
2020

ThinkChina
China Study - Project
Policy Brief

Through a combined IR theory and governance 
framework, this Policy Brief explores the Chinese 
governance practices of the Maritime Silk Road, 
and their signicance: Win-win or quest for 
hegemony, debt-traps or development aid, 
mutual benets or China’s great rejuvenation?



This ThinkChina China Study – Project Policy Brief is written by Tabita Rosendal Ebbesen, MA in China Studies 
from the University of Copenhagen. 

Editor(s): Casper Wichmann and Silke Hult Lykkedatter. 
 
Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this  
ThinkChina publication are those of the author(s) and not  
necessarily those of ThinkChina. 
  
Copyright of this publication is held by ThinkChina. You may not copy, 
reproduce, republish or circulate in any way the content from this  
publication without acknowledgement of ThinkChina as the 
source, except for your own personal and non-commercial use.  
 
 
Any other use requires the prior written permission    
of ThinkChina or the author(s). 
   
©ThinkChina and the author(s) 2020 

Front page picture: commons.wikimedia.org 

ThinkChina, University of Copenhagen  
Karen Blixens Vej 4   
2300 Copenhagen S  
Mail: cw@thinkchina.dk  
Web: www.thinkchina.dk		 
		 
		 
 



 

 1 

ThinkChina China Study - Project Policy Brief 2020 

China’s New World Order? Chinese 
Governance Practices of the 21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road 

Tabita Rosendal Ebbesen: MA in China Studies from the University of Copenhagen with a strong 
focus on Political Science. Tabita currently works as a consultant for a Danish state organization. 

Some foreign policy analysts believe that what we are witnessing in the 21st century is nothing 
short of a reconfiguring of the global political order - with China firmly positioned at the helm as 
a (re)emerging great power. At present, the notion of the imminent establishment of a ‘new 
world order with Chinese characteristics’ is increasingly gaining traction. This sentiment has long 
permeated foreign policy debates regarding China’s international status, growing particularly 
prevalent after the advent of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the flagship project of Xi Jinping’s 
reign. The BRI is many things to many people - from geopolitics to grand strategy, win-win to a 
quest for hegemony, debt-trap diplomacy to development aid, mutual benefits to China’s 
rejuvenation. In this China Study - Project Policy Brief, Tabita Rosendal Ebbesen explores the 
findings of her recently completed master’s thesis “China’s New World Order? Chinese 
Governance Practices of the Maritime Silk Road”, in which she focused on the 21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road (MSR) portion of the BRI. Through a combined international relations (IR) 
theory and governance framework, she set out to explore the dynamics of the Chinese 
governance practices of three ports: Gwadar port of Pakistan, serving as the key project of the 
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC); Djibouti port of Djibouti, with its strong geopolitical 
position; and Piraeus port of Greece, the main entryway for Chinese goods entering Europe. 
 
Key takeaways: 

• China is increasingly positioning itself as an influential actor on the international stage, 
and as an ‘alternative governance pole’ to those practices already established by the 
West. This envisions alternative or parallel structures centered on China. 

• The governance of the abovementioned projects is fragmented, underlining China’s ‘trial 
and error’ approach, and they all suffer from a lack of transparency. However, China is 
trying hard to address these deficiencies, and many scholars agree that the BRI, for all its 
faults, has made an immense impact on the countries involved. 

• The governance approach employed in the MSR does not currently seem to reflect a 
‘new Chinese world order’, or a ‘world order with Chinese characteristics’. However, this 
may change as China perfects its overarching governance framework, and as perceptions 
of China’s governance prowess as well as the BRI change. 
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China’s New World Order? 
Chinese Governance Practices of 
the 21st Century Maritime Silk 
Road 
 
By Tabita Rosendal Ebbesen. 
 
The Belt and Road Initiative and the ‘rise of 
China’  
For many years, the debate on the ‘rise of 
China’ has taken center stage among 
Western scholars and policymakers. This 
debate is closely intertwined with the BRI, 
seeing as it is a major part of Chinese foreign 
policy – the BRI has become a symbol             
of China’s growing prowess. Debates 
concerning China as being a ‘status quo’ or 
‘revisionist’ power in relation to the 
‘established rules of the game’ continue 
unabated, and in turn, Chinese foreign 
policies, including the BRI, are either seen     
as challengers or contributors to the existing 
world order. 
 
Scholars have argued that China’s foreign 
policy has taken an assertive - or even 
aggressive - turn after 2010, and that          
this rests on the assumption of a more 
symmetrical position vis-à-vis the U.S.i With 
the BRI, China brings to the table the so-
called ‘China model’ (Zhongguo moshi中国
模式), which diffuses various values such as 
adherence to national self-determination; a 
strong role of the party and state; gradual 
reform and innovation to achieve economic 
growth; and international non-intervention. 
These have been normalized as the ‘Beijing 
Consensus’, which “has begun to remake    

the whole landscape of international 
development, economics, society and, by 
extension, politics.”ii 
 
China can thus be seen as having evolved; 
from being a rule-follower to becoming a 
rule-settler through its proactive global 
financial role, its overseas capital expansion 
and its production outsourcing; and from 
having a foreign policy of ‘biding one’s time’ 
(taoguang yanghui 韬 光 养 晦 ) and 
establishing oneself as a nonthreat, to   
‘doing something/striking some successes’ 
(yousuozuowei 有所作为), and ‘striving for 
achievement’ (fenfa youwei奋发有为). 
 
A combined International Relations and 
governance approach 
In the thesis, three distinct schools from 
within the paradigm of International 
Relations (IR) theory were used to study the 
BRI; realism (subdivided into offensive and 
moral realism), liberalism and constructivism. 
These schools are sometimes associated with 
specific scholars and policymakers with 
distinct and unflexing views on China in 
general - and the rise of China in particular - 
and are therefore susceptible to personal 
bias. For this reason, it was argued that 
operating from several contending levels of 
analysis to form a complete picture, would 
provide a more neutral and unbiased account 
of the possibilities and limitations of the 
Chinese strategy behind the initiative.  
 
In addition, a distinct governance framework, 
based on Aniko Horvath’s approach, was 
used on the cases to identify and analyze    
the six ‘emergent commonalities’, i.e. key 
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focuses and frames that are found within a 
significant part of existing governance 
scholarship. These are: actors, activities / 
practices, techniques / methods, scope, 
values, and outcomes.iii The results of this 
approach are summarized in Table 1 and 2.  
 
Table 1 below summarizes how a governance 
and IR approach can be combined to analyze 
the BRI, given its wide reach that touches 
upon many different local, national and inter- 
 
Table 1: Examining governance in relation to the 
three theoretical approaches 

national actors, as well as its relevance in 
examining how different mechanisms, 
activities, values and scopes can impact and 
influence all levels of governance. In this way, 
the thesis was able to explore the production 
of governance in three central dimensions: 
The local (project) level; the national 
(bilateral) level; and the international (global) 
level, with the aim of examining how global 
governance develops with China as a new 
major power actor. 
 
 
 

 Realism (offensive / moral) Liberalism Constructivism 
Local 
(project) 

Offensive: Tying; exerting influence over 
the construction of local infrastructure; lo-
cals may be at a disadvantage; China 
‘takes it all’ 
Moral: Benefits and moral guidance; lo-
cals to experience China as being benevo-
lent and having altruistic intentions, re-
sulting in a shift from relying on the U.S. 
to relying on China for help and partner-
ships 

Increased trade through 
infrastructure develop-
ment; integration into ex-
isting and new institutions 
and frameworks; mutual 
benefits; locals to experi-
ence growth of businesses 
and gain helpful educa-
tional skills, viewing China 
as savior of local economy 

China may influence the 
perceptions of local popu-
lations through new nar-
ratives, exerting norma-
tive power; construct new 
images of China, whether 
positive or negative, de-
pending on project com-
pletion and infrastructure 
operation, etc. 

National 
(bilateral) 

Offensive: Tying; China trying to maximize 
power through dependency, diminishing 
the other state’s power; critical infrastruc-
ture may be seized; countries may be in 
deep economic and political debt 
Moral: Benefits and moral leadership, 
strategic credibility; China gaining allies by 
being perceived as a just, fair and benevo-
lent authority 

Establishing bilateral fo-
rums; increased coopera-
tion and trade facilitation; 
mutual benefits; countries 
experience economic 
growth based on China’s 
model 

Bilateral relations can be 
greatly improved through 
Chinese presence, 
changed narratives will 
follow; China will gain al-
lies and political support; 
failed projects may make 
cooperation with China 
less attractive 

International   
(global) 

Offensive: Tying; China establishing itself 
as a global hegemon at the expense of 
other countries; challenging U.S. power by 
establishing alternative nodes of trade 
and having strong networks of allies; Chi-
na as a threat 
Moral: China as an alternative pole, be-
nevolent ruler of the system in comparison 
to hegemonic, immoral U.S. 

Establishing multilateral 
forums, interdependence; 
alternative international 
structures, financing, in-
vestment, etc.; mutual 
benefits and peace for all 

Depending on perceptions 
of China’s intentions and 
prowess, China may es-
tablish itself as an alter-
native pole to the U.S. or 
see its efforts crumble 
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Chinese governance practices of the 21st 
Century Maritime Silk Road  
The thesis found that the actors in the    
three cases can be said to be primarily 
Chinese, Pakistani, Djibouti and Greek     
state organizations. Chinese state-owned 
enterprises (SOEs) have been major actors on 
the ground, primarily COSCO, CMG and 
COPHC who are controlled, either directly    
or indirectly, by the State-owned Assets 
Supervision and Administration Commission 
of the State Council (SASAC). One common 
criticism regarding BRI projects in the three 
implicated countries has been that the non-
participation of locals in the operation and 
management of ports is problematic, as it 
hampers voice and participation for the local 
population, and thus, governments lose 
accountability. However, official documents 
have continuously underlined the importance 
of local workers as constituting the major 
part of the workforce, vocational training 
centers for enabling local workers to acquire 
the skills needed to undertake projects when 
completed, as well as CPEC projects being 
inclusive of social corporate responsibility,iv 
so China seems to be addressing some of 
these concerns. Local authorities and 
populations have attempted to mitigate and 
contest the impact of infrastructure 
construction; China is increasingly realizing 
that public opinion matters, and that these 
actors and stakeholders cannot be ignored in 
the implementation of projects. China is 
turning down its BRI-related rhetoric to 
overcome criticism of the projects’ intentions, 
as well as the negative connotations that the 
projects have come to be associated with, 
and while investment is returning, China is 
being quiet about it.  

Map 1: Key Maritime Silk Road Projects 

 
Source: 
https://www.ecfr.eu/publications/summary/blue_china_nav
igating_the_maritime_silk_road_to_europe 

 
In the three cases, many different 
stakeholders and actors are engaged. The 
thesis has shown that there is an absence    
of clear distinctions between their areas       
of operation, as well as cross-cutting 
operational mandates, rules and procedures, 
making it necessary to streamline 
governance structures by consolidating them 
under one central authority or organization. 
 
MSR activities and practices 
In all of the three cases, China has pursued 
infrastructure construction through different 
financing methods, and it has relied on 
distinct steering, cooperation, coordination, 
and participation methods. The three states 
face their own set of difficulties and 
challenges, making it difficult for the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) to have one singular 
approach or strategy. As such, China           
has attempted to pursue governance in    
each country through a localized approach, 
considering each country’s characteristics 
and milieu. China has worked on specific 
infrastructure projects related to port 
activities as well as projects aiming to 
alleviate local concerns, such as water 
sanitation plants, power plants, and projects 
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aimed at mustering the local workforce 
through education and vocational training.  
 
It is clear that China pursues safety and 
security for its workers and the infrastructure 
of the three ports, and that it is also trying    
to advance human and socio-economic 
development, but challenges persist in regard 
to the formulation and implementation of 
law, and due to fragmentation, overlapping 
responsibilities and transparency within 
ministries, authorities and their tasks, some 
of these activities seem to be going nowhere. 
 
Governance techniques and methods 
One could argue that China relies on policy 
planning and implementation through joint 
working plans and institutions, and uses 
soft/hortatory law, e.g. Memorandums of 
Understanding (MoUs), to work in a     
flexible manner that allows for strategic    
and operational maneuvering. MoUs are 
(generally) not legally binding; they confer 
goodwill between parties rather than set 
obligations by using wordings such as ‘may’ 
instead of ‘shall’.  
 
Hard legal frameworks are employed only in 
relation to specific BRI projects, contracts 
and their funding, but these are often not 
readily available to the public. This allows for 
flexible interpretation and development, as 
well as progressive ‘modelling’ of plans, and 
it may inhibit disappointment in delayed or 
changed projects. This arguably allows for 
Chinese strategic positioning, but at the same 
time, this may also hamper the transparency         
of projects, and it does little to alleviate    
local (and global) concerns. 
 

China’s scope and goals 
China’s scope in the three countries is broad 
and ambitious. Based on the findings of the 
thesis, one could argue that behind   the 
overt goal of mutual benefits and 
development; providing public goods for all; 
maintaining economic stability; safeguarding 
assets; protecting stakeholder interests, et 
cetera, lie covert goals of exercising power 
and authority, as well as strengthening 
Chinese ideals and increasing cooperation 
with (developing) countries in order to 
strengthen the Chinese economy. China is 
pursuing its own economic goals (and 
economic sustainability), but in order to do 
this, it must help the implicated countries 
secure their trade, their socio-economic 
development, and so on. This may end          
up helping the implicated countries gain 
benefits such as economic growth, but       
the national interests of China remain at    
the fore - China is at the head of the 
negotiation table. Another goal in developing 
better infrastructure connectivity is the ease 
that it brings in securing the flow and import 
of natural resources to China. Finally, China  
is pursuing institutional revamping goals, and 
attempting to strengthen Chinese legitimacy, 
thereby positioning itself as a major player 
on the international stage. 
 
MSR values 
It can be argued that in these cases, the MSR 
has exported the ‘China model’ of pursuing 
mutual benefits rather than democratization. 
Before China established a local presence 
through the BRI, there was an urgent need in 
the implicated countries for infrastructure 
projects to help facilitate economic activity, 
update and expand the transport network, 
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develop several sectors, address under-
development and the lack of socio-economic 
progress. In Pakistan and Djibouti, China’s 
willingness to invest in and develop 
infrastructure projects has had a major effect, 
and the projects in Piraeus have also 
contributed to increased trade and economic 
growth. The export of the ‘China model’ can 
thus be deemed rather successful. 
 
Outcomes of China’s MSR governance of 
Gwadar, Djibouti and Piraeus 
One could argue that what China has 
attempted to do, and has succeeded in doing 
to some extent is, through infrastructure 
construction and associated projects, to 
strengthen Chinese legitimacy, facilitate 
increased trade with other countries in a bid 
to continue the ‘going out’ policy, and to 
establish themselves as credible allies and 
kind benefactors in order to secure political 
support from neighbors and BRI collaborators 
if needs be. China has attempted to establish 
a stronger regional, international and global 
foothold and presence, not just in a military 
or economic sense, but also as an established 
leader, facilitator, donor, and governance-
practitioner. Still, there have been successes 
and failures along the way. Overall, the 
values of these changes are viewed as 
positive, and the BRI is thus often seen as 
ensuring the mutual benefits promulgated by 
the CCP. 
 
In sum, the CCP is increasingly positioning 
itself as an influential actor on the 
international governance stage, and while 
this does not necessarily imply a direct 
challenge to the existing order, it does 
envision alternative and parallel structures 

that are centered on China. However, 
participating and engaging in BRI projects 
remains risky and uncertain, both regarding 
investment outcomes and the controversies 
surrounding the initiative.  New governance 
mechanisms are sorely needed, especially in 
countries with no clear public procurement 
laws that are not members of the World 
Trade Organization, ensuring financial, 
professional and even criminal measures for 
recurring errors. The governance of the three 
MSR projects is fragmented, underlining 
China’s ‘trial and error’ approach; no 
overarching BRI governance framework 
currently exists, and the lack of transparency 
has not yet been addressed. 
 
Evidence suggests that despite criticism, the 
BRI has had an immense impact. As fledgling 
governance structures have continuously 
been challenged, so China has tried to learn 
from its mistakes.v China’s ascent and the BRI 
may present an opportunity for developing a 
complementary, or potentially alternative, 
governance architecture to that of the U.S., 
one that will underline the current process in 
the re-orientation of the global power 
structure. However, this all depends on the 
future implementation of the initiative, 
whether the CCP can reform the initiative’s 
governance architecture, and how the rest of 
the world will react to the initiative’s 
continued advance. 
 
The Belt and Road Initiative – challenger or 
contributor? 
All roads may lead to changes in global 
governance, but these changes vary widely 
depending on the employed approach and 
viewpoint – see Table 2 on the next page. 
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Table 2: Project governance of the three cases  
 Aims Values Cooperation Influence: local 

governance 
Influence: global 

governance 
Gwadar Offensive realism: Securing ac-

cess to oil imports, solving the 
“Malacca dilemma”; enhancing 
Xinjiang stability 
Moral realism: Providing alterna-
tive to U.S. or India guidance and 
morals; helping ‘the weak’ via 
South-South Cooperation (SSC) 
Liberalism: Enhancing trade and 
facilitation of goods via  Xinjiang 
Constructivism: Establishing  
China as benefactor and trusted 
ally as opposed to U.S. 

Win-win. Ad-
vancing domes-
tic and national 
objectives via 
infrastructure 
construction; 
exporting the 
‘China model’, 
others benefit 
from Chinese 
experiences; aid 
socio-economic 
progress  

Joint venture 
(landlord 
model, PPP). 
All levels; 
plans, MoUs, 
cooperation 
mechanisms 
such as the 
JCC, CPECA 

Large influence. 
local authorities 
are fragmented; 
China’s pres-
ence can be felt 

Low influence. 
May increase if 
governance  
practices are 
streamlined and 
depending on 
Western behav-
iour 
 

 

Djibouti Offensive realism: Securing ac-
cess to natural resources; power 
projection (naval base and trade) 
Moral realism: Providing alterna-
tive guidance to that of other 
great powers in Africa; helping 
‘the weak’ through SSC 
Liberalism: Securing Sino-African 
trade; better FOCAC cooperation 
Constructivism: Establishing Chi-
na as trade (not aid) facilitator, 
non-colonialist, and a trusted   
ally as opposed to U.S. 

Win-win. Ad-
vancing domes-
tic and national 
objectives via 
infrastructure 
construction; 
exporting the 
‘China model’, 
others benefit 
from Chinese 
experiences; aid 
socio-economic 
progress  

Joint venture 
(landlord 
model, PPP). 
All levels; 
plans, MoUs, 
cooperation 
mechanisms 
such as    
FOCAC, 
Agenda 
2063, etc. 

Large influence. 
Local authorities 
are fragmented, 
China’s pres-
ence can be felt 

Low influence. 
May increase if 
governance  
practices are 
streamlined and 
depending on 
Western behav-
iour 

Piraeus Offensive realism: Connecting 
China with the EU to ease the   
facilitation of goods; the “Balkan 
Silk Road” 
Moral realism: Providing alterna-
tive guidance and values (than 
the EU); gaining allies 
Liberalism: Securing China to EU 
flow of goods; having a stake in 
European port governance to in-
crease multilateral forum coop-
eration; the “Balkan Silk Road” 
Constructivism: Proving a worthy 
governance practitioner and 
trade partner to the EU – an ally 
rather than a ‘systemic rival’; 
showing Greek people that China 
is benevolent and strong 

Win-win. Ad-
vancing domes-
tic and national 
objectives via 
infrastructure 
construction; 
exporting the 
‘China model 
with a twist’, 
showing Greece 
that there is an 
alternative to 
the EU – and 
that it works 

Joint venture 
(landlord 
model, PPP). 
All levels; 
plans, MoUs, 
cooperation 
mechanisms 
such as 16+1 
framework, 
EU-China 
cooperation, 
Sino-Greek 
strategic 
partnership, 
RPA 2021 
etc. 

Some influence. 
Local authorities 
are somewhat 
fragmented, but 
many other 
stakeholders are 
engaging in the 
harbour, which 
sometimes can 
limit China’s 
presence 

Some influence. 
may increase if 
governance  
practices are 
streamlined and 
depending on  
decisions made 
by the West and 
EU 
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In short, opinions on the governance of the 
BRI remain divided, and there is no 
consensus as to whether China is a challenger 
or contributor, ally or adversary. Since its 
conception, the BRI has received widespread 
criticism, not least from Western observers 
and policymakers arguing that the BRI suffers 
from a lack of transparency; it mainly serves 
to facilitate China’s export of its authoritarian 
model; commercial loan terms are leading to 
new rounds of debt crises in the developing 
world; and that BRI-projects have inadequate 
environmental and social safeguards.vi  The 
BRI is said to be based on obscurity and a lack 
of predictability; it has been argued that 
Chinese control of strategic infrastructure is a 
geopolitical risk in certain types of projects; 
and the selective implementation of policies 
and processes has been criticized as well.vii 
 
When it comes to opinions on the BRI’s 
impact on the international order, 
conclusions differ: Realists may react to 
China’s new determination and capacity to 
pursue regime and institution building 
beyond the scope of Washington’s influence 
by advocating responses that range from 
containment to various forms of balancing. 
They believe that through the BRI, China    
will combine political, economic and socio-
cultural innovations in developing and 
exporting the political economy of capitalism 
with ‘Chinese characteristics’. Moral realists 
place a special emphasis on the fact that 
China, as a ‘humane authority’, may actually 
present a viable alternative to the existing 
world order and surpass the U.S. as ‘top dog’ 
of the international system. This is due to 
their strategic credibility, not least through 
friendships established in the BRI. China is 

thus leading through example and showing 
other countries how to do things ‘the Chinese 
way’. Liberalists contend that China’s 
outward expansion in the form of the BRI will 
inevitably be shaped by the system’s law of 
value, and that even if the BRI is an extension 
of China’s internal economic, political and 
cultural structures, it will not alter the core 
architecture of the liberal world system. 
Constructivists  advocate for the importance 
of social perceptions in positioning a country 
on the international stage, examining China’s 
ongoing battle to establish a narrative of 
itself as being a benevolent kingdom with 
kind, altruistic ambitions, as well as the 
importance of understanding the identities, 
historic discourses and thought processes 
that shape and guide the BRI and CCP foreign 
policy in general.viii 
 
The question thus remains whether    
Beijing’s multilateral approach to promoting 
development strategies, including the BRI, 
aims to achieve “coercive power and political 
influence”, or whether the BRI actually shows 
the world that through the integration      
with the “rules and institutions of the 
international order”, China’s own success is 
set to extend outward to benefit the regions 
beyond its territory. Or, taking a middle 
ground between realism and liberalism, can 
the BRI be seen to represent the dual reality 
of adopting a grand strategy to gain market 
access for regional growth while maximizing 
the interdependent opportunity to increase 
China’s regional influence?ix 
 
A new Chinese world order?  
As this debate is currently unfolding, and as 
scholars and policymakers from all over the 
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world continue to try and make sense of the 
initiative and its implications, these are but 
tentative conclusions to a complex topic. 
Opinions on the three projects are not 
unanimous, but based on the findings of the 
thesis, it has been established that at the 
local and national level, in Gwadar, China   
has worked closely with the Pakistani 
government on plans, mechanisms and 
projects to increase governance outcomes. 
China has faced challenges due to the 
overlapping of actors in governance, and 
many projects have not been finished. Some 
argue that China has contributed little of 
value; some argue that China has taken 
advantage of Pakistan’s financial situation; 
and some argue that Pakistan has benefited 
enormously. With the announcement of the 
CPEC Authority in 2019, it seems evident that 
the situation is being monitored closely by 
both governments. China seems to be taking 
its stakeholder role and responsibility 
seriously, and greater CPEC trade volumes 
have already been ensured. 
 
In Djibouti, China is trying to navigate a 
fragile policy environment and weak, 
fragmented governance structures, and 
changing actors on the ground have made 
project implementation even more difficult. 
 
Box 1: The DPW vs. CMG dispute 

 
 

Challenges persist, projects are left 
unfinished, and the city remains contested by 
several great powers, but China is ‘sticking to 
its guns’, pursuing options that benefit the 
locals as well as broader trade facilitation. 
The port has seen successes and failures, but 
overall, the locals seem pleased with China at 
the helm, and with improvements in SSC,x 
who knows how far Djibouti will go? 
 
In Piraeus, China has experienced moderate 
success on a fragmented governance 
background, and while some challenges 
persist, the overall image is positive. China 
has contributed to the port’s revival and 
improved trade facilitation with several 
countries. In time, this may change Western 
perceptions of Chinese governance. 
 
On the global level, it remains uncertain to 
what extent China will be able to influence 
the current international order, global 
governance architectures, and the fate of   
BRI countries. The potential to develop a 
governance architecture that may benefit  
not only China, but also the world around it, 
does exist. However, reforming Chinese 
governance practices will not be easy, as it 
requires a greater reorganization of the     
very way in which Chinese foreign policy (and 
with it, the BRI) is implemented. For this to 
be possible, the CCP must not only combat 
rising fragmentation, decentralization and 
increased internationalization within its own 
ranks, but also develop new mechanisms to 
oversee and control the actions, investments 
and conduct of SOEs and private firms 
operating in different countries. Even if this 
major task is successfully undertaken, there 
is no governance guarantee. BRI countries 

The thesis found that Chinese stakeholders       
in Djibouti, in the form of China Merchants 
Group (CMG), managed to outcompete rivalling 
actors Dubai Ports World (DPW) through a  
combination of soft (hortatory) and hard law,  
an interaction which seemed to be linked to 
Chinese strategic interests. 
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will continue to play a major part in project 
implementation and advancement; their 
reactions and responses, as well as those of 
the U.S. and EU, can either hinder or help the 
initiative’s continuation and the overall 
perception of the BRI by the international 
community. The BRI may, if challenges are 
not adequately addressed and remedied, end 
up hurting not only China’s reputation and 
the initiative itself, but also the norms           
on which the current international liberal 
system rests. In this way, inadvertently,       
the BRI could constitute a threat to the 
liberal order, though not quite in the         
way some scholars may have predicted.  
 
In sum, a ‘new Chinese world order’ or ‘world 
order with Chinese characteristics’ does not 
currently seem to be in sight. However, China 
may, in time, influence global governance 
regimes by affecting the ways in which 
governance is produced, and the BRI will 
continue to serve as China’s main point of 
entry into the global governance sphere, as 
China is ‘going out’ while other actors and 
stakeholders are ‘staying in’. The thesis thus 
concluded that if BRI implementation and 
governance reforms continue successfully, all 
roads may eventually lead to China. 
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