making, whose origins 

date back to the early 2000s. That is when China began demanding a larger say, 

commensurate to its economic importance, within the Bretton Woods institutions. 

But the United States, supported by the other G7 states, blocked a significant 

expansion of China’s influence in the IMF and the World Bank. China responded 

by employing its enormous resources to found new formats and organisations, 

which it dominates as the largest single donor. This applies above all to the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the New Development Bank (formerly 

known as the BRICS Development Bank) and the Belt and Road Initiative. At the 

same time, China has declined to obey a number of important trade rules ever 

since it joined the WTO in 2001. To this day some of the reforms promised in its 

accession protocol remain unimplemented, above all in the areas of market 
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opening, market-distorting subsidies and protection of intellectual property (SWP, 

2020a). 

 

The American journalist and political scientist, Fareed Zakaria, also found both the 

United States and Europe had been reluctant to cede any ground to China in the core 

institutions of global economic governance, the World Bank and the IMF, which remain 

Euro-American clubs. For years, China sought a larger role in the Asian Development 

Bank (ADB), but the United States resisted. As a result, in 2015, Beijing created its own 

multilateral financial institution, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (which 

Washington opposed, albeit fruitlessly) (Zakaria, 2020). 

 

Hence, owing to the dissatisfaction and frustration with the United States and other 

Western countries, Beijing seems to have turned to establishing an alternative and 

China-centered international order. As a matter of fact, BRI has become an important 

platform to fulfill Beijing’s aspirations on the world stage. Beijing certainly understands 

the seriousness of challenging American hegemony and Western dominance directly in 

terms of security and geopolitics, because this will encounter strong resistance and may 

lead to direct confrontation with the United States, which Beijing has been trying its best 

to avoid. Hence,  Beijing has chosen a less sensitive economic cooperation and 

development project, namely BRI, as a means to achieve its ends. Moreover, from 

Beijing’s perspective, the large-scale infrastructure investment has been proven very 

effective for China’s domestic economic development in the past few decades. Hence, 

Beijing believes it can take advantage of its successful domestic development 

experience to serve its foreign strategy. In this sense, it is logical and reasonable that 

Beijing has chosen infrastructure construction as a means to push its political agenda.  

 

On the other hand, Beijing’s efforts can be interpreted as a strategy of transferring 

economic benefits in exchange for political influence over the countries along the Belt 

and Road. Washington constantly accuses Beijing of being a “revisionist power”, but 
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Beijing emphasizes it seeks neither to export its ideological and developmental model 

nor expansion and hegemony. Given China’s history of suffering invasions by 

imperialism and colonialism during the late Qing dynasty and in modern times since 

1840, Beijing’s argument is not groundless. Meanwhile, Beijing repeatedly denies any 

geopolitical ambition behind BRI. Nevertheless, Chinese official BRI documents have 

still expressed its intention to reshape the international order, including offering Chinese 

solutions for global governance, in a rather explicit manner. Beijing firmly believes China 

has accumulated a wealth of experience during its four decades of reform and opening 

up that can be worthy of reference and can be learned by other countries (Belt and 

Road Portal, 2015).  

4.1.2 Discourses of Chinese scholars 

The Chinese scholar with an official background, Zhexin Zhang, argues that BRI is not 

meant to expand China’s “sphere of influence”, nor is it a geopolitical strategy to 

compete with the United States or any other country for regional dominance, because 

the BRI has been focused on specific business or social projects to enhance economic 

and social ties (the so-called “five links”) instead of geostrategic elements such as 

political and security cooperation. Instead of seeking geopolitical hegemony, the 

ultimate goal of the BRI has been set to promote common development on the 

principles of engagement out of free will and consultation on equal footing, rather than 

to seek power or control by a state-centered approach (Zhang, 2018).  

 

Zhang’s argument is consistent with Chinese official narrative in terms of the purpose 

and implications of BRI. However, there is still a paradox: according to China’s official 

ideology of Marxism—which affirms that the economy and politics are inseparable and 

the economic basis decides the superstructure—large-scale infrastructure projects will 

inevitably lead China to increase its political influence. Meanwhile, Beijing is 

institutionalizing BRI; various powerful institutions and mechanisms such as the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), Belt and Road Forum (BRF), and Cooperation 
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between China and Central and Eastern European Countries (“17+1”) have already 

been established. As the initiator of these, China’s influence on global governance has 

been significantly growing, and, so, poses a great challenge to the current U.S.-led 

international order. 

In order to ease the concern that China is trying to establish a China-centered bloc 

through BRI, Zhang (2018) emphasizes the BRI is an open and inclusive mechanism on 

the principles of “wide consultation, joint contribution and shared benefits,” because BRI 

welcomes all countries of the willing—including the United States—to participate and 

has generally adopted common international rules and norms while engaging funds, 

technologies and talents from around the world. However, the BRI projects and 

mechanisms have been mainly initiated, driven, and led by China. Given the fact that 

BRI is a China-centered initiative, the participation of the U.S. is unable to weaken 

China’s role of leadership which definitely promotes China’s influence in the Eurasian 

continent and the Indo-Pacific region. On the other hand, from the geostrategic 

perspective, the U.S. is determined to prevent the emergence of a great power or a bloc 

of powerful countries which is able to unite or integrate the countries in Eurasia. 

According to the influential American strategist Zbigniew Brzezinski, in order to preserve 

America’s primacy, the U.S. must encourage pluralism in Eurasia (Brzezinski, 1997). In 

this sense, the conflict between the United States and China over the BRI is to a greater 

extent irreconcilable, unless China gives up its ambition or the U.S. acknowledges 

China’s increasing geopolitical power and influence in Eurasia, Africa, and the 

Indo-Pacific through the implementation of BRI. In the foreseeable future, neither seems 

to be realistic. 

Zhang (2018) admits China’s ultimate goal is to become the strongest great power and 

arrive at the center of the world stage, namely achieving the so-called China Dream of 

the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. However, he argues, it is not a hegemonic 

dream, but one of a Confucian nature, which highlights a peaceful, consultative, and 

commonly beneficial approach toward building a harmonious world. That is the essence 
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of President Xi’s advocate for all nations to work together to foster a community with a 

shared future for mankind. 

Defending BRI from the Chinese cultural perspective is very popular among Chinese 

officials and scholars, because they argue Chinese traditional strategic culture is 

defensive and peaceful rather than offensive, expansive, or using coercion to achieve 

its strategic goals. However, this mainstream argument based on Chinese culture is not 

without opposition. The Canadian political scientist at Harvard University, Alastair Iain 

Johnston, argues Chinese traditional strategic culture consists of two opposing 

paradigms: the Confucian-Mencian paradigm and the parabellum paradigm. The 

Confucian-Mencian paradigm assumes that conflict is aberrant and that force, when 

necessary, should be applied defensively and “then only in the name of the righteous 

restoration of a moral-political order”. The second, or the parabellum paradigm, 

“assumes that conflict is a constant feature of human affairs” and supports offensive 

strategies under terms of “absolute flexibility”, that is, when conditions are most 

favorable (Johnston, 1998).  

Indeed, there are two opposing concepts in Chinese strategic culture: Wang Dao (王道) 

and Ba Dao (霸道). Wang Dao attaches great importance to attracting people with 

justice, morality, and soft power rather than hard power. Ba Dao means the strong have 

the right to impose their will on the weak, which is quite a negative concept from the 

perspective of Chinese culture. In some sense, Confucian-Mencian paradigm 

emphasizes Wang Dao, while the parabellum paradigm prefers Ba Dao, which is similar 

to the Chinese understanding of hegemony. 

The influential Chinese scholar of international relations, Yan Xuetong, argues China 

pursues Wang Dao in terms of its foreign policy: 

Increased Chinese clout may also bring attempts to promote a vision of world 

order that draws on ancient Chinese philosophical traditions and theories of 

statecraft. One term in particular has been making the rounds in Beijing: ‘Wang 
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Dao’, or ‘humane authority.’ The word represents a view of China as an 

enlightened, benevolent hegemon whose power and legitimacy derive from its 

ability to fulfill other countries’ security and economic needs—in exchange for 

their acquiescence to Chinese leadership (Yan, 2019). 

In China, hegemony is commonly translated as Ba Quan (霸权), which means a 

powerful country pursues Ba Dao (霸道). In the West, hegemony is to a greater extent a 

neutral concept. Brzezinski points out that hegemony is as old as mankind. In some 

sense, hegemony means a country which possesses overwhelming power in the 

international system. However, as the word hegemony was also redefined by Antonio 

Gramsci in the 1930s, its connotation has changed greatly from “tyrannical rule” (similar 

to “hard power”) to “benevolent rule” (similar to “soft power”). In this sense, hegemony 

should be better translated and regarded as “leadership” in Chinese language (Zhan 

and Peng, 2011). This means the common Chinese understanding of hegemony—Ba 

Quan—is not completely consistent with that of the international community.  

It is clear that the implementation of BRI will enhance China’s power regionally and 

globally. In this sense, China’s efforts to become the world’s strongest nation could also 

be interpreted that China is pursuing hegemony in Western terms rather than Chinese 

terms. As Zhang (2018) admits, the BRI is an important part of China’s international 

strategy aiming to secure a favorable environment for China’s lasting development, 

which is crucial to achieving its grand strategic goal: to keep developing and become a 

truly great power with international recognition (Zhang, 2018). He does not deny BRI is 

Beijing’s major foreign strategy serving China’s highest national goal—namely, 

becoming a world power or the China dream of the great rejuvenation of the Chinese 

nation. This can be actually seen as a classic geopolitical grand strategy in Western 

terms. 

In the eyes of another influential Chinese scholar from the official Chinese Academy of 

Social Sciences, Cai Fang, BRI is not only China’s strategy to become a powerful 
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country, but has also started a new wave of globalization, which is transforming China 

from a rule taker to a rule maker (Cai, 2017). 

 

More concretely, the Chinese professor at Renmin University of China, Wang Yiwei, 

describes BRI as Globalization 3.0. Wang summarizes the three waves of globalization 

over the past thousands of years of history of the humankind as followings (Wang, 

2017): 

 Stakeholder Geographical 

Scope 

Means Norm 

Globalization 

1.0 

Civilization Eurasia trade+culture Silk Road spirit 

Globalization 

2.0 

Nation-State Oceans trade+investment West-centered 

Globalization 

3.0 

Civilization-State BRI connectivity Win-Win 

cooperation 

 

Wang (2017) asserts that BRI is changing the current world order created by the U.S. 

and dominated by the Western countries, which he describes as the edge while China 

should become the core:  

 

BRI revises the west-centered principle that inland civilizations are reliant on 

marine ones and the East is reliant on the West, reshapes the globalization to be 

more balanced and inclusive, and pushes Eurasia back to the center of human 

civilization. Since modern times, Portugal, Spain, the Netherlands and the UK 

successively rose, and established world hegemony through Great Geographical 

Discovery and maritime colonization, which ended after WW II. However, none of 

them is the country with an ancient civilization in the human civilization center. All 
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of them are edge or maritime countries. The BRI aims to revive the ancient River 

Civilizations. It is changing the modern history that sea dominates land and edge 

dominates core (Wang, 2017). 

 

Wang Yiwei actually regards BRI as a classic geopolitical strategy of land power against 

sea power. In his eyes, the dominating position of Western sea powers in the past five 

hundred years is the indication that the edge dominates the core. However, he argues it 

is only a temporary phenomenon in history. Now, it is time for China to change the 

West-centered world order. China will lead the “third wave of globalization” through BRI, 

and this will restore the core position of Eurasian continent to replace the sea powers 

including the U.S. and the UK. This claim indicates Beijing intends to act as a world 

leader and embark on a new path of globalization different from that of the West. This is 

indeed a revolutionary change compared to China’s foreign strategy of Reform and 

Opening-up by “keeping a low profile and concentrating on self-improvement” (Tao 

Guang Yang Hui 韬光养晦) in the Deng Xiaoping era as well as the Jiang Zeming era 

and the Hu Jintao era, which aims at integrating China into the Western-led international 

order.  

4.2 Perception of the U.S. 

The U.S. is concerned that the large-scale implementation of BRI would cause China’s 

influence to significantly grow in developing countries in Eurasia and the Indo-Pacific in 

economic, geopolitical, and even military terms. In this sense, a powerful new 

challenger to the American hegemony and the current dominant Western model could 

emerge ever since the collapse of the former Soviet Union. 

 

According to the German think-tank, SWP, the Trump administration sees China’s 

growing worldwide political and economic presence in the sense of a zero-sum game. If 

China is to gain influence globally, it will be at the expense of the United States. The 

BRI and the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) are 
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regarded as serving to combine economic and geopolitical goals (SWP, 2020b). 

Therefore, quite contrary to the Chinese narrative, the perception of the U.S. towards 

BRI is not only skeptical but also critical. The mainstream American opinion is that 

China’s foreign policy is undertaking radical changes under President Xi Jinping and 

BRI is the economic instrument of Beijing’s geopolitical ambition.  

 

In October, 2017, the U.S. National University issued an analysis report of BRI which 

concluded that Beijing’s intentions are neither altruistic nor purely economic in nature. 

The direct interpretation of the evidence is that Beijing is seeking spheres of influence in 

a way analogous to British geographer Halford Mackinder’s early 20th-century thesis 

that the quest for world dominance starts by occupying the Eurasian heartland. Though 

usually not stated so boldly, Chinese sources do argue that the BRI can help expand 

China’s “strategic space” and, in some cases, such as currying favor with Mongolia, can 

help weaken U.S. influence in the Asia-Pacific (U.S. National Defense University, 2017). 

 

This assertion actually views BRI as a classic geopolitical strategy aimed at Eurasian 

dominance. In terms of the geopolitical origin of BRI, this report argues that China wants 

to amass its influence in Eurasia on top of China’s strategic needs such as bolstering 

regional stability and improving China’s energy security. Hence, this report regards BRI 

as a way for China to simultaneously achieve two geopolitical objectives: amassing 

strategic influence in Eurasia’s heartland while deftly avoiding direct competition with 

the United States (U.S. National Defense University, 2017).  

 

However, what is the official U.S. perception toward BRI? In order to answer this 

question, this thesis focuses on analyzing official U.S. government documents and 

Congressional testimony. 
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4.2.1 U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS) 2017 and National Defense 

Strategy 2018 

In the late 1970s, U.S. policymakers concluded that integrating China into the global 

economic and political system was better than having the country sit outside it. But 

Washington coupled that effort with consistent support for other Asian 

powers—including continued arms sales to Taiwan. That approach, sometimes 

described as a “hedging strategy”, ensured that as China rose, its power was checked 

and its neighbors felt secure (Zakaria, 2020). However, the U.S. National Security 

Strategy issued in December 2017 is a turning point in the American foreign strategy 

toward China, as it declares the coming of the great power competition in which China 

is the prime strategic competitor of the U.S.. In addition, the Trump Administration 

claims that “China seeks to displace the United States in the Indo-Pacific region, 

expand the reaches of its state-driven economic model, and reorder the region in its 

favor” (White House, 2017). In this sense, the NSS 2017 is the U.S.’s farewell to its 

“hedging strategy” towards China in the past four decades. Based on the analysis of 

NSS 2017, the influential German think-tank, SWP, too, argues that in the United 

States, the rise of China is increasingly seen as a danger to its own dominant position in 

the international system, as the Trump Administration’s strategy documents describe 

China as an essentially revisionist power seeking regional hegemony in the Indo-Pacific 

and in the long term aiming for global supremacy (SWP, 2020a). 

The following are some of the main accusations of NSS 2017 against China in terms of 

BRI: 

China and Russia target their investments in the developing world to expand 

influence and gain competitive advantages against the United States. China is 

investing billions of dollars in infrastructure across the globe.  
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Although the United States seeks to continue to cooperate with China, China is 

using economic inducements and penalties, influence operations, and implied 

military threats to persuade other states to heed its political and security agenda. 

China’s infrastructure investments and trade strategies reinforce its geopolitical 

aspirations. 

China is gaining a strategic foothold in Europe by expanding its unfair trade 

practices and investing in key industries, sensitive technologies, and 

infrastructure. 

China is expanding its economic and military presence in Africa, growing from a 

small investor in the continent two decades ago into Africa’s largest trading 

partner today. Some Chinese practices undermine Africa’s long-term 

development by corrupting elites, dominating extractive industries, and locking 

countries into unsustainable and opaque debts and commitments (White House, 

2017). 

In the eyes of the U.S., BRI is Beijing’s instrument to fulfill its geopolitical aspirations. 

Following the National Security Strategy in 2017, the Pentagon issued its National 

Defense Strategy in January 2018, in which China was accused of seeking hegemony 

to replace the U.S. as a global power: 

It is increasingly clear that China and Russia want to shape a world consistent 

with their authoritarian model—gaining veto authority over other nations’ 

economic, diplomatic, and security decisions. 

China is leveraging military modernization, influence operations, and predatory 

economics to coerce its neighboring countries to reorder the Indo-Pacific region 

to their advantage. As China continues its economic and military ascendance, 

asserting power through an all-of-nation long-term strategy, it will continue to 

pursue a military modernization program that seeks Indo-Pacific regional 
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hegemony in the near-term and displacement of the United States to achieve 

global preeminence in the future (DoD, 2018). 

From the perspective of the U.S. government, China has formulated its long-term 

strategy in a manner of all-of-nation, both economically and militarily, to compete 

against the United States for hegemony in the Indo-Pacific region and Eurasian 

continent and replace the global leadership of the U.S.. In the eyes of the policy makers 

in Washington, BRI is Beijing’s economic instrument, serving to strive for mastery in the 

Eurasian continent and the Indo-Pacific region. 

4.2.2 Testimony before the U.S. Senate  

In June 2019, the U.S. Senate held a testimony dedicated to BRI. The vice chairman of 

the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, Carolyn Bartholomew, 

made the following statements in terms of the purposes and implications of BRI: 

 

Chinese leaders want to use BRI to revise the global political and economic order 

to align with Chinese strategic interests. With BRI, China has made a definitive 

break from Deng Xiaoping’s era of ‘hide your capabilities and bide your time.’ BRI 

is an important pillar in the foundation of China’s move on to the global stage with 

economic, diplomatic, geopolitical, and national security implications for the 

United States (U.S. Senate, 2019a). 

 

During this testimony, Daniel Kliman, from the Center for a New American Security 

(CNAS), clearly asserts BRI is fundamentally a geopolitical enterprise. For him, under 

the umbrella of BRI, Beijing seeks to promote a more connected world brought together 

by a web of Chinese-funded physical and digital infrastructure. Although he admits the 

world’s infrastructure needs are significant, BRI is more than just an economic initiative 

of China; it is a central tool for advancing China’s geopolitical ambitions. He claims 

Beijing is pursuing a vision of the 21st century defined by great power spheres of 
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influence, state-directed economic interactions, and creeping authoritarianism through 

the implementation of BRI (U.S. Senate, 2019b). 

 

In terms of the diplomatic, economic, and geopolitical impacts of BRI, Kliman is deeply 

concerned that China has placed recipient countries in a position of dependence and 

vulnerability by lending to some governments at a level beyond their ability to repay. 

Furthermore, debt burdens translate into a flexible form of influence that China can 

wield to obtain control of foreign assets, press for military access, and compel support 

to its positions on issues ranging from maritime disputes in the South China Sea to 

human rights. China’s ability to manipulate global supply chains for geopolitical benefit 

will grow. Through its overseas investment activities, Beijing will play an increasingly 

influential role in the distribution networks linking suppliers to consumers worldwide. In 

this way, the Belt and Road will expand Beijing’s coercive economic toolkit (U.S. 

Senate, 2019b). 

 

In particular, the success of BRI will put great pressure on the U.S. in terms of security, 

prosperity, and values: 

 

Beijing will sharpen the emerging choice countries confront between their military 

ties with the United States and economic dependence on China. U.S. companies 

will compete on an uneven playing field in large parts of the developing world as 

China increasingly sets commercial standards and uses co-opted local elites to 

advantage its enterprises. And American ideals of democracy and human rights 

will lose influence globally as Beijing radiates illiberalism through its investments 

in physical and digital infrastructure overseas (U.S. Senate, 2019b).  

 

Finally, Kliman asserts BRI is eroding the foundation of the existing international order 

which privileges the U.S., and the effects of BRI are already increasingly visible and 
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extend from geopolitics to commerce to international and domestic governance (U.S. 

Senate, 2019b). 

 

The commissioner of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, Roy 

D. Kamphausen, also claims that BRI is an instrument of China’s geopolitical grand 

strategy. Moreover, he emphasizes that BRI could raise China’s international status, 

enhance the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)—both at home and 

abroad—and position China to lead global efforts to revise key features of the 

international order. At its core, the BRI functions as a strategic instrument to shape and 

accelerate changes to the international order and balance of power. In Beijing’s view, 

the world is currently experiencing epochal changes “not seen in a century”, and the 

CCP must continue to play a central role in driving, and even leading, these changes. 

According to CCP leaders, the BRI is a primary component of the “great struggle” China 

must carry out as it assumes a central role in global affairs and “takes the wheel” and 

provides a “Chinese approach” to revising global governance structures and norms. It 

should be clear that Beijing views the BRI not only as providing other countries with an 

economic and political model worth emulating, but as a morally justified endeavor. 

China has used the BRI to advance the CCP’s broader and longstanding effort to export 

its state-controlled, authoritarian model for media and political discourse (U.S. Senate, 

2019c).  

4.2.3 Military and Security Component of the BRI  

According to the annual report of the U.S. Department of Defense to the U.S. Congress 

in 2019, the Pentagon “worries about strategic benefits of Chinese investments in 

foreign infrastructure, such as port facilities, which are part of the Belt and Road 

Initiative” (DoD, 2019a). 

 

The researcher at the Center for New American Security (CNAS), Daniel Kliman, claims 

BRI has military implications and challenges the military advantages of the U.S.: 
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With Chinese investment and workers fanning out to distant and sometimes 

dangerous regions, Beijing will increasingly grapple with circumstances that 

warrant deploying the PLA overseas. At the same time, the construction of dual 

purpose, civilian-military infrastructure under the umbrella of the Belt and Road 

will provide a more durable foundation for PLA operations in the Indian Ocean 

and beyond. This will create new risks for the U.S. military. The PLA’s presence 

in Djibouti and potential future locations overseas poses an intelligence threat 

and raises the possibility that American forces operating far from the Western 

Pacific will be harassed by China. Beijing’s involvement in the digital ecosystems 

of a large set of countries could compromise the networks of U.S. allies and 

partners and constrain future opportunities to enhance military interoperability 

(CNAS, 2019).  

 

Kliman further asserts that on the military and security side, while the BRI was not 

conceived to serve purely military objectives, it does serve strategic ends that include 

military purposes. Beijing has made it clear that it intends to guarantee the security of 

BRI projects, although the exact methods it might employ to do so remain under 

development (CNAS, 2019). 

 

However, all this is still speculation. Until now, China has been very cautious in terms of 

overseas military and security deployment. Currently, Beijing does not want to send 

armed personnel abroad, but mainly depends on the governments of the hosting 

countries along the Belt and Road to provide security for BRI projects. For example, a 

17,000-personnel-strong security force was established by the Pakistan government to 

protect the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), which is the flagship project of 

BRI (Geo News, 2015). Nevertheless, the likelihood that Beijing will take bolder actions 

to protect BRI projects in the future cannot be excluded. China’s establishment of a 

military base in Djibouti for the first time since the founding of the People’s Republic of 
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China has already attracted widespread attention from the international community. In 

the case of Djibouti, Daniel Kliman claims the country has received financing from China 

worth nearly $1.4 billion, or around 75 percent of Djibouti’s GDP, which almost certainly 

played a role in its agreement to approve the Chinese base. According to the U.S. 

Department of Defense, Beijing may believe that a mixture of military logistics models, 

including preferred access to overseas commercial ports and a limited number of 

exclusive PLA logistics facilities, probably collocated with commercial ports, most 

closely aligns with China’s overseas military logistics needs (CNAS, 2019). 

 

In addition, Kliman has expressed his concern that host countries could cede sovereign 

control to Beijing over territory hosting Chinese-built infrastructure projects: 

  

While leasing arrangements would not necessarily enable China to use this 

infrastructure for military purposes, Beijing could potentially install dual-use 

support facilities on leased territory during peacetime or pressure host nations to 

allow the PLA to make use of their lease during an emerging crisis or conflict. For 

instance, China’s 99-year lease over Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka—the most 

notable example of Beijing converting debt into a controlling equity stake on a 

Chinese-built infrastructure project—forbids China from using the port for military 

purposes without permission (CNAS, 2019). 

 

Although these concerns are not yet likely to become reality in the near future because 

Beijing is still cautious over the implementation of BRI in military and security terms, 

they do reflect the high vigilance of the U.S. over China’s possible use of BRI to 

advance its military and security programs, which constitute substantial threats to 

American hegemony. 
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4.3 International perceptions 

Internationally, BRI is widely regarded as China’s geopolitical strategy. This thesis 

collects various but quite representative opinions towards BRI from Japan, Russia, 

India, and Germany, as the four countries’ perceptions of BRI—as well as those of the 

U.S.—are what Beijing cares about. 

4.3.1 Japan 

In terms of BRI’s origin, the Japanese scholar of international relations, Yasuyuki Ishida, 

argues BRI is China’s response to the “Asia-Pacific Rebalancing” strategy of the Obama 

Administration: 

 

The interaction of geopolitics and geo-economics is a prevailing trend in 

contemporary Asian international relations. Asian major powers are pursuing 

diplomacy with competing regional visions, ideas and policies based on their own 

national interests and strategic objectives. After the terrorist attack on September 

11, 2001, the U.S. foreign policy focused on the war on terror and the Middle 

East, away from East Asia. By the early 2010s, however, in the context of 

China’s rapid rise and expansion, the then U.S. President Barack Obama 

pursued its pivot/rebalance policy to Asia as a comprehensive Asia-Pacific 

regional strategy to integrate various areas of diplomacy, security and economy. 

In response, the Chinese President Xi Jinping pursues proactive diplomacy 

concerning the Asia-Pacific, such as peripheral diplomacy, a new Asian security 

concept and the ‘One Belt, One Road (OBOR)’ initiative (Ishida, 2018). 

 

Ishida’s analysis of BRI’s origin is internationally representative, even Chinese scholar 

Wang (2016) has a similar opinion in this regard. In addition, owing to special historical 

reasons and close cultural and economic links between Japan and China, Japan’s 
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Chinese studies have reached a very high level. Hence, the assessment of BRI made 

by Japanese scholars deserves attention. 

4.3.2 Russia 

Russia’s response to BRI is actually quite complex. The Russian elites used to view 

China’s BRI as a threat to Russia, which has become a geopolitical strategy against the 

“heartland” in the eyes of the Russians. China not only gains access to Europe through 

the Belt and Road, but has also coveted Russia’s traditional sphere of influence. The 

Russians are very sensitive to space and regard Central Asia and Eastern Europe as 

their own sphere of influence. Now the “belt” of the BRI is passing through these areas, 

turning them into a Chinese “sphere of influence”, which Russia is afraid of. In a speech 

at Peking University in December 2018, Russian geopolitical scholar Aleksandr Dugin, 

who is often described as “Putin’s brain”, said that Putin once had misgivings about BRI, 

fearing that Russia would be marginalized in this initiative. But in recent years Putin has 

begun to welcome BRI. The Russian elites realize that BRI can be used by Russia to 

build a larger Eurasian community by strengthening Sino-Russian cooperation. In this 

community, the Eurasianist movement can be further developed and the traditional 

friendship between China and Russia will be consolidated (Dugin, 2019). Dugin argues 

that China is no longer a country on the periphery, but, along with Russia, forms the 

core of land powers. From Dugin’s perspective, the geopolitics of the world today 

remains a binary confrontation between land powers and sea powers; he argues Russia 

and China should work together, assume the leadership of land powers, and jointly 

confront sea powers represented by the United States (Dugin, 2019). 

4.3.3 India 

The scholars from the Indian Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, Jagannath P. 

Panda and Titli Basu, claim India understands that the BRI is a unilateral initiative of 

China that ignores universal values and transparency. It combines China’s geo-strategic 

and geo-economic objectives. It is a Sino-centric initiative attached to Beijing’s national 
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interests, which is to promote China slowly as the center of global politics. Centrality 

behind the BRI is to establish cooperative projects through a “win-win” narrative, which 

will position China as a driver of economic collaboration, and eventually as the “leader 

of globalisation”. Connectivity, corridors, and collaborative projects in China’s immediate 

neighbourhood are the main crux of BRI that will affect India’s interests more than any 

other country. Given the unilateralism and non-transparency accounts of the BRI, India 

will be careful and guarded to support and participate in any connectivity, corridor, and 

projects that are parts of BRI (Panda and Basu, 2018). 

4.3.4 Germany 

In 2018, the former German Foreign Minister, Sigma Gabrile, made the following 

assessment of BRI’s geopolitical nature: 

 

The BRI is anything but a nostalgia to Marco Polo, it is a geostrategic idea of the 

century, with which China is determined to enforce its thinking of world order and 

projecting power in terms of trade policy, geopolitics and ultimately also military. 

China is the only country in the world that pursues a long-term geopolitical 

concept (Gabrile, 2018). 

 

The well-known German scholar of international relations and an expert on China, 

Eberhard Sandschneider, argues BRI is a clear indicator of China’s geopolitical 

ambition to compete for global dominance (Sandschneider, 2017), while the influential 

German think-tank, SWP, believes the BRI is perceived in international politics as a 

grand strategy and has had the effect of causing numerous actors to orientate on China 

(SWP, 2020a). 

 

In summary, although these arguments have different perspectives and foci, the 

common denominator is that all of them do not view BRI as merely an economic 

development and cooperation initiative, but rather as serving China’s geopolitical and 
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geo-economic strategy, and so differ significantly from Beijing’s official narrative. Hence, 

the gap between Beijing’s narrative and the international perceptions in terms of the 

strategic significance of BRI shall not be ignored. 

5. Analysis: Is BRI a paradigm shift? 

According to Beijing’s official narrative, BRI is a paradigm shift compared to the classic 

Western geopolitical schools and their horrible consequences, including the two World 

Wars and the Cold War. As a matter of fact, Xi Jinping’s narrative of BRI is indeed full of 

idealism and liberalism, which are very different from geopolitical thinking and power 

politics. In some sense, BRI can be regarded as an instrument of Xi Jinping’s major 

country diplomacy, which Beijing claims is a new paradigm of international relations. 

The Chinese scholar of international relations, Wang Jianwei, argues Xi Jinping’s major 

country diplomacy theory attempts to surpass the traditional Western international 

relations theory and falsify the Western prediction about the so-called Thucydides Trap: 

the inevitable conflict between a rising power and an existing dominant power. To avoid 

this historical foreordination Xi asserts that mankind needs to make a choice between 

two options. One is vicious competition or even armed conflict for power and 

self-interest leading to disastrous crises, and the other is to go along with the tide of the 

times and rise to challenges through global collaborations, thereby creating favorable 

conditions for building a community with a shared future for mankind. Xi intends to 

convince the world that China has definitely made up its mind for the latter: it is a rising 

power of a different kind in pursuing its foreign policy goals compared to historical and 

current major powers and could help foster a new paradigm of international relations 

that is characterized by connectivity, interdependence, win-win cooperation, equality, 

and common destiny (Wang, 2019). 

 

In order to justify BRI, Beijing promotes a narrative that China is committed to sharing 

its developmental experience and dividends and, so, is making contributions to the 
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international community, as China has benefited tremendously from globalization in the 

past decades. From China’s perspective, BRI is a win-win approach for both China and 

the participating countries. However, many are unconvinced, and some of them claim 

China’s “win-win” means “China wins twice”. There is also dissatisfaction among these 

countries because they believe China’s relative gains are more than those of its 

partners. There is also criticism over the way in which BRI is implemented. Emil J. 

Kirchner, a political scientist at the University of Essex in the UK, claims China does not 

follow the international common principles of transparency and openness, and lowers 

environmental and labor standards when carrying out BRI projects.  The former U.S. 1

ambassador to UN, Nikki Haley, accused China of exporting corruption through BRI: 

 

Chinese officials say they have no interest in the politics of foreign countries, but 

their habit of bribing foreign officials has ignited corruption scandals in Australia, 

New Zealand, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Angola, and elsewhere. China’s Belt and 

Road Initiative, Xi’s signature initiative to extend loans and build infrastructure 

around the world, relies heavily on corrupt financing arrangements that burden 

foreign governments with debt they cannot afford to repay (Haley, 2019). 

 

Obviously, there is still a perceptual gap on China’s strategic intention behind many of 

its new concepts and initiatives between China and other countries leading to 

suspicions. The Chinese scholar, Wang Jianwei, admits: 

 

Xi Jinping repeatedly told foreign audiences that the Belt and Road initiative is 

purely an economic scheme focusing on infrastructure and connectivity. It is not 

about geopolitical maneuverings. Beijing even refrained from using the word 

‘strategy’ to define BRI, but stuck with the word ‘initiative’. Yet few political elites 

1 On Oct. 22nd, 2019, Professor Kirchner answered the author’s question regarding BRI during a lecture 
at TU Berlin, 
https://www.china.tu-berlin.de/menue/studium_und_lehre/archiv/ws_201516_bis_wise_201920/wise_201
920/ringvorlesung_china_strategic_partner_or_systemic_rival/ 
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in Southeast Asian countries, for example, would believe for a second that there 

is no geopolitical consideration behind it (Wang, 2019). 

 

Meanwhile, there are also perception gaps between China’s words on different 

occasions and between China’s words and deeds. For instance, Xi Jinping vows 

solemnly that China does not want to “export” the Chinese model and will not ask other 

countries to copy the Chinese practice. Yet, at the same time, he confidently proclaimed 

that the Chinese model has become “a new option” for other nations (Wang, 2019). 

 

China has long claimed that when it rises, it will behave differently from traditional major 

powers in history. Although few in the West and the countries along the Belt and Road 

want to bet on it, it is still laudable for Xi Jinping to set a higher bar for China’s 

international behavior and offer an idealistic vision for the world order. Therefore, as a 

major instrument of China’s foreign strategy under the leadership of Xi Jinping, whether 

or not BRI really indicates a paradigm shift for international relations and global 

governance, is a meaningful question worthy of discussion. 

5.1 For the world, BRI is not a paradigm shift, but still a 

geopolitical strategy of China 

5.1.1 The geopolitical origin of BRI 

In October 2012, a prominent Chinese scholar, Professor Wang Jisi, the then Dean of 

the School of International Relations of Peking University, published an essay in the 

Chinese state-owned nationalist newspaper, Global Times, with a title “Marching 

Westwards”, the Rebalancing of China’s Geostrategy. In this essay, he argues, “the 

focus of U.S. strategy is ‘shifting eastwards,’ while the EU, India, Russia and other 

countries are beginning to ‘look eastwards.’ Located at the center of the Asia-Pacific 

region, China should not limit its sights to its own coasts and borders, or to traditional 

competitors and partners, but should make strategic plans to ‘look westwards’ and 
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‘march westwards’” (WANG, 2012). According to Professor Wang, “China needs to 

have new and comprehensive thinking on geostrategic ‘rebalancing’, as the 

geo-economic and geopolitical situation constantly changes” (WANG, 2012). 

This essay is widely regarded as the origin of BRI. Professor Wang believes “marching 

westwards” can help China offset the tremendous strategic and geopolitical pressures 

exerted by the U.S. and Japan from the directions of its east and south; thereby, a direct 

geopolitical and strategic confrontation with the U.S. can be avoided. In reality, owing to 

the collapse of the Soviet Union and the decline of Russia, the geopolitical vacuum of 

the Eurasian continent has offered Beijing a golden opportunity.  

In March 2003, The New York Times carried an interview with Wang Jisi, in which he 

claims many American strategists and scholars always intentionally or unintentionally 

view China as a part of East Asia. However, Wang argues, the United States lies in fact 

the east of China, and China lies in the middle between the United States and Europe. 

Literally, “China” should be translated into “Middle Kingdom” in English. Therefore, 

China should not position itself as an “East Asian” country. Given its geographical 

advantage of having both ocean territory and a vast inland, it is necessary for China to 

pursue a strategy of multidirectional development. Wang claims “marching westwards” 

is not primarily aimed at the United States, but returning to China’s original “middle” 

status. As well as developing its eastern coastal area, China should develop its western 

inland, turn its eyes beyond China, march westwards to the Eurasian continent, and 

finally rise as both a sea power and a land power (NY Times, 2013).  

It is clear that Wang’s insights, which are widely regarded as the origin of BRI, is a 

typical geopolitical idea rather than an economic plan. 

Another influential Chinese scholar of international relations and strategist, Shi Yinhong, 

argues the major goal of China’s foreign policy in the short, medium and long terms is to 

enhance power and influence in Asia and the Western Pacific and even to take a 

leading role. The main policy tools serving this goal can be divided into two categories : 

strategic military and strategic economy. China has been predominantly implementing a 
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generalized strategic military since the 18th CCP National Congress, which has 

complicated its relations with its neighbors in East and Southeast Asia, and significantly 

increased the risk of conflict with Japan and the United States. Hence, China will lean 

more heavily on its strategic economy, based on its huge economic and financial 

strength and border diplomacy. Shi regards BRI as this sort of strategic economy policy 

tool to implement China’s foreign policy, and it must be conducted with caution: 

Like the “Strategic Military”, the future practice of the “Strategic Economy” must 

also proceed with caution. Those visions and plans, including the “Eurasian Silk 

Road”, the “Marine Silk Road”, a High Speed Rail Project output and an 

“Economic Corridor” of China, India, Burma and Bangladesh must consider 

potential related issues, and must be carried out with prudence in political, 

psychological, and strategic terms (Shi, 2015). 

 

Another Chinese scholar of international relations at Peking University, Wang Yong, 

believes the Asia-Pacific rebalancing strategy of the U.S. government under Obama 

and TPP are the direct trigger of BRI: 

 

All these developments seem to remind Chinese leaders that the U.S. is pushing 

hard in Asia Pacific, and in order to maintain its primacy in Asia it is working to 

build an Asian version of NATO to contain China by taking advantage of the 

territorial disputes around China. With such a strong sense of insecurity, Xi 

Jinping and colleagues tend to believe that it has become an issue of life and 

death for China to invest the largest resources in the area periphery to China, to 

counterbalance the influence and damages caused by the United States. They 

believe that only by building close relations with the neighbors, China can be in a 

strong position to deal with the pressure of the U.S. and its allies like Japan, most 

displeased with the rise of China (Wang, 2016). 
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Therefore, it is clear for the three influential Chinese scholars—Wang Jisi, Shi Yinhong, 

and Wang Yong—that BRI is China’s policy means to achieve its geopolitical ends. In 

this sense, the geopolitical origin of BRI cannot be ignored, and its geopolitical 

implications cannot be underestimated either. 

5.1.2 Geopolitical implications of Polar Silk Road and Digital Silk Road 

Polar Silk Road 

Geographically, BRI covers not only Eurasia and the Indo-Pacific, but also the Arctic. In 

January 2018, the Chinese government issued its “China’s Arctic Policy” white paper, 

announcing the inclusion of the region into BRI as the “Polar Silk Road” and 

emphasized its status as a “Near-Arctic State” (State Council, 2018). China eyes the 

route as an alternative transportation solution which can cut several thousand kilomeers 

off the established sea lanes and provide the shortest way to Europe. 

 

However, the extension of BRI to the Arctic is particularly alarming for the U.S., because 

the Arctic is the only region where U.S. sea power cannot reach. Russia and China are 

stepping up cooperation in the Arctic region, which is now regarded by Washington as 

the “principal challenge” to U.S. security and prosperity. Glenn Diesen, a Norwegian 

author and academic, explains how Russia’s Northern Sea Route (NSR), with 

cooperation from China, may upset the established balance of power and challenge 

U.S. control over the sea: 

 

The Northern Sea Route through the Arctic offers a cheaper and faster 

transportation corridor between Asia and Europe. This can become an important 

transportation corridor, which is completely outside U.S. control. Towards the end 

of the 19th century, the influential U.S. naval officer Alfred Thayer Mahan argued 

that controlling the seas was imperative for commerce and warfare 

(Sputniknews, 2020). 
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In the early 20th century, the U.S. began asserting control over the Pacific Ocean and, 

by the end of the Second World War, all major maritime corridors and choke points 

were under U.S. control. The U.S. established two “island chains” along the South 

China Sea to contain the Soviet Union and China in the Pacific. Since the Cold War 

ended, NATO has expanded into the Baltic Sea and Black Sea, which limits Russia. 

The Northern Sea Route would be the first transportation corridor to challenge U.S. 

control over the sea. This will have implications for both commerce and warfare 

(Sputniknews, 2020).  

 

Not only does the NSR shorten the distance between China and Europe considerably, 

China is also interested in exploiting Arctic energy resources. A 2008 U.S.  

Geological Survey estimated that around 13 percent of the world’s undiscovered oil 

reserves and around 30 percent of the world’s undiscovered gas reserves are located in 

the Arctic. In summer 2018, the first deliveries of liquefied gas from the Yamal 

Peninsula in Russia were shipped via the northern route (Sengupta and Myers, 2019). 

China is not only investing in Russia, but also in other Arctic countries, such as Iceland 

and Greenland (which belongs to Denmark). The purchase of a former U.S. naval base 

in Greenland and plans to expand an airport failed, however, because the Danish 

government objected to the airport project, following an intervention by the then U.S. 

Secretary of Defense James Mattis (Auerswald, 2019). 

 

Hence, from the geopolitical perspective, the Polar Silk Road—as part of the 

BRI—poses a serious challenge to the maritime supremacy of the U.S. as well. 

 

Digital Silk Road 

The “Digital Silk Road” is the digital component of the BRI. “Digital”, in this sense, 

describes tangible as well as intangible components of the ICT industry. Included, for 

example, are physical network connections such as terrestrial or fiber optic cables, 
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other infrastructure such as smart cities, where frontier technological solutions are the 

key, or intangible virtual digital platforms and applications. 

In March 2015, the Chinese government released a White Paper on “Jointly Building 

Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road”, which initially mentions 

the notion of an “Information Silk Road” (xinxi sichou zhilu 信息丝绸之路) in an official 

document (Belt and Road Portal, 2015). This White Paper puts strong emphasis on the 

different aspects of the construction of transcontinental network infrastructure. The topic 

was reapproached using the new notion of the “Digital Silk Road” at the China-EU 

Digital Cooperation Roundtable in Brussels in July 2015 (China Daily, 2015). The 

Chinese President Xi Jinping made his first reference to the digital component of the 

BRI in his opening speech at the Belt and Road Forum in May 2017: 

We should pursue innovation-driven development and intensify cooperation in 

frontier areas such as digital economy, artificial intelligence, nanotechnology and 

quantum computing, and advance the development of big data, cloud computing 

and smart cities to turn them into a digital silk road of the 21st century (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of the PR China, 2017). 

The U.S. has not ignored the digital silk road either, as the vice chairman of the 

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, Carolyn Bartholomew, made 

the following statement before the U.S. Senate: 

 

BRI’s ambitions are not confined to just two geographic paths. China’s vision for 

BRI includes Latin America and the Caribbean, the Arctic, and even space and 

cyberspace—although plans for projects in these areas are less developed. The 

Digital Silk Road—China’s plans for integrating digital sectors like 

telecommunications, the Internet of Things, and e-commerce into its vision for 

regional connectivity—is a less analyzed but critically important component of 

BRI (U.S. Senate, 2019a). 
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For the influential German think-tank SWP, China is pursuing the twofold goal of first 

becoming independent from the U.S. in core digital technologies, and then 

disseminating its own technologies globally. One decisive instrument to achieve these 

goals is the digital component of the Belt and Road Initiative, which underlines China’s 

ambition to create its own technopolitical sphere of influence as a counterweight to the 

American. The first successes of this strategy can be seen in the growing global 

importance of Chinese firms operating social media platforms, providing cloud services 

and selling network technologies (SWP, 2020a). 

 

The action of the U.S. against Huawei, China’s leading information communication 

technology (ICT) company, has clearly indicated that the technological competition 

between China and the U.S. is also a geopolitical issue. Hence, as a major instrument 

of pursuing Chinese technological leadership, the digital silk road has significant 

geopolitical implications as well as BRI per se. 

5.1.3 Geopolitical strategy with Chinese characteristics 

On the one hand, there is a broad consensus outside China that BRI is Beijing’s 

geopolitical strategy; on the other hand, it is necessary to mention that BRI is a 

geopolitical strategy with Chinese characteristics. As a rising world power, China has its 

own justified geopolitical interests, so it has all rights to formulate its corresponding 

geopolitical grand strategy. In contrast to China, the U.S. has never covered up its 

geostrategies. Each and every American President has his own national security 

strategy and makes it open to everyone. Professor Shi Yinhong, a prominent scholar of 

international relations at Renmin University of China, warned Chinese policymakers of 

pretending to be completely selfless when pushing BRI, because it is untrue and 

nobody believes that (SHI, 2017). It is difficult for Beijing to deny the geopolitical and 

strategic implications of BRI, but, on the other hand, the Chinese characteristics of BRI 

should not be ignored either:  

● Development-oriented rather than security-oriented  
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● Relation-based rather than rule-based  

● Integrating strategies and docking project plans with other countries are 

preferred rather than competing against each other  

● Win-win instead of zero-sum  

● Infrastructure (hardware) as a key rather than exporting governance model 

(software)  

● No political precondition for economic cooperation  

In summary, BRI is not only an economic development initiative, but also a 

geo-economic and geopolitical strategy. Meanwhile, BRI has its Chinese characteristics, 

although it is not fundamentally different from the classic geostrategies in history. 

5.2 China’s BRI vs. Indo-Pacific Strategy of the U.S. 

On February 12, 2019, the commander of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, Admiral 

Philip S. Davidson, accused China of using economic means to advance its strategic 

interests when he gave his testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee: 

 

Beijing is leveraging its economic instrument of power in ways that can 

undermine the autonomy of countries across the region…easy money in the 

short term, but these funds come with strings attached: unsustainable debt, 

decreased transparency, restrictions on market economies, and the potential loss 

of control of natural resources (U.S. Senate, 2019d). 

  

On June 1, 2019, the U.S. Department of Defense issued its Indo-Pacific Strategy 

Report. This strategy is widely regarded as the geopolitical counterbalance measure of 

the U.S. against the BRI. According to this important report, “the People’s Republic of 

China, under the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, seeks to reorder the 

region to its advantage by leveraging military modernization, influence operations, and 

predatory economics to coerce other nations” (DoD, 2019b). Given these assessments, 
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it is clear to the Pentagon that BRI belongs to the “influence operations and predatory 

economics” this strategy indicates. 

 

From a geopolitical perspective, the BRI is widely regarded as China’s effort to expand 

its influence in the Eurasian continent and the Indo-Pacific region. Belt crosses Eurasian 

continent, while Road passes through Western Pacific, northern Indian Ocean, the Red 

Sea, and the Mediterranean Sea. It seems to China that the Belt plays a more important 

role than Road. The participation of other great land powers, such as Russia and Iran, 

also suggests that BRI is mainly an association of land powers should it succeed, while 

the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” of the U.S. is basically trying to establish an alliance of sea 

powers. Both Japan and Australia are sea powers, and India can also be regarded as a 

sea power, while the U.S. is a worldwide maritime hegemony. From the geopolitical 

perspective, the emerging confrontation between the BRI and the “Indo-Pacific strategy” 

is a classic recurrence of the competition for global supremacy between land powers 

and sea powers in history, which would probably determine the international order and 

the fate of humankind in the 21st century. 

 

In fact, the Cold War that took place in the second half of the 20th century was, from a 

geopolitical perspective, also a competition for hegemony between the land power (the 

Soviet Union) and the sea power (the U.S.). However, this time in the 21st century, the 

prime land power is China rather than Russia, because Russia is not qualified to play a 

major role due to its weak economic status. The likelihood that Russia would only play a 

role as China’s junior partner in this competition cannot be underestimated. Another 

competition between the British empire and the German empire for mastery that took 

place in the early 20th century was actually also a confrontation between sea power and 

land power. Prior to that competition, the so-called Great Game between the British 

Empire and the Russian Empire for the mastery of Central Asia, which existed for most 

of the 19th century, is a typical geopolitical rivalry between land power and sea power 

as well. 
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From the geopolitical perspective, both China’s BRI and the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” of 

the U.S. are the long-term strategic efforts of the two great powers to achieve their 

respective national interests. The emergence of the two strategies is actually a logical 

result of the power shift between the U.S. and China. Since the 1990s, the U.S. has 

been involved in three consecutive wars in the Middle East and Central Asia, at 

enormous financial cost: the first Gulf War, the Afghan War, and the Iraq War. 

According to the former U.S. President Jimmy Carter, the U.S. has wasted 3 trillion 

U.S.$ in these wars, while China has not wasted a single penny on war, and that is why 

China is ahead of the U.S. in terms of economic growth (npr, 2019). In contrast to the 

U.S., which is busy with wars, China’s great leader, Deng Xiaoping, pushed through 

economic reforms during the same period. His successors, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, 

carried his policy forward. Hence, China’s national strength and power have been 

growing rapidly, which has caused serious anxiety and vigilance in the U.S.. During the 

Obama era, strategic adjustments of the U.S. were already conducted to shift its focus 

from the Middle East and Central Asia to the Asia-Pacific region. The Asia-Pacific 

rebalancing launched by the Obama Administration, from China’s perspective, is a 

strategic encirclement of China, which puts tremendous pressure on China. In order to 

avoid a head-to-head confrontation with the U.S. and Japan in East Asia and the 

Western Pacific, Beijing took a Tai Chi-like approach and turned westward, aiming for 

Eurasian mastery by using its rapidly expanding economic power, and BRI serves as its 

concrete instrument. Xi Jinping’s spiritual mentor is Chairman Mao, and the BRI is 

actually applying Mao’s famous principle of guerrilla warfare viz. “enemy advancing, we 

retreating”, and it also conforms to the traditional Chinese strategic culture of avoiding 

direct conflicts with rivals: military confrontation especially shall be avoided as much as 

possible. The great Chinese strategist, Sun Tzu, concluded that winning without fighting 

is the most optimal strategy (Sun et al., 1992), while the famous Western strategist, Karl 

von Clausewitz, asserts, “war is an act of force, and there is no logical limit to the 

application of that force” (von Clausewitz et al., 2008: p.77). For Sun Tzu, violence is 
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best avoided in war, while Clausewitz believes that violence is unavoidable and should 

be maximized in order to win the war. 

 

In the classic geopolitical sense, Eurasia is regarded as the “heartland” of the world. 

Chinese traditional strategic culture,too, has a similar rule, “who wins heartland of China 

commands China” (de zhongyuan zhe de tianxia得中原者得天下), with which Chinese 

strategists are very familiar. Hence, it would be strange that Beijing ignores the 

heartland of the world should they pursue an ambitious world strategy. Taiwan’s 

strategist and scholar Chong-Pin Lin (林中斌) believes Beijing’s grand strategy behind 

BRI, which uses large-scale infrastructure construction as a means to enhance political 

influence and export its development model, is “dominating Eurasiafrica (Europe, Asia 

and Africa) without war” (Lin, 2019). Given the fact that Taiwanese scholars have both a 

deep understanding of Chinese traditional strategic culture and the way of thinking of 

the Chinese leaders and strategists, the accuracy of Lin’s judgement shall not be 

underestimated. 

 

However, Beijing’s bold move to expand in Eurasia and Africa has committed a breach 

of the taboo that the U.S. does not allow any great power to become so powerful on the 

Eurasian continent that it is able to challenge American hegemony or primacy, as the 

influential American strategist Zbigniew Brzezinski emphasizes: 

 

America is now the only global superpower, and Eurasia is the globe’s central 

arena. Hence, what happens to the distribution of power on the Eurasian 

continent will be of decisive importance to America’s global primacy and to 

America’s historical legacy. America is now Eurasia’s arbiter, with no major 

Eurasian issue soluble without America’s participation or contrary to America’s 

interests. How the United States both manipulates and accommodates the 

principal geostrategic players on the Eurasian chessboard and how it manages 
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Eurasia’s key geopolitical pivots will be critical to the longevity and stability of 

America’s global primacy (Brzezinski, 1997). 

 

In order to keep America’s global primacy, Brzezinski asserts it is in America’s interest 

to consolidate and perpetuate the prevailing geopolitical pluralism on the map of 

Eurasia. That puts a premium on maneuver and manipulation in order to prevent the 

emergence of a hostile coalition that could eventually seek to challenge America’s 

primacy, not to mention the remote possibility of any one particular state seeking to do 

so. The most immediate task is to make certain that no state or combination of states 

gains the capacity to expel the United States from Eurasia or even to diminish 

significantly its decisive arbitrating role (Brzezinski, 1997). 

 

In his influential book, The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and Its Geostrategic 

Imperatives, in 1997, Brzezinski asserts China is just a regional power in East Asia and 

it is unlikely to become a global power that challenges the status of the United States as 

the world hegemony and the arbitrator of Eurasia (Brzezinski, 1997). However, historical 

developments have clearly exceeded his estimation. As a matter of fact, China’s rapid 

rise—including the launch of the BRI plan—has led the U.S. political and strategic 

circles increasingly to reach a consensus that China intends to become the leading 

great power in Eurasia and the Indo-Pacific through the implementation of BRI, thereby 

posing a powerful challenge to the geopolitical hegemony and moral leadership of the 

United States regionally and globally. 

 

Moreover, since the end of the Cold War, a power shift from the West to the East has                  

been continuously taking place. According to the U.S. National Security Strategy issued            

in December 2017, China has been regarded as the number one strategic competitor of              

the U.S. before Russia—its traditional rival during the Cold War. For the U.S.             

policymakers and strategists, it is unacceptable that the strategic balance continues to            
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shift in favor of China. Under the leadership of Donald Trump, the U.S. is trying to                

ensure it will continue to be the leading great power in the world by confronting China. 

The combined power of the whole Eurasian continent is far greater than that of the 

United States. However, owing to the fragmentation of the Eurasian continent, the U.S. 

has become the arbiter of Eurasia in spite of the fact that the U.S. is located far away 

from it. The geopolitical strategy of the U.S. is probably inherited from the British 

empire, which was a master of the practice of “divide and rule” with the purpose to 

maintain the balance of power in European continent and prevent the emergence of any 

continental great power that would be able to challenge British hegemony. Both 

Napoleon and Hitler tried to conquer the European continent, but neither succeeded. 

Instead, both of them were defeated by the Britons along with other outside great 

powers.  

 

China’s BRI is actually a loose association that emphasizes openness and win-win, but 

it lacks firm and clear universal values. Hence, its ideological foundation is not solid, 

and most countries along Belt and Road are only aiming for China’s investment and aid. 

Once China’s financial support is weakened, the association would very likely break up. 

In contrast, the main members of the “Indo-Pacific strategy”—namely, the United 

States, Japan, Australia, and India—share common values of liberalism and 

democracy. In some sense, alliances of common values are indeed stronger than those 

of interests. On the other hand, the “Indo-Pacific strategy” is to a greater extent a 

traditional security alliance with less focus on economic development, and, so, its 

attractiveness to the developing countries in Indo-Pacific region is disadvantaged. In 

contrast to the Indo-Pacific strategy, BRI is an association aiming at promoting 

development, and China’s huge capital is a great temptation to the developing countries 

along the Belt and Road, but the question is whether this ambitious strategy will 

increasingly become an “empire burden” of China and exhaust its national strength. 
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Chinese officials and scholars have tried hard to convince the world that BRI is not 

aimed at establishing a China-centric bloc, and China has no intention to replace the 

existing international order or challenge the hegemony of the United States. Yan 

Xutong, a prominent Chinese scholar of international relations, argues that a Cold 

War-style confrontation between two opposing blocs is unlikely and China still avoids 

forming explicit alliances. Western allies are still closely aligned with the United States 

on traditional security matters inside NATO, and Australia, India, and Japan have 

supported the U.S. strategy in the Indo-Pacific. At the same time, these states still 

maintain close trade and investment relations with China, and several of them have 

sided with Beijing in trying to reform the World Trade Organization (Yan, 2019). 

 

However, the development of the situation does not entirely fit Chinese arguments: the 

confrontation between the U.S. and China is intensifying in geopolitical and ideological 

terms, which, according to the German think-tank SWP, has even become a new 

paradigm in international relations in today’s world (SWP, 2020a). In face of the 

enormous strategic pressure exerted by the U.S., China appears to be forming a unified 

international front, and the BRI could play an important role in this respect. 

5.3 For China, BRI is a paradigm shift of its foreign strategy 

As this thesis has argued, BRI is not fundamentally different from the classic geopolitical 

paradigm and it is still Beijing’s geopolitical strategy. Therefore, it cannot be regarded as 

a paradigm shift compared to previous geopolitical ideas. However, compared to 

China’s past foreign policies, BRI is indeed a radical change; in this sense, it could 

indeed be regarded as a paradigm shift.  

5.3.1 Geographical focus: from ocean-oriented development to turning 

westward to Eurasia 

China’s geopolitical strategy has been in constant transformation since the founding of 

the People’s Republic of China in 1949. During the Cold War, China’s geopolitical and 
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economic strategy underwent several adjustments and was finally integrated into the 

so-called world system developed by Immanuel Wallerstein or the global capitalist 

system. From 1949 to the end of the 1950s, China adopted a “one-sided” geopolitical 

and economic strategy characterized by its alliance with the Soviet Union and hostility 

against the United States, whose nature is the alliance of the Eurasian continental 

margin (China) and the Eurasian core country (Soviet Union). As a result, under the 

framework of the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance, 

China received a large amount of loans, industrial equipment, and technological 

assistance from the Soviet Union and the socialist countries of Eastern Europe. 

Thereby, the newly borned Communist regime was consolidated. From the late 1950s 

to the 1960s, China turned to the “two-line” geopolitical and economic strategy against 

both the U.S. and the Soviet Union, the result of which was that China was caught in the 

military deterrence of the Soviet Union and the strategic containment of the U.S. 

simultaneously, forming a geopolitical dilemma for China. In the 1970s, China pursued a 

geopolitical and economic strategy of opposing the Soviet Union while developing 

friendly relations with the U.S., the purpose of which was to establish an international 

united anti-Soviet front to effectively counterbalance the Soviet threat. From a 

geopolitical perspective, it is the political and economic unity of a country in the 

Eurasian continental margin (China) and sea power (the U.S.). From the late 1970s to 

1991, China pursued a grand strategy of joining the world economy or global capitalist 

system through the reform and opening up to the outside world, the result of which is 

that China has gradually integrated into the international economic system created by 

the United States and dominated by the Western countries, thereby extricating itself 

from long-time isolation (LI and LI, 2017). Since then, China has been focusing on its 

southeastern coastal provinces and achieved an unprecedented economic development 

and social progress. On the other hand, China’s western inland provinces have been 

disadvantaged. Hence, the gap of economic development between these provinces and 

southeastern coastal areas is widening.  
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Since its launch in late 2013, BRI has been used as the core means to achieve the 

rebalancing between China’s southeastern coastal areas and its wetern inland 

provinces, and further balance between land power and sea power. Now, the “land and 

sea co-ordination” has truly replaced the “land and sea dichotomy”. From a geopolitical 

perspective, this can be regarded as China’s paradigm shift from ocean-oriented 

economic development to turning westward to the Eurasian continent. 

5.3.2 Development model: from learning from the West to promoting the 

Chinese model 

In the economic realm, since 1978, China’s economy has been transformed by 

successive waves of economic reforms. In one of the most dramatic policy shifts in 

modern world history, China’s leaders in 1978 abandoned their commitment to the 

command-economy model of socialism and headed off in a new and unfamiliar 

direction. In the following years, China successfully dismantled the command-economy 

system and built a functioning market economy. China’s spectacular economic growth 

and ascent to the status of the world’s second-largest economy would be inconceivable 

without successful market-oriented reforms. In some sense, China’s Reform and 

Opening-up is actually a success of liberating its economy by learning from the West 

and other East Asian countries. 

In the realm of foreign policy, the American think-tank, Rand Corporation, also believes 

that since 1978, China has been largely working within—indeed, deftly leveraging—the 

current international system to accomplish its foreign policy objectives. Beijing sees 

more opportunities than constraints in using the current system to advance its interests. 

China’s international behavior is not ideologically driven, and China is not pursuing a 

revolutionary foreign policy that seeks to acquire new territory, forge balancing 

coalitions, or advance alternative models of economic development or global security. 

China is not trying to tear down or radically revise the current constellation of global 

rules, norms, and institutions. Rather, it has been seeking to master them to advance its 
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interests—an approach that, till date, has proven quite productive for Beijing (Medeiros, 

2009: p.xx). 

 

However, since Xi Jinping came to power in late 2012, China’s both domestic politics 

and foreign policy have been undertaking dramatic changes. In November 2012, the 

18th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party proposed three 

self-confidences, namely “(socialism) road self-confidence, theoretical self-confidence, 

and system self-confidence”. On July 1, 2016, Xi Jinping clearly stated at the 95th 

anniversary of the founding of the Chinese Communist Party that the CCP must adhere 

to the four self-confidences in the road, theory, and system of socialism with Chinese 

characteristics as well as Chinese culture (People.cn, 2016). 

 

The launch of BRI indicates that China intends to shape itself into an alternative model 

that developing countries outside of China can follow. Behind BRI lies a growing 

insistence that China’s model of development is superior to the West’s. Xi Jinping once 

said China’s development provides successful experiences for the majority of 

developing countries to achieve their modernization (Xinhuanet, 2018): 

 

The success of China’s development has boosted the confidence of developing 

countries in achieving peace and prosperity, and has expanded the way for 

developing countries to modernize. For those countries and peoples in the world 

who want to accelerate development and maintain their independence, the 

Chinese model provides experience and lessons (Xinhuanet, 2019b). 

 

Given the fact that China is becoming more and more confident to promote its political 

and economic models, the European Commission (2019) concludes China should no 

longer be seen as just a negotiating partner with different interests and an economic 

competitor, but also a systemic rival promoting alternative models of governance. 
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It is now increasingly clear that BRI is becoming a tool for China to promote its 

development model, or the so-called Beijing consensus, which emphasizes the role of 

the state in economic development and social control, and poses a challenge to the 

dominant Western model, or the so-called Washington consensus, free-market or 

neoliberal model, which emphasizes the importance of the small state, deregulation, 

private ownership, and low taxes. In this sense, BRI can be regarded as a paradigm 

shift in terms of how China views its history and the superiority of its current economic 

and political models. 

5.3.3 Self-awareness: from victim mentality to assertiveness 

Over the past 2,000-odd years, China has been an outstanding great power in Eastern 

Asia, but since 1840 China has been weak and suffered continuous invasions of 

Western great powers, Russia, and Japan. Owing to this bitter memory of history, China 

has formed a deep “victim mentality”, as Evan S. Medeiros describles: 

 

Many Chinese view their country as a victim of “100 years of shame and 

humiliation” at the hands of Western and other foreign powers, especially Japan. 

This victimization narrative has fostered an acute sensitivity to coercion by 

foreign powers and especially infringements (real or perceived) on its 

sovereignty. Therefore, China has a defensive security outlook that stems from 

historically determined fears that foreign powers will try to constrain and coerce it 

by exploiting its internal weaknesses (Medeiros, 2009: p.xvi). 

 

The German think-tank, SWP, makes a similar conclusion that the historical experience 

of vulnerability and the “century of humiliation” (1840–1949) shapes China’s strategic 

culture and represents an important element of the Chinese nationalism that connects 

nation and party. The Chinese leadership paints the country as a historical victim, 

having suffered humiliation at the hands of foreign powers (SWP, 2020a). The American 
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scholar of international affairs, Robert Sutter, describes how the Chinese Communist 

Party takes advantage of this victim mentality to serve its domestic rule: 

 

Sensing that communism no longer provided adequate ideological support for 

continued CCP rule, the authorities instituted a patriotic education campaign and 

other measures that encouraged regime-supporting patriotism in China by 

recalling the more than one hundred years of foreign affronts to Chinese national 

dignity. On one hand, the victim mentality has been created and used by the 

Chinese authorities to foster unity and support for the regime in the face of 

foreign challenges. On the other hand, it has become so widespread and deeply 

rooted in Chinese elite and public opinion that it requires Chinese officials to deal 

with the United States and other powers, notably Japan, with an often prickly 

sense of nationalism that impedes collaboration, even in some areas of mutual 

interest (Sutter & Sutter, 2013). 

 

This victim mentality has had significant impacts on China’s foreign policies over the 

past decades as well. China’s longstanding diplomatic priorities have been protecting its 

sovereignty and territorial integrity, promoting economic development, and generating 

international respect and status. These three priorities have been collectively driving 

China’s foreign and security policy since the founding of the PRC in 1949 (Medeiros, 

2009: p.xvi). 

 

However, the launch of BRI is China’s clear break with its previous victim mentality. 

Beijing is now becoming more confident and is no longer satisfied with only protecting 

China’s own security, territorial integrity, and sovereignty, but is instead trying to 

implement a more active and even more aggressive world strategy in a manner of world 

power. On the other hand, from the Chinese perspective, the country’s gain in economic 

and political importance is nothing more than a resurgence. Indeed, until the late 18th 

century, China’s per capita income exceeded that of Western Europe or North America, 
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and China was the uncontested leading power in Asia. Only after the arrival of Western 

colonialism and imperialism was China plunged into a decline lasting roughly a century 

(SWP, 2020a). In this sense, BRI indicates China’s paradigm shift from the victim 

mentality and the return to the glorious chapter in its history.  

5.3.4 Foreign policy: from passive response to active shaping 

The famous China expert, John King Fairbank, has made an influential argument that 

Chinese modern history is partly a “Chinese response” to “western impacts or stimulus” 

(Têng & Fairbank, 1972). Modern China, including the Communist rise to power there, 

can be understood only against the background of its contact with the West. Therefore, 

China’s modernization process was caused by Western stimuli and Western influences, 

changing the lives and values of the modern Chinese. 

 

In terms of China’s foreign policies since the founding of the People’s Republic of China 

in 1949, the American scholar of international affairs, Robert Sutter, argues China, too, 

has been following the so-called “stimulus-response” model: 

 

In contrast with the image fostered by Chinese officials that Chinese foreign 

policy has been effective and moral under the guidance of far-seeing officials, 

more often than not the twists and turns in Chinese foreign policies and practices 

resulted from unforeseen developments that required Chinese policy makers to 

make adjustments and shift course. Also, internal Chinese turbulence or other 

developments sometimes have spilled over into foreign affairs, causing Chinese 

policy officials to respond (Sutter & Sutter, 2013). 

 

Evan S. Medeiros from the American think-tank, Rand Corporation, asserts Chinese 

leaders have tended to be reactive to international developments. Deng Xiaoping stated 

that China should not get out in front on world issues but should take advantage of 
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opportunities, bide its time, and gradually build Chinese power and influence; his 

successors generally held this view (Medeiros, 2009). 

 

In addition, the goals of China’s foreign policies in the past often conflict with one 

another, precluding a clear and predictable strategy in foreign affairs. As a general rule, 

Chinese leaders tended to approach each foreign policy issue on a case-by-case basis, 

each time calculating the costs and benefits of adherence to international norms.  

 

However, as a holistic and the so-called top-level design (dingceng sheji顶层设计) to 

achieve China’s grand strategy, BRI is quite different from the past foreign policies and 

aims to actively shape the world. Therefore, it is a significant change in China’s foreign 

strategy. The American journalist and political scientist, Fareed Zakaria, argues China’s 

foreign policy has become more ambitious and assertive under Xi, from its pursuit of 

leadership roles in UN agencies to the vast Belt and Road Initiative and the construction 

of islands in the South China Sea. These moves mark a break with the country’s 

erstwhile passivity on the global stage, captured by the former Chinese leader Deng 

Xiaoping’s adage “Hide your strength, bide your time”. China’s military buildup, in 

particular, has been of a size and designed in a manner that suggests that a long-term 

plan is being systematically executed (Zakaria, 2020). 

 

BRI also indicates China’s dealing with the U.S. pressure is not being passive any 

more. As Wang Yong, a Chinese scholar of international scholar, describles: 

 

The Belt and Road initiative is raised to give China more strategic maneuvering 

space, and accordingly change the past “passive” position in dealing with the 

mounting U.S. pressure. A reflection should be noticeable that during most time 

of the decades, the United States was taken as the center of Chinese diplomacy, 

but such practice left China in a weak position, succumbing to U.S. sanctions and 

security threats. Some analysts came to the idea that China should march 
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westward to expand China’s strategic maneuvering space. Apparently, this policy 

advice resonated with China’s new leadership quickly, who made decisions on 

AIIB and the Belt and Road initiative (Wang, 2016). 

 

In most times of its history, China’s strategic culture is basically defensive, not to 

mention the period of being weak. Since 1840, China has been struggling to escape 

from the state of backwardness and weakness. The primary task of this country is to 

survive; therefore, its strategic culture is even more defensive rather than offensive. 

Nevertheless, BRI is a proactive, offensive, and even aggressive strategy, one that is 

able to reshape the world. In this sense, BRI could be regarded as a paradigm shift of 

China’s foreign policy. 

5.3.5 Global governance: from “free rider” to provider of public goods  

In August 2014, the then U.S. President Barack Obama commented that China had 

been a free rider for 30 years and the U.S. was still the only superpower that others look 

to when help is needed (NY Times, 2014). As the Australian scholar, Andrew Kennedy, 

describes: 

 

Calling China a free rider is nothing new; scholars described China as free riding 

on nuclear arms control agreements and international environmental cooperation 

as early as the 1990s. Yet with the United States beset by financial and 

economic woes in recent years, allegations that Beijing free rides on the United 

States and other countries have grown more frequent and more impatient. 

Whether the issue is fighting terrorism or preventing nuclear proliferation, it has 

become routine—particularly in the United States—to complain that China is not 

doing enough to support international cooperation (Kennedy, 2015). 

 

Taking the Middle East as an example, the U.S. has been the dominant military power 

in the Middle East since Operation Desert Storm in 1990. With the U.S. having 
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established a regional security architecture that maintained the status quo it favored, 

other foreign powers had to either work within that framework or challenge it. The U.S. 

security umbrella helped China establish itself as a major economic and political power 

in the Middle East. Beijing has built its presence there through strategic 

hedging—steadily increasing in its economic engagement with the region, establishing 

relationships with all states there, steadfastly alienating no one, and avoiding policies 

that would challenge American interests in the region. This approach has created a 

widespread perception of China as an opportunist that takes advantage of the U.S. 

security umbrella to focus on its economic projects while providing little in the way of 

public goods. However, as the architecture of the BRI takes shape, this perception 

becomes increasingly difficult to sustain. China’s infrastructure projects complement 

domestic development programs throughout the region, while its substantial 

investments, trade, and aid come at a time when the West suffers from Middle East 

fatigue. Rather than free-riding, China is now providing public goods that can contribute 

to Middle Eastern development and stability (ECFR, 2019). 

 

In September 2005, Robert Zoellick, then U.S. Deputy Secretary of State, urged China 

to become a “responsible stakeholder” and take more responsibilities to sustain the 

international system established and dominated by the U.S. (NCUSCR, 2005). The 

reason why Zoellick made that urging is that China had been mainly focused on its 

domestic development and challenges and reluctant to “take more responsibilities”. 

 

However, under the leadership of Xi Jinping, the situation has dramatically changed. Xi 

Jinping claims that, through the BRI, “the Chinese people welcome the people of all 

countries with open arms to ride on the ‘Express Trains’ and ‘Free Taxis’ provided by 

China” (Xinhuanet 2019a). As he emphasizes, although BRI originates from China, it 

belongs to the whole world. The purpose of the Belt and Road construction is to take 

China’s development as an opportunity to allow more countries to take a ride on China’s 

fast train of development and help them to realize their own development goals. He 
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claims that during the process of constructing the Belt and Road, while developing its 

own interests, China should also give more consideration to and take good care of other 

countries’ interests. China should find a good balance between justice and interest by 

putting justice before interest. In doing so, China should avoid the instinct to seek quick 

success and instant benefits and, hence, short-term behavior. Moreover, Xi makes it 

very clear that the purpose of the BRI is not for geopolitical maneuvering, but for 

creating a new model of win-win cooperation. In short, according to Xi, the BRI has 

developed into an open and inclusive platform of international cooperation and a widely 

welcomed public good for the global community (Wang, 2019). 

This indicates China is now not only trying to “take more responsibilities”, but also offer 

more “public goods” to the international community, which is perceived by many as the 

signal that Beijing is ready to promote an alternative international governance model. In 

this sense, BRI could be regarded as a paradigm shift in terms of how China sees its 

international role in global governance. 

5.3.6 Grand Strategy: from keeping a low profile to striving for achievement 

Since the launch of reform and opening up in 1978, all of the second, third, and fourth 

generations of China’s central leadership, namely Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, and Hu 

Jintao, pursued a strategy of being low profile on the world stage and focusing on 

domestic economic development to improve the living standards of Chinese people. In 

addition, regime survival used to be the top priority of Chinese leaders, and it drives the 

Chinese leadership’s preoccupations with the myriad domestic issues. Against this 

background, Chinese government policies and practices in international affairs on the 

whole are of somewhat less immediate importance and lower priority (Sutter & Sutter, 

2013). Evan Medeiros from the American think-tank, Rand Corporation, made a 

judgment in terms of China’s foreign policy in 2009: 

 

China does not seek to displace the U.S. as the global superpower. Chinese 

leaders do not want China to be a global power on par with U.S.—a peer 
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competitor. They view their domestic challenges as too great to assume the 

burdens associated with such a role, and they recognize that they lack currently 

the material resources to be able to project and sustain military and economic 

power all over the world. They also fear that playing such a role could deplete 

much needed resources and might foster a backlash against China (Medeiros, 

2009: p.208). 

 

Deng Xiaoping, the core figure of the second-generation leadership of the PRC, 

pursued a strategy of focusing on domestic development and not claiming leadership 

internationally. After the Tiananmen incident in 1989, he made a well-known 

twenty-four-character principle for handling world affairs: “Observe developments 

soberly, maintain our position, meet challenges calmly, hide our capacities and bide our 

time, remain free of ambition, never claim leadership” (Zhao, 2015: p.85).  

 

However, as another Chinese scholar, Wang Jianwei, concludes, in multiple areas of 

international affairs, Xi Jinping’s “major country diplomacy” indicates that China has 

qualitatively departed from Deng Xiaoping’s low-profile and non-involvement approach 

to not just participating more comprehensively, systematically, and actively in but also 

shaping international affairs as a power, not at the periphery, but the center of the world 

stage. In doing so, he displayed a tendency to globalize and generalize his new 

discourse and policy initiatives. For example, both the community with a shared future 

for mankind and BRI initially were proposed at the regional level, but very soon they 

have evolved into a sort of global and open-ended discourse (Wang, 2019). 

 

In January 2018, Chinese law professor Jiang Shigong of Peking University penned a 

lengthy essay in the Guangzhou journal Open Times. In it, Jiang undertook a close 

reading of President Xi’s report to the 19th Party Congress and wrote that China is 

entering a new age, which is labeled as the “Xi Jinping era” by perceptive scholars in 

China and abroad. Jiang explained that the post-revolutionary Mao Zedong era could be 
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characterized by China “standing up,” while during the Deng Xiaoping era of the 1980s 

China focused on “getting rich,” which was followed by Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao. 

Now, during the Xi Jinping era, China would turn its attention to “becoming powerful” 

(JIANG, 2018), which could be regarded as China’s grand strategy under Xi Jinping’s 

leadership. Jiang argues, in the face of the unprecedented changes in the global order 

in the past millennium, in order to realize the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation, 

change the Western-dominated modernization model in history, and provide “Chinese 

solutions” of modernization to poor and developing countries, the Chinese must fight 

uncompromisingly (JIANG, 2018). 

 

Indeed, the situation has dramatically changed since Xi Jinping took office. The launch 

of BRI indicates the beginning of China’s initiative to shape the world and a major 

amendment to Deng Xiaoping’s doctrine of keeping a low profile. As a matter of fact, 

since the end of 2012, China’s geopolitical strategy and foreign policy under the 

leadership of Xi Jinping has gradually changed to “striving for achievement”.  

 

“Striving for achievement” is another manifestation of the diplomacy of the great powers 

with Chinese characteristics. At the symposium on diplomatic work for China’s 

neighboring countries in October 2013, Xi Jinping first proposed that China’s diplomacy 

should “strive for achievement” (Xinhuanet, 2013). In recent years, China’s intensive 

summit diplomacy, multilateral diplomacy, host diplomacy, deepening of strategic 

coordination with Russia, and “strategic docking” with the EU on cooperation projects 

are undoubtedly the manifestations of China’s new foreign strategy. Among all the 

diplomatic actions, the most ambitious one shall be the launching of BRI. This is a shift 

from focusing on domestic affairs to playing the role of great power at the center of the 

world stage. BRI is a foreign strategy China pursues with its strength of the whole 

nation, and it is also probably the most far-reaching and consequential diplomatic 

initiative launched by Xi Jinping. According to him, it is a significant move to bring about 

a community with a shared future for mankind and a playground to practice win-win 
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cooperation. In this sense, BRI could be regarded as a paradigm shift in terms of 

China’s grand strategy. 

6. Conclusion 

This thesis provides a detailed analysis of BRI from a geopolitical perspective, which 

includes Chinese narratives and discourses and the international perceptions, 

particularly those of the U.S.. Significant gaps between Chinese arguments and 

international perceptions are identified and analyzed in detail. In order to clarify the 

geopolitical nature of the BRI, this thesis compares it with the “Indo-Pacific strategy” of 

the U.S. and analyzes the geopolitical strategies of the PRC since its founding from a 

historical perspective, and finds that the BRI differs significantly from the geopolitical 

strategies and foreign policies pursued by Chinese leaderships over the past decades in 

various aspects. Based on these analyses, this thesis concludes that BRI is not a 

paradigm shift for the world, but is still a geopolitical strategy with Chinese 

characteristics; however, for China, BRI constitutes a paradigm shift due to its various 

revolutionary changes compared to China’s past foreign strategies and policies. 
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