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And those who were seen dancing 
were thought to be insane by those who could not hear the music. 
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ABSTRACT 

By recalling the idea of the Silk Road as a place of peaceful encounter of civilizations, 

China is promoting its new, major diplomatic outreach system called the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI), a network of roads, infrastructures, investments, policy connections and people to people 

exchanges with the final objective of connecting the PRC to Europe. Indeed, in view of the current 

international geopolitical circumstances, the Chinese and European leaders are recently 

emphasizing the importance of the Brussels-Beijing relationships. Nonetheless, many experts 

complain that this partnership has not yet developed as fast and deeply as the two sides originally 

hoped.  

This leads to the first research question addressed in the thesis:"which are the obstacles to a 

deeper EU-China partnership and how to overcome them and improve the overall relations?". By 

borrowing the constructivist theories, this thesis argues that the real obstacle to deepening the 

China-EU partnership are the differences in identities, values and culture, and that the improvement 

of the people to people and cultural interactions will enhance the general bilateral relations. 

Consequently, the second research question is "which role does BRI play in the China-EU cultural 

relations?". BRI has the potential to have a positive impact on their relations by providing a new 

framework and incentives for the collaboration on cultural projects and people to people 

interactions.  

The last two research questions are related to each other: "what are the risks and benefits 

that BRI will bring to the EU?" and "how should the European Union respond to BRI?". By 

analyzing the risks and benefits that will derive from the implementation of BRI, the author 

provides some policy suggestions to both sides on how to efficiently implement BRI, and especially 

to EU leaders on how to cooperate with their Chinese counterparts: the EU should definitely 

cooperate in the Chinese initiative, to ensure a win-win outcome for all, to guarantee the respect of 

the international norms and to help the PRC maintain the stability in the areas crossed by the BRI 

network. 

  



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

6 
 

摘要  

以絲綢之路作為文明接觸的和平場域為概念，探討中國正在推動「一帶一路」─以連結

中歐為終極目標的道路、基礎設施、投資、政策互聯及人民交流網路─的全新重大外交體系。

針對當前國際地緣政治的環境，中歐領導人近期確實強調了布魯塞爾與北京關係的重要性。

儘管如此，很多中歐關係的專家也指出這種夥伴關係，還沒有達到雙方所預期的那樣快速及

深刻。 

本文的第一個研究問題「進一步發展中歐關係的障礙是什麼，以及如何克服這些障

礙？」，便是基於對此國際情勢的考量。透過建構主義理論，本文對深化中歐關係的真正障

礙進行討論，認為這些障礙來自於中歐人民身份、價值觀與文化的差異，並提出促進中歐人

民之間的文化交流來加強中歐關係的可行方案。因此，本文提出第二個研究問題，「一帶一

路在中歐文化關係中扮演什麼角色？」，對前項結論接續探討，發現由於一帶一路為中歐雙

方提供了文化專案及人際交流合作的動機和框架，因此這一政策對中歐關係具有正面影響的

潛質。 

本文的最後兩個研究問題「一帶一路將帶給歐洲怎樣的風險與利益？」與「歐盟應如何

應對一帶一路？」是相互關聯的。通過對一帶一路將帶來的風險與利益的分析，筆者對中歐

雙方如何更有效地推進一帶一路提出了一些政策建議，其中重點分析了歐盟領導人如何與中

方開展合作，並認為歐盟必須回應中國的倡議，與之合作，確保中歐雙方實現共贏、對國際

規範的遵守、以及幫助中國保持一帶一路所經之地的穩定。 

  



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

7 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS	
 

1. Introduction ................................................................................................................................... 9	

1.1 Research Methodology ........................................................................................................... 11	

1.1.1 Theoretical Framework: Constructivism ........................................................................... 11	

1.1.2 Research Approach ............................................................................................................ 12	

1.1.3 Data and Sources ............................................................................................................... 15	

1.1.4 Ethical Considerations ....................................................................................................... 15	

1.1.5 Chapter Arrangement ........................................................................................................ 16	

1.1.6 Research Limitations and Contributions ........................................................................... 18	

2. China-EU Relations and BRI: An Overview .............................................................................. 20	

2.1 China-EU Relations ................................................................................................................ 20	

2.2 The Belt and Road Initiative ................................................................................................. 31	

3. Literature Review on the Study of Bri ........................................................................................ 38	

3.1 China-EU Relations ................................................................................................................ 38	

3.2 One Belt One Road and Its Impact on Europe ........................................................................ 42	

3.2.1 Comparison of Chinese and European Perspectives ......................................................... 43	

3.3 Research Purposes and Uniqueness ........................................................................................ 50	

4. Constructivism and the Obstacles to Deepening the China-EU Partnership .............................. 52	

4.1 Constructivism ........................................................................................................................ 52	

4.2 Osbtacles to the Development of the China-EU Partnership .................................................. 55	

4.2.1 European Union's Values and Identities ............................................................................ 57	

4.2.2 China's Values and Identities ............................................................................................. 58	

4.2.3 Differences in Identity and Their Impact .......................................................................... 59	

4.3 Solutions to the Obstacles ....................................................................................................... 60	

5. EU-China Cultural and People-to-People Relations ................................................................... 63	

5.1 Culture ..................................................................................................................................... 64	

5.2 Cultural Relations ................................................................................................................... 65	

5.2.1 Cultural Diplomacy and Soft Power .................................................................................. 65	

5.2.2 EU-China Cultural and People-to-People Relations ......................................................... 71	

5.3 Final Remarks ......................................................................................................................... 76	

6. Policy Implications for Bri and EU-China Cultural Relationship ............................................... 78	

6.1 Improving the China-EU Cultural Relations .......................................................................... 78	

6.1.1 The Solution to the Obstacles ............................................................................................ 79	



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

8 
 

6.1.2 Role of BRI ........................................................................................................................ 81	

6.2 Policy Suggestions .................................................................................................................. 86	

6.2.1 Risks and Benefits for the Eu ............................................................................................ 87	

6.2.2 Eu's Response to Bri .......................................................................................................... 93	

7. Conclusion ................................................................................................................................... 97	

References ..................................................................................................................................... 103	

Appendix 1: Official Text of "Vision and Actions" ...................................................................... 116	

Appendix 2: Official Text of The Belt and Road Cultural Development Action Plan ................. 124	

Appendix 3: Interview Participants ............................................................................................... 128	

Appendix 4: Interview Consent Form ........................................................................................... 129	

 

 

LIST OF FIGURES AND CHARTS 

CHART 1: EU-China "Trade in Goods" Statistics   21  

CHART 2: EU-China "Trade in Services" Statistics 22 

CHART 3: European Trade Flows and Balance about the Total Goods Traded with China 22 

CHART 4: EU FDI Transactions to China, by Industry  24          

CHART 5: EU FDI Transactions to China, by Country of Origin 24 

CHART 6: China FDI Transactions to Europe, by Industry 25 

CHART 7: China FDI Transactions to Europe, by Recipient Country 25 

MAP 1: Routes of the "New Silk Road Economic Belt" and "21st Century Maritime Silk Road" 33  

  



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

9 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

It is in human nature to interact with each other. Throughout history, people have always 

traveled and exchanged goods, skills and ideas with each other. The mix of languages and dialects, 

spices and fabrics, adventures and discoveries, caravans and camels, cultural exchanges and 

civilizations encounters, exotic and romantic imaginary, these are the feelings and ideas everybody 

recalls when thinking about the Silk Road. China is harking back to these emotions to make more 

appealing "the most significant and far-reaching initiative that it has ever put forward" (Winter, 

2016): the New Silk Roads (BRI or OBOR)1. The official purpose of Beijing is not only to connect 

the "Middle Country" to Europe, and to restore the splendor and great position as the centre of 

civilization, that the Eurasian continent enjoyed in the past; but also to develop transportation 

infrastructure, facilitate economic development, increase trade, and deepen the cultural exchanges 

in Eurasia and beyond. 

In particular, OBOR (acronym of One Belt One Road, 一帶一路) can be considered as the 

greatest Chinese foreign policy since the "Reform and Opening Up" (改革開放) established by 

Deng Xiaoping in 1979. Proposed in 2013 by President Xi Jinping as two different initiatives, the 

New Silk Roads represent the new proactive Chinese international strategy aimed at restoring the 

Chinese position in the international system as an influential power. Indeed, the Chinese officials 

are advertising the China Dream (中國夢), aimed at pursuing the great "rejuvenation" of the nation, 

and at eventually regaining the past glory as well as obtaining a prominent role worldwide (Chand, 

2016; Godehardt; 2016: 5).  

But, what is the European Union's role within Beijing's project? Europe is the final 

destination of both branches of the OBOR, as the practical realization of the "Go West" Chinese 

campaign. This means that BRI has enormous implication for the European Union and its economy 

in general, and for each European country in particular. But also that the EU plays an important role 

                                                
1 The New Silk Roads is one of the names used to refer to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) proposed by Xi Jinping in 
2013. OBOR (One Belt One Road) is the other acronym often used to indicate the initiative.  
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in the implementation and future development of BRI. Nonetheless, BRI is a very controversial 

topic: many scholars and leaders fear the Chinese initiative for being the hegemonic plan of an 

assertive PRC trying to achieve superiority and eventually gain the position of a superpower. Other 

experts view it in much more positive terms, believing it is a peaceful initiative. No matter what the 

final outcome will be, both Chinese and Western scholars agree that OBOR has the ability to 

modify the existing global order. Therefore, the European Union in addition to participating in the 

New Silk Roads, needs to formulate a cohesive and definitive response: only from the inside will 

Brussels be able to define the rules, control the Chinese behavior, and obtain the promised benefits. 

However, Europe has been very slow and reluctant in responding. In fact, especially in the first two 

years since the launch of BRI, only few reports could be found in the media, and at the official level 

the project was not addressed properly. More recently the European academia has been dealing with 

the Chinese project by organizing various dedicated conferences and symposiums, and 

consequently more comprehensive research has started to appear, together with high-level meetings 

between the two sides. This initial apparent lack of interest by European policy-makers might be 

explained by the relatively long distance between Europe and China, as well as by the political 

mistrust toward the PRC. Another reason could be the immaturity of the initiative, which is only at 

the first stage of its development and will need a long time to take shape. Most probably it is 

because there are deeper and more influential barriers to the cooperation between Beijing and 

Brussels: what are these real obstacles? This is the puzzle that the author aims at resolving.     

Since most of the existing literature about the EU-China relations focuses on the material 

and short-term aspects of the partnership, such as economic and political interests, this thesis sets 

the ambitious objective of analyzing the cultural dimension of their relationships, in order to 

identify the real obstacles to a deeper China-EU cooperation and therefore to propose a long-lasting 

solution for the improvement of the overall relations. Moreover, since the current literature about 

the New Silk Roads focuses on the purely economic implications of the OBOR on European 

countries, the second purpose of this research is to investigate the effects of the initiative on the 
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cultural and people-to-people relations of the European Union with China. Building her arguments 

on the Constructivist theories, that favor a subjective approach to the International Relations based 

on culture and identities, the author of this dissertation will attempt to answer four research 

questions:  

1.  What are the obstacles to a deeper EU-China partnership? How to overcome them and improve   

the overall relations? 

2.  Which role does BRI play in the China-EU cultural relations? 

3.  What are the risks and benefits that BRI will bring to the EU? 

4.  How should the European Union respond to OBOR? 

1.1 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

As the headline suggests, in this section the writer provides an outline of theoretical 

framework, the research strategy and method, and the sources and data employed. It includes also a 

brief paragraph about ethical considerations, as well as a section containing the outline of the thesis 

and the chapters' description. Finally, the last paragraph will discuss the research limitations and 

contributions. 

1.1.1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: CONSTRUCTIVISM 

This research will be based on the assumptions of the constructivist school of thought of the 

International Relations, because it can better explain the political and cultural interactions between 

countries that have completely different cultural and political backgrounds, as in the case of the 

European countries and China. Constructivism is able to provide a comprehensive interpretation of 

the Sino European relations from a multifaceted point of view. Liberalism and Realism better 

explain material issues of the IR; but culture, perceptions and norms are intrinsic to a nation and can 

influence the political decisions as well as the cultural cooperation among populations. 

Constructivism is able to take into consideration these fundamental aspects of the China-EU 

relations and provide a thorough answer to the research questions. Indeed, it is believed that the 
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difficulties in reaching a deeper cooperation among the two parties are caused by dissimilarities in 

values and norms.  

Generally, constructivism attaches importance to "ideas, identity, and interaction in the 

international system, revealing how the human world is not simply given and/or natural but that, on 

the contrary, the human world is one of artifice; that it is constructed through the actions of the 

actors themselves" (Kratochwil, 2001:17). According to constructivism, the world is social: actions, 

beliefs, "normative or ideational structures", identities are all important and are able to influence the 

international relations, because human interactions are "inherently social". "We create the world we 

live in, and it influences us as well" (Agius, 2013:88). In agreement with this approach, "shared 

norms, values, and beliefs can explain much more than rationalist theorizing. The central point is 

that we construct the world according to the meaning we give it" (Agius, 2013:85). A practical 

example is provided by the idea proposed by Wendt (1992) that "anarchy is what states make of it", 

suggesting that anarchy is not a natural characteristic of the international system.  

1.1.2 RESEARCH APPROACH 

The most appropriate research method for this thesis is considered to be the qualitative 

approach, in the form of interviews and content analysis. Given the lack of sources, in order to 

answer the research questions, it will be necessary to hear the opinions of experts on the topic. Thus, 

the research method will take the form of semi-structured open-ended questions posed to a number 

of scholars from Europe and representatives of the EU (the list of interviews is provided in the 

Appendix 3). The interviews with European experts are considered as a fundamental part of this 

research because: firstly the research focuses on the European perspective; secondly it wants to 

collect more insight about the European opinions on OBOR implementation. The Chinese reports 

are all very clear and rich of details, whereas the European ones do not contain explicit 

considerations about the role of the EU and the New Silk Roads effect on the Sino European 

relations. Since January the researcher started an internship at the Representative Office of the 
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European Union, this made it easier to contact European scholars and officials. Five of the seven 

interviews consisted in a video-call usually lasting around one hour, whereas two of them were in a 

written format; the questions were all open-ended, allowing the interviewees to answer freely and 

exhaustively. The interviewees were also able to introduce new issues, without the constraints of the 

structured interviews used in surveys and other quantitative methods. In other words, open-ended 

questions allowed the interviewer to better understand the ideas and perspectives of the participants. 

Indeed, the understanding of the phenomenon or situation analyzed can be considered "valid if the 

informant is part of the problem area and if he/she is given the opportunity to speak freely 

according to his/her own knowledge structure" and perspectives (Stenbacka, 2001:551). The 

interview method was also useful not only to overcome the problem of lack of sources, but also to 

make this research more original by providing new insights, ideas and viewpoints. Generally, in the 

field of social sciences interviews are customarily conducted as a way of collecting knowledge 

about any kind of issue or phenomena (Alvesson, 2011).   

Furthermore, the researcher also employed the content analysis method, which consists of 

interpreting what other scholars suggest in their researches, written works or during their speeches 

at conferences. This means that this research is based on the strategy focused on language and 

communication, which typically involves discourse analysis and textual analysis, through which 

speech events, text and interactions are recorded and then analyzed (Marshall & Rossmann, 2011). 

Even if the existing references are not truly abundant, the smallest amount of information can 

contain interesting and precious knowledge, which should not be overlooked.  

But, what is qualitative research? Why should this thesis be based on a qualitative approach? 

This section is aimed at providing a justification for the choice of applying a qualitative research 

method. In recent years, the value and prestige of qualitative inquiry have risen in many social 

science fields, because it allows the researcher to examine social phenomena, people's experiences, 

with a particular set of interactive and humanistic methods, such as interviews, "focus group 

discussions, observation, content analysis, visual methods, and life histories or biographies". The 
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peculiar feature of qualitative research is that it takes place in the real world, it thus permits the 

researcher to identify issues from the perspective of the participants of the study, while the 

researcher needs to be able to listen to people, as well as be "open-minded, curious, empathic" 

(Rossmann & Marshall, 2011:1-4; Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2011: 8-10; Taylor, Bogdan, & 

DeVault, 2016: 7-8). 

Moreover, the qualitative method is very useful in the case in which the author has to deal 

with the unavailability or lack of sufficient data, as in this research. It represents an "attractive and 

fruitful way of doing research", because it is able to interpret the feelings and perspectives of the 

people in a study, as well as it produces new insights into existing or emerging concepts, 

phenomena or policies. It is necessary to employ qualitative research for the analysis of non-

numeric data, and for situations characterized by a multiplicity of interpretations, according to the 

different perspectives involved. This thesis could also be considered as a multicultural research, 

since it aims at comparing and analyzing different perspectives and ideas about OBOR, which are 

shaped by the cultural background of the interviewees and other authors analyzed, since they all 

come from different countries (Yin, 2011: 6-14).  

It is believed that qualitative research methods are the most appropriate research approach 

for a thesis based on the constructivist principles. Indeed, qualitative researchers take into 

consideration the environment, whose crucial aspects are: "social and physical settings, internalized 

notions of norms, traditions, roles, and values" (Marshall & Rossmann, 2011:90-92), which are the 

basis of constructivism. Qualitative interviews allow the researcher to understand the real, deepest 

ideas of the interviewee, his/her perspectives and feelings; while it does not limit the participants to 

single-word answers, instead they can use their own words to discuss the topic (Yin, 2011). 

Finally, when organizing research it is necessary to assess its quality and the validity of its 

outcome. The validity issue is easily resolved in a qualitative research, because in the case of  

interviews, the communication between researcher and interviewee leads to a situation that 

increases the chances of "getting good data, i.e. data providing the information needed according to 
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the purpose. This means that the meaning of a statement can be controlled and issues can be 

clarified and discussed from different angles" (Stenbacka, 2001:551,552). On the contrary, 

"quantitative methods, it can be argued, sacrifice quality of information to standardization" 

(Sykes,1991:10). 

1.1.3 DATA AND SOURCES 

As already explained in the previous section, the author will base her arguments on the 

written words and speeches of scholars who are currently conducting research on OBOR and on 

EU-China relations, by employing content analysis. In order to enhance the quality and amount of 

information, the writer will interview various European experts, because the data available at 

present is not sufficient to answer the research questions, since the research to date are mostly based 

on economic issues.  

The sources from which the information will be gathered will be of two types: primary and 

secondary. The former includes interviews, official statements, and conference scripts; whereas the 

latter includes not only newspaper articles, but also papers, research, reports, and theses published 

by think tanks and academic periodicals in the IR field.  

1.1.4 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS  

To avoid any negative or ethical issue from arising, all the interviewees were asked to 

provide their written acceptance  regarding  their participation in the research, through a signed 

Consent Form (Appendix 4). The aim of this letter was to reassure participants that their 

participation in the research was voluntary and that they were free to withdraw from it at any point 

and for any reason. Since these interviews were not in the habitual form of a survey, but their 

purpose is to enhance the quality and variety of the information provided in the thesis, the author is 

honored to be able to quote the answers of those participants who agreed. In the case they were not 

willing to be cited, the author protected their anonymity, and the confidentiality of their answers. 

Furthermore, participants were fully informed regarding the objectives of the study, and also 
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reassured that their answers were used only for the academic purposes of this particular research. 

Finally, the researcher, with the help of the seven enthusiastic and thoughtful interviewees, 

managed to create and maintain a climate of comfort. 

1.1.5 CHAPTER ARRANGEMENT 

This section provides the outline of the thesis, together with a short summary of the main 

contents of each chapter. This dissertation is composed of seven chapters, including the introduction 

and conclusion. The order of the chapters was carefully planned to make it easier for the reader to 

follow each step of the research in an ordinate and logical way. In fact, the design of the thesis is 

based on the research questions, which need to be addressed in the correct order since their answers, 

and specially the last one, depend on the response of the previous questions.  

The introduction is followed by the "China-EU relations and BRI: an overview ", which can 

be considered as the background chapter. It is divided into two sections, for the two main topics of 

the research: the EU-China relations and BRI's role. The first section provides an historical 

overview of the Beijing-Brussels relations, from the establishment of the diplomatic relations until 

the most recent developments. Whereas the second section contains the description of Belt and 

Road Initiative and its principal features.  

The third chapter consists in the literature review, which is also divided into two sections, 

following the logic of the previous chapter. The first paragraph addresses the written works about 

the China-EU relations; whereas the second one compares the Chinese and the European views 

about OBOR, and successively it provides a comparison between the liberalist and realist 

standpoints concerning the New Silk Roads, as interpretation of the previously analyzed viewpoints.  

The fourth chapter is titled "Constructivism and the obstacles to deepening the china-EU 

partnership", and is composed of three sections. The first one is aimed at explaining the theories of 

constructivism, that are applied in the following sections and chapters, in order to answer the 

research questions. The second section provides an extensive analysis of what this thesis considers 
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as real obstacles to the further development of the Brussels-Beijing relations, namely the difference 

in non-material aspects such as identities, cultures, values and interests. The third part of the chapter, 

by borrowing the constructivism theories, suggests the best way to overcome the obstacles and 

enhance the relations between the two sides. 

"EU-China cultural and people-to-people relations" is the fifth chapter, and as revealed by 

its title, it focuses on cultural interactions. This chapter is highly informative, since it first provides 

the definitions for culture, cultural diplomacy and soft power: the three keywords of the chapter. 

Then it addresses the cultural diplomacy of the EU and the PRC separately, and afterwards it offers 

the description of their bilateral cultural relations. Even if this chapter does not directly answer any 

of the research questions, it is fundamental for the researcher and the reader to gain the knowledge 

required in order to provide correct responses in the following chapters.  

The sixth chapter, "Policy implications for BRI and EU-China cultural relationship", 

addresses all the four research questions, providing the answers in the two big sections that 

compose the chapter. The first section contains the answers to the first two questions. Therefore it 

provides the possible solutions for an improved partnership between the two powers, and then it 

focuses on the implications of BRI regarding the China-EU cultural relations. The second macro 

section of the chapter is aimed at responding to the last two research questions. This second section 

first analyses the risks and challenges that both China and the European Union will have to face 

while implementing the New Silk Roads initiative, and compares them to the advantages and 

benefits that One Belt One Road will bring to the EU and its member states. Finally it attempts to 

offer some policy suggestions to European leaders on how to deal with BRI, and also some advices 

to the Chinese policy makers and scholars on how to enhance the implementation of their initiative. 

Lastly, the thesis ends with the "Conclusions", which contains a comprehensive and final 

summary of the research. After rehashing the puzzle, it addresses each question providing a simple 

and direct answer.  
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1.1.6 RESEARCH LIMITATIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

One Belt One Road is a relatively new, long-term initiative, which is still at the 

implementation phase, therefore it is difficult to foresee its future outcomes and implications. 

Moreover, in Europe it is still almost unknown among the population, and only in the last year did 

scholars from different EU countries and think tanks started conducting deeper research on the topic. 

Also the majority of the research and debate about Sino Cultural relations still overlook the cultural 

and people to people exchanges. For these reasons, the existing literature is not sufficient to answer 

all the questions that could be raised about these mutually related topics. On the other hand, the 

brand-new books that have been published lately are very hard to retrieve, or very expensive. Being 

this research a Master thesis, with a very limited budget, the author has to deal with some financial 

and time limitations. For this reason, the best way to obtain more data and information will be by 

conducting interviews, as previously described.  

This thesis is believed to be useful as a basis for further, deeper research that will be 

conducted when the implementation of the New Silk Roads initiative reaches a more developed 

stage. It is the first thesis that compares the contemporary Chinese and European perspectives and 

values; thus, arguably, it can provide precious references for research, not only about the New Silk 

Roads, but also about other aspects of the Sino European relations. The practicality of this research 

will be the presence of both a theoretical framework and of practical policy suggestions. 

 The ambitious objective of this research is to provide a new interpretation of BRI based on 

constructivism, as well as its implications on the EU-China cultural relations, a fundamental aspect 

of Beijing and Brussels relations as a whole. Finally, the coursework and research conducted for the 

classes taken in the field of International Relations have provided the writer with a strong academic 

base for the current research. Moreover, the author's experience as intern at the European Union 

Representative Office in Taipei is directly relevant to this research. The internship provided the 

researcher with the best opportunity to obtain more and exclusive material and contacts. In addition 

the author gained a new viewpoint and deeper understanding of the role and position of the 
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European Union in relation with Taiwan and China, and of its work of cultural promotion in foreign 

countries. 

In final analysis, the final purpose of this research is to provide a solution to the obstacles to 

a deeper and more efficient EU-China partnership, considering BRI as a valuable framework that 

could ease the people to people and cultural interchanges and dialogues between the two sides. 

Indeed, despite uncertainties and concerns, Europe cannot "miss the train" (Arduino, 2016). 

Therefore, it is important to conduct a deep research on the topic and provide some effective policy 

suggestions. 

The author's research interests are the foreign policy of the People's Republic of China, the 

European Union, and the cultural dimension of the international relations. The writer started 

researching about One Belt One Road initiative in the spring of 2015, while doing an internship at 

the Consulate General of Italy in Chongqing, China. Chongqing being one of the starting points of 

"The Belt" part of the initiative, the Consulate's employees were participating in many activities to 

promote BRI. However, it was only during the first semester studying as a graduate student at 

IMPIS that the interest for the Chinese initiative became stronger and finally the idea of merging the 

author's three research interests in the same thesis took shape. 
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2. CHINA-EU RELATIONS AND BRI: AN OVERVIEW 

Before adventuring ourselves into the entangled and uncertain implications of OBOR on the 

European Union and its member states, as well as its relations with China, it is necessary to firstly: 

understand the main characteristics of the Sino European relations, and secondly to have a general 

picture of the features and development of the One Belt One Road initiative. Therefore, this chapter 

is aimed at introducing the two main themes of this thesis: the history and the principal aspects of 

the relations between Europe and China, as well as the chronological development and the various 

components of the Chinese New Silk Roads. 

2.1 CHINA-EU RELATIONS  

The relations between the European Union and the People's Republic of China (PRC) are 

characterized by mostly economic interchanges. In fact, trade is the first driver of their bilateral 

relations, and in particular of those between single European countries and the PRC. Indeed, 

currently China is the EU's second largest trading partner behind the US, whereas the EU is China's 

first economic partner, having surpassed the United States and Japan in 2005 (Carter, 2005). 

According to the European Commission, in 2014 the two countries were trading more than €1 

billion each day, counting as "the second-largest economic cooperation in the world" (European 

Commission, 2017a). Specifically, "EU imports from China are dominated by industrial and 

consumer goods: machinery and equipment, footwear and clothing, furniture and lamps, and toys. 

EU exports to China are concentrated on machinery and equipment, motor vehicles, aircraft, and 

chemicals". The specific statistics published by the European Commission are not all updated at 

2016, therefore it is not possible to provide a consistent comparison for all the trade exchanges. 

Notably, in 2016 the bilateral trade in good reached €514,7 billion, whereas the trade in services 

was €63.7 billion in 2015, the trade in services is less flourishing than the goods one, but it actually 

has a considerable potential that should be exploited in the next years (European Commission, 

2017a). Moreover, according to the researches conducted by the European Commission, the trade in 
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services and goods has remarkably increased in both imports and exports in 2015. China has 

become one of the fastest growing markets for European exports: in 2016 the export of goods to 

China reached €170.1 billion. The EU exports have nearly doubled in the past five years, 

contributing to rebalancing the relationship, indeed Beijing is Brussels' biggest supplier, with 

€344,47 billion worth of imported goods in 2016. This trade deficit does not exists in the trade of 

services, where EU is stronger than China, with €37.3 billion of exports, and €26.4 billion in 

2015(European Commission, 2017a). The charts 1, 2, 3 below show in a graphic way the situation 

of the bilateral trade in recent years.  

 

 

Chart 1: EU-China "Trade in Goods" Statistics (date of retrieval: 15/02/2017) 

 (European Commission, 2017a) 
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Chart 2: EU-China "Trade in Services" Statistics (date of retrieval: 15/02/2017) 

  (European Commission, 2017a) 

 

 

 

Chart 3: European Trade Flows and Balance about the Total Goods Traded with China (2006-2016) 

(Source: European Commission-Directorate-General for Trade, 2017:3) 
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The investment flows is another field with an enormous untapped potential. The official 

statistics released by the PRC's Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM) show that the country "received 

$95.1 billion of non-financial utilized foreign direct investment (FDI) from January to September 

2016" (Rhodium Group, 2016:2). Specifically, as shown in the Chart 4 below during the third 

quarter of 2016, the European FDI in China was dominated by the automotive sector, the 

semiconductor industry experienced a growth, whereas FDI in chemicals decreased dramatically. In 

this period the ranking of the investors has remained unaltered from the previous years, with 

Germany and France being the biggest investors, followed by Austria, which reached the top 

position thanks to AT&S's construction of a plant in Chongqing, as displayed in Chart 5 below 

(Rhodium Group, 2016:4). According to the "EU-China FDI Monitor - 3Q 2016" published by 

Rhodium Group, whose research was conducted for the European Commission under the China 

Observatory project, Beijing's investments in Europe were very strong in the third quarter of 2016, 

the amount was the double comparing to the previous quarter (Rhodium Group, 2016:6). The 

sectors that have received the most Chinese capital are the industrial machinery, energy, transport, 

and ICT, whereas from the individual country point of view the top recipients are, in order, 

Germany, Greece, Luxembourg and the UK, as represented in the Charts 6 and 7 (Rhodium Group, 

2016:7). 
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Chart 4: EU FDI Transactions to China, by Industry  

(Rhodium Group, 2016:4) 

 

 
Chart 5: EU FDI Transactions to China, by Country of Origin 

(Rhodium Group, 2016:4) 



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

25 
 

 
Chart 6: China FDI Transactions to Europe, by Industry 

(Rhodium Group, 2016:7) 

 

 
Chart 7: China FDI Transactions to Europe, by Recipient Country 

(Rhodium Group, 2016:7) 
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The diplomatic relations between the Europe and China were established officially in 1975, 

when the EU was still named EEC (European Economic Community). Three years later the 

representatives of the two parties signed the China-EC Trade Agreement, followed by the signature 

of the Trade and Economic Cooperation Agreement in Brussels in 1985. In June 1989, the relations 

became very tense, when European countries imposed an arms embargo and a series of other 

sanctions on China, to punish the communist government for the suppression of students in 

Tiananmen Square by the People's Liberation Army (PLA). In 1994 the situation improved 

significantly when the two parties agreed to establish the China-EU political dialogue mechanism. 

As a consequence of the consent of the two sides to bring their relations to a deeper level, during the 

first China-EU Summit held in London in 1998, they "committed themselves to building a long-

term, stable, and constructive partnership"; since then the Summits are held every year (Xinhua, 

2015a; Delegation of the European Union to China, 2015a).  

In 2003 the relations between Beijing and Brussels became more structured, thanks to a 

series of common priorities and as a result of the crisis in transatlantic relations2, leading to the 

establishment of the EU-China Strategic Partnership on the 30th October of the same year, 

recognizing each other as strategic partners (Wang & Song, 2016), as an attempt to bring the 

commercial and economic relationship to a deeper political and security level (Maher, 2016). This 

cooperation includes the areas of trade collaboration, environmental protection, innovation, research, 

education and international security (Palmieri & Celi, 2016). Within the Partnership, the two parties 

adopted three significant initiatives: firstly, the PRC would have become the biggest external 

partner in the European project Galileo3; secondly, some EU member states proposed to lift the 

army's embargo imposed on China in the far 1989 (but it was then rejected in 2005); thirdly, the 

                                                
2 The crisis between the United States and the European countries was caused by the European disagreement over the 
American war to Iraq and over Bush administration's foreign policy. (Casarini, October 2013) 
3 "The Galileo program is Europe's initiative for a state-of-the-art global satellite navigation system, providing a highly 
accurate global positioning service under civilian control. The fully deployed system will consist of 30 satellites and the 
associated ground infrastructure. Galileo will provide Europe with independence in satellite navigation but will also be 
inter-operable with GPS and GLONASS, the two other global satellite navigation systems." (European Commission, 
2016b) 
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People's Bank of China (PBOC) committed informally to diversify its holdings of foreign currency 

reserves, in order to benefit the Euro.  

During 2008, as a result of some European concerns over China's attitude towards human 

rights and economic competition, the Sino European relations became strained again, to the extent 

that some European leaders did not attend the opening ceremony of the Beijing Olympic Games in 

August. However, in 2009 Brussels and Beijing 's relationship improved, together with the increase 

of the Chinese engagement in the European common currency (Casarini, 2013). The economic 

cooperation was stabilized and fortified by the establishment of the annual High Level Economic 

and Trade Dialogue, which was enriched" in 2010 by an enhanced political dialogue on both 

bilateral and global issues, the High-Level Strategic Dialogue. These two pillars were 

complemented in 2012 by a third one, with the establishment of the EU-China High-Level People-

to-people Dialogue" (Delegation of the European Union to China, 2015a). Moreover, after the 

success of the EU-China Year of Youth launched the previous year, in 2012 China and the EU 

opened their Year of Intercultural Dialogue in order to strengthen the mutual understanding and 

cultural cooperation, and to enhance the sustainable cooperation. This initiative was aimed at "the 

achievement of three main objectives:  

• promoting and strengthening intercultural dialogue;  

• establishing and developing structured and sustainable cooperation; 

• establishing sustainable policy dialogue on issues of common interest. 

The initiative was designed not only to cover culture, but also related fields contributing to mutual 

understanding and exchanges between civil society, notably in the fields of education, research, 

multilingualism, and youth". In order to accomplish these objectives, 194 activities were organized 

throughout the 2012 (European Commission, 2016a). Furthermore, in the same year the two sides 

held also the Major's Forum, organized by the EU-China Urbanization Partnership to address 

governmental aspects of sustainable urban development (EU Commettee of the Regions, 2012). In 

the following year Beijing and Brussels jointly adopted the China-EU 2020 Strategic Agenda for 
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Cooperation, as the guideline of the bilateral relations until 2002, whose goals are: peace and 

security, prosperity, sustainable development and people-to-people exchange. Moreover, in the 

same year, they established the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with an economic focus, and 

complemented with three new dialogues on innovation, international development and sustainable 

tourism (Delegation of the European Union to China, 2015a; Xinhua Agency, 2015a).  

That year, China started emphasizing the importance of its relations with the area of Europe 

closer to its own territory by launching the so-called 16+1 cooperation framework, which can be 

describe as the new Chinese regional diplomatic approach to the Central and Eastern European 

countries, and that have had a remarkable impact on the EU-China partnership. The aim of  Beijing 

is to intensify and deepen the economic cooperation in the areas of infrastructure, high technologies, 

and green technologies, with eleven EU member states and five Balkan countries, namely: Albania, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Macedonia, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia and Slovenia. Particular 

focus is given to the fields of investments, transport, finance, science, education, and culture. The 

16+1 Summits are held every year in a different member country. The first one took place in 

Warsaw, Poland in 2012 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia, 2016; Kong, 2015).  

In the following year, during the 16th EU-China Summit held on 21 November 2013, the 

representatives of both sides announced the launch of negotiations of a comprehensive EU-China 

Bilateral Investment Agreement (BIA). It "will provide for progressive liberalization of investment 

and the elimination of restrictions for investors to each other's market. It will provide a simpler and 

more secure legal framework to investors of both sides by securing predictable long-term access to 

EU and Chinese markets respectively and providing for strong protection to investors and their 

investments" (Delegation of the European Union to China, 2015a). 

In 2014 both the Chinese President Xi Jinping and the Premier Li Keqiang went on official 

visits to some European countries, respectively to France, Germany, Belgium and to the EU 

headquarters in Brussels; and to Spain, Germany and the UK, both with the objective of promoting 
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and deepening the economic relations and to present the new Chinese initiative One Belt One Road 

(China Central Television, 2014; BBC, 2014). During the visits, the two politicians "expressed hope 

for progress towards an eventual free-trade agreement between China and the EU" (Tiezzi, 2014). 

2015 was an important year for the two economic powers, because they celebrated the 40th 

anniversary of their diplomatic relations. In this occasion "Mr. Donald Tusk, President of the 

European Council, Mr. Jean-Claude Juncker, President of the European Commission, and Premier 

Li Keqiang of the State Council of the People's Republic of China met in Brussels for the 17th EU-

China Summit", during which they agreed to reinforce the EU-China 2020 strategic agenda and 

"acknowledged that the relationship has made significant strides in the political, economic, social, 

environmental and cultural fields." In particular, "the EU supported China’s commitment to 

deepening reform comprehensively as well as China’s goal of building up a moderately prosperous 

society in all respects" (Delegation of the European Union to China, 2015b), whereas "China 

expressed its support for the EU’s efforts in promoting growth, investment and regulatory reform 

plans. Both sides stressed the importance they attach to the EU-China Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership in promoting peace, prosperity and sustainable development for the benefit of all". They 

are also working together on sustainable environmental governance, through the EU-China Water 

Platform and the Cooperation Plan in Agriculture and Rural Development (Wiredgov website, 

2017). Furthermore, both sides affirmed their close interest in each other's main initiatives, namely 

the Juncker Plan4, also called Investment Plan for Europe (IPE), and the “Silk Road Economic Belt” 

and “21st Century Maritime Silk Road” (The Belt and Road Initiative). Following the suggestion of 

President Junker, leaders of both sides decided to support synergies between these initiatives, and 

directed the EU-China High-Level Economic and Trade Dialogue in September to develop practical 

avenues for mutually beneficial co-operation, including through a possible China-EU co-investment 

                                                
4 Juncker Plan is the European Commission's Investment Plan for Europe that takes the name from it President Jean-
Claude Juncker. The Plan aims at removing obstacles to investment, providing visibility and technical assistance to 
investment projects and making smarter use of new and existing financial resources (European Commission, a). 
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vehicle"5 (Delegation of the European Union to China, 2015b; Xinhua, 2015a). In the same year the 

EU and the PRC established the Connectivity Platform6 to further discuss the issues connected to 

the three new dialogues launched in 2013 (Delegation of the European Union to China, 2015a; 

Bersick, 2016). The milestone in this close collaboration is the Chinese investment of up to10 

billion euro into the European Found for Strategic Investment (EFSI, part of IPE), a decision taken 

by Beijing and Brussels in April 2016, making China the first the largest and the first non-European 

investor in the Juncker Plan (Müller-Markus, 2016; Interviews n°2 and 3, February 2017).  

Finally, the 18th bilateral Summit was held on the 12th and 13th June 2016 in Beijing, during 

which both sides expressed their concerns over the European problem of overproduction of steel, 

therefore they agreed to create a bilateral working group on steel; moreover they addressed the 

European decision about the Chinese Market Economy Status (MES)7. On the second day of the 

Summit, "the president Junker also spoke at the EU-China Business Summit where he stressed that 

the ongoing reforms in both China and Europe create mutual opportunities including with regards to 

investment. He concluded by calling for the deepening of the EU-China partnership - "it is on this 

condition," he said, "that it will become the engine of prosperity and stability for both sets but also 

for the world economy". "EU-China Summit comes just a few weeks after the European 

Commission and the High Representative adopted a Joint Communication on elements for a new 

EU strategy on China, and offered the opportunity to discuss at the highest level on issues related to 

bilateral EU-China political and economic relations, addressing global challenges, and regional and 

international issues" (European Commission, 2016c). Currently the EU policy towards China is 

"defined by the 'Elements for a new EU Strategy on China' and together with the 'Council 

Conclusions EU Strategy on China', form the EU Strategy on China", which states that  

                                                
5 For more information about the 17th EU-China Summit, please visit the webpage  
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2015/06/29/ 
6 The EU-China Connectivity Platform will be further described in the following section (II) of this chapter.  
7 Specifically, when China joined the WTO (World Trade Organization) in 2001, it was given a 15-years transition 
period to make economic reforms in order to gain recognition as a market economy by the other members (Godement, 
June 2016). 
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"the EU's engagement with China will be principled, practical and pragmatic, 

staying true to its interests and values. The EU's approach is based on a positive 

agenda of partnership coupled with the constructive management of differences. 

The strategy directs the EU to find practical ways to engage China in its reform 

process so as to achieve mutual benefits in political, economic, trade and 

investment, social, environmental, and other relations" (Delegation of the European 

Union to China, 2016c). 

Moreover the strategy declares that in line with the two sides' UN and G20 responsibilities, they 

"should promote global public goods, sustainable development, and international security, and 

advance respect for the rule of law and human rights within China and internationally" (Delegation 

of the European Union to China, 2016c). 

2.2 THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE 

As explained previously, this section briefly presents the history, goals and main 

characteristics of the Chinese "The Belt and Road Initiative". It subsequently introduces the new 

financial and educational Institutions that were established in order to create a multilevel support for 

the development of the initiative. 

The Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st-century Maritime Silk Road, whose Chinese 

official name is 絲綢之路經濟帶和 21 世紀海上絲綢之路 (shortened into 一帶一路), is a recent 

Chinese development strategy and framework. In the beginning its English official name was One 

Belt, One Road (abbreviated with the acronym OBOR), but in the end of 2016 it was modified to 

The Belt and Road Initiative8 (BRI) in order to avoid the emphasis on the word "one" as idea of 

closeness (interview n°5, April 2017), moreover it is often referred to also with the name New Silk 

Roads, this thesis will use the three versions as all of them are commonly used and recognizable. 

The project consists of two different initiatives, the "New Silk Road Economic Belt" and the "21st 

                                                
8 The name is used in the official webpage of the initiative, within the website of the State Council of the People's 
Republic of China: http://english.gov.cn/beltAndRoad/ 
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Century Maritime Silk Road", that were proposed separately by the Chinese President XI Jinping 

during his visits to Kazakhstan and Indonesia in 2013. On the 28th of March 2015 the Chinese 

Government released an official document displaying the major principles, priorities and goals of 

the initiatives, titled "Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st 

Century Maritime Silk Road"9 (Vision & Actions) (Zhang Y. , 2015). The official document was 

issued by the National Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and 

Ministry of Commerce of the People's Republic of China, with State Council authorization. In 

particular, as shown in Map 1 below, the New Silk Road Economic Belt's main objective is to link 

China with Europe through Central and Western Asia, and Russia. On the other hand, the 21st 

Century Maritime Silk Road is aimed at connecting China with Southeast Asian countries, Asia, 

Africa, Europe, and, on a long term prospective with South America; from China's coast through 

the South China Sea, the South Pacific following one route, and the Indian Ocean, the Persian Gulf 

and the Mediterranean Sea through the other one. These multiple economic and financial corridors 

are aimed at connecting directly and indirectly more than 60 countries (He, 2015). None of the land-

based and the maritime roads follow any clear geographical routes, they are a virtual roadmap that 

will lead China to further integrate into the world economy and strengthen its influence in these 

regions (Ma, 2015; Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-

Century Maritime Silk Road, 2015). OBOR is an idea inspired by the impact and strategic role that 

the original Silk Road played in the ancient world. Beijing is trying to make its new project more 

appealing by reconnecting it to the romantic and exotic idea of the old Silk routes that connected 

both commercially and culturally the West and the "Middle Kingdom". 

 

                                                
9 The complete text of "Vision and Actions" is provided in the Appendix 1. 
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Map 1: Routes of the "New Silk Road Economic Belt" and the "21st Century Maritime Silk Road"10 

 

The PRC has already started implementing the network of routes, both on the land and on 

the sea: the "New Silk Road Economic Belt" connects different lines that are already working, such 

as the Chongqing-Duisburg, the Chengdu-Lodz, the Lodz-Praag, the Zhengzhou-Hamburg-

Duisburg, the Suzhou-Warsaw, the Yiwu-Madrid, the Wuhan-Hamburg (Arduino, 2014; Leung, 

2015); whereas from the "21st Century Maritime Silk Road" perspective, China has been engaged 

in the Piraeus Port, in Greece, where the national shipping company COSCO has bought the Pier 

Two through a leasing for 35 years (Harriet, 2010; van der Putten & Meijnders, 2015). Moreover, as 

soon as "all the projects will be completed the high-speed rail connection will extend all the way 

from Piraeus to Budapest" (Casarini, 2015:4). 

                                                
10 Map retrieved from the website of the Xinhua Finance Agency. The map shows in red the route of the "New Silk 
Road Economic Belt" and the cities that are included in the initiative; whereas the blue line indicates the route and the 
cities of the "21st Century Maritime Silk Road".   



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

34 
 

The initiative 一帶一路 is considered, especially by its promoters, to be a great 

occasion for cooperation, regional on the short term and global on the long term. In fact, it 

incorporates the "idea of building a new network of global partnerships, including both bilateral and 

multilateral cooperation in political, economic, cultural and other fields. It emphasizes the 

adaptability of development strategies in China and other participating nations in order to produce 

benefits that are shared by all in an economic “win-win” outcome" (He, 2015). This development 

strategy aims to build “five connectivities”11, called in Chinese 五通 (Wutong), in order to establish 

a "community" of countries, namely: policy consultation, infrastructure connectivity, free trade, free 

circulation of local currencies, and people-to-people exchange (He, 2015; Vision and Actions on 

Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road, 2015). Likewise, 

the Vision & Actions defines the "Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence" as fundamental values 

upheld by OBOR, they consist in:  

1. "mutual respect for each other's sovereignty and territorial integrity";  

2. "mutual non-aggression";  

3. "non-interference in each other's internal affairs";  

4. "equality and mutual benefit";  

5. "peaceful co-existence" (Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 

21st-Century Maritime Silk Road, 2015; Müller-Markus, 2016; Lim, Chan, Tseng, & Lim, 

2016: 114).  

Furthermore, Beijing considers the Belt and the Road as an effective way to reduce the development 

gap between the Eastern and Western regions of the country, by attracting foreign investments in 

the less dynamic regions of Western China (Zhang Y. , 2015). 

                                                
11 "Connectivity has become a new buzzword in global affairs. Though no clear definition currently exists, regional and 
global discussions have begun to focus on the question of how to increase the degree and quality of interaction amongst 
countries and people by envisioning and creating the ideational and practical conditions for a more efficient and 
effective flow of  goods, investments, services and information." (Bersick, 2016) 
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The two major priorities of the strategy are to build infrastructures, namely roads and 

railways, and to stimulate resource development by means of electricity and gas projects. Currently 

the focus is on the railway aspect which is considered to have many advantages12: it is a more cost-

effective and faster means of shipping goods, compared to the very expensive air freight and the 

slow sea freight (Maverick, 2016; Arduino, 2014; Puls, 2015). To reach this scope, it is necessary to 

obtain financial resources. For this reason, China has established a few financial institutions, which 

have the ability to rival the Washington-based IMF and World Bank: the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB), the BRICS New Development Bank (BNDB), the Silk Road Fund and the 

financing institution of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) (Zhang Y. , 2015; Bremmer, 

2015).  

This paragraph will briefly analyze them. The AIIB "is a multilateral development bank 

(MDB)" proposed by the Government of the PRC in 2013, and it is focused "on the development of 

infrastructure and other productive sectors in Asia, including energy and power, transportation and 

telecommunications, rural infrastructure and agriculture development, water supply and sanitation, 

environmental protection, urban development and logistics, etc." (AIIB website). It was founded in 

October 2014, when the 22 member states signed the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), and 

Beijing was selected to host the headquarters of the bank. Subsequently the participants started the 

process of Chief Negotiators Meeting (CNM) to negotiate the AIIB's Articles of Agreement (the 

Articles); in the meanwhile the number of Prospective Founding Members had increased to 57 

countries, whose representatives signed the Articles between June 29, 2015 and December 31, 2015 

and finally entered into force on December 25, 2015 (AIIB website). After the UK chancellor, 

George Osborne, announced that the Great Britain would join the Chinese "answer to the World 

Bank" in March 2015, many of other European countries, such as Germany, France and Italy, 

                                                
12 Railway shipping has various advantages: it is cheaper and more environmentally friendly that the air freight, since it 
produces a smaller carbon footprint than the air transport; it is faster than the sea shipping because it cuts the transit 
times of the 50% (30 to 40 days via the seas corresponds to 14 to 18 days rail transit time); finally, it is arguably more 
secure, because the land route avoids the chokepoint of the Malacca Strait (Arduino, 2014; Maverick, 2016; Puls, 2015).  
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finally decided to follow the British example and become Prospective Founding Members 

(Anderlini, 2015). Japan and the US are among the major world economies that haven't joined the 

AIIB. Interestingly, the bank has signed non-binding Memorandum of Understanding with both the 

European Bank for Reconstruction and Development and the European Investment Bank (AIIB 

website). The New Development Bank (NDB), formerly known as BRICS Development Bank, is a 

MDB founded by the BRICS countries, namely Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, "with 

an objective of funding infrastructure projects in the developing countries and" to "meet the 

aspirations of millions through sustainable development" (NDB website). The bank was established 

after its treaty was signed by the five members in July 2014 and entered into force in July 2015, 

"with an initial authorized capital of $100 billion, and with initial subscribed capital of $50 billion, 

equally shared among the five members". The NDB headquarters is situated in Shanghai, China 

(NDB website; Korablinov, 2014). The Silk Road Fund was launched in Beijing on the 29th of 

December 2014, with the main objective of providing "investment and financial support for trade 

and economic cooperation and connectivity under the framework of the" OBOR, through the 

participation of both Chinese and foreign enterprises and financial institutions (Silk Road Fund 

website). In September 2015 The Silk Road Fund and the European Fund for Strategic Investments 

(EFSI) established a joint working group (Bersick, 2016). Finally, the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (acronym SCO), known also as the Shanghai Pact, is an Eurasian political, economic 

and military organization, founded by the PRC, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Russia, Tajikistan, 

and Uzbekistan on 15th June 2001 (SCO website). Its Secretary General announced that the Fund 

will actively engage in the New Silk Road initiative, in order to "enhance its role in regional 

economic development" (Wang Y. , 2016a). 

Finally, from the European perspective, on the 28th September 2015, during the High Level 

Economic and Trade Dialogue held in Beijing, the European Commission and the Chinese 

government "signed a Memorandum of Understanding on the EU-China Connectivity Platform to 

enhance synergies between" the BRI and the European "connectivity initiatives such as the Trans-
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European Transport Network policy" (European Commission, 2015a). The Platform, described as 

the "EU's most advanced response" to the Chinese initiative (Montesano & Okano-Heijmans, 

2016:1), "will promote cooperation in areas such as infrastructure, equipment, technologies and 

standards. This will create multiple business opportunities and promote employment, growth and 

development for both sides, and it will be done in cooperation" with the European Investment Bank 

(European Commission, 2015a). Moreover, in June 2016 a cooperation agreement, in the form of 

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was reached between the European Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the Silk Road Fund, in order to carry out joint 

projects for the implementation of OBOR (Reuters, 2016; Pyrkalo, 2016). 
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW ON THE STUDY OF BRI 

The One Belt One Road is the new, impressive Chinese diplomatic initiative, which has 

attracted the attention of the world. Recently, especially from the year 2016, many scholars and 

journalists have written countless articles and papers about it and its impact on world politics. This 

chapter is aimed at analyzing the existing literature about the two main themes of this research: the 

diplomatic relations between China and the European Union; and the OBOR in general, as well as 

its impact on Europe. 

3.1 CHINA-EU RELATIONS  

The relations between China and the European Union are very complex; this section is 

aimed at analyzing the current debates on some of the aspects that are interesting and significant for 

this research. Since diplomatic relations are always undergoing changes, the articles that have been 

selected are all very recent, in particular most of the references have been published after Beijing 

proposed the One Belt One Road, in 2013. Furthermore, it is important to remark that the China-EU 

relations are influenced by the United States, and especially by each side's relations with 

Washington. It is also necessary to keep in mind that the EU-China relations cannot be only 

understood simply as classical bilateral relations, but it is important to consider the various national 

interests and the relations of China with each EU member state. In fact, as Mu Chunshan, a Beijing-

based journalist, explains, the EU-China partnership can be classified into two dimensions: the 

continental level and the national level; the latter can be further divided into China-European Union 

relations and China-Euro zone relations (Mu, 2014).  

Since the relations between Beijing and Brussels are mostly economic, the majority of the 

current debates are focused on trade and finance issues, such as the future Bilateral Investment 

Trade (BIA), that the two parties have been negotiating since the 16th EU-China Summit held in 

2013, which will probably lead to the distant but likely China-EU Free Trade Agreement (FTA); 

and the decision that the EU must take on the Market Economic Status (MES) of the PRC. These 
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are remarkable factors in their diplomatic relations and their results will probably influence the 

outcome of One Belt One Road, and consequently of the Sino-European relations. On the other 

hand, the political and cultural factors of the diplomatic relations are the diverging political systems 

as well as the issue of the human rights situation in China, together with the different ways in which 

each EU state member decides to deal with it.   

The diplomatic relations between Beijing and Brussels can be classified into the three pillars 

presented in the second chapter: the High Level Economic and Trade Dialogue, the High Level 

Strategic Dialogue for political and global issues, and the People-to-People Dialogue. As already 

explained, most of the existing literature focuses on the first pillar, being the most important aspect 

of the exchanges between the two sides. 

From a general perspective, the partnership is often described in very positive terms by 

many scholars and politicians, both Chinese and European. Many authors, namely Shada Islam 

(2016), Jing Men (2016), Hans Dietmar Schweisgut (2016a), Miroslav Lajčák (2016), Feng 

Zhongping and Huang Jing (2015), Wang Yi and the High Representative of the European Union 

for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Federica Mogherini (2015), the US- China expert David 

Shambaugh (2004), the director and the deputy director of the Centre for European Reform, Charles 

Grant and Katinka Barysch (2011), agree that the EU and the PRC are strategic partners, whose 

relations are improving to include more and more heterogeneous issues and aspects. Shada Islam, 

journalist and scholar of the European Think Tank "Friends of Europe" stated that "the EU-China 

relationship is the EU’s most developed and dynamic relationship with an Asian country and an 

emerging power. The partnership is varied, diverse and dynamic, including 70 or so sectoral 

dialogues, and constant engagement at many levels" (Islam, 2016). The Deputy Prime Minister of 

the Republic of Slovakia, Miroslav Lajčák, presents the bilateral relations in very positive terms:  

"When considering the current state of our relations with China, numbers are hard 

to escape – the combined size of our populations, economies and flows of trade 

and investment makes our cooperation with China one of the most important 
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global partnerships of today. Our relations have evolved and over the past few 

decades moved away from mere bilateral considerations" (Lajčák, 2016). 

Also both the Ambassador of the European Union to China, Hans Dietmar Schweisgut, and the 

Director of the EU-China Research Centre of the College of Europe, Jing Men, stressed the 

importance of the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership explaining that "[w]ith the EU-China 

Strategic Agenda 2020 remaining the common framework for EU-China cooperation, new fields of 

collaboration are emerging, highlighting the increasing roles and responsibilities of Europe and 

China as global players and their willingness to further deepen their comprehensive strategic 

partnership" (as cited in Schweisgut, 2016a). Jing Men also affirmed that "[t]he EU and China are 

two of the most important players in the world. Their bilateral relationship and mutual 

understanding are not only important for themselves in terms of economic growth and social 

development, but also are influential in world governance" (Men, 2016). Not only European 

scholars, but also many Chinese experts are very optimistic, indeed they affirm that, despite some 

concerns and challenges, "China-EU relations are now running smoothly"  (Li, Zhao, Zhang, Cao, 

& Zhang, 2016:35). The ambassador of the PRC to Italy Li Ruiyu also congratulates Beijing and 

Brussels for their efforts committed in the last 40 years towards deepening the partnership, through 

a broad cooperation, and in pursuing the objective of common development: while China has 

always supported the European integration, the EU has helped and encouraged the "Middle 

Country" to implement various reforms (Li R. , 2015). Moreover, some Chinese politicians and 

scholars, such as Feng Zhongping, Huang Jing and the Foreign Minister Wang Yi have insisted on 

the numerous successes that the two powers managed to achieve within their partnership (Feng & 

Huang, 2015; Wang, 2016b).  

On the other hand, there are also numerous negative reports, according to which the 

relations between Europe and China are strained because of a series of internal and external reasons. 

The period from 2003 to 2005 "was a golden age" for the partnership, or as the then president of the 

European Commission Romano Prodi declared about China-EU relations: "if it is not a marriage, it 
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is at least a very serious engagement" (as cited in Men, 2008:6). However, after 2005 the situation 

got worse. The setback was caused by some misperceptions and different view points on issues such 

as the human rights, by concerns that Chinese companies were involved in unfair trade practices, 

but also caused by the Chinese disappointment over the embargo on weapons sales imposed in 1989 

by the EU and its denial to grant the Market Economic Status to the PRC at the WTO (Shi, 2012; 

Casarini, 2013). In such situation, both sides risk considering each other as threats, as has happened 

on the European side, with the emergence of assertiveness and theories such as the "China Threat 

Theory" (Fox & Godement, 2009; Shi, 2012; Feng & Huang, 2015; Zhao, 2016). However, there is 

also the tendency in China of feeling not being perceived as a real strategic partner (Shi, 2012). 

Nevertheless, the most remarkable factors of the slowdown in the implementation of the strategic 

partnership are the contrasting political values and conceptions of political order (Pan, 2012; Shi, 

2012; Trigkas, 2013; Maher, 2016; Men, 2016), and especially the lack of coherence and unity in 

the European response to China and its initiatives, AIIB and OBOR in particular. This attitude has 

been firmly criticized by a large number of scholars and politicians from different backgrounds, 

such as Shi Zhiqin (2012), Charles Grant and Katinka Barysch (2011), Anastas Vangeli (2015), 

Jonathan D. Pollack and Philippe Le Corre (2015), Kerry Brown (2015), Richard Maher (2016), 

Romano Prodi (2015), Tim Summers (2015), as well as Stefano Palmieri and Marco Celi (2016). 

All the authors agree on the idea that as consequence of all the member states' different national 

interests in the game, the European lack of unity as well as of a coherent and comprehensive 

response to Chinese politics, has brought to a excessive slow pace in the decision making process in 

Brussels and it has created obstacles to the deepening of the economic and political relations. This 

situation is disappointing for Beijing and disadvantageous for European interests. On the other hand, 

in these circumstances China has the opportunity to exploit the national differences and 

competitions. For this reason the PRC has often focused on the bilateral relations with individual 

countries, creating particular partnerships and frameworks, namely the 16+1 initiative with the 

Central-Eastern European countries. However, it has also been able to make each country feel as it 



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

42 
 

was the most important one giving appealing names to their relationship such as: a "close and 

enduring comprehensive strategic partnership" with France; an "all-round strategic partnership" for 

Germany, its biggest partner in the continent; an "open and practical comprehensive cooperative 

partnership" for the Netherlands, and finally; an "all-round friendly cooperative partnership" with 

Belgium (Fox & Godement, 2009; Shi, 2012; McDonnel, 2014; Feng & Huang, 2015; Pollack & Le 

Corre, 2015; Prodi, 2015; Summers, 2015; Vangeli, 2015; Maher, 2016). The totality of the scholars 

suggest that Europe needs to create a "new conceptual framework towards Beijing to facilitate 

cooperation" (Maher, 2016:959), which means that an "enhanced cooperation among EU member 

states" is required "to better ensure they speak with one voice" (Pollack & Le Corre, 2015). To 

achieve this objective it is necessary to give priority to better consultation and communication 

among European capitals, "to avoid strategic common interests to being sacrificed to short-term 

national gain" (Summers, 2015). Beijing policies also need to change, because "China's relations 

with Europe need to become more European and less bilateral" (Vangeli, 2015).   

 

3.2 ONE BELT ONE ROAD AND ITS IMPACT ON EUROPE  

The Chinese initiative OBOR has been attracting the attention of the political and economic 

world, especially in the last year: shifting from being a mostly unknown project, to causing one of 

the current hottest debates at the top levels of governments, of diplomatic delegations and at the 

gatherings of scholars of the international relations (IR). As an obvious consequence, increasingly 

more scholars and politicians started focusing on this ambitious plan: writing articles, reports and 

policy briefs, and organizing conferences dedicated to One Belt One Road. This section is divided 

into two smaller sections: the first one provides an analysis of the New Silk Road considered as a 

Grand Strategy, the second compares the different perspectives of the Chinese and the European 

sources about the OBOR and its implications on Europe. 
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3.2.1 COMPARISON OF CHINESE AND EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVES  

The existing literature about the New Silk Roads is abundant, but it is characterized by 

repeating trends and themes, that will be analyzed in this section. To clarify, the literature can be 

divided into two main classifications: the first one compares the Chinese viewpoints with the 

Western, and especially European, perspectives; whereas the second one distinguishes the liberal 

views from the realist approach. Actually the authors have not yet presented any clear theory 

explicitly based on one of the IR theories, but it is possible to discern them from the ideas expressed 

by the authors. Therefore, this paper tries to give an interpretation of the viewpoints expressed in 

the sources. 

Generally speaking, the Chinese point of view can be best explained by the liberalist school 

of the international relations, and especially by its branch of economic liberalism and institutional 

liberalism. On the other hand, the papers written by European scholars are more diversified. Some 

of them are very optimistic and similar to the Chinese ones, therefore they are also well interpreted 

as liberalist; whereas others are more negative and reluctant about OBOR, they can represent some 

ideas of the realist school.  

CHINESE PERSPECTIVES 

The papers written by scholars from Chinese think-tank and universities are very similar in 

content and purpose: they aim at advertising the New Silk Roads project as a win-win, inclusive 

initiative, that will bring benefits to all the participants and will promote development for 

everybody, achieving a new form of international cooperation, a "new pattern of globalization", and 

a "new political and economic order" (Wang Y. , 2015:95; Zhang, 2016 ). In most of the cases, the 

papers provide great details about the positive aspects and potential profits that will be generated by 

the OBOR to China itself, and to the world in general (He, 2015; Ma, 2015; Wang Y. , 2015; 

Xinhua , 2015; Zhang Y. , 2015; Haggai, 2016); but they lack any explanation about the negativities 

of the initiative, such as disadvantages or risks that the initiative could bring to the partners. For this 

reason, this research will also try and provide an unbiased analysis of the challenges and the flaws 
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of Beijing's main obstacle, in particular for the European Union. The Chinese scholars all refer to 

the "Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime 

Silk Road", often abbreviated as "Vision and Actions", which was issued jointly by the National 

Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of  Commerce of 

the People's Republic of China, with State Council authorization, as an official strategic paper that 

presents the initiative in all its aspects. Kanenga Haggai, from the Southeast University in Nanjing, 

China describes the objectives of OBOR in a very attractive and persuasive way:  

"The goal of the initiative is to promote five major goals among its constituent 

nation states: policy coordination, facilities, connectivity, unimpeded trade, 

financial integration and people-to-people bonds. The initiative to jointly build the 

Belt and Road, embracing the trend towards a multipolar world, economic 

globalization, cultural diversity and greater IT application, is designed to uphold the 

global free trade regime and the open world economy in the spirit of open regional 

cooperation. It is aimed at promoting orderly and free flow of economic factors, 

highly efficient allocation of resources and deep integration of markets; 

encouraging the countries along the Belt and Road to achieve economic policy 

coordination and carry out broader and more in-depth regional cooperation of 

higher standards; and jointly creating an open, inclusive and balanced regional 

economic cooperation architecture that benefits all. [..] When completed, this 

massive and ambitious project is expected to help societies in the concerned 

countries increase their wealth and the citizens’ standard of living." (Haggai, 

2016:11). 

On the same line, Wang Yiwei (2015:94) affirms that the project will generate an "integrated 

economic corridor" in the Eurasia region, also called "large Eurasian market", with the consequence 

of "promoting reform through opening up". Moreover, the authors emphasize the idea of the "joint 

discussion, joint construction, joint sharing", connected to the "Shared Trinity", that is to say: 
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"Common Interest, in politics, economics, culture through working together", "Common 

Responsibility, from shared concerns and combined efforts for OBOR governance", and "Common 

Destiny", which means reaching a common prosperity by overcoming challenges together (Wang 

Y. , 2015:97; Wang Y. , 2016c). 

Another common aspect of the Chinese literature is that the journalists and scholars exert 

themselves to convince the readers, and the international society, that the PRC is a peaceful actor 

that just wants to cooperate with and improve the existing global system. In other words, they want 

to demonstrate that OBOR does not serve a hegemonic purpose, and it cannot be considered as a 

"Counter-pivot" (Zhang Y. , 2015:10). On the contrary, China is willing to become a more 

responsible player in the world, economically, politically and in regards to security issues. In this 

sense the Belt & Road can be considered as a response to the critics towards Beijing for not taking 

enough responsibilities, not playing an active role in the world arena and for being a free-rider. 

Many scholars claimed that "China has no intention, no need" and no ability "to overthrow the 

existing international system, since it has benefited from participating in it"; but the system is not 

adequate for the fast changing world, "where emerging market economies already play important 

roles", and it "needs new institutions to meet" the "new demands" and new characteristics (Wang 

Y. , 2015:10; Xu, 2015; Zhang Y. , 2015; Huang, 2016; Robert S. Strauss Center, 2016). Both He 

Yafei and Xi Jinping himself, during a meeting of the Communist Party, used the concept of the 

"Thucydides Trap" to explain that historically those states that engaged in a aggressive expansion 

have always failed (Scravaglieri, 2016). Moreover, "'One Belt, One Road' holds no strategic intent 

to control countries along the route -  the vast geographical range as well as the large number of 

states involved make it impossible for any single country to dominate" (Wang Y. , 2015:11). The 

same approach is used when addressing directly European counties, in order to convince them of 

the numerous benefits they will enjoy if they join the initiative. Among the scholars who are 

enthusiastically advertising OBOR in Europe there are: Wang Yiwei, Kanenga Haggai, Fu Mengzi, 

Xu Jianwei, Cui Hongjian, the Minister for Economic & Commercial Affairs Zhang Kening (of the 
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Chinese Mission to the EU), the Ambassador Yang Yanyi to Europe, and the journalists of Xinhua 

Agency and China Daily newspapers. 

Generally speaking, as previously explained the Chinese sources tend to present only the 

virtues of the initiative while omitting the disadvantages. However, they do analyze the possible 

risks and challenges that China firstly as the organizer, as well as the other participants, will have to 

deal with while implementing the OBOR (Zhang Y. , 2015; Zhu, 2015; Huang, 2016; Haggai, 2016; 

Swiss Chinese Chamber of Commerce, 2016; Wang Y. , 2016). As previously mentioned, this 

research will further analyze and present all the risks and challenges that might arise during the 

development of the initiative, for both its promoter and the participants.  

As it is possible to learn from the Chinese literature analyzed, liberalism, and especially its 

branch of economic liberalism and institutional liberalism, is the school of International Relations 

that best explains the OBOR from the point of view of the Chinese leadership. Indeed, many liberal 

scholars could describe the New Silk Road as a way to promote international institutions, to solve 

disputes through negotiations and free trade, to deepen the economic interdependence. In particular, 

in order to obtain the necessary investments, Beijing has been creating new international financial 

institutions, showing its willingness to maintain peace and reducing the security dilemma. These 

international institutions will be able to check on the behavior and actions of China, and 

consequently will make sure that it will not cheat on the agreements. The scope of preventing 

conflicts can be reached also through the bilateral and multilateral FTAs signed recently in the 

background of the OBOR, for example those with the 16+1 Platform or with the Central Asia 

countries, and through the free market that the implementation of the New Silk Road will create. 

This economic interdependence will help maintain peaceful relations because of the extremely high 

costs of a potential war, as explained by the commercial or economic liberalism (Morgan, 2013). 

Finally, the Belt and Road is viewed as a domestically oriented plan to develop China's economy 

and to close the gap between the Western and Eastern regions, rather than an expansionist plan to 

enhance China's international power. In general the win-win outcome promised by the OBOR 
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initiative is announced by the majority of the Chinese writers: (Wang Y. , 2016c; Wang Y. , 2015; 

Huang, 2016; Haggai, 2016; Zhu, 2015; Zhang F. , 2016 ; He, 2015); but only Zhang Feng 

explicitly refers to the theory of the International Relations, affirming that:  

"According to the Action Plan, the overarching goal is to safeguard the global free 

trade system and an open world economy. This goal is rooted in a quintessentially 

Western liberal internationalist economic doctrine. The irony is that China, which 

has never had a liberal internationalist tradition in its intellectual history until 

modern times, is now claiming to be assuming the mantle of international economic 

liberalism." (Zhang F. , 2016:124). 

EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVES 

The European approach is much less homogeneous than the Chinese one, which is a serious 

obstacle for the European Union to act as an unitary and influential actor. The point of view of 

European scholars is characterized by both optimism and uncertainty: commonly they describe the 

positive aspects and advantages of the initiative, but also express their concerns about it. Some 

scholars regard the New Silk Road project as a good opportunity for Europe and the world and they 

recognize the various economic benefits that it is supposed to bring to the Old Continent in 

particular, and to Eurasia in general. It is considered to have great economic and political potential 

for cooperation, and to be able to increase the opportunities of trade, growth and people-to-people 

exchange (Arduino, 2016; Arduino, 2014; Otero-Iglesias, 2015; Ederer, 2016; Escobar, 2014). This 

is the reason why the EU's involvement in the project is fundamental, and also because the Union 

would be able to harmonize the sustainable development, to promote integration and to control the 

Chinese activities from inside (Arduino, 2014; Verlare & van der Putten, 2015; Ederer, 2016; 

Escobar, 2014; Godement, 2015a; Godement, 2015b; Arduino, 2016), or to quote the Spanish 

scholar Mario Esteban Miguel Otero-Iglesias, OBOR "embraces one of the founding principles of 

the EU: the positing of regional integration as a source of prosperity and stability. Europe needs to 

have a presence in a project it can help to mould, so as to ensure it becomes a source of prosperity 
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and stability [..] to itself and its neighbors" (Otero-Iglesias, 2015). The Italian scholar Alessandro 

Arduino also agrees in the necessity of the EU to participate in the initiative, but for other reasons: 

because "the Chinese OBOR initiative presents the EU with a unique opportunity to re-enter the 

'great game' bringing together its own best practices with Chinese led economic growth, 

infrastructural development and capacity building"; also because Europe "could promote 

stakeholder participation, coordinate crisis prevention"; and more generally because "the EU 

involvement with the OBOR initiative is a defining moment for Sino-European relations" (Arduino, 

2016:3). These scholars suggest us that the European Union should have a stronger and more united 

voice, put aside the individual egoism and finally plan a coherent and useful strategy to deal with 

the rise of China and its foreign politics actions, especially with the New Silk Roads. This behavior 

will make the EU as the strong international institution it is designed to be. This approach will be 

the basis of the policy suggestions that will be given in the end of this thesis. 

Apart from acclaiming the positive impact of OBOR, many European scholars have also 

expressed their apprehensions about the Silk Roads. Some have affirmed that it is not an altruistic 

initiative; on the contrary it is just inspired by egoistic motives, or even that it is not a peaceful 

project, but a greedy strategy with hegemonic purposes. Scholars such as Jikkie Verlare and Frans 

Paul van der Putten (2015), Raffaello Pantucci (2015), Agatha Kratz and Dragan Pavlicevic (2016), 

Anna Bruce-Lockhart (2016), Enrico Fardella and Giorgio Prodi (2016), Jack Farchy (2016), Keith 

Johnson(2016), Michel De Grandi (2016), Nadège Rolland (2016), all interpret the various concerns 

raised by Europeans politicians and economists, and list the various risks connected to OBOR and 

those that the EU members will have to face in relation to it. Furthermore, they also explain how the 

New Silk Road will also have geopolitical implications (Pantucci & Chen, 2015; Verlare & van der 

Putten, 2015; Bruce-Lockhart, 2016; De Grandi, 2016; Farchy, 2016; Fardella & Giorgio, 2016; 

Johnson, 2016; Kratz & Pavlicevic, 2016; Robert S. Strauss Center, 2016). Probably the severest 

criticism came from Michel De Grandi who affirmed that the Belt & the Road is just a plan to 

dominate the world (De Grandi, 2016), and from Keith Johnson who asserted that the final 
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destination of this initiative is Europe, not only because it is a big and rich market, but also because 

"Beijing's ambitions aren't purely commercial": "China is trying to parlay its economic heft into 

bigger diplomatic influence in Europe, especially in cash-strapped states in the east and southeast. 

[...] One of the unstated purposes of China's Silk Road is to buy political goodwill from countries 

along the way", as it happened already in Africa, Asia and Latin America (Johnson, 2016). 

These visions can be explained by applying the principles of the motivational realism, and 

they are shared with other scholars from countries that feel Beijing is a threat or that are historical 

or new enemies of the PRC, such as the US, Japan, Russia (even though Russian position is not 

always against its Communist neighbor) and India. They argue that the OBOR will actually be 

used to assert international leadership in Asia and beyond, as an attempt to reshape the global 

order (Clover & Hornby, 2015), because it is a greedy strategy aimed at obtaining more power and 

eventually to realize its plans of expansion. By applying the motivational realist assumptions it is 

possible to infer that no matter how secure or insecure it feels, China is a greedy state: its claims to 

the South China Sea, which will be realized through the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, as well 

as the enormous implications of the OBOR as a whole, are the evidences of China's real intentions. 

To quote Ikenberry, "we’re witnessing, a global power shift" (Ikenberry, 2014:2). For realists, 

Chinese liberal diplomacy and economic engagement advertized through the OBOR is just "way of 

building regional trust while treading a path toward hegemony" (Chanda, 2015; Minnick, 2015; 

Durani, 2016). For example, according to many authors the New Silk Roads is not only an 

economic initiative, but it has serious political and geopolitical implications, which are the "cause 

of great worry for China's Asian neighbors"; especially for the big powers in the Asian continent, 

namely Russia, India, Japan and the US., which consider OBOR as a security threat (Chanda, 2015; 

Dasgupta, 2016; Pop, 2016). In particular, Washington can "blame the Chinese leadership for 

being disloyal, adverse to reform, and an enemy of the liberalization of their own economy. 

The usual suspects carp that upstart China is upsetting the international order, will doom peace and 

prosperity in Asia for all eternity, and maybe creating a new kind of Cold War in the region", 
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which means that from the American perspective, a rising China is the major threat not only 

regionally, but also globally (Atzori, 2016). Indeed, observers around the world are comparing the 

Beijing's initiative to the Marshall plan, because like the American project it "looks designed to 

use economic treats as a way to address other vulnerabilities" (Clover & Hornby, 2015) (Curran, 

2016; Overholt, 2015; Holland, 2016; Hornby, 2015; Israely, 2015; Clover & Hornby, 2015; 

Maverick, 2016). In other words, China has been criticized for using this huge plan to promote its 

own foreign policy principles (Johnson, P. 2015), or even to dominate the world, as argued by a 

French scholar, Michel De Grandi (2016), as previously mentioned. 

3.3 RESEARCH PURPOSES AND UNIQUENESS 

In the literature analyzed in this chapter it is possible to find some weaknesses: given that 

the realist and liberalist schools of IR are the approaches that best interpret the perspectives of the 

two parties examined, namely the PRC and the EU, it is necessary to take a further step and choose 

an external point of view to understand the implications of the OBOR on the Sino European 

relations. Indeed, the two rationalist schools are too biased and superficial; they can only describe 

the situation from the viewpoint of either one of the two actors. Moreover, they also only take into 

consideration the superficial aspects of interstate, economic relations, not being able to understand 

the deepest interactions of different cultures and the way they can shape the interstate relations. 

Therefore, for a deeper understanding of the diversities in the European and Chinese values and 

cultures, and how these aspects modify the way the actors respond to each other's policies, it is 

suggested to apply the theories of the constructivism, which will be described in the next chapter. 

Moreover, this research's uniqueness is its ambitious purpose of providing a different approach to 

OBOR based on a theoretical framework, which is supposed to fill the gap in the current literature: 

none of the sources explicitly applies or bases its argument on any IR theory. Not only will this 

thesis provide a theoretical approach to answer the research questions, but it will also propose some 

policy suggestions to the main actors involved in the initiative by interpreting the final responses. 
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Another problem of the existing literature is that all the sources analyzed in this chapter are 

focused mostly on the economic impact and results of the One Belt One Road initiative, but they 

only mention the implications on the political-diplomatic relations between China and the European 

Union, and they do not address at all the effects on the people-to-people or cultural relations. This is 

a serious shortcoming in the existing literature about Beijing's initiative, because the political and 

cultural "connectivities" are two of the five major objectives of OBOR, as well as two pillars of the 

China-EU strategic partnership. Therefore, this research is aimed at focusing on the cultural 

dimension of the Brussels-Beijing relations, and it will apply the constructivist assumptions to 

attempt to answer the four research questions in the following chapters.   

 

  



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

52 
 

4. CONSTRUCTIVISM AND THE OBSTACLES TO DEEPENING THE 

CHINA-EU PARTNERSHIP  

This chapter is aimed at applying the theories of constructivism on the EU-China relations, 

while explaining the reasons why the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership has not yet developed to 

the deeper level of cooperation the two sides originally hoped for. According to the social theory of 

the International Relations, identities, values and the cultural background play a crucial role in 

shaping the bilateral relations between countries. The following sections will first introduce the 

main principles of the constructivist school and how they can be applied in particular on Beijing-

Brussels relations, they will then explain how the difference in values and identities between the 

two partners constitute the main obstacle to a more robust and profound partnership. Two different 

sections address separately the peculiarities of the EU's and China's values, followed by a third 

section that provides a comparison between the main differences and their impact on the EU-China 

relations. The final paragraph proposes a solution for the improvement of the bilateral relation and 

introduces the following chapters. 

4.1 CONSTRUCTIVISM 

As briefly explained in the part about the "Theoretical Framework" in the "Research 

Methodology" section of the Introduction, constructivism is the most suitable theoretical framework 

for this thesis, which is focused on the cultural relations between China and the European Union. 

Constructivism, or social constructivism, is the third most prominent theory of the International 

Relations, following realism and liberalism. It is categorized as the "social theory" (Behravesh, 

2011a) and it has been portrayed as the challenge to the rational theories, neorealism and 

neoliberalism (Hopf, 1998:171). Constructivism arouse during the years between the 1980s and the 

1990s by influential scholars, such as: Nicholas Greenwood Onuf, who first introduced the term 

"constructivism" in his book "World of Our Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and 

International Relations" published in 1989; Alexander Wendt, who is the most exponent researcher 



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

53 
 

of this school of thought thanks to his pioneering book "Social Theory of International Politics" of 

1999; Emanuel Adler, Friedrich Kratochwil, John Gerard Ruggie and Peter Katzenstein (Behravesh, 

2011b).  

Constructivism proposes an innovative interpretation of core topics of the international 

relations theory, namely anarchy and balance of power, potential change in world politics, and the 

link between states' interest and identity (Hopf, 1998:172). Its theories are based on the idea that the 

"international system is socially constructed" (Behravesh, 2011a), meaning that "it consists of the 

ways in which human beings think and interact with one another" (Chernoff, 2008:68); and that 

non-material factors, as values, identities and culture, matter in shaping actors' behavior (Wendt, 

1999), which is especially interesting for this particular research. From these principles 

constructivists reach three fundamental conclusions: 

1. "states are the principal units of analysis for international political theory;  

2. the key structures in the states system are intersubjective, rather than material;  

3. state identities and interests are in important part constructed by these social structures, rather 

than given exogenously to the system by human nature or domestic politics" (Wendt, 1994). 

Being a social theory, constructivism focuses on the social relationships in the international 

system, emphasizing the role of social interaction and shared understanding (Griffiths, O’Callaghan 

& Roach, 2008). In other words, international politics is considered as a sphere of interaction 

"shaped by the actors' identities and practices and influenced by constantly changing normative 

institutional structures" (Behravesh, 2011a). Therefore, constructivism analyses the relation 

between identity and definition of interest: state's interests depend on their identities or the way they 

see themselves in relation to the others (Behravesh, 2011b; Griffiths, O’Callaghan & Roach, 2008). 

According to Hopf, identity plays three fundamental roles in a society by informing "you and the 

others who you are" and telling "you who the others are" (Hopf, 1998:175). Wendt went a step 

forward and categorized it into four different "kinds": 

1. "The first is personal or corporate identity which distinguishes the Self from the Other. 
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2. The second is type identity that is placed within the site of personal/corporate identity and refers 

to a social category or, as James Fearon puts it, label applied to persons who share (or are 

thought to share) some characteristic or characteristics, in appearance, behavioral traits, attitudes, 

values, skills (e.g. language), knowledge, opinions, experience, historical commonalities (like 

region or place of birth), and so on.  

3. The third is role identity that depends upon culture and shared expectations and as such exists 

only in relation to Others and thus cannot be enacted solely by the Self on its own, but is 

achieved by occupying positions in a social structure 

4. The fourth kind is collective identity that leads to the 'identification' of Self with Other through 

blurring the distinction between them, that is, 'Self is categorized as Other'." (Behravesh, 2011b;).  

In particular, culture is a "set of practices and standards, such as norms and values, that give some 

sort of meaning to shared experiences and actions". On this basis, constructivists are able to 

understand state's policies by analyzing their "domestic cultural-institutional context" (Angius, 

2013:93). On the other hand, interest indicates "what actors want". Thus, according to Wendt, 

interests depend on identities, "because an actor cannot know what it wants until it knows who it is, 

and since identities have varying degrees of cultural content so will interests" (Wendt, 1999:231). 

The constructivist principle that the "international system is socially constructed" stems 

from the idea that these "socially constructed structures" of the international relations are able to 

influence actors' identities and interests. These structures are "made of social relationships which 

are themselves constructed by three elements of shared knowledge, material resources and 

practices" (Wendt, 1998: 416-418). Therefore, "social construction" indicates the "creation through 

a process of interaction between agents (individuals, states, non-state actors) and the structures of 

their broader environment", in other words "through a process of  mutual constitution between 

agents and structures" (Checkel, 2008:72). Finally, constructivist scholar explain that "states' 

identities and interests in international politics are subject to change", because they lack fixity and 

stability and are determined by states' actions and practices" (Behravesh, 2011a). 
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In conclusion, from the constructivist claims it is possible to derive that norms and rules, 

structures and actors, ideas and concepts, as well as social processes contribute to modify the 

economic and political arenas (Simon-Belli, 2002). Furthermore, actors see each-other according to 

their self-identities and the perceptions they have of the other, but these views are not fixed, they 

can modify according to the shared expectations actors have towards each-other. Therefore, it is 

arguable that deeper and continuous interaction will change the initial vision of "Self" distinguished 

from the "Other".  

4.2 OSBTACLES TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CHINA-EU PARTNERSHIP 

As already analyzed in the literature review, the EU-China Strategic Comprehensive 

Partnership has not yet developed as fast and deeply as the two sides originally hoped. Many 

scholars focus on rational approaches, giving more importance to the material factors and interests 

of the two powers, underestimating the role of the non-material ones (Jørgensen &Wong, 2016). 

From the literature review it is possible to infer that mainstream studies on the relationship between 

Brussels and Beijing focus mostly on normative or economic factors, explaining that European 

countries give priority to their national interest and often sacrifice ideals and values for economic 

benefits, or that the EU considers China as a less influential power. On the other hand, they point 

out that China does not respect the international regulations, or focuses on the bilateral relations 

with the member states. From the literature review it appears that the obstacles to the advancement 

of the partnership are material divergences of market rules or of political systems and laws, but also 

the lack of unity of the EU and the focus of the PRC on the single member states. However, these 

rational approaches overlook the self-perceptions and identities of the two actors, which this thesis 

considers to be the key reasons of the slow development of their relations.  

According to constructivist theories, identity, and in particular the third kind described by 

Wendt, is relational, which means that it is formed through the interaction between actors, creating 

an image of the "Self" in opposition, or simply different, from the "Other", this is exactly what 
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happened between the European and Chinese politicians, as well as between the two populations 

(Godehardt, 2016). What is fundamental to analyze in this research, in order to answer the first 

question and define the obstacles to a deeper partnership, are the most relevant identities that 

influence the China-EU relations.  

As explained by Wang Yiwei in his book "Clash of Identities" published in 2010, Brussels 

and Beijing relations are characterized by four types of identity differences, or "clash of identities" 

(Wang, 2010): 

1. socialism versus capitalism: China representing the socialist power and the European Union 

being the capitalist block; 

2. eastern civilization versus western civilization, this categorization contains also the distinction 

between the completely different cultures of their peoples; 

3. biggest developing country versus the biggest developed bloc: China always defines itself as a 

developing country (Stone Fish, 2014), but the EU urges the PRC to take more international 

responsibilities; 

4. emerging power versus post-modern model: the rise of China, considered to have the potential 

to transform the international system, is one of the most discussed phenomenon of the 21st 

Century; on the other hand, the European Union is already a step further past the traditional 

notion of state, or as it describes itself, it "is unlike anything else—it isn’t a government, an 

association of states, or an international organization"(Delegation of the European Union to the 

United States). 

This "clash of identities", which is also based on different values, cultures and self-perceptions, 

diverse methods of conducting foreign policy and diplomatic relations, has lead to 

misunderstandings, and even stereotypes and discriminations, that have hindered a more profound 

partnership.  
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4.2.1 EUROPEAN UNION'S VALUES AND IDENTITIES 

In order to better understand its values it is necessary to know the EU's historical and 

cultural background. The European Union was initially created with the purpose of maintaining 

peace in a continent destroyed by the WWII, by creating solid economic and progressive political 

links between its states, in that way a potential war between member states would be simply 

unimaginable. This idea seemed to work, since Europe has enjoyed seventy years of peace it has 

never seen before. Therefore, the EU is based on multilateralism and sees itself as a "force of good 

in the world" (Smith, 2016:79). EU's values are well defined in the treaties on which it is founded 

and on the Copenhagen Criteria, which are the rules that define whether a country is eligible to 

become part of the Union: 

1. "stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights and respect for 

and protection of minorities; 

2. a functioning market economy and the ability to cope with competitive pressure and market 

forces within the EU; 

3. the ability to take on and implement effectively the obligations of membership, including 

adherence to the aims of political, economic and monetary union" (European Commission, 

2016d). 

The EU attaches great importance to justice and democracy, on which its basic values are 

founded: peace, freedom, equality, rule of law, human rights, solidarity, mutual respect among 

people, protection of minorities, free and fare trade, eradication of poverty (Jørgensen & Wong, 

2016; Wyzycka & Hasmath, 2016). As stated in the Treaty of Lisbon, the block has the objective 

and interest of advocating its fundamental values of justice and democracy within and outside 

Europe (Jørgensen & Wong, 2016). 

 



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

58 
 

4.2.2 CHINA'S VALUES AND IDENTITIES 

Similar to the European case, the Chinese historical background has a huge impact on the 

values and principles the PRC is founded on today. Historically based on the family, the Chinese 

society is still a collective society, where the Confucian idea of relationality, or Guanxi (關係), 

guides the social relations. 

Chinese policy makers focus on harmonious world and peaceful development, as shown in 

the official statements. In the past, the Chinese society was based on the Tianxia system (天下), 

literally "all-under-heaven", which has three meanings:  

1. "the earth or all lands under the sky;  

2. a common choice made by all peoples in the world, or a universal agreement in the ‘hearts’ of all 

people;  

3. a political system for the world with a global institution to ensure universal order" (Zhang, 2010).   

The system adheres to the principle that nobody and nothing can be excluded, because "no one is 

essentially incompatible with others". Furthermore, this system "is fair and impartial to all peoples: 

it is meant to be of all and for all, and never of and for anybody in particular". Moreover, its core 

idea is to "reconstitute the world along the lines of the family, thereby transforming the world into a 

home for all peoples" (Zhang, 2010). In other words, it is considered to be a "universal system 

inclusive of all nations, and a world of, and for all peoples" (Qin, 2012:71). From an international 

relations perspective, Tianxia is a "world system characterized by harmony and cooperation without 

hegemony" (Zhang, 2010; Qin, 2012).  

Today Beijing is very busy protecting its core values and main interests, such as territorial 

unity and sovereignty, national stability and economic development. It has created unique socialist 

and development methods, different from the Western patterns of growth, and it aims at defending 

and promoting its "Socialism with Chinese characteristics". Moreover, the PRC values mostly the 
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social and economic human rights. Finally, it advocates the "Five Principles of Peaceful 

Coexistence":  

1. "mutual respect for each other's sovereignty and territorial integrity";  

2. "mutual non-aggression";  

3. "non-interference in each other's internal affairs";  

4. "equality and mutual benefit";  

5. "peaceful co-existence" (Vision and Actions, 2015).  

4.2.3 DIFFERENCES IN IDENTITY AND THEIR IMPACT 

As described in the previous paragraphs, China and the EU are totally different actors with 

contrasting identities and characteristics and unique values and interests. These differences, together 

with the lack of a clear definition of common interests and of the meaning of "Comprehensive 

Strategic Partnership", as well as disunity at the European level, have lead to disagreements and 

tensions in both the political and economic fields. From the economic point of view, the partnership 

could not develop because of a series of thorny issues, such as: "market access and investment, 

intellectual property rights, government procurement, environmental and energy clauses, and of 

course market economy status (MES) in the WTO" (Smith, 2016:82). At the political level the 

reasons of disagreement are related to particularly sensitive issues, such as human rights and the 

definition of sovereignty. These topics are connected not only to identities and values, but also to 

the regime type of the two actors: the PRC is a socialist, corporatist, authoritarian regime; whereas 

the EU is a liberal democracy. Norms also play an important role: China attaches great importance 

to state sovereignty and to non-interference, it gives priority to social and economic rights and it 

refers to the principle of "common good", different from the Western idea of jus cogens; on the 

other hand the EU is exceptionally concerned about political rights and individual freedoms, which 

explain its fervor in advocating human rights wherever possible (Wyzycka & Hasmath 2016).  

The differences in identities, values, cultures, interests, regimes and norms, or simply in the 

interpretation of the same concept, carry crucial implications. Over the years the two powers have 
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had arguments over very sensitive topics, which are still ongoing, such as the Chinese behavior in 

Africa in relation to secure and sustainable development, the human rights situation in Tibet, the 

territorial claims over the South China Sea, the question of universality versus relativity of human 

rights, the methods of development. The last two points clearly show the impact of values and 

culture on the bilateral relations. China wants to pursue its own path to development, by 

maintaining domestic stability and through a gradual process of reforms and economic growth, not 

by means of democratization and human rights promotion, as suggested by Western countries (Pan, 

2012).  

The aforementioned differences have a negative impact not only on the political and 

economic relations, but also on the perceptions that the peoples have of each other. The Europeans, 

who are suspicious of China's real intentions, are experiencing feelings of mistrust and uncertainty 

(Islam, 2015; Islam & Kabir, 2015); whereas the Chinese have the feeling of being judged and not 

respected or treated on equal basis by the Europeans. Misperceptions and misunderstandings are 

caused by lack of communication and mutual awareness, especially due to insufficient or incorrect 

media coverage. Because of the censorship, ironically called the "Great Firewall of China", Chinese 

people cannot access European media and information, therefore they often do not have a correct 

understanding of the European culture and of the EU institutions. On the other hand, the negative 

media coverage in western countries, for example about the scarce quality of the "Made in China", 

pollution and issue of human rights, in what can be called "China Bashing", has worsened the image 

of the PRC in the "old continent" (interview n°5, April 2017).  

4.3 SOLUTIONS TO THE OBSTACLES  

From the analysis of the constructivist theories, applied on the divergent characteristics of 

Beijing and Brussels, it is possible to draw the following conclusions and put forward some 

suggestions on how to surmount the obstacles to an effective partnership between the PRC and the 

EU. Being connected to identities and misunderstanding, disagreements existing between the two 
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sides can be solved through better dialogue on the basis of mutual respect and increased reciprocal 

understanding.  

The European and Chinese representatives should focus on the common interests, on the 

similarities they share and on the huge progresses they have already made, instead of being 

paralyzed by their controversies and fears. The two powers have common characteristics: they are 

both relatively new influential players in the international system, which have developed from old 

civilizations; they both unify different ethnic groups and populations. Moreover, they are not 

divided by any security issue that could threaten their bilateral relations. Furthermore, they are 

enjoying increasing people-to-people exchanges, that can potentially further improve the mutual 

understanding and overall relations. The two sides are cooperating on numerous fields, have 

decided to collaborate in some aspects of One Belt One Road through the Connectivity Platform, 

and have released a common statement on climate change, as symbol of willingness to work side by 

side (Friends of Europe, 2015; Smith, 2016). 

In conclusion, when analyzing EU-China relations, it is surely necessary to take into 

consideration the political and economic circumstance, or material factors, but it is key to bear in 

mind that the non-material aspects play a fundamental role in determining the outcome of the 

interstate relationships. As explained by constructivist scholars, identities are relational and can 

change; therefore, the way China and the EU see each other can change and improve, thanks to 

more frequent collaborations and exchange, as well as closer cultural relations. This thesis is aimed 

at demonstrating that socio-cultural factors are relevant in the constitution of international politics 

and diplomacy, and that Brussels and Beijing should improve their cultural and people-to-people 

exchange, to obtain a better understanding of each other's values and identities, with the 

consequence of creating mutual trust and a durable partnership (Melissen, 2013; Mocker, 2013; 

Islam & Kabir, 2015; Song & Bian, 2015; Arduino, 2016; Jørgensen & Wong, 2016). The Belt and 

Road initiative will potentially boost exchanges by creating an innovative and multifaceted 

framework for the two powers for cooperation in cultural and social initiatives. The next chapters 
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will explain in further details the EU-China cultural relations, their impact on the general 

relationship, and the role played by BRI in improving the comprehensive partnership. 
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5. EU-CHINA CULTURAL AND PEOPLE-TO-PEOPLE RELATIONS 

As learnt in the previous chapter, identities have a huge impact on the interests and 

preferences of states, and consequently on their foreign politics. Being part of identity, culture also 

plays a fundamental role in the international relations, indeed "cultural mores hold normative power 

and enhance a country’s standing on the international stage" (Zhang L., 2014b). For this reason, 

when researching about the EU and China it is fundamental to give emphasis to their cultural 

relations, an aspect that is often overlooked but which hinders huge potential in shaping their 

overall relations. 

This chapter is focused on the China-EU cultural and people-to-people relations, as clearly 

expressed in the title. Since this research is founded on culture and identities, it is considered 

necessary to first give a definition of these terms: the latter was already addressed by the previous 

chapter about constructivism; whereas the former is discussed thoroughly in the first paragraph of 

this chapter. The second section is aimed at introducing the concept of cultural diplomacy and soft 

power, which are considered of fundamental importance by the PRC to improve its image in the 

world, whereas the following paragraph addresses the cultural diplomacy strategies that China and 

the European Union have implemented in the last few years. The section 5.2.2 provides an overview 

of both the cultural relations and people-to-people exchanges, in terms of initiatives, projects and 

events, between EU and China over the last few years, focusing especially on the period from 2013 

when the Belt and the Road initiative was launched. The aforementioned projects and events can all 

be considered, to some extent, to be part of the cultural diplomacy that each country, or union of 

countries, is individually carrying out to promote itself. From this perspective, OBOR is a huge 

framework, a box that contains everything, from economic and trade projects, to policy connections, 

from infrastructures to cultural cooperation. This chapter concludes with the final remarks.  
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5.1 CULTURE 

The Cambridge dictionary defines "culture" as the "way of life, especially the general 

customs and beliefs of a particular group of people at a particular time", but also as "music, art, 

theatre, literature, etc." (Cambridge Dictionary). Similarly, the Oxford dictionary defines it as "the 

arts and other manifestations of human intellectual achievement regarded collectively" and as "the 

idea, customs, and social behaviour of a particular people or society"(Oxford Dictionary). Both 

dictionaries contain also the definition for the other meaning of the term: "cells, tissues, organs, or 

organisms grown for scientific purposes, or the activity of breeding and keeping particular living 

things in order to get the substances they produce" (Cambridge Dictionary), which is the original 

root of the word. For the purposes of this thesis the author will take into consideration only the first 

type of meaning.  

Actually there can be many different definitions and understandings for the word "culture", 

this is the reason why it is important to clarify which meaning is taken into consideration in a thesis 

based on cultural differences. Indeed "culture is more than the sum of its definitions"(Rothman, 

2014), it can be the individual process of enrichment (for instance when a person is "cultured"), it 

can be the peculiar way of life of a group (for example the European or Chinese cultures), and it can 

be an activity (such as those organized by a museums or Ministries) (Rothman, 2014). In other 

words, "culture" is each of these three aspects and the three all together in their overlapping 

connotations.  

There exists also another categorization of "culture", as many students majoring in language 

and culture normally have to learn, there is the culture with "capital C" or "big C", distinguished 

from the culture with "small c". The first type is what in the past was considered as being more 

elevated and valuable, such as art, literature, music, architecture, etc.; nowadays it includes also 

other kind of "visible" culture, such as food, popular culture, festivities (Bilash, 2009). The latter is 

what was historically called "civilization", and it encompasses abstract aspects such as verbal and 

non-verbal language, practices (bowing versus shaking hands) and norms, myths and legends, 
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beliefs and religions, values (Bilash, 2009; Rothman, 2014). In this thesis both notions will be 

treated on equal basis and both included when talking about culture, without any kind of 

"discrimination" or preference, since it is believed that the "small c culture" is also highly valuable.  

5.2 CULTURAL RELATIONS 

5.2.1 CULTURAL DIPLOMACY AND SOFT POWER 

Generally speaking, all the cultural projects and programs of interpersonal exchange 

between countries are organized and financed by governments in the framework of its cultural 

diplomacy, mostly with the final objective of improving its country's soft power. Therefore, before 

starting with the overview of EU-China cultural relations it is necessary to be familiar with these 

two terms and understand their crucial function for the foreign policy of a country. For this reason, 

this section provides a brief introduction of their meaning and their role in the field of international 

relations.  

Cultural diplomacy is a diplomatic and political practice already used by ambassadors and 

politicians in the past; it consists of the "exchange of ideas, values, traditions and other aspects of 

culture or identity, whether to strengthen relationships, enhance socio-cultural cooperation, promote 

national interests and beyond; cultural diplomacy can be practiced by either the public sector, 

private sector or civil society." The final purpose is to advertise one nation's ideals and institutions 

in another country, in order to gain support on its economic and political decisions and policies 

(Institute for Cultural Diplomacy). There exist different understandings of cultural diplomacy, 

according to some scholars it is a component of the broader public diplomacy, which consists in a 

country's interaction with the general public of foreign societies, aiming at communicating specific 

ideas, representations or narratives about itself, (Hartig, 2017); aimed at increasing understanding 

about its culture, institutions and policies; and with the purpose of supporting particular "strategic 

foreign policy goals" (Melissen, 2005:9,10). Notably, the definition of public diplomacy is very 

similar to the one of cultural diplomacy. Nonetheless, many scholars consider them to be different 
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in some way. For instance, Professor Alessandra Cappelletti, one of the interviewees of this 

research, in her article "Chinese Cultural Diplomacy In The European Context: Between 

Sophistication And Lack Of Self-Confidence" defined cultural diplomacy as  

"one of the main elements of a country’s soft power, and differs from public 

diplomacy, soft power and propaganda. CD is the sum of those diplomatic 

practices adopting cultural concepts and artifacts for foreign policy goals, and it is 

aimed at captivating the attention of a foreign audience as well as at stirring 

curiosity for a foreign country’s culture, society and peoples." (Cappelletti, 

2017:10). 

During a conference focused on the cultural dimension of soft power within the EU-China relations, 

held by Clingeldael in September 2013 with the title "Culture and Understanding in China-Europe 

Relations", the participants discussed the meaning of cultural diplomacy and its different 

connotations: the first one is defined "culture for diplomacy", in which culture is an instrument used 

by states in the framework of their foreign policy; whereas the second one is "diplomacy for 

culture", in which the culture is the end and the state's role is to creating cultural goods and 

experiences by providing the suitable circumstances for the development of culture. The 

participants reached the conclusion that in the case of Brussels-Beijing relations, cultural diplomacy 

is "both a means and an end", and that the actual actors are people: "cultures cannot cooperate or 

engage in dialogue with one another, people can". This is the reason why this thesis is focused on 

both cultural relations and people-to-people exchanges. As previously explained cultural diplomacy 

is based on interaction and communication, and it is very interesting to notice that the latter term 

contains a deeper meaning: the word derives from the Latin communicare, it has the root communis, 

which means "to have something in common". Therefore, "people change in the process of cultural 

exchange", because, by working together, they create understanding and generate a product that can 

be enjoyed by both the local and foreign public, consequently producing "shared experience" 

(Mocker, 2013:1-8). 
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Soft Power can be considered as the product or the outcome of cultural or public diplomacy. 

The term was coined by Joseph Nye in the late 1980s, who described it to be the ability to affect, 

attract and shape the preferences of others by persuasion rather than by coercion, in order to get the 

goal that one pursues. In other words, it is "the ability of a country to persuade others to do what it 

wants without force or payment", but by means of "the attractiveness of a country's culture, political 

ideals, and policies" (Nye, 2004:X). Soft power is a less controversial, more feasible and often 

cheaper alternative to hard power, which normally "rests on inducements or threats" (Nye, 2004:5). 

CULTURAL DIPLOMACY OF THE EUROPEAN UNION 

Culture is a key aspect of the European foreign policy (Mogherini). When describing the 

cultural diplomacy of the European Union it is necessary to take into consideration different levels: 

the European institutions level and the Member States (MS) level. This chapter focuses mostly on 

the European level, to be consistent with the whole research, which is based on the EU perspectives.  

The MS level, corresponds to national cultural diplomacy carried out by the single countries, 

each of them has its own strategies and mechanisms. Some of them have established very influential 

and famous cultural institutes, such as the British Council of the UK, Goethe Institut from Germany, 

Alliance Française founded by France, and the Italian Cultural Institutes. These institutes follow 

particular policies and receive special funding from their respective governments. The cultural 

diplomacy at the national level is enriched by the role played by sub national levels, regions and 

cities, which are increasingly engaging in the promotion of their own culture and tourism. At the 

supranational, or European level, the EU delegations abroad and the European Union National 

Institutes of Culture (EUNIC) are the key institutions in charge of cultural relations (Mocker, 2013). 

Being "the network of European national institutes of culture and national bodies" from all the 28 

MS, EUNIC "promotes cultural diversity and cultural dialogue". Thanks to its global network, 

EUNIC is able to organize "training and research in cultural diplomacy", as well as "collaborative 

transnational projects connecting culture and society". This European framework is further divided 
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in working groups, noteworthy is the "EUNIC China Dialogue", aimed at boosting cultural 

collaboration between Europe and China (EUNIC).  

In March 2016, the European Commission launched the "Cultural Diplomacy Platform" in 

order to "enhance the European Union’s engagement with third countries and their citizens" through 

cultural diplomacy projects, and consequently to "widespread understanding and visibility of the 

Union and its role on the world scene" (European Commission, 2016g). This platform is in 

compliance with the suggestions of the "Preparatory Action Culture in EU’s external relations, 

voted on by the European Parliament and implemented by the European Commission" in 2013-2014 

(European Commission, 2016g). As extensively described in the dedicated website, the Platform's 

core functions are to: 

1. "support the further development of cultural diplomacy policies, activities, methodologies, tools 

and training programmes, within the broader framework of EU Public Diplomacy; 

2. assist in policy dialogues and advising on cultural diplomacy issues; 

3. strengthen communities/networks of cultural diplomacy practitioners" (Cultural Diplomacy 

Platform).  

Furthermore, on the 8th of June 2016, Brussels adopted the "Strategy for International 

Cultural Relations", proposed by the European Commission and the EU High Representative for 

Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, aimed "at encouraging cultural cooperation between the EU 

and its partner countries and promoting a global order based on peace, the rule of law, freedom of 

expression, mutual understanding and respect for fundamental values" (European Commission, 

2016e). The strategy highlights the role of culture in countering stereotypes and prejudice, 

preventing conflicts, fostering economic growth, and dealing with "global challenges, such as 

integration of refugees, countering violent radicalization and the protection of the world's cultural 

heritage" (European Commission, 2016e). It explicitly refers to China when it emphasizes that 

"EU's strategic partners" which have "very strong cultural diplomacy strategies" and that "the EU 

has strong cultural cooperation with several partners" (European Commission, 2016f). 
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In conclusion, with such a diverse and complex cultural diplomacy, the challenge of the 

European Union is to promote its unity as well as its diversity, by complementing its own strategies 

to the policies of the foreign ministers of the member states.  

CHINESE CULTURAL DIPLOMACY 

Chinese politicians consider cultural diplomacy as a key mechanism to inform the foreign 

audiences about China's identity, story, and real characteristics, and thus to correct the negative 

image that most people around the world have of the "Middle Country" (Hartig, 2017). Chinese 

representatives have promoted Chinese culture very actively not only in Asian neighboring 

countries, but also in Europe, especially since they became aware of the importance of focusing on 

culture related concepts and symbols when interacting with the European public. Beijing is aware 

that pure propaganda does not work in Europe and it is trying to find a more efficient 

communication method, with cooperation between state and non-state actors. Therefore, the 

Chinese Communist Party, together with the media and academic circles, have been increasingly 

busy planning an effective structure for the promotion of a peaceful, appealing and non-aggressive 

image of China (Cappelletti, 2017).  

 This cultural diplomacy is performed mostly by the Ministry of Education, which is in 

charge of organizing international education cooperation programs and exchanges, and of 

administrating four affiliated organizations: Chinese Education Association for International 

Exchange CEAIE), the Chinese Service Centre for Scholarly Exchange (CSCSE), the China 

Scholarship Council (CSC), and the Office of Chinese Language Council International, known by 

as Hanban, which runs the Confucius Institutes (CI). The Ministry of Culture also contributes to the 

cultural diplomacy machine, by organizing numerous large-scale cultural projects abroad, in 

particular the China Cultural Years, and by administrating the Chinese Cultural Centers Abroad 

(Hartig, 2017).  

Established in 2004, the Confucius Institutes are "non-profit educational organizations 

promoting the teaching of Chinese language outside China, training language instructors and 
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strengthening cultural exchange and cooperation between China and other countries" (Tang, 2010). 

Since its establishment, the CI has experienced a remarkable development, reaching a total of 502 

institutes in 137 countries in 2015. Generally speaking, Confucius Institutes are established as joint 

ventures between the PRC and foreign partners. They normally provide Chinese language and 

culture classes as well as the venue for language certifications, they often organize various cultural 

events and conference on disparate topics related to China (Hartig, 2017).  

The China Culture Years are a "series of cultural exchange programs between China and 

foreign countries" organized throughout one year. These are "containers" for various initiatives, 

such as art exhibitions, sports activities, fashion shows, concerts, and other events. China Culture 

Years have been held in many countries around the world, among which there are France, England, 

Greece, Russia, South Korea, Australia, Germany and Italy. In particular, the Culture Years "in 

France (2004), Italy (2010), and Germany (2012) all held not only traditional Chinese opera, ballet 

and national orchestra concerts, but also "events related to higher education and contemporary art 

exhibitions". Furthermore, the agenda of each program was planned according to the characteristics 

of the host country and its relations with China: in France it was focused on fashion, the Italian 

program emphasized cultural and economic cooperation, whereas in Germany it was related to 

contemporary music, architecture and design (Hartig, 2017:6). 

The Chinese Culture Centre Abroad has been established around the world in order to 

"provide information services and training programs and organize various educational and cultural 

activities such as lectures on China". Established for the first time in 1988 in Benin and Mauritius, 

the number of Culture Centers has raised to twenty, five of them in the European Union: in Brussels, 

Berlin, Madrid, Paris, Malta and Copenhagen. The new objective of the Ministry of Culture is to 

open new Centers in cities "along the ancient Silk Road" (Hartig, 2017:6). 

Recently, Chinese actors have also made use of the media to promote a different image of  

China abroad. They seem to be "upgrading" their methods, finding new "story tellers" such as 

Chinese movies and TV series. They are currently using local media, but they might start 
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cooperating with international entertainment companies in future. This year, coinciding with 

President Xi's anti-corruption campaign, Chinese media has released a new drama about corruption, 

titled "In the Name of the People" (人民的名義). Described by Western media as the China's House 

of Cards, a popular American show about the same topic, this new drama shows the dark sides of 

the Chinese bureaucracy, being the first one "in which one of the party’s most senior leaders is 

portrayed as a villain", with the purpose of showing the efforts made by the current government to 

eradicate corruption from the system (Phillips, 2016). It is arguably a good example of the 

innovations made by Chinese politicians in an effort to deal with culture business and diplomacy, 

combining the folkloristic and more classical topics presented by the CIs (interview n°5, April 

2017), with more innovative aspects.  

Finally, the Belt and Road initiative can undoubtedly be considered part of the Chinese 

cultural diplomacy machine, since it is the most comprehensive foreign policy instrument 

implemented by the PRC, and especially because, among the other purposes, it aims at creating 

deeper people-to-people connections. The next chapter discusses the role of OBOR in the EU-China 

cultural relations, as one of its pillars is identified as people-to-people exchanges, and because it has 

the potential to boost intercultural dialogue between the countries and regions it passes through. 

5.2.2 EU-CHINA CULTURAL AND PEOPLE-TO-PEOPLE RELATIONS 

Interestingly, Matteo Ricci, the father of the modern public diplomacy, who based his 

approach of "cultural accommodation" on relationship building, can be considered as the pioneer of 

the China-EU relations (Zhang, Y. 2014:6). Since the 1990s, the PRC has started putting major 

effort into its relations with various countries and institutions in Europe, and between 2003 and 

2005 its cultural relations with the member states also started improving. The UE and China were 

both Party to the "2005 UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of 

Cultural Expressions" (Goethe Institut, 2011). Nonetheless, because of limited areas of competence 

of the EU over foreign policy matters, Beijing-Brussels cultural relations could not boost until 2006, 
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when, with "the EU's competences expansion (allowing the European Commission to take foreign 

policy decisions more independently), the implementation of China's overseas cultural strategy", 

and further growth of their relations, also the cultural exchanges finally started progressing (Tian, 

2017:95). Over the last decade, the two powers have been collaborating in the fields of education, 

training, culture, multilingualism, youth and very recently also on tourism. "Cooperation consisted 

of regular policy dialogues at government level, as well as concrete outputs in terms of joint 

projects and events" (European Commission, 2017b). These activities have all been integrated 

under the EU-China High Level People-to-People Dialogue (HPPD), which, as already explained in 

the second chapter, was established in 2012 as the third pillar of the China-EU relations, with the 

purpose of raising mutual trust and strengthening intercultural understanding between the two sides 

and their peoples. The first round was held in Brussels on the 18th of April, 2012, and followed by a 

HPPD Forum, during which "Commissioner Vassiliou and Minister of Culture Cai Wu adopted a 

Joint Declaration on EU-China cultural cooperation and participated in the China-EU 

Multilingualism conference at the Beijing Foreign Studies University (BFSU)" (European 

Commission, 2017b). As already explained in chapter 2, 2012 was declared the Year of 

Intercultural Dialogue, after the success of the EU-China Year of Youth, launched the previous year. 

2013 was rich with events particularly significant for the cultural relations: in April, the first 

meeting of the Higher Education Platform for Cooperation and Exchanges (HEPCE) took place in 

Brussels; followed by the EU-China language initiative, which was organized in various European 

universities, in order to "enrich the professional development of Chinese foreign language teachers". 

On the 21st of November, during the 16th EU-China Summit held in Beijing, the two partners 

adopted the "EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation", one of its four chapters addresses 

the people-to-people exchanges. On the 6th of April of the following year the second round of the 

HPPD took place in Beijing, whereas the third Dialogue, accompanied by panels on education, 

youth, culture and gender equality, was held in Brussels during the celebrations of the 40th 

anniversary of the diplomatic relations between the PRC and the EU. On the 11th of October 2016 
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Beijing hosted the first China-EU Education Ministers Conference, enriched by the Sino-Europe 

Forum on Education Policy Think Tanks as a side event. The next HPPD will take place in China 

this year, and 2018 was declared the "EU-China Year of Tourism" (European Commission, 2017b) 

as well as the "European Year of Cultural Heritage" (Interview n°2, February 2017).  Finally, under 

the framework of the HPPD the two sides will cooperate on festivals and on the "Atelier for Young 

Festival Managers"(Interview n°2, February 2017).   

Atlas International Culture (AIC), a Chinese- Belgian company based in Belgium, aimed at 

"connecting China and Europe in the fields of arts, culture, education, trainings and business", 

organizes a wide range of projects and events, for example numerous exhibitions, art and film 

festivals, forums, talks and internships in Belgium for Chinese students. Its activities focus mostly 

on "education programs, intercultural training and public relations related to China-EU cooperation" 

(Teo & Stec, 2016; Atlas International Culture a). On April 27th, 2016 the organization officially 

inaugurated the opening of the Europe-China OBOR Culture & Tourism Development Committee, 

known also as OBOR Committee, with the objective of creating a "network of top-level Chinese 

and European partners active in touristic and cultural aspects of diplomacy, business and politics" 

by working as a "crossroad platform for touristic and cultural initiatives" (Atlas International 

Culture b). As the new strategic partner of the Belt and Road Initiative, AIC will combine the trade 

aspects of the Chinese initiative with the EU's cultural diplomacy in order to boost the image of 

China in Europe, and, in the future, the visibility of the EU in China (Teo & Stec, 2016). 

When implementing cultural diplomacy or promoting people to people exchanges, academic 

cooperation is the field on which states tend to focus first, this does not only include students 

exchanges, but also professors and researchers networks, organization of training and awarding of 

scholarships. China and the EU have also been investing heavily in their academic cooperation and 

interchanges: China is currently investing in youth forums, in order to create a generation of future 

managers, leaders, scholars with more positive and "receptive attitudes" towards the country 

(Interview n°2, February 2017). The Hanban provides very rich and appealing scholarships for 
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foreign students for either short term exchanges or language and culture courses, or for longer 

periods of undergraduate or degree studies. More and more European students are applying for the 

Hanban/Confucius Institute scholarship or the Chinese Government scholarship. On the other hand, 

the EU has allocated a budget of €14.7 billion for Erasmus +, the "EU's programme to support 

education, training, youth and sport in Europe" (Erasmus +). The Commission has worked on 

easing the participation in the Erasmus program, by "providing credit mobility" for European 

students to be able to transfer to their home university the credits gained during their exchange in 

China. Also Chinese students can benefit from the Erasmus + scholarship by pursuing their degree 

or a double degree in Europe, or for shorter exchanges. The program does not only supports 

students, but also higher education institutions by supporting joint academic projects: numerous 

Chinese university participated in the 2015 and 2016 projects, for example Tongji University is 

connected to schools in Ireland, Estonia and Hungary with a Joint Master Degree on 

Cinematography, whereas students of Nankai University can pursue a joint Master on Global 

Markets, Local Creativities (Interview n°2, February 2017). Outside the Erasmus framework, many 

European and Chinese universities have already established double degree programs, for instance 

Science Po, in France, has a dual degree with Fudan University and with Peking University 

(Science Po); King's College London set up a double master with Renmin University (King's 

College London). In addition, many high education institutions from both sides are already 

cooperating through the University Alliance of the Silk Road, which was launched in 2015 by the 

PRC as a global Higher Education Platform supporting OBOR (Interview n°2, February 2017). All 

these initiatives have shown to be very successful, especially from the EU point of view: "there are 

six times as many Chinese students in Europe as European students in China"(Islam & Kabir, 

2015:33). 

From a more general perspective, the two powers have been making huge efforts to enhance 

their cultural relations. China already signed "official cultural exchange action plans or 

memorandums of understanding with all the EU member states"; it has organized Chinese Culture 
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Years together with various cultural events in many countries, such as France, Germany, Italy, 

Spain and the UK (Ding, 2014). Furthermore, Chinese and European organizations have established 

long-term collaborations, for example  

"between the Chinese Forbidden palace and the Louvre; between the Chinese 

national museum and three major German museums, as well as the Venice 

national palace museum; between the Chinese national library and the British 

library; and between the Chinese national theatre and the British national theatre" 

(Ding, 2014). 

Another crucial element of the people to people exchanges is the Europe-China Forum, established 

by the Chinese Mission to the EU and Friends of Europe13 in order to boost Beijing-Brussels 

relationship and create more dynamic interchanges. The Forum, partner of the China Public 

Diplomacy Association, meets every year to address the "multi-faceted" EU-China relations (Islam 

& Kabir, 2015). 

Cultural exchanges do not only include academic and artistic cooperation, but they also 

involve tourist interchanges and creative industry projects. The old continent is the "second largest 

destination of Chinese tourists" (Teo & Stec, 2016:1), in particular every year thanks to the ease in 

visa application, around 10 million Chinese visitors travel in Europe (Arlt, 2017). According to 

hotels.com 2014 report "European destinations are the most popular amongst Chinese travelers in 

terms of places they wish to visit in the next 12 months", and their favorite destinations are 

Germany, France, Italy and Switzerland (hotels.com, 2014:21). Chinese tourists are interested in 

sightseeing and photographing local landmarks, but especially eager to go shopping, indeed the 

biggest part of their budget is destined to the purchase of luxury brand-name goods, such as Gucci 

bags and Bordeaux wines (Chen & Mardeusz, 2015). The PRC and the EU are currently engaging 

with each other and searching for  synergies aimed at boosting their tourism economy (Interview 

                                                
13 "Friends of Europe is a leading think tank that connects people, stimulates debate and triggers change to create a more 
inclusive, sustainable and forward-looking Europe." (Friends of Europe) 
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n°2, February 2017), in order to welcome the 2018 EU-China Tourism Year (ECTY2018), a 

tourism initiative launched in 2016 by the President of the European Commission Jean-Claude 

Juncker and the Chinese Prime Minister Li Keqiang. ECTY2018 "provides a unique opportunity to 

increase visitors' flows and investments on both sides" (European Commission, 2017c). Moreover, 

in December 2016 the EU launched the World Bridge Tourism (WBT) project, led by the European 

Tourism Commission (ETC), an association of 32 national tourism organizations, and the European 

Tourism Association (ETOA). The WBT will act as the “curtain raiser” for ECTY2018 (Arlt, 2017), 

since it was established with the purpose of boosting the flows of visitors from China to the EU as 

well as promoting European fashion and cultural values at tourism fairs around China (Teo & STec, 

2016). The World Bridge Tourism will take place in Shanghai on the 9th and 10th of May 2017, in 

conjunction with ITB China14. The WBT program includes a "conference and a B2B workshop 

between tourism-related EU companies (particularly SMEs) and Chinese operators" (COTRI, 2017). 

5.3 FINAL REMARKS  

As shown in this chapter, culture is a very interesting aspect of the China-EU relations, the 

two sides are currently rediscovering culture's role in the strategic relationship and investing huge 

amounts of money in its promotion. In fact it is believed that people-to-people interaction is the 

most effective form of cultural diplomacy, and that both at the bottom and top level it is crucial "to 

building positive relations and mutual understanding" (Zhang L., 2014b). 

Culture is the product of a process of learning and interaction between people, thus cultures 

can change and influence each-other, cultures are always developing, this concept is best explained 

by the Chinese term for culture (文化, wénhuà), whose second character means "change". Therefore 

identities as well as the way peoples see each other can also change as a consequence of more 

frequent interactions. As argued in Chapter 4, thanks to deeper and stable exchanges and 

                                                
14 ITB Berlin (Internationale Tourismus-Börse Berlin) is the world’s leading travel trade show, taking place annually in 
Berlin, it celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2016. Founded in 2008, ITB Asia is the leading Travel Trade Show for the 
whole Asian Region taking place annually in Singapore. The new ITB China will be held in Shanghai from 10 – 12 
May 2017 (ITB China) 
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collaboration the peoples of China and Europe will achieve a better mutual understanding and 

reciprocal trust, which are fundamental factors for stable and dynamic relations.  

This thesis aims at showing that the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative can play a crucial role 

in easing this process by providing a new, comprehensive and multi-faceted framework in which 

both sides can engage with each other and promote their own initiatives and culture abroad. When 

trying to promote and improve the image of one country in another one, the function of story tellers 

is fundamental to attract the attention of the public and creating affection. Normally this role is 

performed by the media, but in this case common people can be the story tellers of their own 

experiences either in China or Europe. OBOR could provide more and more story tellers: tourists, 

researchers, students, managers; by leaning on the idea and imaginary of the old Silk Road as 

peaceful encounter of civilizations. The next chapter discusses the role of OBOR in the EU-China 

cultural relations and the potential benefits it will bring to their general partnership.  
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6. POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR BRI AND EU-CHINA CULTURAL 

RELATIONSHIP 

This chapter is aimed at answering the four research questions: "what are the obstacles to a 

deeper EU-China partnership? How to overcome them and improve the overall relations?", "which 

role does BRI play in the China-EU cultural relations?", "what are the risks and benefits that BRI 

will bring to the EU?", and therefore "how should the European Union respond to OBOR?". In 

order to answer these questions in a structured and logical way, the chapter has been divided into 

two sections: the first one proposes how to overcome the obstacles to a deeper relationship and 

addresses the impact of the Chinese initiative on Brussels-Beijing cultural and people-to-people 

relations. The second section focuses on the last two research questions and attempts to provide 

some policy suggestions, especially for the EU, on how to deal with and respond to the New Silk 

Roads initiative. In order to provide useful advice, it is necessary to first have a better understanding 

of the role of OBOR as well as of the challenges and advantages of the Chinese initiative for Europe. 

In other words, the answer of the last question depends on the response of the two previous 

questions.  

6.1 IMPROVING THE CHINA-EU CULTURAL RELATIONS 

This section addresses the first two research questions by providing an answer based on 

constructivism. The first question "which are the obstacles to a deeper EU-China partnership? How 

to overcome them and improve the overall relations?" was the focus of chapter 4, which provided 

the theoretical framework of this thesis, the description of the obstacles hindering Beijing-Brussels 

relations as well as the suggestions on how to overcome them. This section is aimed at further 

explaining the aforementioned suggestions by applying the constructivist theories that have been 

discussed in the fourth chapter; and consequently at analyzing the role of OBOR in the cultural and 

people-to-people relations between the two powers. 
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6.1.1 THE SOLUTION TO THE OBSTACLES 

As learnt in chapter 4, the real barrier to more stable and comprehensive China-EU relations 

are not the material, political and economic, competition or disagreements between the two sides, 

but actually the non-material differences in identities, interests, cultures and values. Another huge 

impediment is the dissimilarity in rules and regulations in force in each side, but these are also 

connected to their respective identities and interests. It is of paramount importance to understand 

that, as constructivism explains, identities are not fixed and stable, on the contrary they can vary, be 

shaped and influenced through the contact and interaction with other identities. This means that also 

interests, cultures and the perception of the other is subject to change. Therefore, this thesis argues 

that through more frequent exchanges and interactions, not only on the high-level meetings but 

especially on the bottom-level of people to people contacts, the two sides will be able to advance 

their dialogue. Indeed, if the two side's peoples, policy makers, researchers lack understanding of 

each other viewpoints, interests and identities, there is no solid basis for the progress and 

cooperation. On these grounds, cultural relations are the key: they boost the bilateral 

communication, understanding and trust, fundamental for a long-lasting relationship.  

On the other hand, it is arguable that better understanding and closer exchanges not always 

lead to friendship and trust, but they can actually cause negative outcomes: by getting to know each 

other better it could happen that the two partners discover new behaviors, characteristics, values of 

the other part that they do not appreciate, leading to a even more negative opinion of  the other side. 

This situation can be identified as "reverse spill-over effect", which is the contrary of the "spill-over 

effect" theorized by neo-functionalism, the school of thought of the International Relations mainly 

focused on the regional integration process of the European Union. The spill-over effect is the 

dynamic process, that happens during integration, by which cooperation and integration in one 

sector create the incentives and the prerequisites for collaboration in related fields, leading to 

further integration (Evans & Newnham; 1998; Dunn, 2012). In the case of reverse spill-over, the 



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

80 
 

two sides form negative opinions of each other, and therefore lose any motivation to develop their 

partnership.  

Nonetheless, it is very unlikely that this situation could happen between Chinese and 

Europeans, because the existing stereotypes and negative or wrong perceptions are already so 

widespread that it is hard to believe that they could get worst. Moreover, the bilateral relations at 

the top level have already improved since decades ago, thanks to closer and more frequent 

connections. This is proved by all the positive comments about the EU-China partnership provided 

by scholars and politicians that were analyzed in the beginning of the literature review. Therefore, it 

is believed that increased exchange will surely boost the opinions that the two peoples have of each 

other. The views of the population are very important for foreign policy because they constitute the 

public opinion, which can influence the decisions of the leaders. Therefore, if the public opinion 

towards one country is positive, it will be easier for the leaders to implement policies and initiatives 

with the other country, without having to deal with opposition from its people. This is the reason 

why cultural diplomacy is valued so much by a country like the PRC, that normally has to face the 

suspicion or even criticism of the foreign public. In other words, if the European public opinion 

toward China improves, it will be easier for the top level officials to carry out more collaborations 

in various fields. Finally, in order to achieve a deeper partnership in various fields, the first step 

would be to create mutual understanding and trust through connection between people, only in these 

circumstances will the two sides be able to discuss rules and regulations, cooperate in economic 

projects as well as on the security level, and find a common approach to tackle global challenges. 

Cultural relations need to be addressed before the economic and political ones. Without trying to 

overcome fear of failure or fears of each other, it will not be possible to advance. 
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6.1.2 ROLE OF BRI   

What is the impact of BRI in the EU-China relations? How could OBOR help improve the 

cultural and people to people relations and consequently boost the overall relations? These are very 

challenging questions, especially because the current general trend is to describe the New Silk Road 

as a merely infrastructural and financial initiative, overlooking its cultural implications. But it is 

necessary to keep in mind that one of the five "connectivities" it aims at achieving is people-to-

people. China has already implemented various cultural projects under the OBOR-brand. Therefore, 

it is considered very useful for the future development of the initiative itself and of the Brussels-

Beijing relations, to research and analyze the impact of BRI on this underestimated aspect. 

The Belt and Road initiative actually plays a crucial role in EU-China relations because it 

provides a brand-new, comprehensive and multifaceted framework in which the two partners, their 

institutions and companies, can collaborate, among other things, on cultural and people to people 

exchanges, such as tourists, students and researchers (interviews n°2 and 3, February 2017; 

interview n°5, April 2017). BRI is ambitiously aimed at providing opportunities not only for 

infrastructure and trade development, but also for social growth and people to people interaction 

(Picciau, 2016). It is indeed considered by China as a mechanism for "cultural, academic and talent 

exchanges, training, media cooperation, and youth and women's dialogues" (Huang, 2016:316), 

which are among the areas covered in the High Level People-to-People Dialogue established in 

2012. In the same domain, student exchange programs, joint research centers, joint disease control, 

political and diplomatic exchanges as well as cross-country tourism have all been promoted under 

the OBOR initiative (Huang, 2016), and the European Union pursues the same objectives. 

Moreover, being a huge infrastructure project, BRI has the potential to become a network of routes 

and hubs for intercontinental tourist flows. In other words, it is clear that the impact of OBOR goes 

beyond trade, finance and infrastructures, being able to connect different continents and cultures, it 

is actually a means to promote Eurasia connectivity, not only between the old continent and China, 

but also between all the other countries interested or participating in the initiative. The New Silk 
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Road provides both sides with new opportunities to enhance and intensify the bridges connecting 

their cultures, and they have to make sure to cooperate in a way to create a win-win model for all 

the countries and peoples along the road. Furthermore, the Belt and Road Initiative provides China 

with a great opportunity to "familiarize itself with the EU regulations in terms of competition, 

intellectual property, data protection, labor rights, health, food security, consumer protection and 

the environment". Therefore it would be doubly beneficial to the EU for promoting its values and 

standards and for China which could better understand the model of European integration, stability, 

and prosperity (Müller-Markus, 2016:6).  

In the framework of BRI some initiatives have been already implemented, in the domain of 

cultural and interpersonal exchanges, which represents the demonstration of the importance of the 

initiative for the bilateral relations of the PRC and the EU. From the point of view of tourist 

relations, OBOR is definitely beneficial for both sides. In 2015 Beijing launched a program titled 

"Beautiful China, Silk Road", with the purpose to promote all around Eurasia not only its new 

initiative, but also China as a tourist destination. In Europe it has already been organized in Italy 

and Hungary, the latter being the hosting country of the China–Central and Eastern European 

Countries’ Tourism Coordination Centre (TCC) since 2014, which allows Hungary to play a 

strategic role in tourist cooperation (van der Putten, Seaman, Huotari, Ekman & Otero-Iglesias, 

2016). In the field of culture and tourism, BRI also led to the establishment of new organizations 

and mechanisms, for instance the OBOR Committee (Europe-China OBOR Culture & Tourism 

Development Committee), already described in chapter 5, was launched in Brussels in April 2016 

as a platform for tourist and cultural initiatives. Moreover, in September 2016, during the Silk Road 

International Expo, focused on cultural cooperation, the representatives from the BRI countries 

signed the Dunhuang Declaration. By stressing "cultural diversity, equality and inclusiveness", the 

signatories engaged in the protection of historical and cultural heritage as well as in the promotion 

of cultural dialogues. During the Expo, the representative of Gansu Province, the province of 

Northwest China where the event took place, signed a collaboration agreement with a cultural 



•
國

立
政 治

大

㈻
•

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

83 
 

institution of the EU (PR Newswire, 2016). Under the BRI-branding many other initiatives have 

been developed, such as new TV and radio programs, tourist itineraries along the BRI routes, 

thematic associations. Moreover, in Chongqing, a huge city in the Southwest area, one of the main 

hubs from which trains directed to Europe leave every week, a UN association titled United Nations 

Maritime and Continental Silk Road Cities Alliance" was established to organize cultural projects 

linking the cities along the OBOR corridors (interview n° 7, April 2017). Furthermore, China 

established a series of government scholarships to nations crossed by the Silk Road, and carried out 

the "Silk Road Film Bridge Project" and the "Silk Road Book Translation Project" (Cameron, 2017: 

8).  

In the field of academic cooperation, Beijing has launched a new international alliance of 

universities, with the objective to "promote close cooperation and exchange among universities and 

contribute to economic and social development along the Silk Road" (Ma L., 2016), as well as to 

provide research, engineering and legal support to the OBOR. This higher education platform, 

called "University Alliance of the New Silk Road" (acronym UANSR), was established during the 

opening ceremony of Educational Cooperation and Exchanges Fair between Countries on Silk Road 

on the 22nd of May, 2015 at the Xi'an Jiaotong University, in Xi'an, the "eastern terminus of the 

ancient Silk Road in China", following the announcement of Xi’an Declaration (Xian Jiaotong 

University, 2015). In particular: 

"UANSR is a non-governmental and non-profitable organization aimed at 

openness and international cooperation in higher education. UANSR adopts the 

theme of building a platform in higher education cooperation and promoting 

regional openness and development and vows to step up exchanges and 

collaboration among universities from countries and regions along the Silk Road 

in institutional exchanges, talent training, joint research, cultural communication, 

policy studies and medical service etc, enhance understanding and friendship 

between the young people, foster quality and all-round talents with international 
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visions, and facilitate the economic growth of countries on the New Silk Road 

Economic Belt and the Eurasian region" (Xian Jiaotong University, 2015). 

The alliance oversees the participation of approximately 100 Universities from 22 countries and 

regions, of all four continents. CentraleSupélec (France), Politecnico di Milano and University of 

Torino (Italy), University of Liverpool (United Kingdom), Technische Universität Berlin 

(Germany), and Tampere University of Technology (Finland), are some of the European 

universities that have joined the alliance (Martin, 2016).  

Most importantly, on the 28th of December, 2016 the Chinese Ministry of Culture launched 

the 2016-2020 Belt and Road Cultural Development Action Plan (“一帶一路”文化發展行動計

劃)15 (interview n°2, February 2017) to "deepen the mutual understanding between the many 

different countries and regions united by the proposed routes of the Belt and Road Initiative" (Hong 

Kong Trade Development Council, 2016). The action plan is also intended to effectively promote 

cultural trade, dissemination, exchanges and cooperation; enhancing cultural cooperative platforms 

and cultural trade under BRI; and promote the development of cultural and creative industries. In 

particular, the PRC is planning to support 800 think tanks, scholars, sinologists, translators to 

participate in interactive and research-based talent development programs in China. The plan also 

calls for the creation of a "Silk Road Cultural Envoys" (絲綢之路文化使者) as demonstration of 

the strategic role of youth exchanges in cultural promotion and public diplomacy (Ministry of 

Culture of the PRC, 2016). In addition, the plan proposes the establishment of various initiatives 

and frameworks in different fields: 

 such as the "Silk Road cultural tour, the Silk Road cultural ambassador scheme,  

as well as a BRI artistic creations initiative, a BRI cultural heritage corridor, a Silk 

Road cultural industries belt, a BRI international co-operation action plan for the 

                                                
15 The plan is published on the website of the Ministry of Culture of the PRC: 
http://zwgk.mcprc.gov.cn/auto255/201701/t20170113_477591.html  
The text of the action plan has not been officially translated into English yet. The Chinese complete text is provided in 
Appendix 2.  
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video game industry, a scheme for promoting the growth of the BRI cultural 

industries and a BRI cultural trade development plan" (Hong Kong Trade 

Development Council, 2016). 

There exist many projects and events that are not directly under the BRI framework, but 

they can be connected to the New Silk Roads for similarity of agendas and goals, or because the 

parties involved are already exploring synergies between the two initiatives. This is the case of the 

2018 EU-China Tourism Year and of the 2018 European Year of Cultural Heritage (interviews n°2 

and n°3, February 2017), these two projects will provide the perfect occasion for China and the EU 

to boost their cultural relations and to institutionalize their collaboration regarding BRI. Another 

example are the numerous meetings, conferences and seminars that in the last few years have been 

organized in Europe as well as China during which scholars, politicians and researches from both 

sides have met to better understand the potential of OBOR and discuss eventual collaborations. For 

instance, in June 2016 the European Institute for Asian Studies held the seminar "Visions and 

Actions on the New Silk Road The Examples of Culture and Tourism", during which Mr. István 

Ujhelyi, Member of the EP's delegation for relations with China and Vice-Chair of the Transport 

and Tourism Committee, shared the idea of establishing a system of "European Capital of 

Tourism16, which could be linked with a Chinese counterpart within OBOR's framework" (Teo & 

Stec, 2016:2). 

Being closely related to the old Silk Road, BRI contains the idea of connection of 

civilizations, and this is what the parties involved could play with while trying to boost their 

cultural relations. As Xi Jinping declared during the Boao Forum for Asia Annual Conference in 

2015, the PRC aims at promoting "inter-civilization exchanges to build bridges of friendship for our 

people, drive human development and safeguard peace of the world" (Xi, 2015), and BRI will be 

                                                
16 The idea of European Capital of Tourism takes as a model the European Capital of Culture, an EU initiative born in 
1985 to "highlight the richness and diversity of cultures in Europe, celebrate the cultural features Europeans share, 
increase European citizens' sense of belonging to a common cultural area, foster the contribution of culture to the 
development of cities". This initiative proved to be useful also for the city itself, since it increases its international 
visibility and tourism (European Commission, 2017d).  
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China's instrument to achieve this ambitious objective. Indeed, "by reviving the idea of the silk 

roads, on both land and sea", OBOR "gives vitality to histories of transnational, even 

transcontinental, trade and people-people encounters as a shared heritage" (Winter, 2016). The Silk 

Road holds a positive image in the minds of people around Eurasia, for being the symbol of 

peaceful trade and harmonious cultural and religious exchanges (Winter, 2016). Undeniably, along 

the ancient Silk Road "cultural interaction was a vital aspect of material exchange", merchants had 

to understand their trading partners' cultures and languages in order to be able to negotiate smoothly 

and profitably (UNESCO). Following these ideas, OBOR has the potential to act as the cultural 

bridge between the European and Chinese civilizations.  

Finally, the narrative of the Silk Road's spirit of "peace and cooperation, openness and 

inclusiveness, mutual learning and mutual benefit" (PR Newswire, 2016) provides the EU with an 

appealing branding to use for the enhancement of cultural and people to people relations with China, 

but also with the other countries along BRI. Beijing's initiative has a clear impact on the cultural as 

well as tourist exchanges between the old continent and the middle country. Mr. Ujhelyi also agrees 

with this position: "OBOR represents a great opportunity in this regard17, as it provides the 

framework for effective connection of Chinese and European initiatives" (Teo & Stec, 2016:2). 

6.2 POLICY SUGGESTIONS 

The previous section argued that the Belt and Road Initiative represents a unique occasion 

for China and the EU to improve their cultural and people to people ties, which, thanks to the trust 

and mutual understanding created, will lead to stronger political and economic relations on the long 

run. Therefore Brussels should definitely seize the opportunity and engage in the cooperation with 

China in the framework of BRI, by responding in a confident and unified way. 

The second section of this chapter focuses on the general aspects, not only on the cultural 

dimension, of BRI in order to provide an analysis of both the risks and benefits, and therefore to 
                                                
17 During his speech, while talking about the benefits of BRI for the EU, Mr. Ujhelyi focused on the tourist dimension 
and stated that "China could play a constructive role in the development of the European tourism industry" (Teo & Stec, 
2016). 
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give some policy advice to the European policy makers and politicians on how to respond and deal 

with the New Silk Roads, creating a win-win situation for all the countries involved in the initiative. 

6.2.1 RISKS AND BENEFITS FOR THE EU 

Before giving useful advice it is necessary to analyze the risks and challenges that Brussels 

will have to face while cooperating with Beijing, as well as the benefits that this cooperation will 

bring to the European Union. Since this thesis focuses on the European perspective, this section will 

analyze the advantages and disadvantages of BRI for the EU and for both sides together.  

BENEFITS  

The cooperation between China and Europe has already been developing through various 

mechanisms on different fields, but in 2015 the two big powers decided to collaborate within the 

framework of OBOR by establishing the Connectivity Platform (CP), as already explained in the 

second chapter. The cooperation based on this platform will certainly bring both parties enormous 

rewards (Islam, 2015), which can be classified in three main categories: trade and investments, 

political cooperation, cultural and people-to-people exchanges. 

The economic impact is probably the most remarkable one in the short term, because OBOR 

and the Connectivity Platform will most likely open multiple markets in Eurasian and African 

countries as well as in China, thus generating innumerable opportunities for European companies 

(Escobar, 2014; Cameron, 2015; Loesekrug-Pietri & Schaefer & Wei, 2015), increasing the EU-

China bilateral trade, creating new business opportunities and enhancing employment (Islam, 2015; 

Islam & Kabir, 2015; European Parliament, 2016). Moreover, BRI will undoubtedly bring 

"diversification of energy supplies" (Loesekrug-Pietri & Schaefer & Wei, 2016), "economic growth 

to business and nations" (Lehmacher & Padilla-Taylor, 2015). Consequently, the EU will gain "new 

markets and energy security" (European Parliament, 2016). Furthermore, thanks to the 

transportation and infrastructure projects within the OBOR and the Connectivity Platform, which 

are aimed at reducing shipping time and costs, the EU-China trade will most likely expand (Escobar, 
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2014; Esteban & Otero-Iglesias, 2015; Islam, 2015; European Parliament, 2016). In particular, not 

only does the Belt provides European company with more stable prices and with an efficient 

mechanism to import their goods produced in China (Arduino, 2014), but it represents a more 

sustainable and environmentally-friendly way of transport: it contributes to the "reduction in CO2 

emissions" with its lower carbon footprint (Arduino, 2016:12). 

The 21st Century Maritime Silk Road will be likely to create better sea connections by 

avoiding the risky Malacca Strait (Cameron, 2015). Better infrastructures and transport routes, as 

well as flourishing trade, will be appealing especially for the CEE countries, for historical and 

geographical reasons. (Islam & Kabir, 2015; European Parliament, 2016; interview n°1, February 

2017; interview n°2 and n°3, February 2017). On the other hand, these cooperation opportunities 

will certainly encourage further negotiations for the EU bilateral investment treaty (Islam, 2015). 

The Connectivity Platform provides safe and institutionalized framework for Chinese investments 

to the EU, and especially for the European Fund of Strategic Investment (EFSI), which, alike 

OBOR, focuses on the energy, infrastructure, innovation, digital and transport sectors (Islam, 2015). 

Through the CP and the engagement in BRI, the EU can make sure that the investments from the 

PRC are employed in an efficient and transparent way (Cameron, 2015). 

Political benefits will accrue from the regional stability that we be achieved as a result of 

growth and deep economic ties (Islam, 2015; Johnson, 2015; Loesekrug-Pietri & Schaefer & Wei, 

2015; Verlare & van der Putten, 2015; Grieger, 2016). In addition, OBOR and the CP will 

potentially act as a basis for further initiatives to bolster closer cooperation between Beijing and 

Brussels with "more regular political relations" (interview n°1, February 2017), as well as creating 

new sectoral dialogues (Cameron, 2015; Islam, 2015; Islam & Kabir, 2015; Yan, 2015; Haggai, 

2016). Another positive outcome will be the new opportunity for the EU and China to coordinate 

their policies to bring peace and growth in the African continent (Prodi & Gosset, 2016). 

Furthermore, the maritime routes will provide closer links between the European Union and the 

South-East Asian countries, in a way that the former will be able to adopt a "more outspoken 
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position" about the territorial disputes in the South China Sea, promoting peaceful negotiations and 

the respect of  international law (European Parliament, 2016). Finally, in the light of recent global 

geo-political developments, Brussels may be tempted to push further its partnership with Beijing, 

reinforcing cooperation specifically in trade, climate issues, and other priority areas (interview n°3, 

February 2017). Indeed, it is arguable that it could be beneficial for Brussels to explore new 

friendships, and especially improve the existing partnership with China, and perhaps become less 

dependent on Washington, especially in view of the recent European politicians' disagreement with 

Trump's policy and the abating EU-US relations  

People-to-people exchange being one of the main goals of OBOR, it has already been 

discussed how the closer links, generated by the Chinese initiative will bring positive outcomes for 

the EU-China bilateral cultural relations. Increasingly more scientific, touristic, academic and 

cultural exchanges will be undertaken along the routes of the New Silk Road, creating deeper 

mutual curiosity and understanding (Cameron, 2015; Esteban & Otero-Iglesias, 2015; Johnson, 

2015).  

It is important to highlight that the BRI, and China itself, will also gain huge benefits from 

the European engagement in the mechanism, not only thanks to its rich market, but also given the 

EU's standards "expertise" (Zhang K., 2015), and best practices, namely the Joint Plan of Action for 

Central Asia under the UN Global Counter-terrorism Strategy; the Advancement of EU border and 

counter-drug addiction programme; the Border Management in Central Asia (BOMCA); the Border 

Management in Northern Afghanistan (BOMNAF); the Central Asia Drug Action Program 

(CADAP); and the Prevention of CBRN materials proliferation. Beijing could also collaborate with 

the EU to provide "financial assistance to promote better education and human resources training, 

better living conditions in rural areas and better health-care services in Central Asia", "a region of 

increasing economic and strategic importance" to both (Arduino, 2016:5). In general, China will not 

be able to rule such a huge initiative and tackle the numerous challenges on its own, therefore EU 

cooperation is of fundamental importance to Beijing. On the other hand, by engaging in projects 
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within the framework of OBOR, the European Union will be able to utilize its own influence to 

control the development of the initiative from within, and make sure that the PTC is respecting the 

international labor and environmental standards, enhancing growth and sustainability, and not 

conducting a hegemonic strategy. 

RISKS AND CHALLENGES 

For Europe, BRI undoubtedly represents a chance to increase trade and economic exchange, 

attract investments and improve the people-to-people interactions, however it is necessary for EU 

Member States to treat carefully the Chinese statements and promises, by taking into considerations 

potential risks and challenges that they might have to face during the cooperation in the 

implementation of different projects related to OBOR. By analyzing the interviews conducted with 

some European researchers and diplomats, as well as through content analysis, the author of this 

research was able to identify some challenges that the European Union and its member states will 

have to pay attention to when engaging in the New Silk Roads. 

Since Brussels is already going through an internal crisis caused also by the populist 

movements and euro skeptic parties in the member states, the cooperation with China might lead to 

a competition among EU countries that could increase the disunity within the European institutions. 

There are fears that the 16+1 forum, created by the PRC with the Central and East European (CEE) 

countries in the context of BRI, the competition for  Chinese FDI might divide the EU. In fact the 

16+1 could create a conflict of interest: the 11 countries that are also part of the EU might create an 

strong pro-China lobby within the EU if they connect their interests with China through this 

platform (Verlare & van der Putten, 2015; Montesano & Okano-Heijmans, 2016; interview n°4, 

February 2017; interview n° 6, March 2017). At a broader level, the risk is that EU countries will 

compete with each other to gain business and investment opportunities from OBOR for their own 

companies, instead of finding mechanisms to efficiently engage in the New Silk Roads enabling 

Europe to benefit from it, and trying "to ensure that China adheres to at least minimum standards on 

human rights, environmental and other issues" (interview n°6, March 2017). Moreover, not only 
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could the deepening of the EU-China monetary ties represent a threat to intra-European cohesion, 

but it could also cause populist backlash against Beijing, as it happened in the case of the port of 

Piraeus, in Greece (Casarini, 2013; Escobar, 2015; Maczmarski, 2015; Xiang, 2015; Montesano & 

Okano-Heijmans, 2016).  

On the other hand, competition can arise also within the Brussels-Beijing economic relations, 

being among the biggest markets in the world, China and the EU will increasingly compete in 

global markets, and for the natural resources, such as oil and gas, in Central Asia (Islam & Kabir, 

2015; Pavlićević, 2015; Arduino, 2016). Furthermore, the goods coming from China are heavily 

subsidized, the different regulation standards and the initiative's unclear financing infrastructure, 

represent a "threat to the competitiveness of EU companies" (Cameron, 2015; Montesano & Okano-

Heijmans, 2016). There could also be a reverse risk: some European countries may not be willing to 

take an outspoken position towards China about issues such as human rights and territorial claims, 

for fear of losing economic benefits (interview n°1, February 2017). 

There exist also more technical and regulatory challenges that the European and Chinese 

officials will have to deal with together, and which are mainly connected to the Silk Road 

Economic Belt. The trains travelling on the routes need to conform to different gauge and rail 

systems, they also cross many borders, therefore "customs clearance processes need to be 

standardized" (Arduino, 2014; Lehmacher & Padilla-Taylor, 2015; Leung, 2015; Huang, 2016; 

Swiss Chinese Chamber of Commerce, 2016; interview n°4, February 2017). But it is going to be 

arduous to duplicate the same standards, regulations and procedures, ensuring efficiency and safety 

in all the countries across the Belt and Road, without an "explicit coordination mechanism" 

(interview n°4, February 2017) or a unified and independent institution. Other constraints are due to 

the limited capacity at borders (Arduino, 2014). Seasonality can also represent a challenge, as it 

generates congestion and delays during the peak season, in summer (Arduino, 2014; Lehmacher & 

Padilla-Taylor, 2015; Xiang, 2015). It is also necessary to deal with the lack of expertise of Chinese 

officials and companies in "running cross-border projects" (Xiang, 2015; d'Hooghe, 2016; Huang, 
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2016; Stewart & Eisenman, 2017). Another problem, specific for the EU, is the imbalance in 

economic strength of China comparing to smaller countries, and especially in flow of goods, which 

raises a question of equal and fair trade (Casarini, 2015; Lehmacher & Padilla-Taylor, 2015; 

interview n°1, February 2017): "the rail freights coming from China are completely booked from 

while the freights from Europe often travel with less loads (Arduino, 2014). This imbalanced 

situation is due to the fact that OBOR is mainly aimed at exporting the Chinese overproduction 

(Arduino, 2014; Lehmacher & Padilla-Taylor, 2015; Pavlićević, 2015; Dasgupta, 2016; Huang, 

2016).  

Among other uncertainties about an OBOR-based Sino-European cooperation, it is 

important to mention issues such as how to ensure economic and environmental sustainability as 

well as labor safety, and how to handle corruption and lack of transparency, indebtedness, legal and 

regulatory disputes (Arduino, 2014; Esteban & Otero-Iglesias, 2015; Pavlićević, 2015; European 

Parliament, 2016; Montesano & Okano-Heijmans, 2016; interview n°4, February 2017). 

Although OBOR is currently a mainly economic and infrastructural initiative, due to its 

geographical extent and its multifaceted character undoubtedly, European and Chinese experts will 

probably encounter various security challenges: such as the fast changing political landscape in 

Central Asia; the threat of terrorism and political instability in the Middle East; the ethnic unrest in 

the Xinjiang Autonomous Region in the North-East of China; the territorial disputes in the South 

China Sea; finally, a deeper Brussels-Beijing partnership could strain the EU-US relations (Casarini, 

2015; Islam, 2015; Johnson, 2015; Leung, 2015; Pantucci & Chen, 2015; Xiang, 2015; Ederer, 

2016). Furthermore, some political constrains will be caused by the clash of the "myriad of 

regulatory, linguistic, cultural environments" (Stewart & Eisenman, 2017) and of diverging interests, 

motives, priorities and agendas" of the 65 nations crossed by OBOR (Lim & Chan & Tseng & Lim, 

2016). In other words, these overlapping interests and structures, divergent economic and political 

systems, as well as external influences, will obstacle the cooperation between the EU and the PRC 

(Islam & Kabir, 2015; Ederer, 2016; Huang, 2016; Swiss Chinese Chamber of Commerce, 2016; 
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Zhang J., 2016). Nonetheless, as already argued in chapter 4, the biggest challenge to a deep EU-

China cooperation for the implementation of OBOR projects is their different political values and 

identities, which can create obstacles for the policy and regulatory coordination.  

 

6.2.2 EU'S RESPONSE TO BRI 

The analysis of potential risks and benefits for the EU in relation to OBOR, brings to the 

conclusion that it is necessary to highlight that One Belt One Road surely offers unique 

opportunities, but the two sides need to keep in mind each other's national interests and values, 

while ensuring a truly win-win initiative (Men, 2015), by facing together the future challenges. The 

real question is not whether to cooperate with the PRC, but how to do it in the best way. Surely 

Brussels must not "deprioritize" Beijing, it would be a huge mistake, because it will pursue its 

objectives anyways, and the EU will "rapidly find herself at the periphery of an economic and 

diplomatic network designed and realized on the terms of the Middle Country" (Prodi & Gosset, 

2016). In particular, the European Union should remember that OBOR is Chinese driven, but it 

should still cooperate with the other side maybe on a case-by-case basis (interview n° 6, March 

2017), engaging especially in those projects that involve the European continent, touch European 

interests or that Brussels would be able to have a word on or even shape. It is also suggested that 

while respecting the identity of the other side, the EU should keep promoting its own values, on the 

basis of mutual respect and understanding. The European participation would make sure that BRI 

would become a real win-win and beneficial initiative not only for the two ends, but also for all the 

other countries involved.  

After a slow and uncertain response in the beginning of the development of BRI, The EU 

has already started engaging in OBOR-related projects. The biggest step so far is the Connectivity 

Platform (CP), established a link to the Chinese initiative with Junker's Plan. This thesis suggests 

that the CP could be used also to canalize the cultural and people to people dimension of BRI. 

However, if the CP is meant to be only focused on infrastructure and investment projects, another 
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way to institutionalize the OBOR collaboration on cultural, academic and touristic exchanges could 

be the High Level People-to-People Dialogue (HPPD). This could be the perfect venue for the top 

level policy makers of both sides, which meet with the very objective of boosting their cultural ties, 

to find synergies and common goals also in relation to BRI. In this context OBOR could become a 

truly multilateral initiative, as the Chinese declared it to be. Another idea could be the institution of 

a Cultural Connectivity Platform, parallel to the HPPD, with similar functions at the CP, to gather 

all the initiatives focused on cultural, touristic and academic interactions of both sides. This 

platform could see the participation of the officials from both sides that are in charge of cultural 

projects of people to people exchanges, such as the Ministry of Culture for China and the European 

Commission Directorate General for Education and Culture for the EU, but also other private or 

public cultural  institutions, universities or companies. Institutionalizing the people to people 

exchanges represents a further chance for the policy makers to work on a collaboration on visa and 

migration policies and procedures. The benefits of the establishment of a new Platform would also 

be ensuring a common and coordinated approach on the European level, as well as the creation of 

new job opportunities for the youth of both partners, thus fulfilling one of the main goals of the EU 

as well as BRI. Furthermore, it is suggested that the partners will create a "Silk Road Railway", 

similar to the Trans-Siberian Railway, that follows the routes of the trains of the Economic Belt, in 

order to promote EU-China tourism by attracting more and more people from both sides to travel 

through the sites of the old Silk Road and reviving the experiences of the merchants of the past. On 

the train, the tourists will have the chance to learn more about BRI but also about the culture of the 

countries that they pass through. The Silk Road Railway could be a different and original way to 

promote each side's culture, as well as the long-lasting friendship between the European and 

Chinese people, by arousing the curiosity and imaginary of adventurous travelers. This project will 

be useful to boost not only EU-China tourist and cultural relations, but also the tourist promotion of 

the other countries crossed by the railway, thus helping their economic development.  
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The European proactive involvement is fundamental to all the parties concerned by the 

initiative, because it will contribute with its best practices, know-how and skilled researchers and 

labor. This would bring great benefits not only to China and the EU's neighbors, but also to all the 

other Asian and African countries participating or interested in BRI. Brussels should focus on long-

term priorities: by helping the creation of a safe, balanced, fair environment in Eurasian and African 

regions, it would support the stabilization of those dangerous regions crossed by the Belt and Road 

corridors. In addition it would guarantee the respect of sustainable practices as well as of 

international norms, rule of law and human rights. In order to make it a truly multilateral initiative, 

China and the EU should develop the discussion regarding the implementation of OBOR in the 

framework of the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), an inter-regional cooperative forum joined by 

several nations involved in the BRI project. This would be able to help BRI become not only a 

"mere project of hard connectivity", namely trade, investments and infrastructures, "but a broader 

multicultural and multilateral project of development, including social and cultural issues" (Picciau, 

2016). On the other hand, from the bilateral point of view, the cooperation on BRI issues might 

make it easier for Beijing and Brussels to reach a deal for the Bilateral Investment Agreement. Also 

tourists' exchanges between the two sides could be more valued and institutionalized, for example 

through the HPPD or through the Cultural Connectivity Platform proposed by this thesis. Finally, as 

mentioned previously, in the long term, the EU should attach more importance to its partnership 

with the PRC, especially in this unstable and unpredictable international situation: one of EU's 

biggest member states, the UK, is about to leave the Union, the EU relations with Russia continue 

to be strained, and Brussels' relations with Washington have become less friendly and close since 

the election of the new President. Therefore EU could consider China as a more important partner, 

BRI could be the bridge to a new partnership that has been treated only as a secondary one so far.  

In only 3 years and a half from its launch, OBOR has become one of the most discussed and 

controversial topics among scholars and politicians around the world, and China has received 

contrasting responses and critiques. This thesis does not want to be a critique to the Chinese 
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initiative, but it wants to keep a neutral point of view and focus mostly on the European position. 

Nonetheless, it seems fair to provide some advice also to the PRC, based on the content and 

interview analysis carried out by this research. Beijing is suggested to provide more practical 

information and precise data about the initiative and its future development, as well as a more 

definite road map of the network of corridors and hubs. This would be very helpful for those actors 

that are interested but still uncertain on whether to join, it would provide a better understanding for 

the foreign public and reduce the critics about lack of transparency and reliability. The second 

important advice this thesis provides to Beijing is about reciprocity and fair competition: it appears 

to be a lack of reciprocity from the Chinese side in different areas, therefore it is suggested that 

Beijing learns from its mistakes to improve and make the initiative as multilateral as possible. In 

particular, firstly China should ensure European companies the same degree of access to the 

Chinese market as the Chinese companies are granted in Europe (Pavlićević, 2015), and the same 

goes for the European investments that should be equitably welcomed in the PRC (Schweisgut, 

2016b); secondly it should "allow local economic actors to access the bids for infrastructure 

projects" (Arduino, 2016:3); thirdly there should be more openness and support for the organization 

of cultural activities in China by European organizations and institutions (Zhang L., 2014; 

interviews n° 2 and 3, February 2017); fourthly China should also allow European scholars and 

researchers to join Chinese conferences and research projects with more openness and freedom, 

being able to adopt a neutral and critical thinking (interview n°5, April 2017). 

In conclusion, BRI is undoubtedly an impressive initiative and the European Union should 

be involved in it actively, to promote the best outcome for all parties involved. China and the EU 

should learn from each other's experiences and put together their resources to create a truly win-win 

and multilateral framework. The fear of the clash of identities and different political values should 

not be considered as an obstacle, but as an advantage, an occasion of learning new perspectives and 

create a diverse but united Eurasia. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

In a world of global challenges, namely global warming, terrorism, North Korea's threat of a 

chemical war, and Trumps' unpredictable presidency, China's rise and its huge foreign policy 

initiative remain one of the most controversial topics among scholars and experts of international 

politics and international relations. Some view it as the first step of a plan to establish hegemony, 

some consider it as demonstration that Beijing is ready to take more responsibilities in the 

international system. According to Chinese media and official reports, BRI is a peaceful initiative 

aimed at creating stronger links between the countries in the Eurasian continent as well as in Africa 

and, in the future, Latin America. Using the model of the ancient Silk Road, BRI hopes to create a 

network of infrastructure, investments, policies and cultural interactions. The final destination of 

this network is Europe: China is not only attracted by the Old Continent for its rich market, but it 

also aims at improving the opinion Europeans have of the Middle Country with a complex structure 

of public and cultural diplomacy. Since the launch of OBOR in 2013, the PRC has been actively 

promoting the initiative in Europe pushing for the engagement of the EU. Especially in the 

beginning, the EU responded in a slow and unclear way, lacking a common approach: some 

member states were eager to participate in the initiative and acted independently giving priority to 

their national interests; whereas other countries responded in an uninterested or even skeptical way. 

Some of the reasons for the skeptical responses were distrust in the PRC government and the fear of 

China's rise, as well as the perceived differences in political values and economic competition as the 

insurmountable obstacles to cooperation. 

This thesis purports to demonstrate that the real obstacles to a deeper EU-China partnership 

are not the material factors of competition, but the differences in identities, values and cultures 

between the two sides, and that the best way to overcome them is by strengthening the cultural and 

people to people ties. On these basis the thesis also intends to show how the Belt and Road 

Initiative can play a valuable role in facilitating the people to people as well as the high level 

interactions thus enhancing mutual understanding and trust. This research applies the theories of 
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constructivism to support its assumptions, provide policy suggestions to both sides involved and 

offer a picture of the potential future development of the EU-China relations in the case that the two 

partners decide to collaborate and invest in their people to people exchanges. In order to achieve 

this ambitious objective, the thesis answers four research questions: "what are the obstacles to a 

deeper EU-China partnership, how to overcome them and improve the overall relations?", "which 

role does BRI play in the China-EU cultural relations?", "what are the risks and benefits that BRI 

will bring to the EU?", and thus "how should the European Union respond to BRI?". The questions 

need to be answered in a logical order, because the answers of each of them influence the response 

of the others, especially of the last one.  

According to the constructivist theories, when studying international relations it is necessary 

to focus not only on material factors, such as politics and economics, but also on the non-material 

factors: identities, culture, values and interests, which are the main causes of the change in the 

actors' behavior. This theory seems particularly true for the EU-China relations: two actors that 

have completely different cultures, values, political systems, interests, norms and regulations, it 

could seem impossible for them to negotiate and cooperate successfully. Nonetheless, as 

demonstrated by constructivist scholars, identities are relational, which means that they are shaped 

during the relations and interchanges with the other side, these also influence the opinions actors 

have of each other. Currently, because of the perceived insurmountable cultural differences, as well 

as because of incorrect or poor information, Chinese and Europeans do not have very positive 

perceptions of each other. Discriminations and negative stereotypes are still very common, 

provoking distrust and suspicion, especially from the European side, which eventually obstruct 

dialogue and cooperation. This thesis demonstrates that, thanks to more frequent and closer people 

to people relations the two sides will have the chance to learn about each other through dialogue, 

destroying stereotypes through common experiences and therefore gain mutual understanding and 

trust resulting in improved reciprocal perceptions. This can be demonstrated by all the events and 

projects of cultural diplomacy that have been carried out by Brussels and Beijing, which have led to 
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enhanced dialogue and bilateral cultural relations, the High Level People-to-People Dialogue can be 

considered as a milestone of this process. Finally, in the long run, thanks to the amelioration of 

cultural relations and increased mutual trust, general relations will also flourish. 

The reader could wonder how BRI, being an initiative based on infrastructure and 

investment projects, could impact the cultural interactions. What is particularly interesting about the 

initiative is that it is comprehensive of different fields, aiming not only at creating trade 

connectivity, but also policy and people to people connectivities. Therefore it is evident that it holds 

the potential to influence the cultural relations of the countries involved, by providing incentives 

and a new framework of cooperation. Under the BRI-branding numerous activities have been 

implemented to promote exchanges of students, researchers, scholars of various fields. OBOR 

creates also a network of corridors and hubs around Eurasia that will facilitate tourist flows. These 

are only some of the ways in which the Chinese initiative will promote people to people ties and 

facilitate the dialogue between the PRC and the EU. It is not only a "repackaging" of the many 

initiatives and projects that China has already been carrying out before. On the contrary, by reviving 

the exotic imaginary of the Silk Road as a place of peaceful exchanges of merchandise, cultures, 

religions, BRI has the potential to attract and involve more and more people in the projects and 

events that are under its umbrella. The outcome depends on the way the EU responds, on how 

China presents and manages it, and on whether both sides will manage to keep alive the friendly 

cooperative spirit that is part of the Silk Road tradition. 

An analysis of benefits and risks is required to assess the initiative from the European point 

of view and to have the necessary information to decide whether the EU should engage in it and 

then to provide useful policy advices to European leaders. To sum up what has been discussed in 

the section 6.2 of chapter 6, as for any kind of initiative or project there exists some challenges as 

well as advantages, but since Beijing showed to be motivated and confident to advance even alone 

in the development of BRI, the EU should seize the opportunity to collaborate with the emerging 

power by optimizing the benefits gained and facing and preventing the possible risks. The European 
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Union has already demonstrated a willingness to cooperate with its "strategic partner", as declared 

by its leaders in various speeches: in 2015 Jean-Claude Juncker, President of the European 

Commission declared that "we also want to build bridges between Europe and China by expanding 

people-to-people exchanges" ("Special Message" in Islam & Kabir, 2015); whereas in July 2016 at 

the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing the EU High Representative/Vice-President 

Federica Mogherini announced: 

"Only cooperation makes us stronger, the both of us. [..]. This is the European 

way of foreign policy. Investing in partnerships, cooperation, in trying to find 

common ground for win-win solutions whenever it is possible, in the framework 

of international rules and international norms, and in full respect of international 

norms and rules. For us in the European Union it is vital to build cooperation on 

the world scene. Now I know that there are people in the world who have 

concerns about a more confident and outward-looking China. I am not among 

those; I am not worried about China’s rise. Because I am convinced that China’s 

greater engagement in world affairs and regional affairs can open many 

opportunities on many issues of common interest, also for us Europeans." 

(Mogherini, 2016)  

 This thesis provides various suggestions to the EU on how to deal with OBOR, in particular it 

proposes to integrate the cultural dimension of the OBOR dialogue in either the Connectivity 

Platform, or in the HPPD, or to create a new platform titled Cultural Connectivity Forum dedicated 

to the people to people and cultural exchanges that are related to BRI. The European leaders should 

also focus on future implications, and by cooperating with China in the implementation of the New 

Silk Roads it would be able to make sure that it respects market rules, international norms, 

environmental sustainable practices, human rights and that it will be a truly multilateral and win-

win initiative for all the countries involved. The engagement of Europe in BRI could increase the 

visibility of the EU and the chance of promoting itself inside China, given that the Eastern power 
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will also ensure reciprocity by allowing more European cultural initiatives in its territory and the 

equal participation of European companies in the project under the OBOR umbrella. In other words, 

"the initiative should be implemented in a spirit of level playing field and reciprocity" (interview 

n°3, February 2017). By putting this advice into practice, as well as by abiding by international 

norms, China will be able to implement a successful initiative. If that will be the case, together with 

the European support, BRI will be able to stabilize and securitize the areas it crosses, thus fostering 

a positive image of China. 

Since OBOR encompasses some of the most unstable regions in the world, it would be very 

interesting to analyze the political implications and the role of BRI in the security relations between 

China and the EU. Unfortunately, because of the material limitations this research had to face, such 

as space and financial limitations, lack of extensive sources, as well as the unpredictable current 

international system and the immature stage of development of the policy dimension of the 

initiative, addressing this issue within this thesis appeared to be too soon, a quite sensitive topic to 

ask the interviewees, and the final answers would have probably been too speculative. Nonetheless, 

this aspect of BRI's implications on the EU-China relations, perhaps together the role played by the 

United States and Russia, could be discussed thoroughly in future research, when the initiative will 

be further developed and the international system will hopefully be enjoying a more peaceful and 

relaxed environment. Being such a huge and comprehensive initiative, OBOR is a very interesting 

topic of research, with many diverse aspects on which to focus. Despite not being able to focus on 

other aspects and dimensions of BRI and of Brussels-Beijing relationship, this thesis can provide 

comprehensive and relevant information as a valuable basis for further research. By addressing this 

complex topic from a different perspective and a with a quite innovative method, this dissertation 

can be considered a pioneering work on the EU-China relations, with emphasis on the cultural 

dimension and the role of OBOR. 

Finally, it is important to remark that "behind the Sino-European cooperation, it is the 

dialogue between two ancient civilizations which is at work". In the present world threatened by the 
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clash of civilizations, EU-China synergy proves that "cultures can cross-fertilize", can coexist 

peacefully. "As an invitation to reinterpret the meanings of the ancient Silk Road, the New Silk 

Road is also the anticipation of new productive exchanges and encounters, the promise of future 

harmonies" (Prodi & Gosset, 2015). As Jean Monnet, one of the founding fathers of the EU, said 

about some setbacks during the process of European integration, "If I could start again, I would start 

with culture" (Rumford, 2009). It is the same principle contained in an ancient Chinese aphorism, 

which has been used very often by Chinese representatives in the last few years: "amity between 

people holds the key to sound relations between states". BRI is still in its initial phase of 

development, therefore at this stage it is almost impossible to predict its outcome and the real 

intentions of China, what is now certain is that in the current world, threatened by global challenges 

and crisis, the European Union and China, as influential global powers, "have a joint responsibility 

to work together towards a more cooperative, rules-based global order", because their cooperation 

"has never been so important" (Mogherini, 2017). 
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APPENDIX 1: OFFICIAL TEXT OF "VISION AND ACTIONS"18 

Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road 
2015/03/28 

Issued by the National Development and Reform Commission,  Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of 

Commerce of the People's Republic of China,with State Council authorization  

March 2015 First Edition 2015 
Contents 

Preface  
I. Background  
II. Principles 
III. Framework 
IV. Cooperation Priorities 
V. Cooperation Mechanisms 
VI. China's Regions in Pursuing Opening-Up 
VII. China in Action 
VIII. Embracing a Brighter Future Together  

Preface 
More than two millennia ago the diligent and courageous people of Eurasia explored and opened up several 
routes of trade and cultural exchanges that linked the major civilizations of Asia, Europe and Africa, 
collectively called the Silk Road by later generations. For thousands of years, the Silk Road Spirit – "peace 
and cooperation, openness and inclusiveness, mutual learning and mutual benefit" – has been passed from 
generation to generation, promoted the progress of human civilization, and contributed greatly to the 
prosperity and development of the countries along the Silk Road. Symbolizing communication and 
cooperation between the East and the West, the Silk Road Spirit is a historic and cultural heritage shared by 
all countries around the world. 
In the 21st century, a new era marked by the theme of peace, development, cooperation and mutual benefit, it 
is all the more important for us to carry on the Silk Road Spirit in face of the weak recovery of the global 
economy, and complex international and regional situations. 
When Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Central Asia and Southeast Asia in September and October of 
2013, he raised the initiative of jointly building the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st-Century Maritime 
Silk Road (hereinafter referred to as the Belt and Road), which have attracted close attention from all over 
the world. At the China-ASEAN Expo in 2013, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang emphasized the need to build 
the Maritime Silk Road oriented towards ASEAN, and to create strategic propellers for hinterland 
development. Accelerating the building of the Belt and Road can help promote the economic prosperity of 
the countries along the Belt and Road and regional economic cooperation, strengthen exchanges and mutual 
learning between different civilizations, and promote world peace and development. It is a great undertaking 
that will benefit people around the world. 
The Belt and Road Initiative is a systematic project, which should be jointly built through consultation to 
meet the interests of all, and efforts should be made to integrate the development strategies of the countries 
along the Belt and Road. The Chinese government has drafted and published the Vision and Actions on 
Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road to promote the 
implementation of the Initiative, instill vigor and vitality into the ancient Silk Road, connect Asian, European 
and African countries more closely and promote mutually beneficial cooperation to a new high and in new 
forms. 

I. Background 
Complex and profound changes are taking place in the world. The underlying impact of the international 
financial crisis keeps emerging; the world economy is recovering slowly, and global development is uneven; 
the international trade and investment landscape and rules for multilateral trade and investment are 
undergoing major adjustments; and countries still face big challenges to their development. 
The initiative to jointly build the Belt and Road, embracing the trend towards a multipolar world, economic 
globalization, cultural diversity and greater IT application, is designed to uphold the global free trade regime 
                                                
18 Retrieved from the website of the National Development and Research Commission of the PRC 
http://en.ndrc.gov.cn/newsrelease/201503/t20150330_669367.html on December 4th, 2015 
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and the open world economy in the spirit of open regional cooperation. It is aimed at promoting orderly and 
free flow of economic factors, highly efficient allocation of resources and deep integration of markets; 
encouraging the countries along the Belt and Road to achieve economic policy coordination and carry out 
broader and more in-depth regional cooperation of higher standards; and jointly creating an open, inclusive 
and balanced regional economic cooperation architecture that benefits all. Jointly building the Belt and Road 
is in the interests of the world community. Reflecting the common ideals and pursuit of human societies, it is 
a positive endeavor to seek new models of international cooperation and global governance, and will inject 
new positive energy into world peace and development. 
The Belt and Road Initiative aims to promote the connectivity of Asian, European and African continents 
and their adjacent seas, establish and strengthen partnerships among the countries along the Belt and Road, 
set up all-dimensional, multi-tiered and composite connectivity networks, and realize diversified, 
independent, balanced and sustainable development in these countries. The connectivity projects of the 
Initiative will help align and coordinate the development strategies of the countries along the Belt and Road, 
tap market potential in this region, promote investment and consumption, create demands and job 
opportunities, enhance people-to-people and cultural exchanges, and mutual learning among the peoples of 
the relevant countries, and enable them to understand, trust and respect each other and live in harmony, 
peace and prosperity. 
China's economy is closely connected with the world economy. China will stay committed to the basic 
policy of opening-up, build a new pattern of all-round opening-up, and integrate itself deeper into the world 
economic system. The Initiative will enable China to further expand and deepen its opening-up, and to 
strengthen its mutually beneficial cooperation with countries in Asia, Europe and Africa and the rest of the 
world. China is committed to shouldering more responsibilities and obligations within its capabilities, and 
making greater contributions to the peace and development of mankind. 

II. Principles 
The Belt and Road Initiative is in line with the purposes and principles of the UN Charter. It upholds the Five 
Principles of Peaceful Coexistence: mutual respect for each other's sovereignty and territorial integrity, 
mutual non-aggression, mutual non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, 
and peaceful coexistence. 
The Initiative is open for cooperation. It covers, but is not limited to, the area of the ancient Silk Road. It is 
open to all countries, and international and regional organizations for engagement, so that the results of the 
concerted efforts will benefit wider areas. 
The Initiative is harmonious and inclusive. It advocates tolerance among civilizations, respects the paths and 
modes of development chosen by different countries, and supports dialogues among different civilizations on 
the principles of seeking common ground while shelving differences and drawing on each other's strengths, 
so that all countries can coexist in peace for common prosperity. 
The Initiative follows market operation. It will abide by market rules and international norms, give play to 
the decisive role of the market in resource allocation and the primary role of enterprises, and let the 
governments perform their due functions. 
The Initiative seeks mutual benefit. It accommodates the interests and concerns of all parties involved, and 
seeks a conjunction of interests and the "biggest common denominator" for cooperation so as to give full 
play to the wisdom and creativity, strengths and potentials of all parties. 

III. Framework 
The Belt and Road Initiative is a way for win-win cooperation that promotes common development and 
prosperity and a road towards peace and friendship by enhancing mutual understanding and trust, and 
strengthening all-round exchanges. The Chinese government advocates peace and cooperation, openness and 
inclusiveness, mutual learning and mutual benefit. It promotes practical cooperation in all fields, and works 
to build a community of shared interests, destiny and responsibility featuring mutual political trust, economic 
integration and cultural inclusiveness. 
The Belt and Road run through the continents of Asia, Europe and Africa, connecting the vibrant East Asia 
economic circle at one end and developed European economic circle at the other, and encompassing 
countries with huge potential for economic development. The Silk Road Economic Belt focuses on bringing 
together China, Central Asia, Russia and Europe (the Baltic); linking China with the Persian Gulf and the 
Mediterranean Sea through Central Asia and West Asia; and connecting China with Southeast Asia, South 
Asia and the Indian Ocean. The 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road is designed to go from China's coast to 
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Europe through the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean in one route, and from China's coast through the 
South China Sea to the South Pacific in the other. 
On land, the Initiative will focus on jointly building a new Eurasian Land Bridge and developing China-
Mongolia-Russia, China-Central Asia-West Asia and China-Indochina Peninsula economic corridors by 
taking advantage of international transport routes, relying on core cities along the Belt and Road and using 
key economic industrial parks as cooperation platforms. At sea, the Initiative will focus on jointly building 
smooth, secure and efficient transport routes connecting major sea ports along the Belt and Road. The China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor and the Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Economic Corridor are closely 
related to the Belt and Road Initiative, and therefore require closer cooperation and greater progress. 
The Initiative is an ambitious economic vision of the opening-up of and cooperation among the countries 
along the Belt and Road. Countries should work in concert and move towards the objectives of mutual 
benefit and common security. To be specific, they need to improve the region's infrastructure, and put in 
place a secure and efficient network of land, sea and air passages, lifting their connectivity to a higher level; 
further enhance trade and investment facilitation, establish a network of free trade areas that meet high 
standards, maintain closer economic ties, and deepen political trust; enhance cultural exchanges; encourage 
different civilizations to learn from each other and flourish together; and promote mutual understanding, 
peace and friendship among people of all countries. 

IV. Cooperation Priorities 
Countries along the Belt and Road have their own resource advantages and their economies are mutually 
complementary. Therefore, there is a great potential and space for cooperation. They should promote policy 
coordination, facilities connectivity, unimpeded trade, financial integration and people-to-people bonds as 
their five major goals, and strengthen cooperation in the following key areas: 
Policy coordination 
Enhancing policy coordination is an important guarantee for implementing the Initiative. We should promote 
intergovernmental cooperation, build a multi-level intergovernmental macro policy exchange and 
communication mechanism, expand shared interests, enhance mutual political trust, and reach new 
cooperation consensus. Countries along the Belt and Road may fully coordinate their economic development 
strategies and policies, work out plans and measures for regional cooperation, negotiate to solve cooperation-
related issues, and jointly provide policy support for the implementation of practical cooperation and large-
scale projects. 
Facilities connectivity 
Facilities connectivity is a priority area for implementing the Initiative. On the basis of respecting each 
other's sovereignty and security concerns, countries along the Belt and Road should improve the connectivity 
of their infrastructure construction plans and technical standard systems, jointly push forward the 
construction of international trunk passageways, and form an infrastructure network connecting all sub-
regions in Asia, and between Asia, Europe and Africa step by step. At the same time, efforts should be made 
to promote green and low-carbon infrastructure construction and operation management, taking into full 
account the impact of climate change on the construction. 
With regard to transport infrastructure construction, we should focus on the key passageways, junctions and 
projects, and give priority to linking up unconnected road sections, removing transport bottlenecks, 
advancing road safety facilities and traffic management facilities and equipment, and improving road 
network connectivity. We should build a unified coordination mechanism for whole-course transportation, 
increase connectivity of customs clearance, reloading and multimodal transport between countries, and 
gradually formulate compatible and standard transport rules, so as to realize international transport 
facilitation. We should push forward port infrastructure construction, build smooth land-water transportation 
channels, and advance port cooperation; increase sea routes and the number of voyages, and enhance 
information technology cooperation in maritime logistics. We should expand and build platforms and 
mechanisms for comprehensive civil aviation cooperation, and quicken our pace in improving aviation 
infrastructure. 
We should promote cooperation in the connectivity of energy infrastructure, work in concert to ensure the 
security of oil and gas pipelines and other transport routes, build cross-border power supply networks and 
power-transmission routes, and cooperate in regional power grid upgrading and transformation. 
We should jointly advance the construction of cross-border optical cables and other communications trunk 
line networks, improve international communications connectivity, and create an Information Silk Road. We 
should build bilateral cross-border optical cable networks at a quicker pace, plan transcontinental submarine 
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optical cable projects, and improve spatial (satellite) information passageways to expand information 
exchanges and cooperation. 
Unimpeded trade 
Investment and trade cooperation is a major task in building the Belt and Road. We should strive to improve 
investment and trade facilitation, and remove investment and trade barriers for the creation of a sound 
business environment within the region and in all related countries. We will discuss with countries and 
regions along the Belt and Road on opening free trade areas so as to unleash the potential for expanded 
cooperation. 
Countries along the Belt and Road should enhance customs cooperation such as information exchange, 
mutual recognition of regulations, and mutual assistance in law enforcement; improve bilateral and 
multilateral cooperation in the fields of inspection and quarantine, certification and accreditation, standard 
measurement, and statistical information; and work to ensure that the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement 
takes effect and is implemented. We should improve the customs clearance facilities of border ports, 
establish a "single-window" in border ports, reduce customs clearance costs, and improve 
customs clearance capability. We should increase cooperation in supply chain safety and convenience, 
improve the coordination of cross-border supervision procedures, promote online checking of inspection and 
quarantine certificates, and facilitate mutual recognition of Authorized Economic Operators. We should 
lower non-tariff barriers, jointly improve the transparency of technical trade measures, and enhance trade 
liberalization and facilitation. 
We should expand trading areas, improve trade structure, explore new growth areas of trade, and promote 
trade balance. We should make innovations in our forms of trade, and develop cross-border e-commerce and 
other modern business models. A service trade support system should be set up to consolidate and expand 
conventional trade, and efforts to develop modern service trade should be strengthened. We should integrate 
investment and trade, and promote trade through investment. 
We should speed up investment facilitation, eliminate investment barriers, and push forward negotiations on 
bilateral investment protection agreements and double taxation avoidance agreements to protect the lawful 
rights and interests of investors. 
We should expand mutual investment areas, deepen cooperation in agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry 
and fisheries, agricultural machinery manufacturing and farm produce processing, and promote cooperation 
in marine-product farming, deep-sea fishing, aquatic product processing, seawater desalination, marine 
biopharmacy, ocean engineering technology, environmental protection industries, marine tourism and other 
fields. We should increase cooperation in the exploration and development of coal, oil, gas, metal minerals 
and other conventional energy sources; advance cooperation in hydropower, nuclear power, wind power, 
solar power and other clean, renewable energy sources; and promote cooperation in the processing and 
conversion of energy and resources at or near places where they are exploited, so as to create an integrated 
industrial chain of energy and resource cooperation. We should enhance cooperation in deep-processing 
technology, equipment and engineering services in the fields of energy and resources. 
We should push forward cooperation in emerging industries. In accordance with the principles of mutual 
complementarity and mutual benefit, we should promote in-depth cooperation with other countries along the 
Belt and Road in new-generation information technology, biotechnology, new energy technology, new 
materials and other emerging industries, and establish entrepreneurial and investment cooperation 
mechanisms. 
We should improve the division of labor and distribution of industrial chains by encouraging the entire 
industrial chain and related industries to develop in concert; establish R&D, production and marketing 
systems; and improve industrial supporting capacity and the overall competitiveness of regional industries. 
We should increase the openness of our service industry to each other to accelerate the development of 
regional service industries. We should explore a new mode of investment cooperation, working together to 
build all forms of industrial parks such as overseas economic and trade cooperation zones and cross-border 
economic cooperation zones, and promote industrial cluster development. We should promote ecological 
progress in conducting investment and trade, increase cooperation in conserving eco-environment, protecting 
biodiversity, and tackling climate change, and join hands to make the Silk Road an environment-friendly one. 
We welcome companies from all countries to invest in China, and encourage Chinese enterprises to 
participate in infrastructure construction in other countries along the Belt and Road, and make industrial 
investments there. We support localized operation and management of Chinese companies to boost the local 
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economy, increase local employment, improve local livelihood, and take social responsibilities in protecting 
local biodiversity and eco-environment. 
Financial integration 
Financial integration is an important underpinning for implementing the Belt and Road Initiative. We should 
deepen financial cooperation, and make more efforts in building a currency stability system, investment and 
financing system and credit information system in Asia. We should expand the scope and scale of bilateral 
currency swap and settlement with other countries along the Belt and Road, open and develop the bond 
market in Asia, make joint efforts to establish the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and BRICS New 
Development Bank, conduct negotiation among related parties on establishing Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) financing institution, and set up and put into operation the Silk Road Fund as early as 
possible. We should strengthen practical cooperation of China-ASEAN Interbank Association and SCO 
Interbank Association, and carry out multilateral financial cooperation in the form of syndicated loans and 
bank credit. We will support the efforts of governments of the countries along the Belt and Road and their 
companies and financial institutions with good credit-rating to issue Renminbi bonds in China. Qualified 
Chinese financial institutions and companies are encouraged to issue bonds in both Renminbi and foreign 
currencies outside China, and use the funds thus collected in countries along the Belt and Road. 
We should strengthen financial regulation cooperation, encourage the signing of MOUs on cooperation in 
bilateral financial regulation, and establish an efficient regulation coordination mechanism in the region. We 
should improve the system of risk response and crisis management, build a regional financial risk early-
warning system, and create an exchange and cooperation mechanism of addressing cross-border risks and 
crisis. We should increase cross-border exchange and cooperation between credit investigation regulators, 
credit investigation institutions and credit rating institutions. We should give full play to the role of the Silk 
Road Fund and that of sovereign wealth funds of countries along the Belt and Road, and encourage 
commercial equity investment funds and private funds to participate in the construction of key projects of the 
Initiative. 
People-to-people bond 
People-to-people bond provides the public support for implementing the Initiative. We should carry forward 
the spirit of friendly cooperation of the Silk Road by promoting extensive cultural and academic exchanges, 
personnel exchanges and cooperation, media cooperation, youth and women exchanges and volunteer 
services, so as to win public support for deepening bilateral and multilateral cooperation. 
We should send more students to each other's countries, and promote cooperation in jointly running schools. 
China provides 10,000 government scholarships to the countries along the Belt and Road every year. We 
should hold culture years, arts festivals, film festivals, TV weeks and book fairs in each other's countries; 
cooperate on the production and translation of fine films, radio and TV programs; and jointly apply for and 
protect World Cultural Heritage sites. We should also increase personnel exchange and cooperation between 
countries along the Belt and Road. 
We should enhance cooperation in and expand the scale of tourism; hold tourism promotion weeks and 
publicity months in each other's countries; jointly create competitive international tourist routes and products 
with Silk Road features; and make it more convenient to apply for tourist visa in countries along the Belt and 
Road. We should push forward cooperation on the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road cruise tourism program. 
We should carry out sports exchanges and support countries along the Belt and Road in their bid for hosting 
major international sports events. 
We should strengthen cooperation with neighboring countries on epidemic information sharing, the exchange 
of prevention and treatment technologies and the training of medical professionals, and improve our 
capability to jointly address public health emergencies. We will provide medical assistance and emergency 
medical aid to relevant countries, and carry out practical cooperation in maternal and child health, disability 
rehabilitation, and major infectious diseases including AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria. We will also expand 
cooperation on traditional medicine. 
We should increase our cooperation in science and technology, establish joint labs (or research centers), 
international technology transfer centers and maritime cooperation centers, promote sci-tech personnel 
exchanges, cooperate in tackling key sci-tech problems, and work together to improve sci-tech innovation 
capability. 
We should integrate existing resources to expand and advance practical cooperation between countries along 
the Belt and Road on youth employment, entrepreneurship training, vocational skill development, social 
security management, public administration and management and in other areas of common interest. 
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We should give full play to the bridging role of communication between political parties and parliaments, 
and promote friendly exchanges between legislative bodies, major political parties and political organizations 
of countries along the Belt and Road. We should carry out exchanges and cooperation among cities, 
encourage major cities in these countries to become sister cities, focus on promoting practical cooperation, 
particularly cultural and people-to-people exchanges, and create more lively examples of cooperation. We 
welcome the think tanks in the countries along the Belt and Road to jointly conduct research and hold forums. 
We should increase exchanges and cooperation between non-governmental organizations of countries along 
the Belt and Road, organize public interest activities concerning education, health care, poverty reduction, 
biodiversity and ecological protection for the benefit of the general public, and improve the production and 
living conditions of poverty-stricken areas along the Belt and Road. We should enhance international 
exchanges and cooperation on culture and media, and leverage the positive role of the Internet and new 
media tools to foster harmonious and friendly cultural environment and public opinion. 

V. Cooperation Mechanisms 
The world economic integration is accelerating and regional cooperation is on the upswing. China will take 
full advantage of the existing bilateral and multilateral cooperation mechanisms to push forward the building 
of the Belt and Road and to promote the development of regional cooperation. 
We should strengthen bilateral cooperation, and promote comprehensive development of bilateral relations 
through multi-level and multi-channel communication and consultation. We should encourage the signing of 
cooperation MOUs or plans, and develop a number of bilateral cooperation pilot projects. We should 
establish and improve bilateral joint working mechanisms, and draw up implementation plans and roadmaps 
for advancing the Belt and Road Initiative. In addition, we should give full play to the existing bilateral 
mechanisms such as joint committee, mixed committee, coordinating committee, steering committee and 
management committee to coordinate and promote the implementation of cooperation projects. 
We should enhance the role of multilateral cooperation mechanisms, make full use of existing mechanisms 
such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), ASEAN Plus China (10+1), Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC), Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), Asia Cooperation Dialogue (ACD), Conference on 
Interaction and Confidence-Building Measures in Asia (CICA), China-Arab States Cooperation Forum 
(CASCF), China-Gulf Cooperation Council Strategic Dialogue, Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) 
Economic Cooperation, and Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) to strengthen 
communication with relevant countries, and attract more countries and regions to participate in the Belt and 
Road Initiative. 
We should continue to encourage the constructive role of the international forums and exhibitions at regional 
and sub-regional levels hosted by countries along the Belt and Road, as well as such platforms as Boao 
Forum for Asia, China-ASEAN Expo, China-Eurasia Expo, Euro-Asia Economic Forum, China International 
Fair for Investment and Trade, China-South Asia Expo, China-Arab States Expo, Western China 
International Fair, China-Russia Expo, and Qianhai Cooperation Forum. We should support the local 
authorities and general public of countries along the Belt and Road to explore the historical and cultural 
heritage of the Belt and Road, jointly hold investment, trade and cultural exchange activities, and ensure the 
success of the Silk Road (Dunhuang) International Culture Expo, Silk Road International Film Festival and 
Silk Road International Book Fair. We propose to set up an international summit forum on the Belt and Road 
Initiative. 

VI. China's Regions in 
Pursuing Opening-Up 

In advancing the Belt and Road Initiative, China will fully leverage the comparative advantages of its various 
regions, adopt a proactive strategy of further opening-up, strengthen interaction and cooperation among the 
eastern, western and central regions, and comprehensively improve the openness of the Chinese economy. 
Northwestern and northeastern regions. We should make good use of Xinjiang's geographic advantages and 
its role as a window of westward opening-up to deepen communication and cooperation with Central, South 
and West Asian countries, make it a key transportation, trade, logistics, culture, science and education center, 
and a core area on the Silk Road Economic Belt. We should give full scope to the economic and cultural 
strengths of Shaanxi and Gansu provinces and the ethnic and cultural advantages of the Ningxia Hui 
Autonomous Region and Qinghai Province, build Xi'an into a new focus of reform and opening-up in 
China's interior, speed up the development and opening-up of cities such as Lanzhou and Xining, and 
advance the building of the Ningxia Inland Opening-up Pilot Economic Zone with the goal of creating 
strategic channels, trade and logistics hubs and key bases for industrial and cultural exchanges opening to 
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Central, South and West Asian countries. We should give full play to Inner Mongolia's proximity to 
Mongolia and Russia, improve the railway links connecting Heilongjiang Province with Russia and the 
regional railway network, strengthen cooperation between China's Heilongjiang, Jilin and Liaoning 
provinces and Russia's Far East region on sea-land multi-modal transport, and advance the construction of an 
Eurasian high-speed transport corridor linking Beijing and Moscow with the goal of building key windows 
opening to the north. 
Southwestern region. We should give full play to the unique advantage of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 
Region as a neighbor of ASEAN countries, speed up the opening-up and development of the Beibu Gulf 
Economic Zone and the Pearl River-Xijiang Economic Zone, build an international corridor opening to the 
ASEAN region, create new strategic anchors for the opening-up and development of the southwest and mid-
south regions of China, and form an important gateway connecting the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 
21st-Century Maritime Silk Road. We should make good use of the geographic advantage of Yunnan 
Province, advance the construction of an international transport corridor connecting China with neighboring 
countries, develop a new highlight of economic cooperation in the Greater Mekong Sub-region, and make 
the region a pivot of China's opening-up to South and Southeast Asia. We should promote the border trade 
and tourism and culture cooperation between Tibet Autonomous Region and neighboring countries such as 
Nepal. 
Coastal regions, and Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan. We should leverage the strengths of the Yangtze River 
Delta, Pearl River Delta, west coast of the Taiwan Straits, Bohai Rim, and other areas with economic zones 
boasting a high level of openness, robust economic strengths and strong catalytic role, speed up the 
development of the China (Shanghai) Pilot Free Trade Zone, and support Fujian Province in becoming a core 
area of the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road. We should give full scope to the role of Qianhai (Shenzhen), 
Nansha (Guangzhou), Hengqin (Zhuhai) and Pingtan (Fujian) in opening-up and cooperation, deepen their 
cooperation with Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan, and help to build the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Big 
Bay Area. We should promote the development of the Zhejiang Marine Economy Development 
Demonstration Zone, Fujian Marine Economic Pilot Zone and Zhoushan Archipelago New Area, and further 
open Hainan Province as an international tourism island. We should strengthen the port construction of 
coastal cities such as Shanghai, Tianjin, Ningbo-Zhoushan, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Zhanjiang, Shantou, 
Qingdao, Yantai, Dalian, Fuzhou, Xiamen, Quanzhou, Haikou and Sanya, and strengthen the functions of 
international hub airports such as Shanghai and Guangzhou. We should use opening-up to motivate these 
areas to carry out deeper reform, create new systems and mechanisms of open economy, step up scientific 
and technological innovation, develop new advantages for participating in and leading international 
cooperation and competition, and become the pace-setter and main force in the Belt and Road Initiative, 
particularly the building of the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road. We should leverage the unique role of 
overseas Chinese and the Hong Kong and Macao Special Administrative Regions, and encourage them to 
participate in and contribute to the Belt and Road Initiative. We should also make proper arrangements for 
the Taiwan region to be part of this effort. 
Inland regions. We should make use of the advantages of inland regions, including a vast landmass, rich 
human resources and a strong industrial foundation, focus on such key regions as the city clusters along the 
middle reaches of the Yangtze River, around Chengdu and Chongqing, in central Henan Province, around 
Hohhot, Baotou, Erdos and Yulin, and around Harbin and Changchun to propel regional interaction and 
cooperation and industrial concentration. We should build Chongqing into an important pivot for developing 
and opening up the western region, and make Chengdu, Zhengzhou, Wuhan, Changsha, Nanchang and Hefei 
leading areas of opening-up in the inland regions. We should accelerate cooperation between regions on the 
upper and middle reaches of the Yangtze River and their counterparts along Russia's Volga River. We should 
set up coordination mechanisms in terms of railway transport and port customs clearance for the China-
Europe corridor, cultivate the brand of "China-Europe freight trains," and construct a cross-border transport 
corridor connecting the eastern, central and western regions. We should support inland cities such as 
Zhengzhou and Xi'an in building airports and international land ports, strengthen customs clearance 
cooperation between inland ports and ports in the coastal and border regions, and launch pilot e-commerce 
services for cross-border trade. We should optimize the layout of special customs oversight areas, develop 
new models of processing trade, and deepen industrial cooperation with countries along the Belt and Road. 
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VII. China in Action 
For more than a year, the Chinese government has been actively promoting the building of the Belt and Road, 
enhancing communication and consultation and advancing practical cooperation with countries along the 
Belt and Road, and introduced a series of policies and measures for early outcomes. 
High-level guidance and facilitation. President Xi Jinping and Premier Li Keqiang have visited over 20 
countries, attended the Dialogue on Strengthening Connectivity Partnership and the sixth ministerial 
conference of the China-Arab States Cooperation Forum, and met with leaders of relevant countries to 
discuss bilateral relations and regional development issues. They have used these opportunities to explain the 
rich contents and positive implications of the Belt and Road Initiative, and their efforts have helped bring 
about a broad consensus on the Belt and Road Initiative. 
Signing cooperation framework. China has signed MOUs of cooperation on the joint development of the Belt 
and Road with some countries, and on regional cooperation and border cooperation and mid- and long-term 
development plans for economic and trade cooperation with some neighboring countries. It has proposed 
outlines of regional cooperation plans with some adjacent countries. 
Promoting project cooperation. China has enhanced communication and consultation with countries along 
the Belt and Road, and promoted a number of key cooperation projects in the fields of infrastructure 
connectivity, industrial investment, resource development, economic and trade cooperation, financial 
cooperation, cultural exchanges, ecological protection and maritime cooperation where the conditions are 
right. 
Improving policies and measures. The Chinese government will integrate its domestic resources to provide 
stronger policy support for the Initiative. It will facilitate the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank. China has proposed the Silk Road Fund, and the investment function of the China-Eurasia 
Economic Cooperation Fund will be reinforced. We will encourage bank card clearing institutions to conduct 
cross-border clearing operations, and payment institutions to conduct cross-border payment business. We 
will actively promote investment and trade facilitation, and accelerate the reform of integrated regional 
customs clearance. 
Boosting the role of cooperation platforms. A number of international summits, forums, seminars and expos 
on the theme of the Belt and Road Initiative have been held, which have played an important role in 
increasing mutual understanding, reaching consensus and deepening cooperation. 

VIII. Embracing a Brighter 
Future Together 

Though proposed by China, the Belt and Road Initiative is a common aspiration of all countries along their 
routes. China is ready to conduct equal-footed consultation with all countries along the Belt and Road to 
seize the opportunity provided by the Initiative, promote opening-up, communication and integration among 
countries in a larger scope, with higher standards and at deeper levels, while giving consideration to the 
interests and aspirations of all parties. The development of the Belt and Road is open and inclusive, and we 
welcome the active participation of all countries and international and regional organizations in this Initiative. 
The development of the Belt and Road should mainly be conducted through policy communication and 
objectives coordination. It is a pluralistic and open process of cooperation which can be highly flexible, and 
does not seek conformity. China will join other countries along the Belt and Road to substantiate and 
improve the content and mode of the Belt and Road cooperation, work out relevant timetables and roadmaps, 
and align national development programs and regional cooperation plans. 
China will work with countries along the Belt and Road to carry out joint research, forums and fairs, 
personnel training, exchanges and visits under the framework of existing bilateral, multilateral, regional and 
sub-regional cooperation mechanisms, so that they will gain a better understanding and recognition of the 
contents, objectives and tasks of the Belt and Road Initiative. 
China will work with countries along the Belt and Road to steadily advance demonstration projects, jointly 
identify programs that accommodate bilateral and multilateral interests, and accelerate the launching of 
programs that are agreed upon by parties and ready for implementation, so as to ensure early harvest. 
The Belt and Road cooperation features mutual respect and trust, mutual benefit and win-win cooperation, 
and mutual learning between civilizations. As long as all countries along the Belt and Road make concerted 
efforts to pursue our common goal, there will be bright prospects for the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 
21st-Century Maritime Silk Road, and the people of countries along the Belt and Road can all benefit from 
this Initiative. 
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APPENDIX 2: OFFICIAL TEXT OF THE BELT AND ROAD CULTURAL 

DEVELOPMENT ACTION PLAN19 

文化部“一带一路”文化发展行动计划  
（2016—2020 年） 

    为深入贯彻十八大和十八届三中、四中、五中、六中全会精神，深入贯彻习近平总书记系

列重要讲话精神，落实经国务院授权，由国家发展改革委、外交部、商务部联合发布的《推

动共建丝绸之路经济带和 21 世纪海上丝绸之路的愿景与行动》（以下简称《愿景与行

动》），加强与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区的文明互鉴与民心相通，切实推动文化交流、

文化传播、文化贸易创新发展，特制定本行动计划。 
    一、指导思想与基本原则 
    （一）指导思想 
    高举中国特色社会主义伟大旗帜，以邓小平理论、“三个代表”重要思想和科学发展观为

指导，深入贯彻落实习近平总书记系列重要讲话精神，坚持社会主义先进文化前进方向，认

真贯彻落实《愿景与行动》的整体部署，助推“一带一路”沿线国家和地区积极参与文化交

流与合作，传承丝路精神，促进文明互鉴，实现亲诚惠容、民心相通，推动中华文化“走出

去”，扩大中华文化的国际影响力，为实现《愿景与行动》总体目标和全面推进“一带一路”

建设，夯实民意基础。 
    （二）基本原则 
    政府主导，开放包容。坚持文化对外开放战略布局，发挥政府引领统筹作用，加强与“一

带一路”沿线国家和地区政府间文化交流，着力建立长效合作机制，充分发挥国内各省区市

优势，鼓励社会力量积极参与、共同建设。 
    交融互鉴，创新发展。秉承和而不同、互鉴互惠的理念，尊重“一带一路”沿线国家和地

区人民的精神创造和文化传统，以创新为动力，充分运用互联网思维和新科技手段，推动

“一带一路”多元文化深度融合。 
    市场引导，互利共赢。兼顾各方利益和关切，遵循国际规则和市场规律，充分发挥市场在

资源配置中的重要作用，调动各方积极性，将文化与外交、经贸密切结合，形成文化交流、

文化传播、文化贸易协调发展态势，实现互利共赢。 
    二、发展目标 
    准确把握“一带一路”倡议精神，全方位提升我国文化领域开放水平，秉承立足周边、辐

射“一带一路”、面向全球的合作理念，构建文化交融的命运共同体。着力实现以下目标： 
    ——文化交流合作机制逐步完善。与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区政府、民间文化交流合

作机制进一步健全，部际、部省等工作机制进一步完善。形成政府统筹、社会参与、市场运

作的整体发展机制和跨地区、跨部门、跨行业的文化交流合作协调发展态势。 
    ——文化交流合作平台基本形成。加快在“一带一路”沿线国家和地区设立中国文化中心，

形成布局合理、功能完备的设施网络。以“一带一路”为主题的各类艺术节、博览会、交易

会、论坛、公共信息服务等平台建设逐步实现规范化和常态化。 
    ——文化交流合作品牌效应充分显现。打造文化交流合作知名品牌，继续扩大“欢乐春节”

品牌在沿线国家的影响，充分发挥“丝绸之路文化之旅”、“丝绸之路文化使者”等重大文

化交流品牌活动的载体作用。 
    ——文化产业及对外文化贸易渐成规模。面向“一带一路”国际文化市场的文化产业发展

格局初步形成，文化企业规模不断壮大，文化贸易渠道持续拓展，服务体系建设初见成效。 

                                                
19 Retrieved from the website of the Ministry of Culture of the PRC 
http://zwgk.mcprc.gov.cn/auto255/201701/t20170113_477591.html 
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    三、重点任务 
    （一）健全“一带一路”文化交流合作机制 
    积极与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区签署政府间文件，深化人文合作委员会、文化联委会

等合作机制，为“一带一路”文化发展提供有效保障。加强上海合作组织成员国文化部长会

晤、中国—中东欧国家文化部长会议、中阿文化部长论坛、中国与东盟“10＋1”文化部长

会议等高级别文化磋商。推动与沿线国家和地区建立非物质文化遗产交流与合作机制。与沿

线国家和地区建立文化遗产保护和世界遗产申报等方面的长效合作机制。支持国家艺术基金

与沿线国家和地区的同类机构建立合作机制。 
    完善部省合作机制，鼓励各省区市在文化交流、遗产保护、文艺创作、文化旅游等领域开

展区域性合作。发挥海外侨胞以及港澳台地区的独特优势，积极搭建港澳台与“一带一路”

沿线国家和地区文化交流平台。充分考虑和包含以妈祖文化为代表的海洋文化，构建 21 世

纪海上丝绸之路文化纽带。引导和扶持社会力量参与“一带一路”文化交流与合作。 
    专栏 1 “一带一路”文化交流合作机制建设 
    1.“一带一路”国际交流机制建设计划 
    积极贯彻落实我国与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区签订的文化合作（含文化遗产保护）协

定、年度执行计划、谅解备忘录等政府间文件，加强我国与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区文

化交流与合作机制化发展，推动成立“丝绸之路国际剧院联盟”、“丝绸之路国际图书馆联

盟”、“丝绸之路国际博物馆联盟”、“丝绸之路国际美术馆联盟”、“丝绸之路国际艺术

节联盟”、“丝绸之路国际艺术院校联盟”等，与“一带一路”沿线地区组织和重点国家逐

步建立城际文化交流合作机制。 
    2.“一带一路”国内合作机制建设计划 
    建立“一带一路”部省对口合作机制，共同研究制定中长期合作规划，在项目审批、资金、

人才、技术等方面予以支持，建立对口项目合作机制和目标任务考核机制，研究提出绩效评

估办法。 
    （二）完善“一带一路”文化交流合作平台 
    优先推动“一带一路”沿线国家和地区的中国文化中心建设，完善沿线国家和地区的中心

布局。着力打造以“一带一路”为主题的国际艺术节、博览会、艺术公园等国际交流合作平

台。鼓励和支持各类综合性国际论坛、交易会等设立“一带一路”文化交流板块。逐步建立

“丝绸之路”文化数据库，打造公共数字文化支撑平台。 
    专栏 2 “一带一路”文化交流合作平台建设 
    3.“一带一路”沿线国家中国文化中心建设计划 
    落实《海外中国文化中心发展规划（2012—2020 年）》，优先在缅甸、马来西亚、印度

尼西亚、越南、匈牙利、罗马尼亚、保加利亚、哈萨克斯坦、白俄罗斯、塞尔维亚、拉脱维

亚、土库曼斯坦、以色列等“一带一路”沿线国家设立中国文化中心。 
    4.“一带一路”文化交流合作平台建设计划 
    将“中国新疆国际民族舞蹈节”“丝绸之路国际艺术节”“海上丝绸之路国际艺术节”

“丝绸之路（敦煌）国际文化博览会”“厦门国际海洋周”“中国海洋文化节”等活动打造

成国际交流合作平台，建设“海上丝绸之路（泉州）艺术公园”和“中阿友谊雕塑园”等重

点项目平台。 
    鼓励中国—亚欧博览会、中国—阿拉伯国家博览会、中国—东盟博览会、中国西部国际博

览会、中国（深圳）国际文化产业博览交易会、中国西部文化产业博览会等综合性平台设立

“一带一路”文化交流板块。 
    （三）打造“一带一路”文化交流品牌 
    在“一带一路”沿线国家和地区打造“欢乐春节”“丝绸之路文化之旅”等重点交流品牌

以及互办文化节（年、季、周、日）等活动，扩大文化交流规模。 
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    与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区共同遴选“丝绸之路文化使者”，通过智库学者、汉学家、

翻译家交流对话和青年人才培养，促进思想文化交流。推动中外文化经典作品互译和推广。 
    积极探索与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区开展同源共享的非物质文化遗产的联合保护、研

究、人员培训、项目交流和联合申报。加大“一带一路”文化遗产保护力度，促进与沿线国

家和地区在考古研究、文物修复、文物展览、人员培训、博物馆交流、世界遗产申报与管理

等方面开展国际合作。鼓励地方和社会力量参与文化遗产领域的对外交流与合作。 
    繁荣“一带一路”主题文化艺术生产，倡导与沿线国家和地区的艺术人才和文化机构联合

创作、共同推介，搭建展示平台，提升艺术人才的专业水准和综合素质，为丝路主题艺术创

作储备人才资源。 
    专栏 3 “一带一路”文化交流品牌建设 
    5.“丝绸之路文化之旅”计划 
    打造“丝绸之路文化之旅”品牌，到 2020 年，实现与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区文化

交流规模达 3 万人次、1000 家中外文化机构、200 名专家和 100 项大型文化年（节、季、周、

日）活动。联合沿线国家和地区共同开发丝绸之路文化旅游精品线路及相关文创产品。邀请

“一带一路”沿线国家和地区知名艺术家来华举行“意会中国”采风创作活动，推动沿线国

家的国家级艺术院团及代表性舞台艺术作品开展交流互访，形成品牌活动。 
    6.“丝绸之路文化使者”计划 
    开展与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区的智库交流与合作，举办青年汉学家、翻译家研修活

动，邀请 800 名著名智库学者、汉学家、翻译家来华交流、研修。实施“一带一路”中国文

化译介人才发展计划。与周边国家举办文化论坛。与沿线国家和地区合办代表国家水准和民

族特色的优秀艺术家互访、文化艺术人才培训和青少年交流活动。培养 150 名国际青年文物

修复和博物馆管理人才。 
    7.“一带一路”艺术创作扶持计划 
支持与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区文化机构在戏剧、音乐、舞蹈、美术等领域开展联合创

作，在国内“一带一路”沿线区域实施“中华优秀传统艺术传承发展计划”，通过国家艺术

基金对“一带一路”主题艺术创作优秀项目予以支持。 
    8.“一带一路”文化遗产长廊建设计划 
    与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区共同实施考古合作、文物科技保护与修复、人员培训等项

目，实施文物保护援助工程。举办以“丝绸之路文化遗产”为主题的研讨交流活动。推进海

上丝绸之路申遗以及世界文化遗产“丝绸之路：长安—天山廊道的路网”扩展项目。 
    （四）推动“一带一路”文化产业繁荣发展 
    建立和完善文化产业国际合作机制，加快国内“丝绸之路文化产业带”建设。以文化旅游、

演艺娱乐、工艺美术、创意设计、数字文化为重点领域，支持“一带一路”沿线地区根据地

域特色和民族特点实施特色文化产业项目，加强与“一带一路”国家在文化资源数字化保护

与开发中的合作，积极利用“一带一路”文化交流合作平台推介文化创意产品，推动动漫游

戏产业面向“一带一路”国家发展。顺应“互联网+”发展趋势，推进互联网与文化产业融

合发展，鼓励和引导社会资本投入“丝绸之路文化产业带”建设。持续推进藏羌彝文化产业

走廊建设。 
    专栏 4 “一带一路”文化产业发展 
    9.“丝绸之路文化产业带”建设计划 
    鼓励国内“一带一路”沿线文化企业跨区域经营，实现文化旅游互为目的地和客源地，建

设具有代表性的特色文化产品生产和销售基地。运用文化产业项目服务平台，加强对丝绸之

路文化产业重点项目征集发布、宣传推介、融资洽谈、对接落地等全方位服务。将国内“一

带一路”沿线区域符合条件的城市纳入扩大文化消费试点范围，逐步建立促进文化消费的长

效机制。 
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    10. 动漫游戏产业“一带一路”国际合作行动计划 
    发挥动漫游戏产业在文化产业国际合作中的先导作用，面向“一带一路”各国，聚焦重点，

广泛开展。搭建交流合作平台、开展交流推广活动，促进互联互通，构建产业生态体系。发

挥中国动漫游戏产业创新能力强、产业规模大的优势，培育重点企业，实施重点项目，开展

国际产能合作，实现中国动漫游戏产业与沿线国家合作规模显著扩展、水平显著提升，为青

少年民心相通发挥独特作用。 
    11.“一带一路”文博产业繁荣计划 
    推进“互联网+中华文明”及“文物带你看中国”项目，提高“一带一路”文化遗产与旅

游、影视、出版、动漫、游戏、建筑、设计等产业结合度，促进文物资源、新技术和创意人

才等产业要素的国际流通。 
    （五）促进“一带一路”文化贸易合作 
    围绕演艺、电影、电视、广播、音乐、动漫、游戏、游艺、数字文化、创意设计、文化科

技装备、艺术品及授权产品等领域，开拓完善国际合作渠道。推广民族文化品牌，鼓励文化

企业在“一带一路”沿线国家和地区投资。鼓励国有企业及社会资本参与“一带一路”文化

贸易，依托国家对外文化贸易基地，推动骨干和中小文化企业的联动整合、融合创新，带动

文化生产与消费良性互动。 
    专栏 5 “一带一路”文化贸易合作 
    12.“一带一路”文化贸易拓展计划 
    扶持外向型骨干文化企业与“一带一路”沿线国家和地区文化企业围绕重点领域开展项目

合作。开展 1000 人次文化贸易职业经理人、创意策划人和经营管理人才的交流互访。在国

内举办的国际文化会展推出“一带一路”专馆或专区，支持国内文化企业到“一带一路”沿

线国家和地区参加知名文化会展。 
    四、保障措施 
    （一）组织保障 
    运用好对外文化工作部际联席会议机制，在文化部“一带一路”工作领导小组指导下，根

据本规划明确职责分工，制定实施方案，强化督促检查，形成工作合力。 
    （二）政策法规保障 
    签署和落实国际间政府文化合作协定，全面落实国家文化、外交和贸易政策，加强文化领

域知识产权保护。建立和完善文化事业、文化产业和对外文化贸易的相关法律法规体系，引

导企业自觉遵守国际法律和贸易规则。 
    （三）资金保障 
    完善财政投入机制，设立文化部“一带一路”文化交流专项资金。鼓励社会力量参与，引

导社会资本投入“一带一路”文化发展建设。鼓励政策性、商业性金融机构发挥优势，探索

支持“一带一路”文化发展建设的有效模式，为“一带一路”文化项目提供多元化金融服务。 
    （四）人才保障 
    培养一支政治坚定、业务精通、外语娴熟、纪律严明、作风过硬的文化外交人才队伍。加

大非通用语人才储备，引导文化艺术专业技术人才和复合型经营管理人才投身于“一带一路”

文化工作。有针对性地开展“一带一路”文化交流培训工作，加强“一带一路”文化人才队

伍建设，提升人才队伍的素质和能力。 
    （五）评估落实 
    建立“一带一路”文化发展重点项目库，定期对落实情况进行检查、评估、总结，宣传推

广先进经验和有效做法。 
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APPENDIX 3: INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 

Oral Interviews 

1. February  16, 2017 - Associate Policy Fellow at European Council of Foreign Affairs - Agatha 

Kratz 

2. February 22, 2017 - Policy Assistant at the European Commission Directorate General for 

Education and Culture - Eugenia Marchetti 

3. February 22, 2017 - Head of Sector at the Jean Monnet actions and China Desk, European 

Commission Directorate General for Education and Culture - Vito Borrelli 

4. February 23, 2017 - Head of European Economic and Trade Office - Madeleine Majorenko 

5. April 11, 2017 - Director of the Research Centre on Contemporary China (Milan) and president 

of the cultural association CINAFORUM (Rome) - Alessandra Cappelletti 

Written Interviews 

6. March 2017 - Visiting Research Fellow at Academia Sinica (Taiwan) - Prof. Michael Reilly 

7. April 2017 - Consul General of Italy in Chongqing - Mr. Sergio Maffettone 
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APPENDIX 4: INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM 

Consent to Participate in Research 
"The Chinese Initiative One Belt One Road 

And its Implications on China-EU Relations" 
 
 

Introduction and Purpose  
My name is Miriam Traverso. I am a graduate student at the National Chengchi University (NCCU) in 
Taipei, Taiwan, I am working with my advisor, Professor Leng Tse-Kang, researcher at Academia 
Sinica and professor at NCCU.  
I would like to invite you to take part in my research study, which concerns the implications of the 
Chinese initiative One Belt One Road on the China-EU political and diplomatic, as well as cultural 
relations.  
 
Procedures  
If you agree to participate in my research, I will conduct an interview with you at a time and location of 
your choice, but since I am studying and researching in Taiwan the most suitable and feasible method 
will be a phone call, or video-call via Skype. But if you prefer you can answer my questions in writing. 
The interview will involve questions about your opinion about OBOR and its impact on the political or 
cultural relations between Beijing and Brussels. It should last about 20 to 30 minutes. With your 
permission, I will audiotape and take notes during the interview.  
The recording is to accurately record the information you provide, and will be used for the purposes of 
these thesis. If you choose not to be audiotaped, I will take notes instead. If you agree to being 
audiotaped but feel uncomfortable at any time during the interview, I can turn off the recorder at your 
request. Or if you don't wish to continue, you can stop the interview at any time. I will conduct only one 
interview.  
 
Benefits  
There is no direct benefit to you from taking part in this study.  
It is hoped that the research will provide a new point of view and approach to OBOR, and to the EU-
China relations, as well as convey policy suggestions and contribute to further researches.  
 
Risks/Discomforts  
In the case in which any of the research questions will make you uncomfortable or upset. You are free to 
decline to answer any questions you don't wish to, or to stop the interview at  
any time.  
As with all research, there is a chance that confidentiality could be compromised;  
however, we are taking precautions to minimize this risk.  
 
Confidentiality  
Your study data will be handled as confidentially as possible. If results of this study are published or 
presented, individual names and other personally identifiable information will not be used, unless you 
give explicit permission for this below. Your willingness to be quoted and/or cited will be very 
appreciated, because it will make this thesis more original and valuable.  
When the research is completed, I may save the tapes and notes for use in future research done by  
myself. I will retain these records for up to 6 months after the study is over. The  
same measures described above will be taken to protect confidentiality of this study data.  
 
Compensation  
Because of finance limitation, you will not be paid for taking part in this study. 	
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Rights  
Participation in research is completely voluntary. You are free to decline to take part in the project.  
You can decline to answer any questions and are free to stop taking part in the project at any time.  
Whether or not you choose to participate in the research and whether or not you choose to answer a  
question or continue participating in the project, there will be no penalty to you.  
.  
Questions  
If you have any questions about this research, please feel free to contact me. I can be reached at  
miriam.traverso24@yahoo.com  
If you have any further questions, please contact my advisor Prof. Leng Tse-Kang at 
tkleng@nccu.edu.tw  
 
 
 
************************************************************  
 
 
CONSENT  
You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep for your own records.  
If you wish to participate in this study, please sign and date below.  
 
 
 
 
_____________________________  
Participant's Name (please print)  
 
 
 
 
_____________________________                                _______________  
Participant's Signature                                                                    Date  
 
 
If you agree to allow your name or other identifying information to be included in the thesis itself and/or 
all final reports, publications, and/or presentations resulting from this research, please sign and date 
below. For citations, I will first ask for your authorization. Otherwise the interview will be treated as 
anonymous. 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________                                _______________  
Participant's Signature                                                                    Date 

 

 

 

 


