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The Chinese World Order in Historical Perspective

Abstract: 1 seek to grasp the genealogy of China’s Belt and Road (BRI) in
relation both to the imperial Chinese world order and the historical sequence
of forms of global domination, i.e., modern imperialism, the ‘imperialism of
nation-states’ during the inter-war and Cold War period as well as the post-Cold
War notion of ‘soft power’. While we may think of BRI as poised uncertainly
between the logics of the older imperial Chinese order and the more recent logic
impelled by capitalist nation-states, there are significant novelties in the new
Chinese order, mostly in relation to debt, the environment and digital technol-
ogy which constitute new realms of power not easily dominated by a hegemon.

Keywords: Imperialism; national imperialism; Tribute Order; BRI; debt; environ-
ment; Pakistan; soft power.

Introduction

My goal is to assess the historical conditions and “genealogy” of China’s
emergence as a global power. “Genealogy” refers not to a linear sequence
of historical causations, but to the different historical modes of power
relations that generate the possibilities of the present.! I reference the
various periods of Western and Japanese imperialism and dominance
and revisit the imperial Chinese notion of the world order. In particular,
I explore the Chinese Imperial Tribute Order discussed by Fairbank
(1968) and others several decades ago.

The argument is not a historicist one suggesting that the present
expansion of Chinese power and influence in the One Belt One Road
(OBOR) policy (yidai yilu officially translated as Belt Road Initiative, BRI)
is somehow a return to those conceptions. Rather, I suggest that there are
continuities and novelties with these different modes of dominance and
responses, including unexpected convergences between the imperial
Chinese order and BRI. But each mode of dominance also generates novel
realms of power that I will address, particularly with regard to BRI, in
the later part of this paper.

The Qing imperial order was very different from the Westphalian/
Vatellian, Panchasheela, and Cold War orders. As is well known, it was
not a system of theoretically equal states, but a paternalistic, hierarchical
order based on tribute. The Westphalian system was formulated theoreti-
cally on the equality and non-interference between recognized states; in
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practice, these states were highly intrusive in each other’s affairs, territo-
rially competitive, and dominating. As far as the non-Western world was
concerned, imperialism and plunder tended to dominate the relationship
between sovereign Western states and the rest. The competitiveness for
global resource control, combining both the above factors, generated the
two World Wars of the twentieth century.

There has been a historical sequence of forms of global domination
since the end of the nineteenth century that I will try to trace here in
order to grasp the contemporary Chinese order, poised uncertainly
between the logics of the older imperial Chinese order and the more
recent logic impelled by capitalist nation-states. After a brief discus-
sion of modern imperialism, I will move on to what I have called “the
imperialism of nation-states” which represented the principal form of
domination among states during much of the twentieth century and
show how it continued in some form through the Cold War. Despite
continued warfare conducted by the US and other states, post-Cold War
geopolitical dominance is said to be shaped by the pull of “soft power”.
In the second part of this paper, I will examine the extent to which this
notion — which is popular in the Chinese media — has any purchase in
understanding the rise of China.

The Imperialism of Nation-States

During the nineteenth century, as Hobsbawm (1990) and Arendt (1973)
have argued, imperialism was largely the business of competitive nation-
states and nationalism was mobilized to further their interests; but by
the twentieth century, nationalism had become the driving force behind
imperialism. Arendt (1973) commented that imperialists appeared as
the best nationalists because they claimed to stand above the reality of
national divisiveness and represent the glory of the nation (Hobsbawn,
1990, pp. 87-90). While nationalism represented the incentive of glorious
recog- nition and resources to drive global competition, it also entailed
the granting of the rights of citizenship and the obligations of discipline
to enable the nation-state to transform itself into a sleek competitive
body. In the process, imperialism not only became an important goal for
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some nationalisms, it also became an important means of the formation
of this nationalism.

Even as nationalism became the principal driver of imperialism, the
theory of nationalism — in the words of Lord Acton — became its own
principal enemy. The late-comer competitors of the premier imperialist
powers of Britain and France, including Germany, Russia, United States
of America, and Japan, were fired by nationalism in their quest for global
resources and power, and the turn of the century saw the massive
stirrings of nationalism in the colonized and semi-colonized world.
Until then, the great imperial powers of Britain and France had estab-
lished their cultural hegemony in the colonial world with the idea of
the civilizing mission. Naipaul (2010) described this project thus, “The
Europeans wanted gold and slaves, like everybody else; but at the same
time they wanted statues put up to themselves as people who had done
good things for the slaves. Being an intelligent and energetic people,
and at the peak of their powers, they could express both sides of their
civilization; and they got both the slaves and the statues.”

But World War I wrought great disillusionment on the idea of the
“civilizing mission”. “The nature of the battle on the Western Front
made a mockery of the European conceit that discovery and invention
were necessarily progressive and beneficial to humanity”, writes Adas
(1993). The final triumph of nationalism or national self-determination
over imperialism as the hegemonic global ideology was clinched by two
political developments: the Soviet revolution and Woodrow Wilson's
advocacy of the right to national self-determination in the aftermath of
World War I (Barraclough, 1967).

The discrediting of imperialism led even the most hardened colonial
powers to change their techniques of imperial domination. In Britain,
Joseph Chamberlain’s neo-mercantilist ideas of colonial development
(which had been largely ignored before the war) and of “imperial
preference” began to be taken more seriously. But as a consequence of
entrenched ideas of colonial self-sufficiency, post-war capital needs at
home, and, not the least, demands for protection by the British industry,
only once before 1940 did expenditure on colonial development creep
above 0.1% of Britain’s gross national product (Constantine, 1984;
Havinden and Meredith, 1993).
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The post-World War I transformation of French attitudes toward
the colonies was summed up by Albert Lebrun: the goal was now to
“unite France to all those distant Frances in order to permit them to com-
bine their efforts to draw from one another reciprocal advantages” (as
quoted in Bruce Marshall, 1973, p. 44). But while the French Government
extended imperial preference and implemented reforms, particularly
with reference to legal and political rights in Africa during the 1930s,
investments in economic and social development projects were insignifi-
cant until the creation of the Investment Fund for Economic and Social
Development in 1946. Both evolutionist ideas of backward races (and
their incapacity for modernity) as well as protectionist pressures from
agrarian society served as impediments to development (Bruce Marshall,
1973, pp. 48, 224-226).

Late-Comers and the Imperialism of Nations

The most radical ideas and technologies for embedding the quest for
power within a new global ideology — of nationalism — were developed
by the late-comer competitors and most systematically, as we will see,
by Japan. The United States, in part because of the consciousness of its
own colonial past, and with the exception of a few places (most notably,
the Philippines), had long practiced imperialism without colonialism.
After the Spanish-American War in 1898, the United States created a
system of client states around the Caribbean Basin in Central America.
These nominally independent states became increasingly dependent on
the United States, which accounted for more than three-fourths of the
region’s foreign trade as well as the bulk of foreign investment.

During the decade of the 1920s, when Japan was experimenting with
indirect imperialism in Manchuria, the United States too was seeking to
develop and refine informal control over Central American countries,
especially as it faced revolutionary nationalism in the region. Officials,
diplomats, and business groups stressed on means such as US control of
banking, communication facilities, investments in natural resources, and
the development of education — particularly the training of elites in
American-style constitutions, “free elections”, and orthodox business
ideas. But the threat and reality of military intervention remained close at
hand (Smith, 1972).
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The Bolsheviks — including Stalin, who would famously work from
the 1920s to curtail their autonomy — were theoretically committed to
the rights of nations to self-determination based on the right to secede
(Stalin, 1913). The Bolshevik position on national self-determination
entailed territorial autonomy without party autonomy. Communist
parties in the non-Russian territories were not particularly nationalized,
and the Soviet goal was to subordinate national loyalties to “proletarian”
(i.e., party) interests. Japanese empire builders in the 1930s were quick to
study the Soviet model of the multi-national state for Manchukuo. To
these observers, Soviet nationality policy fulfilled the goals of federalism
and protected minority rights while at the same time strengthening the
power of the Soviet state. Thus, nationalism was not suppressed but
utilized positively for the goals of the state (Tadashi, 1943). Although for
different reasons, the strategies of utilizing nationality policy for state
control failed in both Manchukuo and the Soviet Union.

Of course, the Soviet Union practically prevented secession until the
very end. But according to Brubaker (1996), it did a great deal to institu-
tionalize territorial nationhood and ethnic nationality as fundamental
categories of political and personal understandings. The Soviet strategy
was to contain, control, and even harness different sources of dissent
by creating national-territorial structures of administrative control and
fostering loyal national elites (including mobilizing modernizing women
against the socially conservative men in some Central Asian Republics).
The Soviet state may have said to have produced both quasi-nation-states
and ethnic nationalities where there were often none before (Brubaker,
1996). Ironically, it ended up fostering national consciousness in places
where it had been very weak or non-existent, often at the expense of
identification with the Soviet Union which never succeeded in generating
its own narrative or symbolism of nationhood.

The Japanese Empire

But it was in Japan that this approach was most systematically devel-
oped. While pan-Asianism had emerged among intellectuals in the early
1900s, it was encouraged as an ideology incorporating Japan’s distinctive
role as both victim and victimizer in the imperialist game; this ideology
permitted the Japanese the conceit that they were obliged to lead the
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Asian nations against the West. Such claims were, however, belied by the
vigorous nationalism of Asian peoples against the Japanese. In response
to this complicated scenario, Japanese colonial bureaucrats, military
officers, and intellectuals in the 1920s began to experiment with modes
of association and alliance that would reinvent empire and nation
(Duara, 2003).

Japan’s imperial ideology during the Pacific War was summed up
for the empire and the world in the “East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere”
which was, in theory, built upon independent nations and nationalities
unified by an economically integrated Yen zone and dominated by the
imperial military. Perhaps the most coherent of the experiments that cul-
minated in this mode of imperial expansion was conducted in the puppet
state of Manchukuo. Manchukuo sought to synthesize the 1912 Chinese
Republican idea of Five Nationalities (itself a mode of federating recalci-
trant parts of the Qing Empire) with the Soviet theory of nationalities
within Manchuria.

As noted, Japanese empire builders in Manchukuo were very atten-
tive to Soviet strategy. By allegedly granting different peoples or nation-
alities their rights and self-respect under a state structure, Manchukuo
presented itself as a nation-state in the mode of the Soviet “union of
nationalities”. Japanese policy makers saw Soviet nationalities policy as
the one that fulfilled the goals of federalism and protected minority
rights, while at the same time strengthening Soviet state and military
power particularly with regard to “separatists” in the old Tsarist Empire
(Tadashi, 1943).

While the Japanese empire represented a brutal mode of imperialist
expansion, it is important to note that the changes it brought about
presaged in many ways, the modes of domination during the Cold War.
First, the occupied areas were designated as nations and peoples as
nationalities. This entailed having locals occupy government positions at
all levels with shadow Japanese officers and military personnel at critical
levels. Civic, social, and cultural groups were often organized into state
mandated and regulated categories. In some places, mobilizatory groups
resembling the communist or fascist “youth” or “women” wings were
established.

Second, the new imperialism emphasized the idea of developmen-
talism. The vision of Matsuoka Yosuke, who argued the Japanese case
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for the independence of Manchukuo from China at the League of Nations
in 1933, transcended the old imperialist game of dealing with native
allies merely to gain concessions and privileges. Rather, his goal was to
bring the puppet government, principally through financial and military
ties, firmly under Japanese control, and subsequently to pursue economic
policies for developing Manchuria as a whole. Development was to take
place not by excluding Chinese and others but by encouraging them
to contribute to the prosperity of the region. The Japanese, who were
presumed to be the principal actors and natural leaders of this effort,
could only benefit from this general development (Matsusaka, 2001).>

After the establishment of Manchukuo, the Japanese exploitation of
colonies such as Korea was accompanied by increases in productive
capacity. As the Korean economist Park (2003, p. 5) has demonstrated,
while Indian growth between 1900 and 1946 was under 1% annually,
the yearly mean growth rate of gross domestic production in Korea
was 3% from 1915 to 1940. The accumulated per capita British invest-
ment in India and Japanese investment in Korea were eight dollars and
38 dollars, respectively, in 1938 (Park, 2003, p. 19). The imperialism of
nation-states reflected a strategic reorientation of the (colonial) periphery
to be part of an organic formation designed to attain global supremacy
for the imperial power.

Thus if the “civilizing mission” emblematized the old style of
cultural imperialism — based on the colonized ones’ desire to emulate,
the new imperialism of nation-states was built on a cultural paradigm of
theoretical equivalence of nations based on common or similar institu-
tions, economic models, and rhetoric of brotherhood or family ties.
Nonetheless, military and financial power remained at the base of the
Japanese imperium as much as it did in the US and Soviet Cold War
empires. It simply became more efficient or effective for the imperialists
to foster modern and indirectly controlled institutions in their dependen-
cies. The aim was to control these areas by dominating the levers of
mobilization, such as banks, the transportation infrastructure, and politi-
cal institutions, which were created to resemble those of the metropole
(such as legislative councils, institutions of political tutelage, and political
parties like the communist parties or the Concordia in Manchukuo).® In
short, unlike British free-trade imperialism, several inter-war imperialists
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attended to the modernization of institutions and identities. They often
espoused cultural or ideological similarities — including sometimes anti-
colonial ideologies — even while racism and nationalism accompanied
the reality of military—political domination.

The Cold War

The competition among the superpowers during the Cold War presents
us with the lens to analyze the imperialism of nation-states and soft
power. In the era of the United Nations, domination and the means to
“get others to want the outcome you want” had to do its work through
the framework of national sovereignty which was no easy task. Military
and, to a lesser extent, economic controls, to be sure, remained the bases
of superpower dominance. But the resistance to their global dominance
even among their allies or clients from Vietnam to Marcos’s Philippines
and from Prague to Afghanistan was in fair evidence. At the same time,
when it did work, it also had a great deal to do with the military, finan-
cial, and political frameworks that had been established to maintain that
dominance and not simply with soft power.

Although it became more fully developed in the period after
WWII, the Soviet Union’s creation of a regional system of militarily-
dependent states in Eastern Europe reflected many features of the new
imperialism. A shared anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist ideology sanc-
tioned a centralized economic and political system. The Soviet Union
combined economic leverage and military threat to integrate what were
often states more economically developed than itself into a regional econ-
omy. In some ways, the imperialism of the Soviet Union revealed the
counter-economic consequences of this logic of empire. Not only were
the client-states of the Soviet Union in Europe often more developed, the
USSR may have been subsidizing their economies by supplying them
with cheap oil and raw materials while importing finished products from
their economies. This was the price paid by the imperial power to create
and maintain dependence upon it and ensure its security (Marer and
Poznanski, 1986).

The role of the US as a superpower during the Cold War may be
understood in terms of its interests, military violence, as well as its designs
of enlightenment. Parrini (1993) has added another factor which he calls
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“ultraimperialism”. The latter refers to US efforts to maintain coopera-
tion and reduce conflict among imperialist nations who were busily
scrambling to create monopolistic or exclusive market conditions in
various parts of the world during the first half of the twentieth century
(Parrini, 1993, pp. 7-9). “Ultraimperialism” is secured by a chain of mili-
tary bases around the globe — and structures such as the International
Monetary Fund, General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, and World
Bank — to enable the conditions of cooperation among advanced capital-
ist powers and to facilitate the new (developmental or modernizing)
imperialism in the decolonized world. With the Cold War, the US devel-
oped a global empire employing, in the words of Arrighi, Hui, Hung,
and Selden (2003), a vast system of “political and military vassalage” and
fostering a “functional specialization between the imperial and vassal
(nation) states...” (p. 301). The empire was fortified by a chain of about
1,700 military bases in over a 100 nation-states that had varying degrees
of clientelist ties to it. These garrisons were strategic enclaves supervised
by the Pentagon and sustained by — as much as they sustained — a vast
military industrial complex. In this respect, the post-war United States
represents the apogee of the imperialism of nation-states (Johnson, 2004).

My point is not that the Cold War represents the essence of imperi-
alism. Rather, we cannot understand the Cold War fully without analyz-
ing how the historical relationship between imperialism and nationalism
came to be configured anew in the post-war circumstances. Imperialism
no longer emphasized conquest on the basis of innate differences among
peoples and their inevitable destinies of superiority and exploitation.
Moreover, as noted, it was development-oriented and there were oppor-
tunities for Cold War allied states to move up the economic ladder,
chiefly by investments, technology and knowledge transfer, and easy
access to US markets for those with the capacity to produce for it (Duara,
2019, pp. 346-375).

To be sure, the post-war international order was not only dominated
by the Cold War powers and their allies. The new nation-states sought to
form a non-aligned sector which remained extremely weak during this
period. However, in Asia a new type of inter-state relationship by the
name of Panchasheela was adumbrated by the Indians, Chinese, and
the Indonesians. Panchasheela was a kind of Westphalian agreement for
the post-colonial states where states would respect each other’s territorial
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integrity and not intervene in their affairs. Given that there were few
non-nation-states left in the world, the question of agreements regarding
colonial domination did not arise. Most aspirations for national inde-
pendence or separation emerged within the territories of these new
nation-states such as Kashmir or Tibet. But even without direct imperial-
ism, the Westphalian practices of intrusiveness, territorial competition,
and resource competition did not by any means disappear.

Soft Power and/or the Imperialism of Nation-States

The concept of “soft power” has gained much traction in the post-Cold
War era and we will explore its explanatory potential for contemporary
international relations. On first sight we note that the imperialism of
nations also involved considerable soft power, particularly in the case
of the US. Among the Asian client or dependent states of the US, there
were great discursive and attitudinal transformations — whether through
popular culture, American university education, or the institutions of
democracy.

At the same time, the underlying military and economic power
of the superpower makes it difficult to distinguish this form from the
cultural imperialism of nation-states. The imperialism (of nation-states)
lay in the imposition of designs for enlightenment upon emergent nations
by an enormously superior national power backed by military force.
These enlightenment designs were often shot through with paternalism,
national interests, and covert racist prejudices that constantly produced
contradictions and tensions. Indeed, one could argue that it was this
configuration of national imperialism that led to resistance to both the
Soviet Union (contributing to its decline) as well as the United States in
many parts of the world.

Joseph Nye has several descriptions of what he calls soft power
and it is not easy to get a coherent view of it. At one place, Nye (2004,
pp- 4-5) defines “soft power” as “getting other countries to want the out-
comes that a particular country wants — coopts people rather than coerce
them”. This is actually a more stringent definition than many other state-
ments by Nye and others about soft power being about the desirability of
a power’s cultural and political institutions and “the ability to entice and
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attract” others to it. While there may be some causal relationship between
the two factors, desiring the goodies of another country does not mean
yielding to its political will. Indeed, this is what nationalism is all about.

To be sure, Nye’s (2004) book Soft Power suggests that the thrust of
his work is to critique George W. Bush’s administration and the Neocon
failure to secure a sufficient consensus or even coalition in making the
decision to attack Iraq. The work points to the non-deployment of US soft
power to win allies in Iraq and internationally which could have func-
tioned to win the peace. While this is a worthwhile critique, the notion of
soft power appears here to be reduced to the quest for legitimate engage-
ment or legitimacy. There is only a remote connection to the other stuff
of soft power — educational and administrative exchanges, Hollywood,
democratic institutions, etc.

Besides, the Iraq case states the problem negatively: how soft power
was not utilized? There does not appear to be a substantive instance
of how soft power was positively utilized in the book (except perhaps
during the Marshall Plan, which point, however, is not developed). The
causes of the end of the Cold War can be attributed to the soft power of
the US in a very diffuse and contentious way. All successful instances of
soft power, such as the Marshall Plan and Cold War Pacific Asia, were
also based on prior military control or dependence on military. Moreover,
this prior dominance allowed the creation of similar institutions which
fostered a similarity of interests and goals between elites in the metro-
politan and dependent and allied societies. By the same token, it restricted
the possibilities for the population at large. Thus Latin American socie-
ties found it difficult to sustain socialist states or even large-scale public
expenditures without incurring the disfavor of the United States, and the
Soviet Union would not tolerate “market-happy” bourgeoisies.

It would appear that co-opting the people to want your outcomes
often takes place post-factum: after the hard intervention has been made,
and soft power is used to mollify and accommodate key allies. It leads
me to believe that hard power — military and economic — is an impor-
tant if not invariable condition of soft power. In other words, the ques-
tion is that is it possible to agree to a superpower’s decisions without the
hard power of military or financial/economic pressure? Is it possible to
build trust on the basis of fair exchange and reciprocity? If so, that would
be soft power.
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Although it is from a very different period and context, in some of
its structural features explored below, the Chinese imperial order may be
seen as an exercise of soft power. Can we conceive of a Chinese soft
power? Can a power convey a sense of “fair exchange”, of providing
desirable goods and values without the threat of overwhelming military,
financial, or other dominating forms of power? If so, how will it be
established?

The Imperial Chinese World Order (Qing 1644-1911)

I propose that we consider Chinese imperial tribute practices as a
Wittgensteinian “language game” that is opposed to the idea of a system
which presupposes stabilities, repetition, rules, abstract principles, and
essences (Wittgenstein, 2001). Language games are not well-bounded
systems constituted by a single principle or doctrine — say of sover-
eignty — but open-ended. Rules, norms, and codes (which are learned)
are provisional, capacious, and flexible.

Moreover, different games do not have the common essence of
“games” but are recognizable by family resemblances of overlapping codes
and practices. Thus, for instance, when the Qing emperors performed the
roles of both the Bodhisattva Manjusri as well as the patron who descends
to meet his spiritual mentor the Dalai Lama half-way, the Tibetans and
Qing were engaged in overlapping language games (the ambiguity of
which would become problematic in a different epistemic context of
sovereign states). All this is, of course, different from his role as the Son
of Heaven or having treaties signed on his behalf (such as the Treaty
of Nerchinsk in 1689, which approached the principle of Westphalian
sovereignty). We may think of the East Asian Tribute Order as a complex
language game which incorporated various modes of ritual and other
performative procedures with diverse and changing roles for the players.
Note that the Chinese Song dynasty (10-12th centuries) also had to
deliver large values of tribute to the Khitan (Liao) and the Tanggut
(Xi Xia).

The kind of flexibility granted by these performative procedures
permitted a number of advantages to the parties, their economic inter-
ests, and the political values that were involved. In the imperial Chinese
rhetoric, tribute, paid by states and communities peripheral to China,
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was an expression of the subordination of these groups to the imperial
state, in return for which the emperor bestowed gifts upon the tribute
bearers. However, as Hamashita (1994) has shown, in practice it repre-
sented a wider web that did not involve merely the relationship between
China and the tribute bearer, but a host of “several other lesser or satel-
lite tribute relationships not directly concerning China and forming a
considerable more complex system of reciprocal relationships.”

By the middle of the Qing dynasty in the eighteenth century, tribute
trade became meshed with this wider trading order. Commercial transac-
tions based on the price structure in China became intertwined with
tributary relationships. For instance, private trade between Thailand and
South China was fueled by profits from tributary missions, but when
trade in this region declined, traders in South China were able to
switch to trading alongside other tributary missions, for example, mis-
sions from Ryukyu to Nagasaki. Even earlier, when the Song had to pay
tribute to Khitan and Tanggut (10-12th centuries), its superior economic
power ensured that the great amounts of silver and silk paid to these
“barbarian” states were exceeded by the silver and cash the Chinese
gained in return for their merchandise exports to these states (through
trade made possible by the tributary mechanism).

During the Ming, China (together with Mughal India) was the
“global sink” for silver which became the primary medium of exchange
both internal to China as well as regionally and globally. The entire
tribute-trade zone became loosely integrated through the use of silver as
a medium for settling China’s trade surpluses. Key to this development
was the huge demand for Chinese goods outside China, the demand for
silver within China (especially for tax payments), and the difference in
prices inside and outside China. Economic opportunities were for a long
time sufficient to keep most of those involved — even the East India
Company — vested in the tributary mode until the British Government
replaced its monopoly of the China trade in 1833. Arguably, the flexibil-
ity of the Tribute Order enabled the interlacing of cultural and economic
goals for various players without significant use of military violence.

This is hardly to say that military violence was absent. The Ming
naval expeditions led by Admiral Zheng He in the first part of the
fifteenth century, forced tribute and captured slaves and even a king in
Sri Lanka in a bid to demonstrate the power of the Chinese emperor.
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However, such military authority over the sea route was not maintained
beyond a brief window in the fifteenth century. Nor did China control
the land routes over Central Asia; these routes were controlled by
nomadic groups.

Rather one might say that Chinese military power outside the
empire was mostly expressed as expeditions undertaken largely as puni-
tive measures against bordering states, including Korea, or tribes who
often harassed and threatened the empire at its periphery. For example,
during the eighteenth century, the Burmese state conducted raids along
the southwestern frontier. This prompted several punitive military expe-
ditions with mixed results (Zhou, 2011). Military campaigns were often
very expensive and were designed principally to stabilize the Tribute
Order and manage the bordering states rather than for colonial and ter-
ritorial expansion beyond the empire.

The restricted, albeit credible, use of military power and the more
important economic, financial, and political-cultural dimensions of the
tribute-trade zone suggest the possibility of thinking of this mode as the
exercise of soft power. If we can conceive of BRI as combining culture
and economics of investment and trade with an apparently cooperative
and light military presence, it could well be comparable to the Chinese
imperial tribute system of the last millennium. Can BRI reproduce such
a win-win condition? Is it possible to convey a sense of “fair exchange”,
of providing desirable goods and values without the threat of over-
whelming military and financial power? Can the contemporary Chinese
strategy express a “neo-traditional soft power”?

Promise and Perils of BRI as Neo-traditional Soft Power

Of course, as a modern nation-state with great power ambitions, the
goals and imperatives of the imperial Chinese state have undergone a
revolutionary transformation. The same conditions of capitalism, nation-
alism, and statism did not exist in the imperial era. As is well known, BRI
represents a massive expansion of Chinese economic investments in
infrastructure partnerships including high-speed railroads, telecommuni-
cations, new ports, and energy cooperation. This has been facilitated by
the Exim Bank, CITIC Group, Chinese Development Bank, and others
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who have invested and sought to develop the region from China’s reserve
of its USD 3 trillion treasure-chest. The public and scholarly media are
awash with data and information on the BRI and there is little point in
repeating all the information here. My principal goal is to inquire if there
are new modes of expansion, domination, and fair exchange in the
twenty-first century represented by the BRI

The Chinese government and intellectuals who have taken a great
interest in soft power debates, place a significant role for culture in this
initiative. Chinese leaders have taken historical memories as their launch-
ing pad. Invoking the ancient Silk Road at the start of the Chinese “One
Belt One Road” policy in the fall of 2013 on a visit to Central Asia,
President Xi Jinping said, “My home, Shaanxi Province, is the start of the
ancient Silk Road. I can almost hear the ring of the camel bells and smell
the wisps of smoke in the desert.” In his speech at the Boao Forum for
the Asia Annual Conference in 2015, Xi declared that the Belt and Road
will “promote inter-civilization exchanges to build bridges of friendship
for our people, drive human development and safeguard peace in the
world.”

The Central Asian Belt remains particularly important in Chinese
thinking of BRI because as Jisi Wang and Tim Winter (2012) of Peking
University declared, “Not only is Central Asia rich in natural resources
and ripe for investment, an “anti-China alliance” led by US is unlikely to
be formed because of diversity of powers and interests.” Winter (2016)
has suggested that the various countries on this road from Kazakhstan to
Iran, to Turkey, and the Gulf states have started to develop their heritage
sites — each striving to get as many sites on the World Heritage list —
on the Silk Road to enhance their status and craft contemporary commer-
cial and political strategies on this emergent platform. Although the
historical reality of the overland Silk Road was also marred by warfare
and disease, the image promoted in these countries is that it represents
the legacy of peace and prosperity.

In general, BRI may be seen as a principally cultural and economic
approach to the earlier strategic Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) founded in 2001 and consisting originally of the Russian Federation
and Central Asian republics. China’s SCO initiative was designed to
increase military, counter-terrorist, and anti-separatist cooperation in the
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region, but BRI encompasses these strategic considerations under a much

1

wider plan that covers not only the “one belt” across Central Asia to
Europe but also “one road”, the maritime route that historically linked
Eurasia from the Indian Ocean to the South China Sea.

According to Callahan (2016), Xi Jinping’s foreign policy embodied
in BRI is a vision of a Sinocentric world order contained in the rhetoric of
a “community of shared destiny” (gongtong mingyunti). It is a compre-
hensive plan integrating domestic needs and relations with neighboring
countries and other partners. The goal is to weave these countries into a
network of economic, political, cultural, and security order that reflects
China’s vision of global governance that includes its norms and rules
(Callahan, 2016).

At one level, it is a version of soft power that builds upon infrastruc-
tural investments and finance. Many countries involved with BRI require
capital for infrastructure development not easily available to them.
Moreover, they can also partake of the advanced digital technology such
as 5G, BeiDou, the Chinese geophysical positioning system, and other
technology connected with the Digital Silk Road that is accompanying
infrastructure-building. The BRI vision is also informed by ideals of har-
mony and authority that are non-contentious, and not liberal.

To be sure, Chinese investments abroad — whether state-owned or
private — have been driven by the search for outlets of excess capital,
labor, and older, especially coal-mining, technology within China. The
investments also tend to be extractive and energy-hungry. Chinese state
policies appear to follow the Panchasheela principles of non-interference
in the internal matters of sovereign states. Hence, in its dealings with
governments in Asia, Africa, and elsewhere, it responds to the kind of
regime that is operative. Where civil society groups are well developed,
the Chinese representatives can be responsive to demands made by them.
This was the case with the demands by local environmental groups in
Kenya to make way for elephant crossings across the Nairobi-Mombasa
railroad or the Chinese response to Southeast Asian groups seeking
amelioration or curtailments related to dam-building and other projects
in the Mekong.

On the other hand, where civil society is not well developed, invest-
ments in mammoth logistical and infrastructural ventures have tended to
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by-pass the interests of local communities, favoring state elites. Here in
states with weak governance structures, Chinese state corporations are
seen to be hand in glove with crony capitalists. Moreover, Chinese inves-
tors also have to tread very carefully across minefields of local conflicts,
civil wars, extremism, and separatist movements.

The China-Pakistan Relationship

The China—-Pakistan relationship through the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC) exemplifies the new challenges and opportunities for
the two sides and is worth reviewing as one of the largest BRI invest-
ment destinations, of USD 62 billion. Pakistan is a lynchpin in the initia-
tive because it is at the crossroad of BRI, linking the Central Asian belt
with the maritime road through the new port city of Gwadar. But, as
Robert Bianchi (2019) has shown, the Chinese did not bargain for the dif-
ficulties in dealing with the contentious pluralism of Pakistani political
society. Caught between ethnic, tribal, regional, independence fighters
(especially, but not only in Baluchistan), fundamentalist, and civilian—
military disputes among others, the blueprints of proposed Chinese invest-
ments have had to be redrafted to satisfy different segments while still
producing dissatisfaction among those who are left out and expected to
bear the future consequences and debt (Bianchi, 2019; Chatzky and
McBride, 2019). Indeed, Chinese workers and engineers have also lost
their lives to these tensions and the threats of large-scale violence remain
palpable.

To be sure, the Pakistan Government has welcomed these invest-
ments and the benefits to Pakistan are also enormous. Apart from the
massive infrastructure as well as port and energy development, the
Pakistan military has been the only recipient of China’s BeiDou military
satellite navigation system allowing some of the world’s most precise
guidance for missiles, aircrafts, and ships (Abi-Habib, 2018). Moreover,
one of the world’s largest solar plant will be constructed by China in
Pakistan. At the same time, however, it has also invested US$1.2 billion
for coal mining in the Thar Desert and the construction of 660-MW coal-
fired power generators. The environmental effects of CEPC investments
are a matter of concern.
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Until around 2014, Pakistan’s energy source from coal constituted
only a very small percentage of its total energy production. At the request
of the Pakistan Government, China developed the lignite coal mines over
roughly 9,000 km? of Pakistan’s Thar Desert with Chinese loans, technol-
ogy, and labor. In the last five years, coal has become by far the biggest
source of energy production, although not all of it is from the Thar coal
fields (World Nuclear Association, 2018).° The project has also been polit-
ically and socially very controversial, involving displacement of over
hundreds of villages, causing land speculation, encroachment, and com-
munity conflicts that have escalated to one between the province of Sindh
versus the Pakistan Government and the Chinese corporations (Meghwar
and Ali, 2016; Martinez Alier, 2003; Turi and Ashraf, 2018). Similar prob-
lems have been reported over large-scale investment projects elsewhere
in Pakistan, for instance in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Gilgit-Baltistan, and
Baluchistan (EFSAS, 2018).

Environment and Debt

While China has emerged as the world leader in the urgent drive towards
renewable energy domestically, ironically Pakistan’s new mines have
rapidly changed the composition of its sources of energy production to
favor coal, and particularly from lignite, a poor grade of coal with very
high levels of carbon emission. The Thar case is not an exception. Between
2014 and 2017, six Chinese banks participated in US$143 billion worth of
syndicated loans to the BRI region’s energy and transportation sectors.
Almost three-quarters of the total volume of this finance went to the oil,
gas, and petrochemical industries. Of the finance that went to the power-
generation sector, more than half financed fossil-fuel power plants,
including US$10 billion for the coal plants in places as diverse as Turkey,
Kenya, and Tajikistan (Zhou et al., 2018, pp. 12-13; Gilbert et al., 2018;
Hurley, Morris, and Portelance, 2018, p. 10). As Nicholas Stern recently
pointed out, “I feel that there is a split between the ideas behind the
Belt and Road Initiative and what has actually been financed under the
initiative. It would be good if China’s Belt and Road financing can get
closer to the idea and to the great changes that are happening inside the
country” (Hao, 2019).
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The environmental issue is a deeply problematic one for the win-
win claim of BRI. The debate and choices in the developing world about
the relationship between development and environmental protection —
regardless of its merits — already complicate BRI projects in countries
where there are environmental movements and concerns. Just as signifi-
cantly, there is a growing perception that China which is a global leader
in the production of renewable energy and more recently, in conserving
its environment, is doing so by outsourcing its natural resource require-
ments. Given that China’s water and soil conditions are highly compro-
mised and need to be conserved, it is seeking to draw on those resources
abroad. The acquisition of vast tracts of agricultural lands in different
parts of the world as much as the extraction of minerals and other natu-
ral resources is by no means a novel phenomenon in world history. But
global consciousness of environmental unsustainability is particularly
acute and does introduce a new dimension to the claims of BRI.

A second dimension readily evident in the Pakistan case is the prob-
lem of debt. The impact of the CPEC-related outflow was originally esti-
mated at only 0.1% of GDP per annum by Pakistani authorities. Yet,
according to the IMF, those repayments will peak at 1.6% of GDP per
annum by 2024. In addition, in the first quarter of 2017, Pakistan already
had an external debt of $75.747 billion, and according to Pakistani econo-
mists, it is expected to grow to $110 billion in the next four years.
The combination of high upfront tariffs, interest rates, and surcharges
will probably force the state to increase its domestic and export prices,
making it difficult to compete with other countries which maintain lower
prices. Additionally, the volatility of the Pakistani rupee against the
dollar and its effect on its export competitiveness do not bode well for its
debt problem (Hurley, Morris, and Portelance, 2018; EFSAS, 2018).

These same trends are reflected in several other countries. In Sri
Lanka, where Chinese companies are building massive, and as yet little
used, infrastructural and port facilities in Hambantota and Colombo,
indebtedness is already a very troubled political issue. The detailed data-
base of China’s loans and investments involving Africa, shows that China
lent a total of $143 billion to African countries between 2000 and 2017. It
has also extended $140 billion in loans to Latin American and Caribbean
countries since 2005. According to the thorough and balanced study of
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BRI debt by the Center for Global Development (CGD), while the details
and terms of contracts are not easily available for BRI bilateral projects,
the report’s authors have concluded that eight countries are at risk of
debt distress on the basis of available data on debt to GDP ratios (Hurlet,
Morris, and Portelance, 2018; Takata, 2019).

Leveraging financial power and recovering debt in the contempo-
rary era and in the present geopolitical situation may not be as viable
as in the past. Recent studies of sovereign debt and their restructuring
programs across a wide range of cases reveal that defaults are not
uncommon and restructuring can take as long as 15 years until the final
resolution. These delays, which are frequently extended by political
unrest, are very costly for creditors who may be stuck with defaulted
loans or bonds and suffer what came to be popularly known as
“haircuts” — deep losses — during the Greek crisis earlier in the decade.
Although under different circumstances, the recent cases of Greece and
Argentina suggest that while debtor countries do suffer, the creditor
countries also bear considerable pressure from political instabilities in the
debtor countries and pressure from international agencies and techno-
crats (Ghosal and Miller, 2019; Lim, Moutselos, and McKenna, 2019).

China is also engaged in debt restructuring and forgiveness, but
it is very much through a case-by-case approach. China prefers bilateral
lending practices and has declined membership in the multi-lateral
framework of the Paris Club, at least for the time being (Hurley, Morris,
and Portelance, 2018, p. 19). However, since global financial control exer-
cised through the multi-lateral framework still remains concentrated in
London and New York, China may control even fewer levers to pressure
repayment (Trebesch, 2019). In the last year there have been reports of
push-back and pull-back on BRI projects that will probably temper its
rapid expansion.

To be sure, the CGD study concludes that it is unlikely BRI
countries will be overcome by unsustainable debt; but China will also be
unable to avoid debt problems among participating countries. The long-
term leasing of sovereign territories and assets such as Hambantota — or
possibly, Mombasa — is liable to produce significant political resistance
particularly in nations where the opposition and civil society are active
such as Sri Lanka and Kenya, respectively (Mwere, 2018; Mutambo,
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2019). In Pakistan, as the burden of debt to China began to be felt, by
2018 the government turned to the International Monetary Fund and
Saudi Arabia for billions of dollars in loans. The IMF has pressed Pakistan
to share all existing agreements with China and has required IMF input
during any future CPEC negotiations. It has also stated that Pakistan
cannot use its bailout to repay CPEC loans (Chatzky and McBride, 2019;
Hurley, Morris, and Portelance, 2018, p. 52; Tariq, 2019).

Meanwhile, since 2017 there have been several canceled Chinese
investment projects in Pakistan and a general slowdown and delays
in project completion (Abi-Habib, 2018). Malaysia’s efforts to radically
reduce its financial burden by rewriting contracts for BRI projects in
2019 are significant not only in suggesting pushback by assertive part-
ners, but also for China’s willingness to enter into what is perceived
as fairer terms by these partners (Huang, 2019). At the second Belt and
Road Forum for International Cooperation held in Beijing in April 2019,
President Xi Jinping sounded the new principles, including extensive
consultation, joint contributions, and the need to “pursue economic
growth, social progress and environmental protection in a balanced way”
(Beltandroadforum.org, 2019). In response to the perception about the
lack of transparency and fairness in contracts among some recipient
countries, Beijing has begun to acknowledge the possibility of private
and third-party participants in BRI projects. If this prevails, it should
contribute to higher standards of viability, transparency, and governance
(Liao, 2019).

Southeast Asia

Southeast Asia is perhaps one area in which the more flexible approaches
declared during the BRI forum in April 2019 might be seen. The new
approach is evidenced in the Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohammed’s renegotiation of the previous contract for the East Coast
Rail Link project which reduced the cost to Malaysia by 30%. Myanmar
has also negotiated a better deal for investments in the Chinese-led port
project of Kyaukpyu. Similarly, Thailand’s Prime Minister sounded a
hopeful if somewhat guarded note upon his departure from the BRI
forum when he suggested that Thailand views the progress of BRI as
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dependent on its compatibility with multi-lateral frameworks (Takahashi,
2019; Green, 2019).

China’s political relations with the ASEAN nations has contributed
both to the hope and uncertainty. Long before BRI, during the 1990s,
China had begun to cultivate very good relations with ASEAN, manag-
ing ethnic relations between Chinese (a critical investment group in
China’s development in the 1990s) and non-Chinese with sensitivity.
China’s relation with integrating Asia was dramatically enhanced during
the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997-1998 when China did not devalue its
currency. This restraint was particularly meaningful because the region
felt abandoned by the flight of Western capital and helpless in the face of
unsympathetic Western criticism and stringent IMF policies imposed
upon their straitened economies. Subsequently in October 2003, China
was the first country to sign the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC)
with ASEAN, indicating a commitment to participate by the norms set by
ASEAN. Decades since the Asian Crisis, China is the largest importer of
Southeast Asian products and an increased number of Chinese students
preferred to pursue degrees in Southeast Asia rather than in the US
(Duara, 2015).

China lost much of the goodwill and trust that it had built up in
ASEAN, despite unwavering support from such nations as Cambodia.
The most prominent reason for the loss is the geopolitical tension over
China’s claims and militarization of the South China Sea that has been
building up since 2012. Less conspicuous but perhaps more damaging to
China’s image in the hinterland of Southeast Asia is the involvement of
Chinese hydropower in the construction of gargantuan dams on the
Lancang/Mekong and Nu/Salween Rivers. This is beginning to take an
enormous toll on the livelihood of thousands of communities who live
by these rivers and even more on the environmental damage caused by
disrupting the natural flows of the rivers. Experts warn that colossal secu-
rity disasters made up of food shortages, destruction of livelihoods, and
irregular movements of people could — and have already — eventuate
into violence and civil war.

While governments in these regions are more willing to compromise
and cooperate with these hydropower companies (because of the energy
harvest), it is the large-scale protests of civil society groups — both local
and international — and their persistent activism in Southeast Asia (and
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in Yunnan until the recent past) that have stopped several projects and
alarmed the establishment on both sides of the Chinese border. Perhaps
the most effective of these was the Myitsone Dam being built in Myanmar
in 2011 when a coalition of dozens of Myanmar NGOs with the blessings
of Aung San Suu Kyi forced the termination of the Chinese project. The
combined forces of Southeast Asian and Yunnan-based civic activism
also succeeded in suspending the construction of 13 large-scale cross-
border dams on the Nu/Salween River for about 10 years from 2003 to
2013 (Duara, 2015, pp. 265-266).°

The dam projects precede and are somewhat separate from the
BRI in Southeast Asia, but they nonetheless reflect Chinese foreign
investment policies and approaches. Over the last few years, it has
been observed that Chinese state-owned hydropower companies have
responded in some measure to demands made particularly by the well-
organized Mekong civil society groups (Yeophantong, 2013, pp. 4-9,
11-13; Maurin and Yeophantong, 2013). In this context it is relevant to
consider one of CGD’s proposals for the restructuring of debts owed to
China in this and other regions where the environment and livelihoods
have been disrupted and even ravaged by large-scale projects. China
could adopt debt-for-nature swaps, an approach championed by envi-
ronmental organizations since the 1980s and used extensively by the
United States and some multi-lateral funds like the Global Environment
Facility. Under a swap arrangement, borrower country debt is forgiven
in exchange for the country’s commitment to fund key environmental
objectives, such as tropical forest preservation (Zhou et al., 2018, p. 24).
This could certainly be a winning situation if monitored properly on
both sides.

However, not everyone is equally sanguine about the possibilities of
BRI 2. Some observers in ASEAN, particularly Vietnamese analysts, have
sounded warnings to the Association about the strategic component in
China’s infrastructural development. Vu (2019) suggests that China’s
preference for bilateral engagements in BRI with ASEAN nations “would
tie each nation individually to China rather than link China with ASEAN
as a whole”, and this could ultimately pose a threat to regional connec-
tivity, a key principle in the maintenance of the organization’s integrity,
unity, and security. Without common and uniformly high standards for
projects, “the competition for limited infrastructure investments (will)
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not only reduce the bargaining positions of Southeast Asia nations, but
would likely trigger a “race to the bottom” in terms of project quality,
undermining the fragile solidarity among ASEAN members and prevent-
ing collective efforts to restrain an assertive China and its ambitions in
the region” (Vu, 2019).

Conclusion: The Reconfiguration of the Realms of
Hegemonic Power

I have tried to grasp the various possibilities of BRI in a long historical
perspective including both the Tribute Order and the modern, capitalist
imperial formations through the Cold War. The changing conditions
and circumstances that I have invoked are both political and ideo-
logical as well as financial and technological. As the political-ideological
conditions — for instance, the rise of nationalism as a global ideology —
changed, so did the institutional-financial-technological responses of
those who would be dominant powers. The results of this mode of
responsive incorporation was the emergence of new realms of power, the
potentialities of which for dominance and fair exchange are untested.

The new realms of power configurations enable a dominant or
hegemonic power to assert itself, but not without a new deal. During
the Cold War, superpower and state-to-state warfare were limited by the
principle of deterrence in the atomic age. This led to some analysts in the
West to call it the Long Peace. For much of the world outside the West,
however, there were hot wars leading to large-scale violence and deaths
arising from proxy warfare for the superpowers or intra-national contests
which had also unfolded into the Cold War rivalry. Nonetheless, there
were several client-partners who benefited from it.

If debt and environmental damage have always been part of hegem-
onic or imperialist expansion and domination, the new conditions under
which they operate and are perceived to operate make a major difference
to the nature of hegemonic power in the world. Whether it is because of
unrecoverable loans or damage to the environment, the push-back from
societies with strong opposition and civil society groups, or those where
sovereign governments are subject to popular nationalist pressures (e.g.,
Vietnam), the assertion of the will of the dominant power is not easily
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exercised nor is it easy to “get others to accept what you want”. If China
can take a more positive approach to these concerns and problems, as it
has suggested it will, we can expect the expansion of BRI to be more of a
win-win situation.

We have touched upon the emergence of a more novel realm of
power in the twenty first century that may not fit earlier definitions of
hard or soft power, but can partake of both. This is what I have called
“digital power”. Artificial Intelligence (Al), 5G networks of inter-mechan-
ical communication and action, sophisticated geosatellite navigation
equipment, and new ways of combining surveillance technology with
social credit systems are part of this digital power. To be sure, they have
been and will increasingly be applied to military systems, but they are
also capable of producing relatively bloodless but devastating damage,
e.g., to electricity grids, military installations, communication networks,
and electoral systems. We do not need much more evidence to support
the idea that the current trade dispute between the US and China is
increasingly about control of digital power perhaps more than the trade
in goods.

Current opinion holds that China is ahead of the rest of the world in
much of these technologies, especially Al and 5G through which it has
been able to build a powerful digital and biometric surveillance architec-
ture that applies to people and the movement of goods and communica-
tion. These technologies have been applied across China but in especially
unprecedented detail over the movement and behavior of the population
in Xinjiang. Those countries who receive the BeiDou navigation systems
and other digital technologies for logistic, communication, and, in the
case of Pakistan, military purposes, may or may not be aware that this
flow of information will undoubtedly also be received by the relevant
authorities in China. More significantly, China is also beginning to sell
this pioneering technology to authoritarian regimes abroad who will
seek to use it to deter popular movements against unpopular projects
(Polyakova and Meserole, 2019).

To what extent can the cultural, economic, and political flexibility of
the imperial Chinese tribute framework prevail over militaristic, nation-
alistic, and expansionist ambitions? China is not playing in the same
world as 70 years ago when the US was able to combine its cultural
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soft power with military and economic infra-power. Unquestionably,
China will continue to “walk on two legs” to apply a Maoist phrase.
Traditional soft power, including infrastructural development and eco-
nomic diplomacy, will proceed even while military flexing and threats
will be undertaken in some zones. Sooner or later China will be called
upon to secure its investments and commitments. In the age of many
deterrents to open warfare, the military component will probably also be
found in proxy wars whether in intra- or inter-national contests. In this
situation, arguably digital power will be very important.

At the same time, the “softer” approach including economic negotia-
tion, consultation, and cooperation will play a greater role. BRI has the
potential to become a more collaborative platform, particularly with
regard to potentially unpopular projects and those which pose severe
threats to the environment. The great eagerness shown by many coun-
tries to participate in a more consultative and transparent BRI could
make these projects more of a multi-stakeholder enterprise and China
may well develop the capacity to “influence outcomes”. Whatever
China’s vision of national power, its soft power will have to incorporate
more democratic participation in its ventures abroad and take the leader-
ship in global climate change activism not only by top-down techno-
logical approaches but also by creating a framework for community
participation.
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Notes

1

The concept of “genealogy” is derived from Nietzsche and Foucault. See
Foucault (1980, p. 139).

For similar views of Pan-Asianist economic and political thinkers see the
essays on Sugimoro Kojird and Royama Masamichi (Saaler and Victor
Koschmann, 2007).

Manchukuo too began to resemble (and in several instances, led) the
military-dominated dirigiste economy and centralized political system that
developed in Japan beginning in the 1930s.

I have also been influenced by Lyotard’s (1984) understanding of language
games.

See the rapid increase — almost four-fold — in coal consumption between
2013 and 2018 of Pakistan’s coal (CEIC, 2019). Nuclear Power in Pakistan,
https://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/
countries-o-s/pakistan.aspx, Accessed 8 Nov 2019.

China has undertaken several other large-scale logistics and infrastructural
projects in Southeast Asia which also show mixed results. For instance, the
high-speed railroad that it wants to construct across Southeast Asia has
faced resistance even from the Laotian Government which has for several
years been protesting what they say are excessive Chinese demands and
unfavorable financing conditions for its construction.
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