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Chapter 1: 
Introduction 

The rise of China is perhaps the most important development in the practice 
and study of international relations in the early twenty-first century. The eco-
nomic miracle that is China’s modernization since Deng Xiaoping’s reforms in 
the 1970s has taken China from the position of a backwater, poor, and rural 
nation to the world’s second largest economy (in absolute terms) supporting 
the world’s second largest military budget. The country still has some way to 
go to reach the ambitious goals of the Chinese Communist Party of raising the 
living standards of all Chinese, fostering companies that lead innovation in 
key technological sectors, and having a modern military with global reach.1 
Nonetheless, the world’s most populous country has again become a leading 
great power, and the rest of the world is readjusting to this new reality. 

This has reignited classic debates within the academic field of Interna-
tional Relations2 about the consequences of changes to the distribution of 
power in an international system. Drawing especially on the literature on 
power transitions,3 the dominant focus has been the relationship between 
China and the United States and the prospects for great power conflict.4 In 
academia, policy circles, as well as the broader media, a narrative has crystal-
ized of a competition between the two great powers,5 each representing fun-
damentally different kinds of societies. Cold War-analogies are abundant,6 
and the “international order” is what is at stake. 
                                                
1 Elizabeth C. Economy, The Third Revolution: Xi Jinping and the New Chinese 
State (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), chap. 1. 
2 Henceforth, I capitalize ’International Relations’ when referring to the academic 
discipline and literature. I leave the term in lower case when speaking of empirical 
developments in the sense of international affairs. 
3 The classical texts in power transition theory include A. F. K. Organski, World 
Politics (New York: Knopf, 1958); Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 
4 E.g. Graham T. Allison, Destined for War: Can America and China Escape 
Thucydide's Trap? (Melbourne: Scribe, 2017). 
5 Daniel H. Nexon, “Against Great Power Competition: The U.S. Should Not Confuse 
Means for Ends.” Foreign Affairs, 15 February, 2021.  
6 E.g. David L. Shambaugh, “As the U.S. and China Wage a New Cold War, They 
Should Learn From the Last One.” The Wall Street Journal, 31 July, 2019; Emma 
Ashford and Matthew Kroenig, “Is This the Beginning of a New Cold War With 
China?” Foreign Policy, 31 July, 2020; Steven Lee Myers and Paul Mozur, “Caught 
in ‘Ideological Spiral,’ U.S. and China Drift Toward Cold War.” The New York Times, 
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In this uncertain political climate, the notion of a China-centric interna-
tional order has emerged.7 Though its nature and content are somewhat un-
specified, the guiding idea is that an increasingly assertive China8 will gradu-
ally become the center of attention and activity of more and more states in the 
world, posing a challenge to the privileged position of the United States. In a 
China-centric order, Beijing will be able to set the terms of interaction and 
shape international relations more to its liking, the argument goes.9 This is 
not just an assertion about power capabilities—whether measured in GDP, 
military budgets, oil reserves, or PhD graduates. It is a more fundamental 
claim about the ordering of international relations. Is Beijing the new Rome 
to which all roads will lead?10 

This dissertation takes the idea of a China-centric international order se-
riously by theorizing its contents and studying whether it is manifesting em-
pirically. Rather than addressing international order in its entirety, I argue 
that international order is best understood as comprised of a range of different 
orders relating to different domains. I focus on geoeconomic order, that is, the 
interplay of economic means with geopolitics. I study whether China’s rise has 
led to a restructuring of international economic ties and the formation of a 
                                                
14 July, 2020; Alan Dupont, “The US-China Cold War Has Already Started.” The 
Diplomat, 8 July, 2020; Patrick Wintour, “US v China: Is This the Start of a New 
Cold War?” The Guardian, 22 June, 2020.  
7 E.g. Shyam Saran, “Is a China-centric World Inevitable?” The Wire, 22 July, 2017; 
Greg Bruno, “Is a China-led World Order Inevitable?” Asia Times, 27 May, 2020; 
Nadège Rolland, ed. An Emerging China-Centric Order: China's Vision for a New 
World Order in Practice (Seattle, WA, and Washington, D.C.: The National Bureau 
of Asian Research, 2020); Lulio Vargas-Cohen, “Is the U.S. Sleepwalking Into a Sino-
Centric World Order?” RealClear Defense, 4 February, 2020.  
8 On the claim that China is growing more assertive, see Camilla T. N. Sørensen, “The 
Significance of Xi Jinping's “Chinese Dream” for Chinese Foreign Policy: From “Tao 
Guang Yang Hui” to “Fen Fa You Wei",” Journal of China and International 
Relations 3, no. 1 (2015); William A. Callahan, “China’s “Asia Dream”: The Belt Road 
Initiative and the New Regional Order,” Asian Journal of Comparative Politics 1, no. 
3 (2016); Nien-Chung Chang-Liao, “China's New Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping,” 
Asian Security 12, no. 2 (2016). For contrary views, see Alastair Iain Johnston, “How 
New and Assertive Is China’s New Assertiveness?,” International Security 37, no. 4 
(2013); Andrew Chubb, “PRC Assertiveness in the South China Sea: Measuring 
Continuity and Change, 1970–2015,” International Security 45, no. 3 (2021). 
9 E.g. John J. Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail: The Rise and Fall of the Liberal 
International Order,” International Security 43, no. 4 (2019). I discuss this piece at 
length in my conclusion. 
10 As posited by Peter Frankopan, “These Days, All Roads Lead To Beijing.” HuffPost, 
28 July, 2017. 
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China-centric geoeconomic order. Moreover, I examine the future prospects 
for such an order by assessing the factors that may strengthen or impede it. 
The aim is to qualify the argument in both its theoretical content and its em-
pirical application. This means presenting a theory about what orders are in 
general, what characterizes geoeconomics as a particular kind of order, what 
it would mean for an order to be China-centric, and how this would affect re-
lationships between China and other countries. It also means assessing 
whether such an order is recognizable in international relations today, en-
hancing our understanding of the political world we inhabit. 

I approach the idea of a China-centric order through an ideal-typical the-
orization of a familiar term: empire. While the term is contested, to say the 
least, and loaded with strong normative connotations, recent work within In-
ternational Relations has sought to rehabilitate it as a useful, analytical cate-
gory to describe a particular configuration of international connectivity or net-
work.11 I develop this literature and combine it with inspirations from slightly 
older work on empires in comparative history and sociology.12 This makes for 
an ideal-typical theory of empire as an international network structured as a 
hub-and-spokes, which may manifest in different ways. The theory is used to 
study contemporary China but it is also applicable to other historic or contem-
porary studies of international orders. 

Few scholars have used the concept of an empire to study contemporary 
China in a structured, theory-informed way.13 This is surprising considering 
the vast existing literature discussing the existence of an American empire, 
reviewed in chapter 2. The concept of empire has only recently been applied 
to China to study domestic policies, especially concerning the provinces of 
Xinjiang and Tibet.14 However, these studies stop at China’s formal borders. 

                                                
11 The most important pieces being Daniel H. Nexon and Thomas Wright, “What's at 
Stake in the American Empire Debate,” American Political Science Review 101, no. 
2 (2007); Meghan McConaughey, Paul Musgrave, and Daniel H. Nexon, “Beyond 
Anarchy: Logics of Political Organization, Hierarchy, and International Structure,” 
International Theory 10, no. 2 (2018). 
12 Particularly Michael W. Doyle, Empires (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1986); Alexander J. Motyl, Revolutions, Nations, Empires: Conceptual Limits and 
Theoretical Possibilities (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999); Herfried 
Münkler, Empires: The Logic of World Domination from Ancient Rome to the 
United States (Cambridge: Polity, 2007). 
13 The main exception, discussed in chapter 2, being Jeffrey Reeves, Chinese Foreign 
Relations with Weak Peripheral States: Asymmetrical Economic Power and 
Insecurity (London: Routledge, 2016). 
14 McConaughey, Musgrave, and Nexon, “Beyond anarchy."; Jae Ho Chung, 
Centrifugal Empire: Central-Local Relations in China (New York: Columbia 
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In contrast, this dissertation studies how imperial dynamics are at work out-
side China’s formal territory, shifting the focus from China as a state to the 
international order in which China is situated.  

I have chosen this ideal-typical method because it is well suited for a more 
explorative approach that can generate new questions and perspectives. I do 
not conduct a “test” of a particular theory to assess its “explanatory power” on 
empirical cases in the neopositivist sense. Rather I approach the empirical 
world as one of profound complexity of which theories are heuristics that can 
help us make sense. This approach represents a pragmatic and analyticist 
epistemology.15 The point is not to establish laws of the behavior of states but 
to deepen our understanding of particular patterns of interaction through 
comparison with an idealized construct. My argument is that we may learn 
something about China by comparing it to a theoretical construct, even if re-
ality differs from the ideal. An idealized theory thus helps us realize the world’s 
complexity and make informed claims about it. Chapter 3 is dedicated to elab-
orating this methodology. 

Rather than making sweeping claims about China’s position in all aspects 
of international affairs, I focus on important dynamics of geoeconomics, as 
they materialize within transportation infrastructure and currency relations. 
I have chosen these two topics for several reasons that will be developed fur-
ther in their respective chapters. Empirically, both areas are the objects of 
much contemporary attention. China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), also 
known as the “New Silk Roads,” is often seen as a clear sign of China’s ambi-
tion to rewire the ties of connectivity in Eurasia and beyond.16 Few policy ini-
tiatives have preoccupied both media and academics as much as the BRI in 
recent years, due to its massive scope in terms of countries involved and in-
vestments promised. Internationalization of the Chinese currency, the 
renminbi, has received less attention in comparison. Nonetheless, analysts in-
creasingly debate whether the renminbi could come to challenge the dollar as 
China’s economy continues to grow.17 This could leave China as the issuer of 
                                                
University Press, 2016); Justin M. Jacobs, Xinjiang and the Modern Chinese State 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2016). 
15 Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations: 
Philosophy of Science and its Implications for the Study of World Politics, 2. ed. 
(London: Routledge, 2011; repr., 2016), chap. 5. 
16 Christian Ploberger, “One Belt, One Road - China's new grand strategy,” Journal 
of Chinese Economic and Business Studies 15, no. 3 (2017); Bruno Macaes, Belt and 
Road: A Chinese World Order (London: C. Hurst Co, 2018); The Economist, “China 
wants to put itself back at the centre of the world.” 6 February, 2020. 
17 Weizhen Tan, “Jim O’Neill: China could Globalize the Yuan in a Challenge to the 
US Dollar’s Dominance.” CNBC, 20 June, 2019; Hung Tran, “Can China’s Digital 
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Asia’s most important currency, just as China is already the center of trade 
relations in the region. On the other hand, China’s economic rise could con-
tinue without the emergence of a corresponding China-centric currency order, 
resulting in a somewhat compromised geoeconomic order.  

Studying these two domains provides valuable perspectives on the conse-
quences of China’s rise, of the impact of the BRI on international affairs, and 
of the future of the international currency ties. Both infrastructure and cur-
rency are long-term trends, as opposed to investment and loan patterns, which 
may fluctuate greatly from year to year.18 This means that developments in 
these two areas may shape the longer trajectory of geoeconomic relation be-
tween China and its periphery. 

My choice of domains for study is also theoretically motivated. It makes 
sense to approach both topics through network theory, since infrastructure 
and currency are phenomena that “tie” societies together. Their respective 
configurations may say much about power relations among states. Moreover, 
both topics are undertheorized in International Relations, and studies of them 
tend to lack an overarching theoretical framework for analysis. This is partic-
ularly problematic in regards to infrastructure since attention to geography is 
a hallmark of the academic discipline.19 This dissertation addresses this short-
coming by adapting previous theoretical notions of order into a cohesive 
framework for analyzing infrastructure, which may be used on other cases as 
well. 

Besides my two analyses of infrastructure and currency, chapter 5 also pre-
sents a short study of trade connectivity in Asia to provide some important 
geoeconomic context. Trade is both a cause and a benefactor of improved in-
frastructure and currency ties, and it is thus intimately tied to the two other 
domains. Trade also generally reflects longer-term patterns of connectivity 

                                                
Yuan Really Challenge the Dollar?” Atlantic Council, 30 November, 2020. Susanne 
Barton, “Dollar Hegemony is Under Fire from China's Rapid Growth Recovery.” 
Bloomberg, 8 January, 2021.  
18 For evidence of this fluctuation, see recent data on Chinese overseas development 
financing, Rebecca Ray et al., “Geolocated Dataset of Chinese Overseas Development 
Finance,” (Boston: Boston University Global Development Policy Center). 
19 Classic works on geography and international relations include Halford J. 
Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History,” The Geographical Journal 23 
(1904); Nicholas J. Spykman, The Geography of Peace (New York: Harcourt Brace 
& Co, 1944). The term ’geopolitics’ was coined by Rudolf Kjellén. See Ola Tunander, 
“Swedish-German Geopolitics for a New Century—Rufold Kjellén's 'The State as a 
Living Organism',” Review of International Studies 27, no. 3 (2001); Lawrence 
Freedman, Strategy: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 120-
122. 
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among states. Further, trade patterns can be studied quantitatively to provide 
an overview, which I can subsequently draw on in my other analyses. China’s 
trade relations are not as understudied a domain of geoeconomics as infra-
structure and currency,20 and for that reason, I keep my trade analysis some-
what brief. It serves to set the stage for my two main empirical analyses. At the 
same time, it contributes by providing an updated empirical picture of trade 
connectivity in Asia. 

More fundamentally, this study contributes to the growing literature on 
geoeconomics by presenting and employing a structural theory of geoeco-
nomics and international order. Most recent works on geoeconomics have 
been based on case studies focused one or a few states.21 This literature ap-
proaches geoeconomics as a set of economic tools, which a state may use in 
pursuit of its strategic interests. While valuable, this work has tended to pay 
less attention to the larger structural dynamics of a given international order. 
For instance, there are plenty of works in the International Relations literature 
on trade sanctions as a geoeconomic tool, but fewer works on trade order, de-
spite it being the broader structure that enables the use sanctions in the first 
place. My study thus fills a gap in the International Relations literature on ge-
oeconomics by theorizing geoeconomic order at the structural level, providing 
insights applicable across cases. 

This study also contributes to the body of theoretical literature on interna-
tional order, great powers, and power transitions. I flesh out and elaborate the 
ideal type of an empire in its structural properties as a particular configuration 
of international order, which can manifest in many different ways. This makes 
it better suited for studies of contemporary great powers as well as historical 
empires situated in very different contexts. Moreover, I develop a typology of 
drivers and impediments to imperial development, which can be used as a 

                                                
20 E.g. Guillaume Gaulier, Françoise Lemoine, and Deniz Ünal-Kesenci, “China's 
Emergence and the Reorganisation of Trade Flows in Asia,” China Economic Review 
18, no. 3 (2007); Wan-Ping Tai and Jenn-Jaw Soong, “Trade Relations Between 
China and Southeast,” The Chinese Economy 47, no. 3 (2014); Robert S. Ross, “On 
the Fungibility of Economic Power: China’s Economic Rise and the East Asian 
Security Order,” European Journal of International Relations 25, no. 1 (2018). 
21 Tomasz Grzegorz Grosse, “Geoeconomic Relations Between the EU and China: The 
Lessons From the EU Weapon Embargo and From Galileo,” Geopolitics 19, no. 1 
(2014); Robert D. Blackwill and Jennifer M. Harris, War by Other Means: 
Geoeconomics and Statecraft (Cambridge, Mass: The Belknap Press, 2016); Mikael 
Wigell, “Conceptualizing Regional Powers’ Geoeconomic Strategies: Neo-
imperialism, Neo-mercantilism, Hegemony, and Liberal Institutionalism,” Asia 
Europe Journal 14, no. 2 (2016). 
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framework to study the expansion or contraction of different orders of inter-
action among units across a myriad of issue areas. This contribution owes in 
large part to my integration of classic pieces on empires with more recent work 
on economic statecraft22 and on ideal types into a single analytical framework. 

Research Question and Argument 
The research question of this dissertation is as follows: 

 
Is a China-centric geoeconomic order emerging in the twenty-first century? 
 
I operationalize the notion of a China-centric geoeconomic order as an ideal-
typical pattern of connectivity wherein China forms the core of a hub-and-
spokes. I refer to this pattern in its idealized form as an empire. Though “or-
der” is formulated in the singular, I contend that different domains or issue 
areas may be ordered in different ways, resulting in a world of coexisting do-
main-specific orders, and I assess the emergence of a China-centric infrastruc-
ture order and a China-centric currency order (and briefly a China-centric 
trade order). These two orders, infrastructure and currency, are subsets under 
the broader geoeconomic order which in turn is a subset under what we might 
call international order as a whole. The conclusions I draw are therefore of a 
limited nature, and I make no claims about other kinds of order that may or 
may not be materializing around China. Nonetheless, my findings can be used 
as a point of departure to discuss China’s future role in international relations 
and in the international political economy more broadly. 

This dissertation focuses on geoeconomics because China’s rise remains 
primarily economic. While I study economic ties between states, my analytical 
perspective is consistently on the implications of these ties for international 
power and interdependence between states. Moreover, geography plays an 
important part in my study of infrastructure, as evident in my study of maps 
of the BRI in chapter 6, making “geoeconomics” a highly appropriate term. 
Though not the focus of this dissertation, my emphasis on geoeconomics also 
opens for a fruitful dialogue with the broader literature on the security impli-
cations of China’s rise at the empirical as well as theoretical level. 

The temporal context of my study is at once contemporary and future-ori-
ented, as I discuss the degree to which a China-centric order is emerging. The 
data I use and the empirical developments I discuss are from the past 10-15 

                                                
22 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means; Benjamin J. Cohen, Currency 
Statecraft: Monetary Rivalry and Geopolitical Ambition (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2019). 
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years, and these form the basis of presenting scenarios for the future. This is 
a dangerous path for an academic, since no one knows what tomorrow will 
bring, except that hardly anything develops in a linear fashion. The current 
COVID-19 pandemic more than attests to this. At the same time, I believe 
there is a great value in studying the world as we find it today and pondering 
future prospects, even if we will know more tomorrow. In discussing how in-
ternational affairs will develop in the future, I thus combine extrapolation of 
existing tendencies with different possible scenarios for the future and consid-
erations on what might alter these trajectories. Chapter 8 presents and dis-
cusses five different scenarios for the world economy in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and discusses how these scenarios would influence the 
emergence of a China-centric order within infrastructure and currency con-
nectivity. 

I argue that a China-centric geoeconomic order is emerging today, but that 
is bears stronger resemblance to a hegemony than to an empire. While China 
is indeed becoming the center of a hub-and-spokes pattern of connectivity, 
this pattern still includes some ties among periphery states and ties between 
peripheries and other great powers. Yet, these ties are generally much weaker 
than the geoeconomic ties to China, the core of the order. This hub-and-spokes 
pattern is clearest in trade and in infrastructure connectivity. At the same 
time, I argue that a China-centric currency order is not emerging globally or 
regionally, since the renminbi remains an unattractive alternative to the glob-
ally dominant United States’ dollar. Whereas trade and infrastructure connec-
tivity thus increasingly resembles a China-centric order, the structure of cur-
rency ties continues to be centered on the United States. In combination, these 
mixed findings suggest that international exchange in Asia and much of the 
developing world will increasingly revolve around China and the Chinese mar-
ket, situating Beijing in a structurally powerful geoeconomic position. Yet, 
even though the Belt and Road will lead to China, it will primarily run on 
United States’ dollars rather than the renminbi. Nonetheless, even though 
connectivity in the sub-domain of currency will not be centered on China any 
time soon, the broader geoeconomic order is growing China-centric and more 
imperial in other important aspects. As China’s rise continues in the years to 
come and the BRI manifests in new completed infrastructure projects, we 
might even see the geoeconomic order gravitate from a hegemony to a China-
centric empire. 
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What This Dissertation Is Not 
The use of the term empire to study China may cause some misunderstandings 
regarding the scope of my project. The following addresses three. First, be-
cause I conceptualize empire as a configuration of international order defined 
by the ties between states, this dissertation attributes a smaller role to domes-
tic politics in China. This is not a study of whether China itself is becoming 
more imperial with Xi Jinping as the new emperor. I include domestic factors 
in my analyses only to the extent they inform my argument about the devel-
opment of international order. 

Second, this is not a study of the intentions and grand strategy of China or 
China’s leaders. Many books and articles claim to present what China wants,23 
how China sees the world,24 and what Xi Jinping thinks.25 Such questions can 
only be answered in a suggestive way.26 Lacking the ability to read minds, we 
can only try to deduce motivation from observed behavior and from state-
ments of intent. Rather than engrossing myself in Chinese policy papers, I fo-
cus on the outcomes of policies in the form of actual developments in connec-
tivity with other countries. In this way, I sidestep the question of China’s in-
tentions to focus on what is actually happening and what it means for the 
structure of connectivity among states. I do discuss different strategic ration-
ales when evaluating drivers and impediments of imperial development, but I 
do not claim to identify China’s true intentions. I return to this issue in my 
discussion of agency in chapter 5. 

Third, although the term empire is loaded with much normative baggage 
in common parlor and often associated with imperialism, the scope of my ar-
gument is descriptive rather than normative. I use the concept of empire to 
describe and discuss the world and the power relations among states. My find-
ings can surely be used to make normative arguments, but such are beyond 
this dissertation. My aim is to bolster our understanding of international rela-
tions, not judge them. 

                                                
23 E.g. Kerry Brown, China's World: What Does China Want? (London: I. B. Tauris 
& Co., 2017). 
24 E.g. John M. Friend and Bradley A. Thayer, How China Sees the World: Han-
Centrism and the Balance of Power in International Politics (Lincoln: Potomac 
Books, 2018). 
25 E.g. Kerry Brown, The World According to Xi (London: I. B. Tauris & Co., 2018); 
Sulmaan Wasif Khan, Haunted by Chaos: China's Grand Strategy from Mao 
Zedong to Xi Jinping (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2018). 
26 Ronald R. Krebs and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, “Twisting Tongues and Twisting 
Arms: The Power of Political Rhetoric,” European Journal of International 
Relations 13, no. 1 (2007). 
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Defining Ideal Type and Key Concepts 
The following section briefly defines my use of “ideal type” and some key con-
cepts so that they may be used to contrast my theory to others in the field in 
chapter 2. I lay out my use of international order, empire, core, periphery, 
and geoeconomics. 

Ideal Type 
An ideal type is a theoretical construct that intentionally idealizes and empha-
sizes certain dimensions of reality.27 Being pure theoretical constructs, ideal 
types can never be identified in the empirical world. Instead, they serve as 
heuristic tools with which one may juxtapose empirical phenomena to learn 
more about the latter. One can therefore speak of ideal types both as theories 
and as a method of analysis, the latter involving the comparison and juxtapo-
sition of the ideal type with empirical phenomena. Ideal types are typically 
associated with the philosophical epistemological position of pragmatism and 
the methodological position of analyticism, which holds that theory should be 
evaluated by its broader usefulness rather than by its ability to explain empir-
ical phenomena accurately or by their potential to be falsified. Chapter 3 elab-
orates this position in detail. 

International Order 
I define international order as the pattern of connectivity among states within 
a particular domain. It is the network of ties between states. These ties and 
their aggregate pattern may be studied in a holistic and all-encompassing way 
where “international order” is treated as a single monolithic thing. Alterna-
tively, they denote specific issue areas or domains, such as “infrastructure or-
der” or “currency order”.28 The term “order” may mean the empirical network 
of relations or it may mean an ideal type of such a pattern, depending on the 
context. Such terms as “an imperial order,” “an empire,” or “a hub-and-
spokes” refer to the ideal-typical constellation. In contrast, “the currency or-
der” and “the pattern of infrastructure connectivity” refer to the actual empir-
ical networks. Note that I use “structure of connectivity,” “network” and “pat-
tern” interchangeably. These terms all denote how states are tied together by 
a particular pattern of ties within a given area. “Connectivity” is used in the 
                                                
27 My approach to ideal-typical research is strongly influenced by Jackson, The 
Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations. 
28 My conceptualization is similar to that of Nexon and Wright, except that they do 
not distinguish orders by issue area but remain on the general level. See “What's at 
Stake in the American Empire Debate." 
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sense of “connectedness” to describe the strength of ties between states. Con-
nectivity is not a particular configuration of ties. It merely describes existence 
and the strength of these ties, however structured. Hence, greater connectivity 
among states may result in a hierarchical order centered on one or a few states 
or a nonhierarchical order, where no state enjoys a privileged position vis-à-
vis its peers.  

Order may be used to describe all manners of domains between states, 
from military relations, to trade, to university exchange programs. Within all 
these areas, ties between states vary depending on the closeness of their inter-
actions, and one or more states will usually be more centrally placed than oth-
ers. It may be useful to picture international order, as done in network analy-
sis, as nodes (the states) connected by ties whose thickness are defined by the 
intensity of relations within the given area.29 For instance, three states en-
gaged in trade may all have trade ties among them, but ties to one (State A) 
may be much stronger due to the size and nature of its economy. In such a 
scenario, the A-B and A-C ties will be thick, whereas the B-C tie will be thin, 
situating A in a more central place in the order.  

As an order is related to a specific domain, multiple orders coexist both in 
parallel and within each other.30 For instance, within a geoeconomic order, 
the respective patterns of ties between a group of states may differ between 
the domains of trade and of financial flows. States may accordingly differ in 
their degree of centrality depending on the domain. In principle, issue areas 
can be aggregated and disaggregated into orders in any way. One may speak 
of the “geoeconomic order” as a single thing, or perhaps an all-encompassing 
“international order,” which includes economics, security, and everything 
else. Alternatively, one may reduce orders to their smallest components, 
speaking of an arms trade order, a railroad gauge order, or a currency swap 
agreement order. None of these is more or less correct. The question, in line 
with my pragmatist approach, is how the particular conceptualization of order 
benefits the study of an empirical question of interest. If one is interested in 
the arms trade specifically, speaking of an “international security order” as 
whole may obscure more than it clarifies, compared to a more narrow “arms 
trade order.” 

                                                
29 Emilie M. Hafner-Burton, Miles Kahler, and Alexander H. Montgomery, “Network 
Analysis for International Relations,” International Organization 63, no. 3 (2009). 
30 For a similar use of the term, see Alexander Cooley and Daniel H. Nexon, Exit from 
Hegemony: The Unravelling of the American Global Order (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2020). 
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Figure 1.1. Orders across Different Levels of Aggregation 

 

Figure 1.1 depicts the categorization of international orders employed in this 
dissertation. Remember that these could well have been organized by other 
principles, that more orders could always be added across all levels of aggre-
gation except for the highest international order (which by definition encom-
passes all other orders), and that orders can in principle be disaggregated ad 
infinitum. I study infrastructure order and currency order, both of which may 
be subsumed under a broader geoeconomic order and could be disaggregated 
into multiple smaller orders, such as railroad order, highway order, currency 
swap agreement order etc. When discussing infrastructure order, I speak of 
both the physical infrastructure connectivity being put in place (roads, rail-
roads etc.) and the financial ties that follow their construction (loans, the con-
tracting of construction companies etc.). Chapter 5 also presents a brief study 
of trade order to set the stage for my two main analyses. 

Orders are of course not independent of each other. Developments in one 
order will influence other orders. This is the case for narrowly defined subor-
ders as well as for the comprehensive geoeconomic and security orders. In the 
geoeconomic analyses of this dissertation, the interplay between different or-
ders is exemplified in the way infrastructure ties shape the conditions for trade 
ties, and how trade provides an impetus for stronger currency ties. In these 
examples, the strengthening of ties in one domain accelerates the develop-
ment of ties in other domains. Yet, while orders influence each other, I still 
believe they can meaningfully be studied separately, as they still have some 
degree of independence. More fundamentally, the separation of international 
affairs into different orders is an analytical construct rather than a reflection 
of the empirical world. Studying orders separately is justified by my pragmatic 
methodology, elaborated in chapter 3. 

The level of order studied has important implications for the claims made. 
All particular orders except for the highest level of aggregation are subsets of 
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a broader order. If a study reveals much about a particular order, it will also 
reveal something about a larger aggregate order but necessarily less. This is 
comparable to generalizing from a single case to a case universe. If all sub-
domains of infrastructure order (railroads, highways etc.) resemble one ideal 
type of connectivity such as an empire, the aggregate infrastructure order will 
also resemble the ideal type, being the sum of its parts. This also means that 
the larger geoeconomic order will resemble an empire in at least one regard, 
infrastructure, but not necessarily in others.  

Different orders can coexist in different geographic spaces, and some or-
ders are predominantly regional, while others span the entire planet. The ex-
istence of multiple regional orders at the same time may, but does not neces-
sarily, spark competition between the units of these orders. For this reason, it 
is important to include the presence of alternative orders when studying any 
specific order. For instance, my study of the currency order focusing on the 
Chinese renminbi evaluates the prospects for a new regional currency order 
centered on China to challenge the existing dominance of the United States 
and the dollar in the region. My study of infrastructure order is less sharply 
defined in its geographic scope, since Chinese companies are building infra-
structure ties within and outside its regional context, but it will also include 
discussions of rival infrastructure hubs, such as Russia in Central Asia. 

Finally, orders are not actors but structure. They are comprised by states 
who do things and the more centrally placed states in an order will have the 
strongest influence on how it develops, but when speaking of competition 
among orders, it is not the actual orders that compete but the cores of those 
orders, perhaps supported by their peripheries. In this sense, my use of order 
is comparable to the neorealist use of “balance of power” as an international 
structure. 

I should also stress that this conceptualization of order differs from parts 
of the International Relations literature. As argued by Iain Johnston, order is 
typically understood as “interstate agreement over the norms, rules, and in-
stitutions that regulate interstate behavior.”31 Order is thus seen as the quali-

                                                
31 Alastair Iain Johnston, “China in a World of Orders: Rethinking Compliance and 
Challenge in Beijing's International Relations,” International Security 44, no. 2 
(2019). 
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tative nature of international affairs or the way states behave. This is the ap-
proach of the English School,32 of liberal theories of international order,33 and 
even recent work of the stout realists John Mearsheimer.34 In contrast, my 
concept of order is structural. I define orders as patterns of international ties. 
These patterns may greatly affect how states behave as they reflect structures 
of asymmetric interdependence and power, but they are not defined by this 
behavior, and that is a crucial difference. This structural approach provides a 
number of analytical advantages, which I return to in my conclusion. 

I refer to the central domain of this dissertation as a “geoeconomic” rather 
than simply an “economic” order. The reason is my emphasis on the relation-
ship between economic factors, asymmetric interdependence, and geopolitics. 
I am not interested in the role of economic wealth in itself, nor does my study 
rely on the mathematical models and assumptions of the academic field of 
economics. By using the term “geoeconomics,” I firmly ground myself in the 
International Relations’ literature and debates. This point is elaborated below 

Empire, Core and Periphery 
An empire is a particular ideal type of an international order consisting of a 
single core and two or more peripheries.35 Empire, like the three alternative 
ideal types presented in chapter 4, speaks to the structure of connectivity and 
not the substance of a particular order. International connectivity within any 
domain may be structured more or less like an empire. The imperial order is 
structured as a hub-and-spokes, where a single node (the core or hub) is con-
nected to multiple nodes (the periphery states or spokes) who are mutually 
disconnected and disconnected from nodes outside the system. The core is 
thus the central or dominant state in the order, and peripheries are the re-
maining states. Peripheries may vary greatly in their power capabilities but 
they are ideal-typically defined as having only ties to the core. I use the terms 

                                                
32 Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1977), chap. 1. Bull further adds that orders are defined as 
serving certain goals shared among states. 
33 E.g. G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the 
Rebuilding of Order After Major War (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
2001); Georg Sørensen, Rethinking the New World Order (London: Palgrave, 2016). 
34 Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail." 
35 I follow Motyl in requiring more than one periphery state in imperial orders, be-
cause a two-state order will not resemble a hub-and-spokes but merely be one of 
asymmetric interdependence and the dominance of one state over another. Motyl, 
Revolutions, Nations, Empires, p. 120. 
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core and periphery both in their ideal-typical and theoretically specific defini-
tions and as empirical terms for the dominant state in an empirical order (the 
core) and the remaining states in that order (the periphery states). Of course, 
in empirical reality, no state will ever only have ties to a single core. Yet, the 
ideal type is formulated in absolute terms to clarify its use for comparison with 
a much more complex and murky reality. In chapter 4, I present three other 
alternative ideal types—hegemony, contested order, and nonhierarchical or-
der—which I will draw on in my empirical analyses to describe connectivity 
patterns that bear smaller resembles to the imperial hub-and-spokes. 

Due to its central position within the empire, a core will be less dependent 
on any single periphery state than vice versa because the core has better op-
portunities to shift its ties to other states. The core will therefore enjoy struc-
tural power over the periphery states, enabling it to shape their preferences. 
Once integrated into the imperial order, shifting away from its dependence on 
the core will be costly for a periphery state, and this locks it in a position of 
self-reinforcing asymmetric interdependence on the core. 

An imperial system can break down in one of three ways, logically derived 
from the characteristics of its structure. It breaks down if ties between core 
and periphery are cut, if inter-peripheral ties form, and if peripheries form ties 
to states outside the imperial system. The third cause of imperial breakdown 
is the theory’s main touchpoint with the realist power-balancing literature.36 
Competing cores may actively seek to forge ties with periphery states in an 
empire, in order to undermine the imperial structure as a whole, or at least 
reduce the asymmetry of dependence of a single core-periphery relation, by 
providing the periphery state with an alternative tie. 

Geoeconomics 
This study focuses on geoeconomics, which I define as the domain wherein 
cross-border economic ties shape geopolitical relations among states by cre-
ating asymmetric interdependencies. It is thus the interplay between econom-
ics and geopolitics, the latter being the study of interstate power relations in 
their geographic context. 

The substance of my definition—the relationship between economic 
means and geopolitical ends—is in line with most commonly used definitions 

                                                
36 E.g. Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics among Nations: The Struggle for Power and 
Peace, Fourth ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1948; repr., 1967); Kenneth N. Waltz, 
Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979). 
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of “geoeconomics.”37 The prefix “geo” is justified by the geographical and spa-
tial features that are prominent in my analyses, particularly in the study of 
transportation infrastructure, which is always built somewhere and serves to 
connect geographically separate places.38 More broadly speaking, I also dis-
cuss the implications of infrastructure and currency ties for regional relations, 
situating my argument within geographic boundaries. Finally, the empirical 
issuers I study are all considered “key topics” in what Braz Baracuhy refers to 
as the fourth generation of geoeconomics.39 

My approach to geoeconomics differs from much of the literature in one 
important regard; the structural rather than practical or strategic focus. Most 
studies of geoeconomics focus on how one or a few specific states employ ge-
oeconomic strategies and practices.40 Indeed, according to Baracuhy, “geo-
economics can only be fully understood in the context of the grand-strategic 
calculus of ends and means.”41 Geoeconomics is treated as the strategic 
choices made by states to employ economic means in their pursuit of various 
geopolitical goals. However, the potency of geoeconomic instruments will al-
ways be defined by the geoeconomic order in place at a given time. 

In the introduction to the edited volume Geo-economics and Power Poli-
tics in the 21st Century, Sören Scholvin and Mikael Wigell describe how power 
and security are coupled “to commanding and manipulating the economic ties 
that bind states together. By making use of the leverage provided by the asym-
metric vulnerabilities inherent in these economic interconnectivities, geo-eco-
nomics provide a way for states […] to conduct power politics.”42 I agree with 
this assertion but also suggest that this should direct our analytical attention 

                                                
37 For an overview and discussion of definitions of “geoeconomics”, see So ̈ren 
Scholvin and Mikael Wigell. “Geo-economic Power Politics: An Introduction.” In 
Geo-economics and Power Politics in the 21st Century: The Revival of Economic 
Statecraft, edited by Mikael Wigell, So ̈ren Scholvin, and Mika Aaltola. pp. 1-13. 
(London: Routledge, 2019). For the classic piece on geoeconomics, see Edward N. 
Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geo-economics: Logic of Conflict, Grammar of 
Commerce,” National Interest 20 (1990). 
38 For a discussion of the “geo” in “geoeconomics”, see Braz Baracuhy. “Geo-
economics as a Dimension of Grand Strategy: Notes on the Concept and its 
Evolution.” In Geo-economics and Power Politics in the 21st Century: The Revival 
of Economic Statecraft, edited by Mikael Wigell, So ̈ren Scholvin, and Mika Aaltola. 
pp. 14-27. (London: Routledge, 2019), p. 15. 
39 Ibid. p. 23. 
40 E.g. Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means; Wigell, “Conceptualizing 
Regional Powers’ Geoeconomic Strategies." 
41 Baracuhy, “Geo-economics as a Dimension of Grand Strategy,” p. 18. 
42 Scholvin and Wigell, “Geo-economic Power Politics,” pp. 1-2. 
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towards the broader patterns of “ties that bind states together” rather than 
focusing only on the behavior of particular states. If the ability of a state to 
pursue a geoeconomic strategy is defined by its place in an international struc-
ture, understanding this structure must be a priority for International Rela-
tions research. For this reason, I study geoeconomics as a domain of interna-
tional order, as illustrated in Figure 1.1 above. 

Structure of the Dissertation 
This dissertation is structured as follows: Chapter 2 sets the theoretical and 
empirical stage and situates my ideal-typical theory of empire within the field 
of International Relations. One of the central purposes of this chapter is to 
clarify how my theory differs from other, perhaps more familiar, concepts re-
lating to international order and great powers, such as hegemony and imperi-
alism. After moving through the theoretical literature, I review the contempo-
rary debate on the rise of China and some of the most prominent ways in which 
it has been studied. Finally, I critically evaluate the concepts of tianxia and 
tribute system as alternative frameworks for understanding contemporary 
China. 

Chapter 3 presents my methodology. It may seem unorthodox to present 
methodology before theory, since the purpose of a methodology chapter is of-
ten to operationalize theory. In my case, understanding the methodology of an 
ideal type is fundamental to understanding the theory itself, and following the 
conventional order could lead to less clarity. The chapter first reviews some of 
the methodological literature on ideal types before exemplifying familiar ideal 
types in the International Relations literature. I then provide some consider-
ations on my own theorizing. Next, I discuss how I mobilize my ideal type in 
empirical research and the data sources I rely on, before closing the chapter 
with a discussion of my own positionality and normativity when working with 
a concept such as empire and with a politically charged empirical question 
such as the rise of China. 

Chapter 4 lays out my theoretical framework. I first discuss different con-
cepts of hierarchy and power in International Relations, emphasizing how my 
ideal type conceptualizes power as stemming from the position of a state 
within an international structure. I then elaborate my definition of empire as 
a configuration of international connectivity with a single core with multiple 
peripheries structured in a hub-and-spokes. A defining feature of this struc-
ture is the asymmetry of interdependence between core and periphery states, 
which I exemplify in trade, investment, and debt. After presenting the purely 
structural dimension of my ideal type, I discuss different ways in which em-
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pires manifest. This is done by introducing three typological distinctions—for-
mal-informal, continental-maritime, and developmental-extractive—which 
provide a language to discuss how different empires may look very different. 
Next, I discuss how empires develop by presenting a typology of drivers of and 
impediments to imperial expansion, which I categorize as either metrocentric 
or pericentric, depending on the causal factors. Finally, I present three alter-
native configurations of order—hegemony, contested order, and nonhierar-
chical order—which I logically derive from the imperial order by relaxing one 
or more of its defining characteristics. Chapter 4 is the part of the dissertation 
most strongly inspired by and relying on the history of empires throughout the 
world. I include the examples hereof to demonstrate how imperial aspects 
have manifested in different ways and, more broadly, to let history provide an 
avenue for inspiration for other studies whether contemporary or historical. 

Chapter 5 serves to connect the abstract theory to the concrete context of 
China’s rise today to set the stage for my empirical analyses. I first discuss the 
degrees of formality—one of the three elements of the manifestations of em-
pires—in relation to China, arguing that China has both a domestic and an 
external periphery. I then discuss the role of globalization in my analyses of 
geoeconomics and argue that it may still make sense to speak of hub-and-
spokes-structures in a world of global connectivity. Next, I turn to the issue of 
agency regarding China to address some possible analytical misunderstand-
ings and how my state-centric analysis tackles the messy web of interests 
among Chinese actors. Finally, chapter 5 presents brief discussions of two in-
ternational orders in Asia, the security order and the trade order, to situate my 
argument. Both analyses study other important hubs of connectivity and use 
the ideal-typical language of chapter 4 to characterize the patterns of security 
and trade. I argue that both the United States and Russia are more centrally 
placed than China in the security order in Asia, but that the Asian trade order 
can be characterized as a China-centric hegemony.  

Chapter 6 makes up the empirical bulk of this dissertation by presenting 
my study of infrastructure connectivity and its financing. I first discuss the 
function of physical transportation infrastructure such as roads and railroads 
in historical empires, theorize it in terms of hub-and-spokes, and offer some 
considerations on the contemporary purposes of infrastructure. I then reflect 
on how to study this in respect to contemporary China. The empirical analysis 
itself begins with a description of China’s BRI and of what I call the Chinese 
model of development. I then look at quantitative measures of Chinese infra-
structure construction activity, arguing that the center of activity is shifting 
from Africa to Asia, and demonstrating the high degree of activity in some of 
the least stable countries in the world. Next, I study geocoded data of the BRI 
on maps, arguing that it generally resemble a hub-and-spokes with overseas 
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peripheries being connected to China via ports. I then turn to railroad con-
struction specifically and conduct case studies of the rail lines being con-
structed in continental Southeast Asia, Nigeria, Iran, and Argentina. These 
four case studies are followed by a discussion of the different railway gauge 
standards employed by China and its neighbors. Finally, the chapter discusses 
whether a China-centric order is emerging by evaluating the forces that drive 
and impede such a development. As in chapter 7, the discussion is based on a 
“more of the same” scenario, leaving chapter 8 to discuss the possible conse-
quences of COVID-19. I conclude that a China-centric infrastructure order is 
emerging and that I expect it to gravitate towards greater benefits for the pe-
riphery rather than relying on an extractive logic. 

Chapter 7 studies the consequences of China’s rise for currency order in 
Asia. I first conduct a theoretical overview of the relationship between cur-
rency internationalization and power in international relation, drawing on the 
work of Benjamin Cohen, which I incorporate into the hub-and-spokes frame-
work of empires. Next, I conduct a brief historical overview of changes to cur-
rency order to provide context for the subsequent study. My contemporary 
analysis of the Chinese currency, the renminbi, begins by demonstrating how 
little the currency is used today compared to other currencies, and I offer a 
number of reasons why this is the case. I then account for recent Chinese pol-
icy initiatives to promote renminbi internationalization. Finally, the chapter 
discusses the factors that drive and impede the formation of a renminbi order 
today and in the near future. This is followed by a discussion of recent devel-
opments in digital currency in China, where I argue that the Digital Currency 
Electronic Payment (DCEP) will enhance the potential benefits of currency in-
ternationalization for China but is unlikely to accelerate internationalization. 
Chapter 7 concludes that a China-centric currency order based on the 
renminbi is not in the making. 

Chapter 8 discusses the consequences of COVID-19 for the world economy 
and for the conclusions drawn in chapters 6 and 7. I present five scenarios for 
the different consequences of the pandemic and of the resulting lockdowns 
and then revisit the discussions of drivers and impediments to currency inter-
nationalization and strengthened infrastructure connectivity based on these. 
The first three scenarios describe different possible economic outcomes in 
terms of slowed economic growth. Scenario 1 discusses the consequences of 
slowed economic growth in China, scenario 2 discusses slowed growth in com-
peting cores (the United States, Europe, and Japan), and scenario 3 discusses 
slowed economic growth in the developing world, leading to a weakened pe-
riphery. The final two scenarios relate to the impact on globalization. Scenario 
4 discusses a reduction in economic ties between China and China’s competi-
tors (primarily the United States) specifically, and scenario 5 discusses a larger 
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winding down of globalization as Western companies bring production to 
their home region. The chapter concludes with a summary of the expected im-
pacts of the different scenarios. 

Chapter 9 concludes the dissertation by summarizing my findings and ar-
guing how they contributes to our theoretical and empirical knowledge. I 
reach the overall conclusion that a China-centric geoeconomic order is emerg-
ing, but that it is more of a hegemony than an empire. I then revisit the broader 
debate on the rise of China, accounted for in chapter 2, to show how my work 
can inform this debate. One of the central points is here that students of 
China’s rise should be hesitant to speak of international order in the singular, 
and that the prospects for a China-centric order must be evaluated differently 
depending on the issue. Next, I discuss the usefulness of my ideal type for cre-
ating new insights and questions and suggests future avenues of research, 
which could be inspired by the ideal type. I round off the conclusion with some 
reflections on China’s road ahead and the future of great power relations with 
each other and the developing world. 
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Chapter 2: 
Situating the Argument 

Empire is a contested concept to say the least. The word empire and its mod-
ern relative imperialism are familiar to everyone and used to mean a host of 
different things. After the end of the Cold War and especially since the early 
2000s, the term “empire” has made a comeback in both political commentary 
and the International Relations literature to describe (and often criticize) the 
power position and behavior of the United States.43 It has been qualified with 
adjectives such as “incoherent,”44 “failed,”45 “benevolent,”46 “informal,”47 and 
at times been labelled an “empire by invitation.”48 Common for these terms is 
a lack of conceptual clarity and an undeveloped relation to similar concepts in 
the International Relations literature. The term primarily served as an ideo-
logical vehicle to criticize the United State for behaving unilaterally and ag-
gressively. This kind of use carries little theoretical benefit as it rarely fleshes 
out the concept of empire in detail. 

                                                
43 E.g. Michael Cox, “The Empire’s Back in Town: Or America’s Imperial Temptation 
— Again,” Millennium - Journal of International Studies 23, no. 1 (2003); “Empire, 
Imperialism and the Bush Doctrine,” Review of International Studies 30, no. 4 
(2004); G. John Ikenberry, “Liberalism and Empire: Logics of Order in the American 
Unipolar Age,” Review of International Studies 30, no. 4 (2004); Andrew Hurrell, 
On Global Order: Power, Values and the Constitution of International Society 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Charles S. Maier, America among 
Empires? Imperial Analogues and Imperial Syndrome, lecture presented at the 
German Historical Institute (8 March, Washington DC, 2007); David A. Lake, “The 
New American Empire?,” International Studies Perspectives 9, no. 3 (2008); 
Richard Saull, “Empire, Imperialism and Contemporary American Global Power,” 
International Studies Perspectives 9, no. 3 (2008). For a critique of this use, see 
Miriam Prys and Stefan Robel, “Hegemony, not Empire,” Journal of International 
Relations and Development 14, no. 2 (2011). 
44 Michael Mann, Incoherent Empire (London: Verso, 2003). 
45 “The First Failed Empire of the 21st Century,” Review of International Studies 30, 
no. 4 (2004). 
46 Robert Kagan, “The Benevolent Empire,” Foreign Policy, no. 111 (1998). 
47 Niall Ferguson, Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World (London: Allen 
Lane, 2003); Andrew Hurrell, “Pax Americana or the Empire of Insecurity,” 
International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 58, no. 2 (2005). 
48 Geir Lundestad, The American Empire and Other Studies of United States 
Foreign Policy in Comparative Perspective (Oxford/Oslo: Oxford University Press 
and Norwegian University Press, 1990). 
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This dissertation examines the question: Is a China-centric geoeconomic 
order emerging in the twenty-first century? It relates to important themes in 
International Relations, such as hierarchy, great power status and behavior, 
international order, and, of course, the rise of China. This chapter reviews the 
existing literature that addresses these issues in order to situate my own argu-
ment and argue for the usefulness of an ideal-typical conceptualization of em-
pire to provide an answer. The purpose is to distinguish my theoretical and 
empirical work from other approaches and concepts on the academic market, 
while also acknowledging the ground shared between my work and that of oth-
ers. 

The works reviewed here are the ones that revolve around the themes 
above, and the ones my argument has most frequently been confronted (and 
confused) with when I have presented my research. The central concepts are 
great power, hegemon and hegemony, imperialism, and various conceptual-
izations of empire. By reviewing the different uses of these concepts system-
atically, it becomes clearer what my ideal-typical theory of empire is and is 
not. In this way, this chapter also presents its own theoretical argument that 
“empire” is not just another word for a dominant state. 

The chapter is divided into three parts. The first part is theoretical and 
reviews central concepts relating to hierarchy within the traditions of realism 
(particularly neorealism), the English School, hegemonic stability theory, 
power transition theory, Marxist theories of international political economy, 
Gramscianism, and neo-Gramscianism. I also discuss the literature that ex-
plicitly uses the concept of empire and I organize it into theories that consider 
empire a discourse of supremacy and theories that use empire as an ideal type 
of international relations as I do. 

The second part reviews the dominant positions in the contemporary em-
pirical debate over China’s role in international relations. I will return to these 
arguments in the conclusion and use them to discuss the findings of my own 
analysis. Third and finally, I engage and criticize the notion of a particular 
“Chinese” approach to international relations and argue that the concept of 
empire is more useful than concepts of tianxia and tribute system for studying 
contemporary China’s position in the international order today. 
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Great Powers and Hegemony in Realism 
Empires are about hierarchy and power, but empire is not synonymous with 
great power or hegemon as conceived in the neorealist literature.49 In neore-
alist terminology, great powers are defined in terms of material capabilities. 
By most accounts, a state qualifies as a great power if it has a sufficiently 
strong military, economy, and, for contemporary studies, a credible nuclear 
deterrent.50 These capabilities can be disaggregated into factors such as pop-
ulation size, level of technology, resource endowment etc., which contribute 
to military or economic power. The fundamental point is that power is some-
thing a state possesses, and a great power has a lot more of it than the majority 
of other states. By extension, hegemony describes a situation in which a single 
state is sufficiently stronger than any other state in the international system. 
In John Mearsheimer’s terms, a hegemon is so strong that no other state can 

                                                
49 The realist school or tradition of International Relations is large and has a number 
of sub-traditions. The three major branches are classical realism, structural or neo-
realism (with subdivisions) and neoclassical realism. Central works of classical real-
ism include Edward Hallett Carr, The Twenty Years' Crisis, 1919-1939: An 
Introduction to the Study of International Relations (London: Macmillan and co., 
1939); and Morgenthau, Politics among Nations. Structural realism or neorealism 
was initially presented in Waltz, Theory of International Politics. It can be further 
divided into its defensive and its offensive branch. For defensive realism, see ibid. ; 
Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1987). For offensive realism, see John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power 
Politics, 2 ed. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2001; repr., 2014). For neo-
classical realism, see Gideon Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign 
Policy,” World Politics 51, no. 1 (1998); Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, and 
Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
50 For classic examples of power measures, see e.g. Morgenthau, Politics among 
Nations, chap. 9; Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 131. Or more recently, 
Øystein Tunsjø, The Return of Bipolarity in World Politics: China, the United States, 
and Geostructural Realism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), chap. 3-
4. John J. Mearsheimer distinguishes between “actual power” (military and nuclear 
forces) and “potential” or “latent power” (the economic and demographic prerequi-
sites for actual power). I avoid this distinction since it entails that military and nu-
clear forces are the only kinds of force than can be used on their own. In line with the 
literature on economic statecraft, I consider economic capabilities a form of actual 
power that states can employ in pursuit of their goals. The Tragedy of Great Power 
Politics, pp. 43, 60. 
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“put up a serious fight” against it.51 Again, what is at stake is the international 
distribution of power capabilities. 

Other strands of realism apply additional qualifies to describe great pow-
ers. Classical realists Hans Morgenthau and Robert Gilpin argue that prestige 
and status are fundamental goals and assets of great powers,52 which goes be-
yond the strictly materialist ontology of most neorealists. In addition, they 
tend to treat prestige as a kind of capability that is owned by states, even if it 
is less tangible than military and economic assets. As such, the classical realist 
incorporation of nonmaterial factors in the definition of a great power does 
not change the capability-basis of the concept. 

The realist terminology is excellent for describing material power hierar-
chies between states. However, it is too narrow for my purpose, since it re-
duces the complexities of international order into a question of balance of 
power. In my inquiry into the nature of the international order and the rise of 
China, I am interested in more than just China’s capabilities. I ask whether the 
order can be considered China-centric. This is about the nature and structure 
of relations, namely the asymmetry of dependence and connectivity between 
states.  

Material power capabilities do play a role in empires, but it is indirect. Mil-
itary power may serve a crucial function in establishing imperial relations and 
forcing periphery states to associate with the core exclusively.53 This is the es-
sence of military conquest followed by formal annexation. Economic power in 
the form of a large market and capital to export may also naturally create a 
hub-and-spokes pattern of interaction, as other states will enjoy economic 
benefit from directing their business towards the hub of trade and finance. 
Similarly, if a core were to lose its economic preponderance over the periph-
ery, the economic hub-and-spokes structure of interaction would also fall 
apart, as peripheries would increasingly do business with each other and with 
states outside the imperial system. Power inequality is a necessary—but not 
sufficient—condition for imperial relations. It is hard to imagine an imperial 
core that is not also a great power.54 A weak state cannot maintain its position 

                                                
51 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 40. 
52 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, chap. 6; Gilpin, War and Change in World 
Politics, pp. 30-34. 
53 Charles S. Maier, Among Empires: American Ascendancy and its Predecessors 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006), pp. 70-75. 
54 A point made also by Benjamin Cohen in his study of imperialism. The Question 
of Imperialism: The Political Economy of Dominance and Dependence (New York: 
Basic Books, 1973), p. 15. 
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as the core of a hub-and-spokes system, but a strong state will not necessarily 
create one either. 

Hegemonic Stability Theory 
Compared to realist theories, hegemonic stability theory shifts the scope from 
the dominant state itself to its impact on international order. This brings it 
closer to my research agenda. Hegemonic stability theory argues that the dom-
inant state or hegemon may serve as an enabler of international exchange and 
cooperation by providing stability to the international system.55 The presence 
of a single more powerful state fundamentally alters the nature of interactions 
in its system. 

Hegemonic stability reveals an important element in international hierar-
chy: the ability of a dominant state to foster cooperation. However, it lacks 
nuance. It says nothing about the particular structure of relations being cre-
ated, nor how the dominant state might enjoy a particularly privileged posi-
tion within the system. The empire ideal type I use also posits that the core 
can help foster exchange and interaction between units in an international 
system, but it underscores the centrality of the core by insisting that interna-
tional connectivity will be structured in a hub-and-spokes. In hegemonic sta-
bility theory, the hegemon supports cooperation and interaction in general. In 
an empire, the core only supports interactions between itself and individual 
periphery states, not between other units in the system. The latter is more use-
ful for my particular research question, since I wish to study whether an 
emerging international order can be characterized as China-centric. 

Power transition theory, the realist “cousin” of hegemonic stability theory, 
focuses more on change and transitions between hegemonic orders but its ar-
gument about the role of the hegemon is not fundamentally different.56 For 
this reason, it differs from the empire ideal type in the same way. Empires are 
about a particular configuration of connectivity, which places much greater 
emphasis on the centrality of the imperial core, rather than merely its func-
tion as the enabler of international cooperation. I return to these differences 
in my discussion of four different ideal types of order in International Rela-
tions in chapter 4. 
                                                
55 Charles P. Kindleberger, The World in Depression, 1929-1939 (London: Allen 
Lane, Penguin, 1973); Robert O. Keohane, “The Theory of Hegemonic Stability and 
Changes in International Economic Regimes, 1967-1977,” (Center for International 
and Strategic Affairs, University of California, 1980); John Ruggie, “International 
Regimes, Transactions, and Change: Embedded Liberalism in the Postwar Economic 
Order,” International Organization 36, no. 2 (1982). 
56 Organski, World Politics; Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics. 
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The English School 
The English School of international relations incorporates relational notions 
in its use of great power and hegemony, which moves it closer to my structural 
argument. In this school of theory, a defining feature of great powers is the 
special rights and responsibilities bestowed upon them by the international 
society of states.57 Capabilities alone do not define a great power. They rely on 
the social recognition of other states in international society to fulfil their role. 
On this basis, Ian Clark uses hegemony to describe different constellations of 
leadership in international society, which may be composed of a single state 
or a collective of states, and which may have a limited or an exclusive coali-
tional basis.58 No matter its particular form, hegemony relies on social recog-
nition from other members of the international society to gain legitimacy.59 A 
sufficiently unequal distribution of capabilities in the absence of legitimacy 
should be considered primacy, not hegemony.60 

In the English School, great power status and hegemony are regarded as 
something that is in part socially constituted and thus based on the relations 
between states rather than just the capabilities of states. This introduces an 
important constructivist element to the formula, since legitimacy, recognition, 
responsibility, and rights are all fundamentally social phenomena that are 
constructed in the interactions in international society. This constructivist 
component marks an important difference from my ideal type. 

I theorize empires as relational, in the sense that they denote a structure 
of international relations between a hub and its spokes. A hub is only a hub, 
and a spoke is only a spoke because of its relations to other states in the struc-
ture. However, I conceptualize these relations in terms of dependence vis-à-
vis political autonomy rather than as social ties of mutual recognition. In this 

                                                
57 Bull, The Anarchical Society; David A. Lake, Hierarchy in International Relations 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2009). 
58 Ian Clark, Hegemony in International Society (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011). 
59 Legitimacy in International Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
See also Martin Wight, Systems of States (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 
1977), p. 153; Adam Watson, The Evolution of International Society: A Comparative 
Historical Analysis (London: Routledge, 1992; repr., 2009), p. 13; Robert W. 
Jackman, Power without Force: The Political Capacity of Nation-States (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993), p. 95; Ian Hurd, “Legitimacy and 
Authority in International Politics,” International Organization 53, no. 2 (1999); 
Martha Finnemore, “Legitimacy, Hypocrisy, and the Social Structure of Unipolarity,” 
World Politics 61, no. 1 (2009). 
60 Clark, Hegemony in International Society, pp. 23-28. 
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sense, my ontology is more materialist than that of the English School. I con-
sider this approach more useful in answering my research question, because 
of my focus on actual empirical developments rather than formulations of pol-
icy. Physical infrastructure and currency-bound exchanges are somewhat tan-
gible things, not social constructs (though both of course rely on various social 
practices). For this reason, I also use the term “international system” or “in-
ternational order” rather than “international society,” as the latter is based on 
the idea of a social compact between states.61 

Further, like with hegemonic stability theory and power transition theory, 
the hub-and-spokes structure of an empire places specific requirements on the 
international system that are foreign to the English School’s understanding of 
international society. In an empire, all spokes are exclusively connected to the 
hub. In contrast, the English School makes no claims about the connectivity 
structure among states or the centrality of any single state. Even in an inter-
national society dominated by a single-state hegemon, nothing hinders non-
great powers from interacting freely with each other. The English School could 
thus describe a China-led international order but would have a harder time 
conceptualizing a China-centric order. 

It is difficult to see in English School terms, how a hegemon should be able 
to structure international society into a hub-and-spokes while maintaining its 
legitimacy among its constituents. In such a configuration, the hierarchy 
would tend more towards domination and primacy, and one would expect the 
hegemon to rule more through force than through the consent of its subjects, 
taking away an integral part of what it means to be a hegemon. A hub-and-
spokes international society would have to rely more on power and depend-
ence than on the social recognition of the rights and duties of the core, and 
this is exactly what my ideal-typical theory posits. 

In summary, Prys and Robel’s claim that “the concept [of empire] has been 
stretched to the point where it is conterminous with hegemony or leader-
ship”62 is misguided. Empires differ from realist notions of great power and 
hegemon by describing an international order rather than a state with suffi-
cient power capabilities. Empire differs from hegemonic stability theory and 
the English School by positing a particular pattern of connectivity, the hub-
and-spokes-structure, rather than cooperation in general. And unlike the Eng-
lish School, the theory of empire places its theoretical emphasis on asymmet-
ric interdependence rather than social recognition as the tie that connects the 
stronger with the weaker in an international system. 

                                                
61 Evelyn Goh, The Struggle for Order: Hegemony, Hierarchy, and Transition in 
Post-Cold War East Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
62 Prys and Robel, “Hegemony, not Empire,” p. 250. 
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Imperialism 
Empire is often associated with imperialism. Linguistically, the word “empire” 
existed centuries before “imperialism” and the two only really become entan-
gled around the late nineteenth century.63 Nonetheless, some scholars con-
tinue to view them as two sides to the same coin. For instance, Michael Doyle 
considers “imperialism” as merely “the process of establishing and maintain-
ing an empire.”64 Outside its Marxist economic use, imperialism is mostly fre-
quently considered synonymous with “expansionism.” Schumpeter defines 
imperialism as “the objectless disposition on the part of the state to unlimited 
forcible expansion,”65 and Morgenthau uses imperialism in much the same 
way as later realists would use “revisionism.”66 The same goes for Snyder and 
Kupchan, who both study imperial overstretch; the self-defeating tendency for 
great powers to expand beyond their own means.67 Unfortunately, by referring 
to expansionist great powers as empires, Snyder and Kupchan dilute the use-
fulness of the concept. They might as well have framed the object of their stud-
ies as “self-defeating revisionism” or “expansionism”.  

Imperialism is primarily associated with Marxist strands of International 
Political Economy and below follows a brief review of some of the components 
of the Marxist understanding of imperialism in order to show how my theory 
differs from it. It should be noted from the start that Marxist scholars use and 
define the term in different ways, and that the following section only reviews 
some common features.68 

Marxists view imperialism as an outcome of modern capitalism, wherein 
the capitalist class exploits the working class by appropriating the surplus 

                                                
63 Russell David Foster. “The Concept of Empire.” In The SAGE Handbook of 
Political Sociology, edited by William Outhwaite and Stephen Turner. 2018), p. 5. 
See also Tabulae Imperii Europaei: Mapping European Empire (London: 
Routledge, 2015); Anthony Pagden, The Burdens of Empire: 1539 to the Present 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), chap. 1. 
64 Doyle, Empires, p. 19. Julian Go uses ’imperialism’ to the same end. Patterns of 
Empire: The British and American Empires, 1688 to the Present (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 7. 
65 Joseph A. Schumpeter, Imperialism and Social Classes (New York: August M. 
Keely (repr. Martino Publishing), 1951; repr., 2014), p. 7. 
66 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, chap. 5. 
67 Jack Snyder, Myths of Empire: Domestic Politics and International Ambition 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991); Charles A. Kupchan, The Vulnerability 
of Empire (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1994). 
68 The following relies substantially on Anthony Brewer, Marxist Theories of 
Imperialism: A Critical Survey, 2. ed. (London: Routledge, 1990). 



39 

value that is generated from their work. It is a both descriptive and normative 
school of thought, since it seeks to explain the origins of imperialistic relations 
and criticizes them for being exploitative. The search for higher returns on 
capital investment and export markets for companies creates an expansive dy-
namic in capitalism. The growing monopoly of a few companies and banks 
internationalizes market competition as they look outside their own borders 
for new profits. As private enterprises grow stronger, they also get a stronger 
voice in shaping the foreign policy of states, creating expansionist foreign pol-
icies to support their economic interests. Scholars in this line of argument dif-
fer on whether imperialism is the natural product of capitalism or the result 
of a small group of financers who hijack policy. Lenin and Luxemburg took the 
former position,69 while Hobson (who was not a Marxist, but whose argu-
ments were often cited in the Marxist literature) and Schumpeter held the lat-
ter.70 All these authors shared a focus on the capitalist economic system, on 
the appropriation of surplus values by the capitalists, and the importance of 
production as a social process.71  

The Marxist argument was introduced into the field of International Rela-
tions primarily by Andre Gunder Frank and by Immanuel Wallerstein in his 
world systems theory.72 These authors transpose the Marxist logic of class 
struggle from the domestic economy to the international scene by studying the 
world as divided into a core or center and a periphery (and occasionally a 
semi-periphery).73 In this context, imperialism is the economic exchange be-
tween these two “classes” of states, where the core appropriates surplus value 
from the periphery, which leads to the enrichment of the already wealthy core 
and leaves the periphery even worse off than before—a process Frank refers to 
as “underdevelopment”. Moreover, periphery nations become dependent on 
the core and unable to break free of their role in the system through export 
dependence and debt.74 The argument still revolves around capitalism, but the 

                                                
69 Lenin summarizes and condenses the argument in a seminal pamphlet, which, 
though it may not have contributed much to the development of the theory of impe-
rialism, was central to its proliferation. Imperialism: The Highest Stage of 
Capitalism (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1917; repr., 1973). 
70 Doyle, Empires, pp. 22-24. 
71 Brewer, Marxist Theories of Imperialism, pp. 11-12. 
72 E.g. Andre Gunder Frank, Dependent Accumulation and Underdevelopment 
(London: Macmillan, 1978); Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World-system 
(New York: Academic Press, 1974). 
73 Brewer, Marxist Theories of Imperialism, chap. 8. 
74 Teresa Hayter, Aid as Imperialism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971; repr., 1974); 
The Creation of World Poverty, 3. ed. (London: Pluto Press, 1982); Cheryl Payer, 
The World Bank: A Critical Analysis (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1982). 
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capitalist system is now seen as a form of international distribution of labor 
between different kinds of states. Imperialism in this sense is the process by 
which the core maintains and expands a system of underdevelopment, de-
pendence, and exploitation of the periphery.75 

The Marxist and neo-Marxist literatures provide important insights re-
garding economic dependence and the structural power of economics to shape 
interstate relations. However, it is too narrow in its scope for my research 
agenda. Marxism may speak to economic orders or production orders in a 
modern capitalist context but it has less to say about political orders. The em-
pire ideal type differs from the Marxist literature on a number of points. 

First, the historical scopes differ. My ideal type of empire is created to be 
useful in understanding imperial structures all the way back to the ancient 
empires and all across the world, not just European imperialism since the 
nineteenth century (as in the original Marxist work) or the sixteenth century 
(as in Wallerstein’s world systems theory). My scope is broader in time and 
space. Second, the units of analysis in my theory are international orders being 
systems comprised of a number of states, rather than capitalism or a world 
system of capitalist exchange. In world systems theory, there can be multiple 
core states in a system. In the imperial hub-and-spokes, there can be only one 
core state. Other cores may exist outside the imperial system and interact with 
the core of that system, but they can never become part of the imperial system. 
This is important because the notion of a China-centric order means an order 
with a single core state, not a world system where multiple cores—say, China, 
the United States, Europe—collaborate to exploit the rest. 

Third, the role of economics differs. In my theory, economic ties are one 
kind of ties among many others that may exist between core and periphery. 
The role of economics—and capitalism in particular—is thus much smaller 
than in Marxist theory, where politics are the result of the mode of production. 
Factors like security, prestige, and domestic sentiment cannot be reduced to 
the demands of a capitalist economy. To paraphrase Carl von Clausewitz’s fa-
mous dictum:76 Empire is not just the continuation of economics by other 
means, as Marxists would have. The economic needs of a capitalist economy 
can surely be a driving force of imperial expansion but should not be viewed 
in isolation. Further, economic relations between core and periphery do not 
have to favor the core in my theory. Ties to a core may actually be of greater 

                                                
75 For a critique, see Cohen, The Question of Imperialism, chap. 6. 
76 Carl von Clausewitz, On War (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth, 1832; repr., 1997), 
Book I, chap. I, 24. 
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economic benefit to the periphery. This is not always the case, but the possi-
bility of such relations is at fundamental odds with the idea of underdevelop-
ment. 

Johan Galtung, though arguably not a Marxist, presents a structural the-
ory of imperialism that shares most economic elements of the Marxist theories 
reviewed above but comes closer to my own theory of empire.77 The idea of 
hub-and-spokes, which is the most important element of my empire ideal 
type, was introduced by Galtung to theorize imperialism, and he also acknowl-
edges that multiple cores may exist in the world, but each will have their own 
imperialist systems of peripheries. Finally, he underscores how ties can be 
made up of, e.g. cultural, military, educational, or even journalistic transac-
tions in addition to economic. 

There are three main differences between my theory and Galtung’s. First, 
as already noted, I do not assume that imperial ties always favor the core over 
the periphery. This is a central component in Galtung’s theory like in Marxism. 
Second, Galtung assumes that the division between the population and the 
elite within a periphery society is greater than the division between the pe-
riphery elite and the elite of the core. This explains why periphery rulers would 
strike deals with the rulers of the core when such agreements actually impov-
erish their own populations. While I contend that such a structure of mutual 
interests and disinterests may be present in an empire, I do not consider them 
a necessary feature. Even a periphery society without internal division be-
tween core and periphery may be incorporated into an imperial structure 
through various forms of asymmetric interdependence. Finally, my theory has 
a less benign view of the relation between core states, arguing that their rela-
tionships will often be characterized by rivalry rather than collaboration. In 
this way, my theory is more strongly inspired by realist notions of power bal-
ancing, as the development of imperial structures is strongly shaped by the 
presence and behavior of other great powers. I believe this third difference is 
particularly important when studying contemporary China, because the rela-
tionship between China and the United States seems much more competitive 
than collaborative, even if both of them may be cores of their own systems. 

In summary, while I do draw on some insights from the Marxist literature, 
I believe my research question is better answered with a theory that has a 
broader empirical scope and that more clearly defines patterns of relation-
ships within the international order. This lets me assess whether China is be-
coming the center of other kinds of order. Further, by insisting that economic 
relations do not have to favor the strong over the weak and does not assume 
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collaboration between cores, I allow a more nuanced study of China’s relations 
with other states. 

Neo-Gramscian Hegemony and Empire 
Antonio Gramsci adapted the class-based Marxist view of society to a much 
more comprehensive idea of hegemony.78 He considered hegemony the dom-
inance of the ruling class over all other classes, not by force or direct oppres-
sion, but through their consent. This consent is achieved through the spread 
of economic, political, cultural, religious etc. ideas and values, which create 
cohesion in society and support for the rule of the established order. In es-
sence, the ruling class wins the hearts and minds of its subjects.79 This totality 
of cultural values and social norms in their absolute broadest sense is the 
means by which legitimate rule is established and maintained. Unlike in the 
Marxist approach, the ideational element of hegemony is not just a super-
structure that obscures the fundamental class differences defined through 
modes of production, it is the glue that keeps society working together—and 
the ruling class in place. 

Robert Cox played a central part in introducing Gramscian thinking into 
the International Relations literature as neo-Gramscianism.80 Cox incorpo-
rated social forces as an important aspect of any international structure, to-
gether with the organization of production and state formations. Societal 
ideas, cultural norms, and values thus become an integral part of international 
hierarchy as the source of hegemonic consent.81 The term hegemon is used 
broader than in neorealism to denote the entire hegemonic system rather than 
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just the leader of that system. Many of Cox’ conclusions were similar to the 
arguments of hegemonic stability theorists, as both see the hegemonic order 
as facilitating international cooperation rather than conflict.82 Moreover, the 
leading state in the hegemonic system maintains a crucial role as the primary 
source of inspiration for the ideas and values that dominate the system.83 In 
this way, insights from neo-Gramscianism may also be incorporated in the 
English School to theorize the cultural and ideological pieces to legitimacy and 
consent in international society.84 

Building on Gramsci and Cox, scholars have studied contemporary inter-
national hegemony in ideational terms at several levels. “Neoliberalism” has 
been a favored object of analysis and critique both in terms of the financial 
institutions and international organizations that consolidate it globally and 
regionally,85 the intellectuals who promote it,86 and the market ideology that 
permeates it.87 Some have departed from Cox’ state-centrism to argue that a 
transnational capitalist elite comprises the real ruling class in the interna-
tional capitalist hegemony88 or that hegemony should be understood in dif-
ferent socially produced spaces, such as cities, rather than just the borders of 
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territorial states.89 Other have maintained state-centrism but used neo-Gram-
scian ideas to emphasize the role of ideology and culture in creating legitimate 
hegemony.90 Joseph Nye’s concept “soft power” could be considered an exam-
ple.91 

Daniel Nexon and Iver Neumann have a state-centric ontology in their at-
tempt to bridge the divide between realist and neo-Gramscian conceptualiza-
tions of hegemony. They argue that material capabilities provide the basis for 
a hegemon, but that the truly defining feature of a hegemon is that it possesses 
meta-capital, enabling it to “influence the exchange rate of different kinds of 
capital within and across fields; and ‘infuse’ specific kinds of capital—gener-
ated from objects, relations, and performance—with symbolic significance.”92 
Nexon and Neumann are inspired by the Bourdieuan concepts of “habitus” 
and “capital.” Within the arena of international politics, different kinds of cap-
ital can be used in different ways to different effects at different times. The 
meta-capital of the hegemon is the ability to define what is valuable and shape 
the rules for its exchange. This process is inherently social and relates to the 
allocation of status and prestige among states.93 

Coming full circle, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s exemplify a neo-
Gramscian use of empire. They theorize empire in the twenty-first century as 
a non-state-centric world order expressed as a juridical formation that en-
shrines liberal democratic norms and practices. It is “a decentered and deter-
ritorializing apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire global 
realm within its open, expanding frontiers.”94 Empires do not recognize geo-
graphic or temporal boundaries, and they are always dedicated to realizing “a 
perpetual and universal peace outside of history.”95 Empire is perhaps best 
seen in the “so-called right of intervention,”96 by which the dominant subjects 
in the world order impose their will on others by appealing to “essential values 
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of justice,”97 effectively behaving as a world police by reference to the United 
Nations’ Charter. Although the United States plays an important part in this 
world order, empire cannot be reduced to any single state.98 

My theory of empire differs from the neo-Gramscian approach and its pro-
ponents in several ways. First, the central contribution of Gramsci and his fol-
lowers to the concept of a hegemon was the role of culture and ideas in estab-
lishing its legitimacy. This component is absent in my theory of empire. In-
stead of legitimacy, I focus on symmetric dependence as the theoretical mech-
anism that keeps the international hierarchy together. Second, unlike many 
neo-Gramscians, I stick to a state-centric ontology (rather that studying “The 
West”, “neoliberalism” or a “transnationalist capitalist class”) and reserve the 
position as leader of the imperial system for a single state. This is essential to 
answering my research question about the possibility of a China-centric order, 
that is, an order centered on a state. 

Third, much neo-Gramscian thinking in International Relations gravitates 
towards the logic of hegemonic stability theory, as legitimate hierarchy is seen 
to provide the basis for international stability and exchange between the units 
of the system. As argued above, my theory of empire only entails interactions 
between peripheries and the core, not among all units in the system. The con-
nectivity structure of my empire ideal type is more restricted than in hege-
monic stability theory, and it has a clearer center.  

Fourth, I have a more materialist ontology than most neo-Gramscians as 
I consider the most important goals of a state (security and prosperity, and 
after these status) exogenously given. This leaves less room for ideational no-
tions, such as meta-capital, as the defining capability of the dominant state. 
Finally, the emphasis on international law and international organizations in 
Hardt and Negri’s work is too narrow for my concept of empire. International 
laws and organizations may be a formal kind of hierarchy, but dominance and 
intervention can also spring from informal imperial ties. Moreover, in contrast 
to their world order empire, I conceptualize imperial orders as networks of 
states, none of which have ever reached a global geographic extent. For this 
reason, multiple imperial orders can exist simultaneously in my theory. I be-
lieve this framework is much more fitting a discussion of a China-centric or-
der, as argued in relation to the imperialism literature, because China and the 
Western great powers are unlikely to create a joint world order anytime soon. 
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Empire as Idea and Discourse 
Some scholars have gone further with the ideational and cultural perspective 
on empire to define it simply as a discourse, albeit a powerful one. In many 
ways similarly to Hardt and Negri, Russell David Foster argues that the es-
sence of empire is a “specifically European imagination of the right and re-
sponsibility to rule, handed down through time.”99 As in Hardt and Negri’s 
world order, Foster’s empires do not recognize any equals100 but consider it 
their duty to rule and to defend and sometimes spread their culture and val-
ues. Empire is a hierarchical way of thinking about one’s place in the world. 

As empires do not recognize peers, they effectively become borderless in 
this poststructuralist line of thought.101 Borders between states are a symptom 
of Westphalian equality among formally equal units. Unable and unwilling to 
recognize peers, empires do not fit into such an order. This makes it problem-
atic to use the concept of empire for contemporary studies in a world where 
the entire habitable surface has been organized into formal states. In order to 
avoid conceding that empires are a historical category that is no longer appli-
cable, one must either abandon a state-centric definition of empire and make 
it a broader term (as Hardt and Negri does) or conceive “recognition of peers” 
in abstract terms. The latter is the path chosen by Münkler, who argues that 
American interventionism and self-image as the “global policeman” is an ex-
ample of not recognizing peers.102 The United States may formally recognize 
the sovereignty of Iraq as an independent nation, but it does not treat it as 
such. I resolve this particular conceptual challenge by theorizing empire as an 
order, which may manifest in formal and informal relations, and by accepting 
that multiple empires with their own respective imperial cores can coexist. A 
single imperial system will only ever have a single core, but multiple empires 
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may exist side by side, and imperial cores may compete for control over pe-
riphery states.103  

To scholars who consider empire a discourse, it is a domestic ideology that 
drives expansionist policies, which are seen to further a ‘greater good,’ be that 
civilization, culture, cosmopolitanism, the true faith, enlightenment, prosper-
ity, capitalism, racial supremacy, neoliberalism, communism, democracy, or 
something else.104 To Foster, this way of thinking is inherently European, and 
applying the term outside of a western political philosophy and Western his-
toriography is misguided and Eurocentric.105 A number of literatures have 
emerged to describe the various forms such a discourse can take. These usually 
leave the concept of “empire” behind but maintain notions of hierarchy and 
dominance associated with civilizational, cultural, or racial factors. From a 
poststructuralist stance, language has been seen as reinforcing hierarchy in 
international relations, even if this process is much more difficult to pinpoint 
than explicit references to a divine mission or racial superiority. Edward Said 
uses the term “orientalism” to describe the process by which non-Western 
phenomena (within science, philosophy, and cultural products etc.) are pat-
ronized and dismissed as useless to a Western audience—though they may be 
“interesting” and “exotic.”106 This process can be labelled cultural imperial-
ism, as it involves the perceived dominance of one cultural group over another. 

It is obvious that empires have often been driven by strong ideological sen-
timents about hierarchy and the empire’s place and role in the world. Yet, this 
is but one of several drivers that may lead a state to establish an imperial or-
der. The presence of an imperial ideology is not a necessary condition for the 
existence of an empire. There is no logical reason why a hub-and-spokes-like 
structure cannot emerge around formally equal states. In my argument, the 
red thread of imperial relations is asymmetric interdependence, and that dy-
namic can be present between formally equal states. A China-centric order 
could be emerging without an imperial ideology in China. I prefer to study the 
ties of connectivity being established because they capture actual power rela-
tions irrespective of domestic ideology in China. 
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My research question implies an ontology that is more materialist than 
constructivism and post-structuralism—at least in my interpretations and in 
the literature in which I situate my argument. The question is whether the or-
der is China-centric, not whether China perceives it to be or believes it should 
be China-centric. In this light, it makes more sense for me to study material 
rather than discursive developments. We now turn to the ideal-typical litera-
ture akin to my argument. 

Empire as an Ideal Type and a Network 
As Foster correctly notes,107 a large body of literature conceptualizes an em-
pire as a particular form of state.108 Whether defined by size,109 duration,110 
multi-ethnicity,111 the presence of an emperor,112 weak central rule relying on 
local authorities,113 or something else, these authors all consider empires a 
particular organization of political society. I agree to the extent that an empire 
is one among several possible configurations of political relations, but rather 
than defining it as a characteristic of a single state, I define it as a particular 
structure of inter-state relations; an ideal-typical order. The point is not to 
label some contemporary or historical states as empires based on the degree 
to which they check out on the list of imperial characteristics, but to use the 
term as a heuristic for interpretation of the power dynamics at play in a certain 
international network of political relations. Below, two ideal-typical concep-
tualizations of empires are presented: the model of concentric circles and of 
hub-and-spokes, which are the most well known in the ideal-typical empire 
literature. 
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Adam Watson depicts empires as a series of concentric circles character-
ized by gradations of imperial domination.114 This provides a terminology for 
discussing the degree of hierarchy between different societies, acknowledging 
that some communities will be more strongly influenced by the imperial core 
than others are. The concentric circles are not necessarily geographic depic-
tions—different neighbors may enjoy different statuses within the imperial or-
der—but they depict the different degrees of imperial control that may exist 
over different periphery communities at the same time. Watson’s model is 
useful for describing different degrees of dominance in an imperial system. 
However, it says nothing about the connectivity structure between core and 
periphery, which provides the foundations for asymmetric interdependence 
and structural power. It identifies where communities are placed in the impe-
rial hierarchy, but it does less to explain how that hierarchy is sustained or 
how it develops. (The dynamic element of Watson’s theory, the pendulum 
swinging from anarchy to empire and back, is more of an observation of the 
broader developments of international relations than a description of the driv-
ing forces behind these changes.) For this reason, I consider it more analyti-
cally fruitful to study empires as hub-and-spokes. 

My theoretical argument draws especially on a piece by Daniel Nexon and 
Thomas Wright115 and, to a smaller extent, on one by Meghan McConaughey, 
Paul Musgrave, and Nexon.116 Both pieces theorize empires as a relational 
ideal-typical concept wherein a core enjoys a privileged position over a num-
ber of periphery societies (McConaughey et al. use the term segment rather 
than periphery). They draw on terminology and insights from network analy-
sis to argue that a central element of power comes from one’s position in a 
network structure.117 Both pieces consider the hub-and-spokes structure a part 
of empires, though Nexon and Wright incorporate it into the definition and 
McConaughey et al. contend that the structure may emerge organically from 
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empires. Both pieces also attribute a great role to governance when describing 
empires, acknowledging that empires tend to rule through local intermediar-
ies. This element is absent in my theory, making the structure of my ideal type 
simpler than that of the other two, particularly than McConaughey et al., who 
present a three-dimensional model of governance. 

McConaughey et al. write about “governance hierarchies”; 

Governance hierarchies imply the presence of common authority, however 
strained, attenuated, jointly produced, or ultimately reliant on asymmetric 
coercive capability that authority may be. Governance hierarchies may manifest 
as de jure (formal) or de facto (informal) rule of one political community over 
another. Relevant actors may include states, international institutions, multi-
national corporations, or any other relatively bounded social site118 

This description is similar to my understanding of empire in several ways, but 
it is also broader than my concept. In my study, I focus on the asymmetries of 
interdependence inherent in the hub-and-spokes structure of relations and 
the resulting structural power, rather than other sources of authority. Again, 
this is perhaps the most important factor that differentiates my theoretical ap-
proach from that of the English School. I also take a more state-centric ap-
proach to my studies of China in order to answer my research question, but 
nothing prevents future studies from using my empire ideal type on non-state 
actors such as international institutions or corporations. 

My approach to international order is narrower than the two pieces. Ra-
ther than identifying a single order among states, I study domain-specific or-
ders, namely infrastructure ties and currency ties. While this may seem to re-
duce the scope of my argument, it also makes for much more precise descrip-
tions of the phenomena of interest. It lets me say a lot more about two specific 
topics rather than a broad and somewhat vague all-encompassing interna-
tional order. 

Finally, my structural ideal type is complemented by an ideal-typical dis-
tinction between three different manifestations of empire and of the different 
drivers of and impediments to empire. (Although McConaughey et al. do in-
clude formality as a factor in different manifestations.) In this way, my theory 
has a broader scope than these two, and it offers itself to larger and more com-
prehensive analysis of how empires differ depending on their particular con-
text. Further, the explicit inclusion of factors that shape imperial development 
makes my theory useful for studies of change and transition rather than just 
snap-shots of empires. This is helpful when seeking to discuss the emergence 
of an international order.  
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The theoretical landscape in which my dissertation is situated has now 
been presented and important distinctions in the use of key concepts have 
been made. Empire is not synonymous with great power or hegemon, nor can 
it be reduced to economic exploitation, a social order of legitimacy, or a dis-
course of superiority. In order to shed new light on the possible emergence of 
a China-centric order, it can usefully be defined as a particular configuration 
of international relations and connectivity among a single core state and one 
or more periphery states. 

I do not claim that my research question could not fruitfully be studied 
through any of these other theoretical perspectives. As we shall see in the fol-
lowing, it already has, for the most part. The appeal of using the empire ideal 
type is its emphasis on hierarchy structured in a particular configuration of 
relations, which are explicitly China-centric, and which may be used to study 
a host of empirical topics. The second part of this chapter explores the empir-
ical literature that forms the context of my study. 

Debating the Rise of China  
The economic rise of the People’s Republic of China has been astronomic. It 
may be the largest change to the international distribution of economic power 
in world history over such a short time span. Parallel to this economic rise, 
China’s military capabilities and its diplomatic presence have expanded, mak-
ing it today the strongest state in its region with a global presence. This alone 
is plenty of reason for why China has become a central item on the academic 
agenda of the field of International Relations. China’s rise forms the backdrop 
of the question whether a China-centric order is forming. The following pages 
reviews some of the central axes of discussion in the literatures, moving from 
the predominantly American debates on polarity and global order to more 
narrow debates on regional order and hierarchy. 

China’s rise in economic and military power has reignited research on the 
polarity of the international system. Some scholars argue that the world is 
about to or has already entered a new era of bipolarity between the United 
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States and China,119 some argue that the new situation is multipolar,120 and 
others declare the coming of a non-polar world.121 Most scholars subscribe to 
the notion that we are in the midst of a power transition away from American 
dominance towards something else, and that China plays a central part in this 
transition.122 

The predominantly American approach to the rise of China is perhaps best 
captured in Graham Allison’s book Destined for War from 2017.123 Allison 
uses the notion of “Thucydides’ trap” to argue that power transitions histori-
cally have led to hegemonic war between the rising and the incumbent power 
more often than not. A similar notion guides Mearsheimer’s124 offensive real-
ist argument about the inherent dangers of China’s rise to both US interests 
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and international peace. By his account, states are by default expansionist 
since they always seek to improve their security by enhancing their interna-
tional position and power. This puts any rising power on a collision course 
with an existing hegemon, as the latter will seek to prevent the emergence of 
a peer competitor. While varying in gloominess, realist students of Sino-
American relations generally contend that China will seek to expand its influ-
ence abroad and that this has a high risk of increasing tensions with the United 
States.125 In this light, the single most pertinent question is whether China and 
America are headed for war—and if so, what kind of war?126 

Another take on this debate revolves around the chimeric concept of order, 
largely inspired by theories of hegemonic stability and various forms of liberal 
institutionalism.127 John Ikenberry has been central in this debate.128 The 
United States, Ikenberry argues, built a liberal international order in the wake 
of the Second World War, and with the demise of the Soviet Union, the order 
went truly global and has enabled China’s rapid rise by enmeshing it in a 
peaceful political and economic framework. The central question is then: To 
what extent will China try to alter the current international order? In a way, 
Ikenberry has represented the dominant answer at different times, arguing in 
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2008 that China would integrate peacefully into the established order, and 
gradually moving towards a more skeptical position.129  

The order debate is usually framed in global terms, and it tends to revolve 
around global international organizations, the global network of United 
States’ allies leading to the global presence of the United States military, and 
the global economy. For analytical precision, it is useful to disaggregate the 
concept into issue-specific orders, since developments in the international 
trade order can differ vastly from those in the international security order etc. 
Iain Johnston argues that one should think in terms of multiple orders de-
pending on the topic and evaluate whether China is challenging these orders 
separately rather than as one big “yes” or “no”.130 The line of analysis in this 
dissertation follows that logic and studies studying infrastructure and cur-
rency connectivity as two separate issue areas that may or may not resemble 
an imperial structure. 

The order debate also has a regional version, revolving around similar top-
ics but in the context of East and Southeast Asia.131 A common feature of these 
regional analyses is the juxtaposition of economic and security ties to China. 
On one hand, most East Asian countries are already tied closely to China by 
economic exchange. On the other hand, many still try to keep China at a dis-
tance in terms of security relations by forging closer ties to the United States. 
This hedging behavior is particularly common among Southeast Asian coun-
tries.132 
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Hierarchy is a central component of both the global and the regional order, 
and more and more studies within the International Relations literature em-
phasize hierarchical aspects in both historical and contemporary studies of 
China and Asia.133 To this end, the terms “tribute system” and “tianxia” have 
been proposed and I discuss these in the next section. Particularly relevant to 
this study are the surprisingly few existing uses of empire-related terminology 
in the literature considering the large debate on American empire but a decade 
ago. 

Jae Ho Chung uses China’s history of imperial structure to understand do-
mestic affairs in China,134 and Tukumbi Lumumba-Kasongo leans on a Marx-
ist notion of imperialism to reflect on China’s relations with African coun-
tries.135 Yet, the research that comes closest to my own in combining an ideal 
type of empire with contemporary China are two pieces by Jeffrey Reeves: Chi-
nese Foreign Relations with Weak Peripheral States136 from 2016 and “Im-
perialism and the Middle Kingdom: the Xi Jinping administration’s periph-
eral diplomacy with developing states” from 2018.137 Though similar in many 
ways, our work does differ in important aspects. 
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Both of Reeves’ pieces use the core-periphery terminology as I do. Like my 
own argument, Chinese Foreign Relations centers on the theoretical logic of 
asymmetric interdependence and structural power, though Reeves situates 
these within a Marxist framework of structural violence. It is a theoretical as-
sumption in his work that asymmetric interdependence is harmful to the pe-
riphery (and in some cases to China as well), and that bilateral relations are 
driven by ties between the Chinese core and the core of the respective periph-
eries, as theorized by Galtung and Wallerstein. Reeves studies the bilateral re-
lationships between China and eight of its neighboring countries, focusing on 
economic and security issues, and introduces the literature on weak states into 
a theory of asymmetric interdependence, which is relevant since most of 
China’s neighbors are developing countries. In “Imperialism and the Middle 
Kingdom,” Reeves tunes his theoretical model to be more similar to the work 
of Nexon and Wright as well as my own, when he analyzes how a China-centric 
regional network is developing between China and eleven developing coun-
tries in Asia. This study focuses on Chinese policy concepts to demonstrate 
how China uses imperialist tactics. 

My work differs from Reeves’ on several points. First and perhaps most 
importantly, where Reeves focuses on policy concepts, such as “harmonious 
future” and “shared dreams,” in order to make claims about China’s tactics 
and intentions, I focus on whether the practical, material conditions and de-
velopments resemble an empire or not, leaving the question of China’s inten-
tions unaddressed. Second, my analysis is not premised on the assumption 
that imperial relations are bad for the periphery, which is the case in Reeves’ 
work. Third, I allow for a greater role for competing cores outside the imperial 
system, which may weaken the tie between China and its peripheries. In this 
way, my study draws stronger inspiration from realist notions of balancing as 
an important pericentric impediment to empire. 

Fourth, my findings are much more conservative than Reeves’ are, as I in-
clude empirical phenomena that do not resemble the ideal type. This point 
relates more to methodology. I place greater emphasis on the differences be-
tween the studied world and the ideal type, as a way to say something specific 
about the object studied. Fifth, unlike Reeves’ 2016 book, I do not base my 
theory on a Marxist position, which in part accounts for the differences in the 
normativity of our studies. Sixth, I organize my empirical analyses by issue 
area rather than by country in order to focus on the international orders within 
each area, rather than a host of bilateral relations. Seventh, Reeves does not 
include different types of manifestations or drivers and impediments in his 
study, which is more loyal to its theoretical inspiration in Nexon and Wright. 
This makes my theory more useful for dynamic studies. 
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We have now seen that much of the literature on the rise of China focuses 
on the relationship and dynamics between China and the United States and 
that studies have explored the consequences of China’s rise for its own region. 
However, few of these studies offer clear definitions of what is meant by order 
and how we can conceptualize China’s role in it. This dissertation addresses 
this shortcoming by analyzing currency internationalization and infrastruc-
ture investments through a particular structural definition of order. Before 
closing this chapter and moving on to the presentation of my methodology of 
ideal-typical research, I briefly discuss of some of the Chinese concepts that 
have been presented in the debate over China’s rise, and how they tie into an 
agenda of globalizing International Relations. 

Chinese Concepts of Order: 
Tianxia and the Tribute System 
A growing number of scholars have been calling for a more globalized and in-
clusive field of International Relations.138 One of the central arguments made 
is that scholars should be hesitant to apply Eurocentric concepts—that is, con-
cepts that originate in the Western world and Western way of thinking—to the 
entire world. Such concepts risk marginalizing non-Western experiences by 
holding Western science to be the gold standard against which everything else 
it measured. 

The concepts of tianxia and of a tribute system have been offered as ways 
to describe alternatives to the Westphalian order through insights from 
China’s own history. These concept regularly surface in debates over contem-
porary China, especially when the notion of empire is used, as the two can be 
considered alternatives to European-style empires.139 For this reason, I pre-

                                                
138 For a concentrated formulation of this agenda, see Amitav Acharya, “Global 
International Relations (IR) and Regional Worlds: A New Agenda for International 
Studies,” International Studies Quarterly 58, no. 4 (2014). See also, Amitav Acharya 
and Barry Buzan, “Why is there no Non-Western International Relations Theory? An 
Introduction,” International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 7, no. 3 (2007); Yaqing 
Qin, “Why is there no Chinese International Relations Theory?,” International 
Relations of the Asia-Pacific 7 (2007); Amitav Acharya and Barry Buzan, eds., Non-
Western International Relations Theory : Perspectives on and beyond Asia 
(London: Routledge, 2009); Arlene B. Tickner and Ole Wæver, eds., International 
Relations Scholarship around the World (New York: Routledge, 2009). 
139 E.g. The Economist, “China wants to put itself back at the centre of the world". 



58 

sent and discuss the two at some length here. I present what I consider ana-
lytical problems related to their use and argue why I consider empire a more 
useful theory for studying China today. 

Tianxia and tribute system are both contested concepts with no clearly 
agreed upon definition, and both supposedly build on China’s historical expe-
rience. In the most comprehensive presentation of tianxia translated into Eng-
lish, Zhao Tingyang traces the idea back to China’s Zhou dynasty, which lasted 
from the 11th century BC to 256 BC.140 In this period, China comprised a num-
ber of smaller states, many of which were at war with each other. (The period 
475-221 BC is known as The Warring States Period.) One of these states, the 
Zhou, took a hegemonic role in the system, although it was not the strongest 
of the Chinese states. According to Zhao, Zhou hegemony emphasized the 
shared interests of states to make it more attractive for others to cooperate 
than to oppose the system.141 This provided the hegemony with legitimacy 
through its moral appeal, as even stronger states accepted the leading rule of 
the Zhou. Based on this historical order, tianxia is conceptualized as a hege-
monic form of international order based not on power or coercion but solely 
on voluntary cooperation and moral leadership. 

Besides describing a historical political order, tianxia is also a more nor-
mative philosophical concept encompassing a worldview-cum-theology quite 
distinct from a materialist Western ontology.142 Briefly put, tianxia is a state 
of accordance between Heaven and Earth, maximizing compatibility and co-
existence between peoples and thus acknowledged by the entire physical 
world and all the people in it. It is a world system of complete harmony en-
compassing everyone without coercing anyone. The ruler of this system is the 
son of Heaven who is mandated by Heaven as long as he rules virtuously and 
takes the interests of all into account. 

After the fall of the Zhou dynasty, tianxia increasingly internalized from 
being an international order for the entire world (i.e. East Asia) to an internal 
order in China.143 The notion of a heavenly mandate was maintained, but it 
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now described the emperor’s legitimate rule over China. The hierarchical re-
lationship between the emperor and China as a whole was then used as an 
ideal for how Chinese foreign relations should be, placing China in the center 
of a hierarchical order. 

The concept of a tribute system was used to describe the international as-
pects of this hierarchy, as it developed primarily during the Ming and Qing 
dynasties. This has caused some confusion about the overlapping qualities of 
the two terms.144 John Fairbank saw China’s foreign relations as expressing 
externally “the same principle of social and political order that were mani-
fested internally within the Chinese state and society.”145 One way to describe 
the relationship between the two is to consider tianxia the normative and phil-
osophical order envisioned for China’s internal and external structure and the 
tribute system the actual ordering of China’s external relations.146 

Fairbank popularized the concept of a Chinese tribute system to the field 
of China studies and International Relations with his edited volume The Chi-
nese World Order from 1968.147 More recently, David Kang and others have 
reintroduced the concept as a historical alternative to systems of balancing.148 
Like the Zhou tianxia, the tribute system was an international order charac-
terized by hierarchy between China and the surrounding states (Japan, Korea, 
and Vietnam), and like tianxia, the tribute system rested in great part on the 
legitimacy of Chinese rule, which was derived from cultural superiority and 
restraint in foreign policy. In this system, other states payed tribute to China, 
recognizing its dominant cultural position in the hierarchy.  
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The historical accounts of tianxia and the tribute system are similar in a 
number of ways. They were both hierarchical and China-centric orders. They 
were both supposedly peaceful and stable, as subordinate states accepted 
China’s leading position. In this respect, both concepts are used to call “into 
question the liberal ideal of equality between sovereign states,”149 and their 
advocates argue that peace and stability can emerge from hierarchy (similarly 
to hegemonic stability theory, though with a much stronger ideational compo-
nent). Both orders were maintained through cultural unity and the perceived 
legitimacy of the hegemon (similarly to neo-Gramscian hegemony). The role 
of power as capabilities is the central difference between the two. The Zhou 
dynasty was weaker than the other Chinese states and ruled through non-co-
ercive means only. In contrast, the tribute system relied on the hegemon’s 
“mix of legitimate authority and material power.”150 

The historical narratives of tianxia and the tribute system have been mo-
bilized today to legitimize China’s rise, arguing by analogy that a stronger 
China will also be a peaceful China, just as it has always been.151 This account 
is presented as an alternative to the alarmism of Allison’s Thucydides’ Trap152 
and similar claims that China’s rise will lead to more insecurity and conflict, 
particularly with the United States. As Amitav Acharya argues, “no major 
Western analyst or analysis accepts that the US decline might be good for in-
ternational order.”153 In contrast to this eurocentric assumption, scholars of 
tianxia and the tribute system argue that Chinese hegemony has historically 
been peaceful. If it is not so today, the United States is to blame, not China. In 
academic debates, this argument has inserted itself into the global Interna-
tional Relations debate mentioned above as a way of using non-Western the-
ory and concepts in a non-Western context. In short, China’s future will not 
be dictated by Western theory built on Western history. 
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The Problems of History and Analytical Exceptionalism  
While I am sympathetic to the agenda of globalizing the academic discipline 
of International Relations, the concepts of tianxia and tribute system face is-
sues that hamper their analytical usefulness. Below, some important criti-
cisms of the two concepts are reviewed, and I elaborate why I consider empire 
a more useful theoretical lens. Some of these points revolve around the con-
cepts themselves, while others reflect some general points in the debate over 
the globalization of the field. 

First, the historical accounts that form the basis of tianxia and the tribute 
system are problematic, as they tend to romanticize and idealize Chinese his-
tory.154 For example, in his critique of the idea of a tribute system—a critique 
that is also applicable to tianxia—Peter Perdue argues that Chinese history is 
not as peaceful as it may be presented: 

The Chinese Academy of Military Science estimates that Chinese states fought 
3,756 wars from 770 BC to 1912 AD, for an average of 1.4 wars per year. The Ming 
dynasty initiated at least one conflict with the Mongols alone every four years. 
Even these simple numbers reveal the absurdity of the claim of a peaceful East 
Asia.155 

Either the claims about China’s peaceful history are misguided or they apply 
to a very limited scope of states. If the latter is the case and Chinese states were 
only peaceful towards culturally similar states that would undermine the use-
fulness of the historical analogy today, since Chinese history is being used to 
make claims about China’s foreign relations with culturally dissimilar states. 

Second, the concepts impose a degree of uniformity and order on Chinese 
history that is ahistorical. There was not a single order but a host of relation-
ships, all of which were very different in character.156 Further, China did not 
always see itself as the superior member in these relationships, which refutes 
the idea of a persistent hierarchy.157 The term was not used by the imperial 
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rulers at the time, and it must therefore derive its value from analytical use-
fulness. Unfortunately, as an analytical concept, tribute system has unclear 
meaning and does not describe a single phenomenon.158 It is thus neither a 
historical category nor a useful theoretical term. 

Third, the normative component of tianxia is unclear.159 As a philosophical 
worldview, tianxia is clearly normative. It describes how the world should be 
governed in accordance with the heavenly realm. As argued above, it does not 
provide an accurate historical presentation of the Zhou dynasty, and it is hard 
to see how the order should actually be realized. This limits its usefulness for 
understanding contemporary affairs. 

Finally and more generally, insisting on using Chinese concepts to under-
stand China as a principle has unfortunate consequences for International Re-
lations in general.160 It implies either that one must invent new concepts for 
every single context imaginable or that China is exceptional. The first option 
would mean the complete abandonment of the field of International Relations 
in favor of area or country studies alone. The second option relies on a special 
notion of exceptionalism, which is more of an unfounded assumption than an 
empirical fact.161 I do not see why China should be more unique than any other 
country or culture and deserve special theoretical treatment. 
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In contrast to these issues, using an ideal type of empire to study China 
makes no claims about the uniqueness of any state. The ideal type is inspired 
by historical experiences of Western, Chinese, and other empires, and its 
structural nature makes it usable across contexts. The ideal type is purposely 
abstract, and it will never provide a perfect fit—for China or any other state. 
Instead, it poses a set of questions that can be used to study possible imperial 
configurations anywhere. 

One might object to this criticism by arguing that tianxia and tribute sys-
tem are also ideal types and therefore cannot be “falsified” by pointing to his-
torical evidence that does not fit the theory. Yet, proponents of the concepts 
argue that they are useful today because they describe China’s historical be-
havior with sufficient accuracy. The argument states that China will behave 
differently because it has a different history. This is not an ideal-typical argu-
ment as it assumes the historical accuracy of the concepts. Furthermore, the 
content of the concepts remain blurred, and in light of the criticism here, it is 
unclear what analytical purpose they might serve (although their ideological 
potential is very clear). This also marks them as different from ideal types, 
which are by definition oversimplifications and caricatures rather than exact 
accounts. An ideal-typical use of the terms might claim that “this or that aspect 
of Ming rule resembled a tribute system,” but it would not claim, “the Ming 
dynasty ruled a tribute system.” 

For the reasons above, I consider the concept of empire a more useful term 
to provide new insights on the power structure between contemporary China 
and its periphery than tianxia or tribute system. This chapter has reviewed the 
theoretical and empirical landscape in which my argument is situated. I have 
argued for the usefulness of an ideal-typical theory of empire to assess whether 
a China-centric geoeconomic order is emerging in the twenty-first century by 
demonstrating how such a theory maintains a focus on states and on the actual 
developments in interstate relations, how the theory is dynamic, and how the 
theory can usefully describe the rivalry among great powers without reducing 
China’s rise to a duel with the United States, among other reasons. 

The purpose of this chapter has not been to discredit alternative theories. 
On the contrary, my conceptualization of empire as an ideal type is mostly a 
synthesis of existing work, as will be demonstrated in chapter 4. The rise of 
China can be studied in very different ways, by employing different theories to 
highlight different aspects, as is abundantly clear from the contemporary lit-
erature. I have chosen a materialist and state-centric focus because I believe it 
provides a both intuitive and clear avenue for discussing international power 
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relations, and because I believe material developments often become founda-
tions for other factors. A new order of shared values, ideology and interna-
tional legitimacy could well emerge to support a China-centric order, but I ex-
pect such a development to come after the change in material relations among 
states. For this reason, I focus on some of the more tangible elements of inter-
national relations, leaving the analysis of ideational power structures and le-
gitimacy for future studies. The next chapter lays out the methodology of 
ideal-typical research to clarify the kind of theory I employ and the kind of 
arguments I make. 
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Chapter 3: 
Methodology 

This dissertation studies China’s rise through the ideal type of an empire. In 
this chapter, I explain what ideal types are in detail, their methodological 
foundation, and how I use the method. I define “methodology” as “the logical 
structure and procedure of scientific enquiry”162 and “methods” as the tech-
niques employed in the enquiry. The methodological position outlined is 
strongly inspired by Patrick Jackson’s notion of “analyticism,” as presented in 
The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations,163 albeit with slight differ-
ences in nuance and terminology. 

The chapter is structured as follows: I first discuss what ideal types are and 
the knowledge claims that can be made based on them. I then review some 
well-known ideal types in the International Relations’ literature and argue 
how my ideal type of empire relates to these. Next, I describe my process of 
adapting the ideal type from the existing theoretical literature, the methodo-
logical principles guiding my empirical analysis, such as my approach to cases 
and sources, and the concrete procedure of my ideal-typical method. Finally, 
I discuss some normative considerations related to the concept of empire and 
my own position as a scholar. 

Ideal Types in the Social Sciences 
What are ideal types, and how can they be used to make claims about the 
world? Ideal types are theoretical constructs that simplify and idealize aspects 
of reality. They depict the organization of a phenomenon, and they show how 
its parts are connected and relate to each other.164 Theorizing in ideal types 
means isolating, abstracting, aggregating, and idealizing,165 all of which re-
duce the complexity of the world in order to distill a mental construct that may 
order our thoughts and ideas in productive ways. It is impossible to encom-
pass all the complexities of empirical reality no matter how complex a theory 
one conjures. The method of ideal-typification accepts this premise but main-
tains the role of theory in managing this complexity. Indeed, by juxtaposing 
an infinitely complex empirical world to idealized theory, the former becomes 

                                                
162 Giovanni Sartori, “Concept Misformation in Comparative Politics,” The American 
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163 Jackson, The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations. 
164 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 8. 
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all the more clear in the analysis. Ideal types are “analytical constructs […] 
found nowhere in empirical reality.”166 This also means that there are no ob-
jectively “correct” ideal types in the sense of a “neutral” reproduction of the 
world.167 An ideal type could always be constructed differently. Its quality is 
assessed by its usefulness in making sense of the world and in directing atten-
tion to new and intriguing facets and questions, which may spark new ques-
tions and constructive inquires. On the other hand, a poor ideal type “can be 
discarded—not for being false, but for being useless.”168 

“Useful” and “useless” may seem somewhat vague terms—for good reason. 
When theories are considered neutral depictions of reality, one need only 
compare them to the object of interest to evaluate their accuracy. This is the 
stance taken by methodological neopositivists, who subscribe to falsification 
as the paradigm of good research.169 If a theory does not match reality, it 
should be discarded (at least if a better alternative presents itself), and theo-
ries that cannot be falsified are not proper scientific theories.170 In contrast, 
ideal types are not intended to accurately depict empirical reality but purpose-
fully accentuate and idealize it to bring forth relevant dynamics. 

The underlying approach here is pragmatic. 171 Ideal types are evaluated 
by their consequences, not their intrinsic validity. This means that although 
abstract in nature, ideal types serve a practical purpose. They are tools to un-
derstand the world.172 Ideal-typical research does not strive to prove the exist-
ence of the ideal type (in my case an empire) because the ideal type is per def-
inition pure abstraction. It is when juxtaposed with reality ideal types create 
analytical value because ideal types help us learn more about the phenomena 
we study. 

The act of comparison—and by extension contrastation, which I consider 
a part of comparison—is central to ideal-typical research. By comparing phe-
nomena to the ideal type, attention is drawn to some elements and away from 
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others.173 The ideal type of empire has much to say about structures of con-
nectivity, asymmetries of interdependence, and consequently about interstate 
power relations. It has less to say about social norms, cultural attractiveness, 
discourses of rule, and a host of other topics theorized in International Rela-
tions, as reviewed in chapter 2. This is not to say that these are unimportant; 
only that they may be the focus of a different dissertation. It is important to 
keep this point in mind since it means my work does not claim to discuss eve-
rything important about China in international affairs. As George Lakoff ar-
gues, the world is multivalent, and many different metaphors or comparisons 
may be applicable to a single phenomenon.174 This study focuses on the ideal 
type of empire to maximize the insights on China in this one regard, leaving 
other theoretical lenses for future research. 

Ideal Types in International Relations 
Different from the neopositivist approach to theorizing, which dominates 
much of the social sciences today,175 ideal types have been a persistent com-
ponent of the field of International Relations, and some of the most famous 
and cited works employ the method. My study thus stands on the shoulders of 
giants in the field. In this section, I explore a few of these in order to better 
position my own research in the tradition. 

In The Anarchical Society (1977), Hedley Bull describes how interstate re-
lations may take the form of an international society when states share a sense 
of rules, values, and interests, reflected in five institutions.176 “Institutions” 
include the balance of power, international law, diplomacy, war, and the great 
powers.177 While these five have manifested themselves differently in different 
historic periods, they have shaped the orderly coexistence of states. Bull’s the-
ory is ideal-typical in its caricatured and simplified presentation of interstate 
relations, which are seen as resting on only five central institutions. Of course, 
in the real world of politics, many more factors influence the behavior of states 
and their perception of the world, but these five help structure his study of 
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world order and make sense of empirical developments across history. Bull is 
providing a helpful theoretical lens through which to understand world poli-
tics.  

Waltz presents a different ideal-typical understanding of state behavior in 
Theory of International Politics (1979). As a systemic or third image theory,178 
Waltz assumes states to be “like units,”179 their behavior determined solely by 
the distribution of power in the international system and the fact that states 
operate in an anarchy. He sets aside “questions about the kinds of political 
leaders, social and economic institutions, and ideological commitments states 
may have […] leaving aside questions about the cultural, economic, political 
and military interactions of states.”180 This is of course a gross simplification 
of reality, which Waltz also admits, but it serves his analytical purpose, which 
is to describe how units will act in response to changes to the international 
distribution of power. Again, this theory radically simplifies the unit, states, 
and their behavioral patterns in order to say something about the broader 
tendencies of the international system. 

Unlike Bull, Waltz presents his theory in neopositivist language. He de-
rives hypotheses about state behavior under given circumstances in order to 
make for a testable theory.181 Bull’s ideal type is formulated as more of a heu-
ristic tool to understand international orders and change. Besides differences 
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in their language, a central difference between Bull and Waltz relates to the 
purpose of their theories. Waltz is making a causal argument based on an ide-
alized view of international relations.182 When one state grows stronger (if X), 
other states will try to balance against it (then Y).183 In contrast, Bull’s theory 
is not a causal claim about the behavioral patterns of states but a heuristic for 
interpreting the different dynamics of interstate behavior, which cannot be re-
duced to a simply causal claim of “if X then Y”. The difference aligns with Hol-
lis and Smith’s distinction between explaining and understanding as two sep-
arate intellectual traditions, the former relying on deductive theory testing, 
and the latter on hermeneutics.184  

Adam Watson, whom I also discussed in chapter 2, combines his training 
as a historian and social scientist185 (like Bull) in The Evolution of Interna-
tional Society (1992) to depict a number of historical societies on a spectrum 
from anarchy to hierarchy, the ultimate form of which is empire. These two 
poles are themselves ideal types and so is his model of imperial systems, de-
scribed in chapter 2, as a number of concentric circles of control and influence 
from core to periphery. His book also includes other ideal-typical constructs, 
such as two logics of state behavior, raison d’état and raison de système, and 
four categories of political relationships: independence, hegemony, dominion, 
and empire.186 None of these can be identified empirically in their pure form 
but are caricatures of real-world phenomena. For example, speaking of two 
distinct logics of state behavior is clearly an oversimplification. Most states 
consider both their national interests and the interest of the system to some 
extent in their calculations and behavior. Yet, distinguishing the two as fun-
damentally different modus operandi enables Watson to juxtapose different 
historical periods and societies. 

A final and more recent example of ideal types in International Relations 
is provided in John Ikenberry’s Liberal Leviathan (2012). Like Watson, 
Ikenberry describes different possible international orders by juxtaposing 
ideal types, namely three logics of order (balance, command, consent), two 
types of unipolar dominance (empire, liberal hegemony), and two strategies 
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of rule (rule by relationship, rule by rules).187 His theory culminates in a study 
of the United States as a hybrid of multiple types,188 wherein he compares dif-
ferent aspects of American foreign policy since the end of the Second World 
War with the idealized blueprints. 

These examples demonstrate both the use and variety of ideal types in in-
ternational relations research. The complexity of the field combined with the 
vastness of the scope of theories of international systems, societies, and orders 
make ideal types a useful method for studying the world in a way that is or-
dered and that makes for new insights. While different from the pervasive ne-
opositivist norms in the social sciences, ideal types are a hallmark of the In-
ternational Relations tradition. My approach to ideal types is more similar to 
the work of Bull, Watson, and Ikenberry than to that of Waltz, since my main 
thrust is descriptive, theorizing a particular pattern of connectivity. The ideal 
type of empires depicts how states are connected and how economic and mil-
itary hierarchy materialized through asymmetries of interdependence. I also 
venture into ideal-typified causal dynamics by theorizing some of the forces 
that encourage and inhibit imperial expansion. While these will look different 
in different contexts, they still reveal something about what drives the devel-
opment of empires. Like Ikenberry, I emphasize a single ideal type, empire, 
but also include alternative types to help guide my analyses. 

The Creation of an Ideal Type 
How does an ideal type come about?189 Theory creation, or theorizing, is in-
herently subjective190 and “escapes logical analysis”.191 It is a creative process 
wherein the scholar engages the world and the existing literature with an open 
and even playful attitude,192 pondering possible associations between phe-
nomena.193 The scholar moves abductively back and forth between these 
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three—the world (“data”); the thoughts of others (the “literature”); the 
thoughts of oneself (“theory”)—continuously refining the latter, which 
changes the perspective on the former.194 Below I account for my own theoriz-
ing process. 

In developing the ideal type of an empire, I am at once engaging a familiar 
concept, the meaning of which may seem intuitive to readers, and a contested 
theoretical and political term, which has been used by academics and activists 
through most recorded history. I started work on my ideal type by investigat-
ing the existing literature on empires, namely the works by political scientists 
and historians who sought to compare empires across time and geography. 
Some of these, like Michael Doyle, Herfried Münkler, and Alexander Motyl, 
present more or less clear definitions of what empires are and what character-
izes them. Johan Galtung, Motyl, and Daniel Nexon and Thomas Wright even 
create a formal model of imperial relations, the hub-and-spokes structure. 
Others, like historians Hugo Maier and Anatol Lieven, opt for much looser 
definitions but still emphasize recurring patterns in imperial structures and 
relations. Of course, going through all the works of historians about empires 
would be a herculean task, so I have concentrated my efforts on the pieces that 
compare multiple empires, rather than individual accounts of every single em-
pire. 

Empires have operated in vastly different ways through history, condi-
tioned by their contexts and the social and material technologies available to 
them. The work on empires I found to be of greatest use were the pieces that 
theorized patterns in structure and behavior, which have manifested in differ-
ent contexts. I took the hub-and-spokes structure of Galtung, Motyl, and 
Nexon and Wright, and elaborated some of its elements while tying it more 
closely to the International Relations literature on geoeconomics. I then com-
bined this structural theory with theoretical elements from other scholars of 
empires to supplement the structural aspect of the ideal type with two other 
components: How empires manifest and how empire develop. To this end I 
synthesized theoretical notions and terminology of much of the reviewed lit-
erature, e.g. by incorporating Doyle’s concept of an “Augustan threshold” and 
Galbraith’s notion of the “turbulent frontier.” This element of synthesis is what 
sets my theory most clearly apart from other theories of empire in the market 
and, I believe, a theoretical contribution of this dissertation to the literature. 
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Rather than relying solely on the presentations given by the scholars of 
empires, I revisited some of the historical accounts drawn on to investigate 
how these imperial characteristics manifested in cases from ancient Assyria 
and Persia, to China, to Rome, to Great Britain, to America. While unable to 
conduct my own study of the primary sources on such as vast topic (archeo-
logical findings, historical records etc.), these dips into the empirical studies 
of historians put flesh on the skeletal ideal type and armed me with numerous 
examples of imperial dynamics through history. This engagement with the 
historical literature thus equipped me with analogies to draw on and a more 
contextualized understanding of the cases studied in the existing empire liter-
ature. 

Finally, I developed my three alternative ideal types—hegemony, con-
tested order, and nonhierarchical order—by first examining the typology of 
Nexon and Wright. I found their typology less useful, however, due to their 
focus on political authority hierarchies and on systems with only a single dom-
inant state. Instead, I choose to relax different defining aspects of the hub-
and-spokes structure systematically, in this way logically deriving new ideal-
typical variations. These alternative ideal types are used in the discussions of 
my analyses to help describe how empirical patterns may differ from the im-
perial hub-and-spokes. 

The theory chapter of this dissertation presents the abstract ideal type of 
empire, which I have developed from the existing literature, and a number of 
illustrative historical examples. The ideal type is the product of a large and 
eclectic theoretical synthesis of “concepts, logics, mechanisms, and interpre-
tations” 195 from many different strands of the International Relations’ litera-
ture, which are extricated, translated, and integrated into a coherent theoret-
ical structure. 

Getting Empirical 
My study of China can be characterized as case-centric (as opposed to theory-
centric),196 since I am interested in understanding a specific case rather than 
using China to develop a general theory. Theory is important to my analysis, 
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but the purpose is to learn more about China’s geoeconomic relations to other 
countries, not develop a generalizable theory. Furthermore, the study will be 
case-based (as opposed to variance-based),197 since I investigate a single, com-
prehensive case, the rise of China, rather than measure the causal effect of 
variables across multiple cases. This study is not concerned with the causal 
effect of variation within China’s activities and relations but rather with the 
existing international structure.198 In the words of Waltz, this approach ena-
bles me to say something about a “big and important thing”199—the rise of 
China—and this has academic value, even if it lacks generalizability to other 
cases. 

Methodology of Case-Based Research 
My case-based analyses rely on a methodology characterized by ontological 
determinism and asymmetric causal claims.200 Ontological determinism 
stands opposed to ontological probabilism. The latter is the logic undergirding 
regression analysis wherein a high level of covariation between two factors (a 
trend) is taken as evidence of a causal effect between the two. The resulting 
causal claims take the form of “Y tends to vary when X varies”. In contrast, 
when an individual case is studied, events do not tend to happen. X either did 
or did not cause Y at a given time and place. Case studies, like history, are the 
study of what happened in a given case. An everyday example: While overeat-
ing (X) may tend to make you tired (Y) in general, it is nonsensical to ask 
whether overeating at lunch last Monday tended to make you tired afterwards. 
It either did or did not on that particular occasion. 

Asymmetry in causal claims means that while a cause may have a causal 
effect on an outcome, the absence of cause or outcome says nothing about the 
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other. A case study only informs us about what happened and, perhaps, how. 
It does not reveal what would have happened in the absence of the cause or 
why the same cause fails to produce the same outcome in other cases. As al-
ready noted, this limits the generalizability of the claims of case-based re-
search. At the same time, it makes it nonsensical to criticize a case-based 
causal argument for not functioning in other cases. Claiming X cannot be the 
cause of Y in Case A because X failed to produce Y in Case B is a misplaced 
critique of a case-based argument, though it may lead to new and interesting 
studies of the conditions necessary for X to produce Y.201 

When discussing what drives and impedes imperial expansion, I make 
claims about causality. The evaluation of the strength of different drivers and 
impediments is made qualitatively, and the conclusion applies only to the spe-
cific cases studied. I make claims about what specific conditions are more im-
portant than others in a given situation, e.g. domestic constraints versus for-
eign drivers, but these claims are not general statements about the hierarchy 
of importance of different factors. 

Empirical Ideal-Typical Research 
So how does my ideal-typical empirical research look in practice? The follow-
ing is a step-by-step description of the process. 
1. I present the ideal type of an empire in chapter 4 as well as the three alter-

natives to it. 
2. I combine the general ideal type with theoretical notions relating to a par-

ticular empirical area (e.g. currency internationalization). This makes for 
a more specific ideal type relating to the particular empirical area (e.g. “a 
currency empire”).202 This is done in the beginning of each individual 
analysis in chapters 6 and 7. 

3. I compare the structure and manifestations of connectivity within partic-
ular empirical domains to the ideal type to assess the ways they do and do 
not resemble the pattern. This is not a question of “yes” or “no” but one of 
degree and of qualification. I use the terminology of imperial manifesta-
tions, drivers, and impediments presented in chapter 4 to describe some 
of the qualitative characteristics of contemporary international order and 
China’s position in it.  
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4. The differences between the ideal type and the empirical phenomenon are 
used to speak to the unique qualities of the empirical phenomenon stud-
ied,203 to argue what kind of geoeconomic order is emerging, and whether 
that order is centered on China. 

 
In practice, the appropriate way to compare ideal type with empirical phenom-
ena depends on the domain being studied. Some phenomena are best studied 
through quantitative data (e.g. trade ties), others through qualitative data, 
such as maps (e.g. rail ties). It is thus pointless to present an overall opera-
tionalization here. Instead, throughout the analysis chapters, I will provide 
considerations on how best to study the phenomena at hand. 

When working with ideal types, a central methodological point is that the 
world will never be a perfect presentation of the ideal. There will always be 
differences, though they will vary in magnitude. This is one of the keys to gain-
ing new knowledge of the studied world, as the uniqueness and complexity of 
a phenomenon reveals itself in these differences.204 From this perspective, 
ideal-typical research may actually be one of the strongest methods for avoid-
ing theoretical tunnel vision, since the difference between ideal and reality is 
at the core of its epistemology. 

Sources and Data 
This dissertation is comprised of multiple analyses, relying on both qualitative 
and quantitative data. Due to the empirical broadness of the subject I investi-
gate, I rely on the empirical data and analyses presented by others in articles, 
books, and reports, as well as descriptive statistical of my own, rather than 
ethnographic fieldwork or the like. This choice comes at a price. Having not 
conducted fieldwork or interviews, I am undeniably more separated from the 
object of my study than might have been preferable. However, due to the vast 
geographic and thematic scope of my argument, relying on such firsthand 
sources would require visits, not only to China but also to all the periphery 
countries being investigated. Further, since I am primarily interested in the 
larger, structural patterns, the contribution of interviews might have been lim-
ited. 

I handle this “challenge of distance” by reading the empirical work con-
ducted by others broadly. The best example of this is my use of the fieldwork 
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of Lampton, He, and Kuik to study rail construction in Southeast Asia.205 I 
draw on the arguments of their comprehensive work on the ground, and I up-
date their empirical findings with recent empirical developments. This pro-
vides me with both empirical examples to investigate further and analyses to 
discuss. Fortunately, the amount of recent, high-quality research on China’s 
relations with other countries is impressive and makes for a treasure trove of 
empirical data and accompanying analyses. Relying as heavily on the existing 
analytical literature as I do (as compared to first-hand empirical sources) is 
thus only possible because of the richness of the literature. This richness ena-
bles me to take a step back from the particular empirical development and do 
something PhD students are usually discouraged from doing: paint a broad 
picture of a larger development, as inquired into by my research question. 

This study does not rely on Chinese sources for two main reasons. The first 
and obvious reason is that I do not command Mandarin. The second reasons 
is that Chinese sources would likely add surprisingly little to my study. I am 
primarily interested in empirical developments outside China’s borders, and 
these are more likely to be reported by local or specialized media than by Chi-
nese media. For instance, in my study of rail construction in Southeast Asia, I 
benefit more from authors and journalists situated in Southeast Asia. If I were 
studying rail construction inside China, this would of course be a different 
story. 

Normativity, Positionality, and Empire 
In everyday discourse, “empire” is used as a derogatory term for aggressive 
enterprises who care little for the wellbeing of others. It tends to be linked to 
imperialism, which entails exploitation, colonialism, military conquest and 
other forms of domination, as reviewed in chapter 2. The concept is tied to 
historical practices that are widely condemned today. Applying the term to 
contemporary phenomena will usually be seen as a normative criticism. As 
Hans Morgenthau put it, “The term ‘imperialism’ has lost all concrete mean-
ing. Everybody is an imperialist to someone who happens to take exception to 
his foreign policies.”206 

But this is no excuse to abandon the term. Morgenthau continues: “Under 
such circumstances it becomes the task of theoretical analysis to break with 
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popular usage in order to give the term an ethically neutral, objective, and de-
finable meaning that at the same time is useful for the theory and practice of 
international politics.”207 I follow this ambition and use the terms “empire” 
and (its adjective form, “imperial”) in a morally neutral and analytical-de-
scriptive way. This choice is consistent with Weber’s understanding of ideal 
types as non-normative, analytical constructs.208 My analysis and conclusions 
may be used to make normative arguments, but they have no normative im-
plications in themselves. The reader will judge whether I succeed in this de-
scriptive endeavor by holding my work to the scientific standard of objectivity. 

Of course, absolute objectivity is impossible since all scholars are imbed-
ded in a social and cultural context affecting the way they that see the world. 
A purely objective, neutral reproduction of the world is impossible, since the 
researcher is always situated at a certain place and time, trained in a certain 
way, and engaging a specific academic community, which fundamentally dis-
tances him or her from others – including the object of study. This is particu-
larly the case when working with cultures different from one’s own.209 More-
over, what is considered a relevant or interesting object of study depends on 
the subjective preferences of the researcher and his or her cultural context.210 

Jackson refers to the broader fundamentals of this assertion as “mind-
world monism.”211 Inspired by the work of Nietzsche, Dewey, the later Witt-
genstein, and proponents of the so-called linguistic turn,212 this philosophical 
tradition holds that humans are always already imbedded in the world and 
that the words we use to describe the world are never value-neutral. In de-
scribing and theorizing the world, scholars are also in the process of shaping 
it. Conversely, being embedded in the world, the “mind” of a scholar cannot 
take a point of view “from nowhere” when studying the world. The scholar al-
ways carries with him or her a personal baggage of experience and precondi-
tions which will inevitably shape his or her research. 

I agree with the philosophical logic of mind-world monism. At the same 
time, I believe that scholars can and should strive to make their research as 
objective and detached as possible, in effect imitating the position of the mind-
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world dualist. I consider the recognition of mind-world monism a call for 
scholars to be conscious of personal biases and cultural grounding—a call that 
applies to all scholars. But even though my ideal type and analysis are 
grounded in a specific spatial and temporal context, its purpose is to be useful 
to scholars more broadly. 
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Chapter 4: 
A Theory of Empire 

This chapter presents my ideal type of empire. Following a brief review of key 
concepts, such as dominance, hierarchy, and power, the chapter provides a 
theoretical framework to answer three questions: How do empires work, how 
do empires manifest, and how do empires develop? These three questions 
make up the three pillars of my theory. 

The first question—how do empires work?—pertains to the definition of 
and structural properties of empires as patterns of connectivity. It describes 
the fundamental attributes of the ideal type and the inherent power dynamics 
between core and periphery as captured in the theoretical logic of asymmetric 
interdependence. Finally, it uses trade, investments, and debt to illustrate how 
asymmetric interdependence may look in practice. 

The second question—how do empires manifest?—bridges the gap be-
tween ahistorical, theoretical abstraction and concrete empires by presenting 
different ways in which the imperial dynamics may actually play out in the 
empirical world. Such considerations are important because historical em-
pires functioned in vastly different ways across time and space. I conceptualize 
these differences through three typological distinctions: formal or informal, 
continental or maritime, extractive or developmental, which capture some of 
the main differences between empires. 

The third question—how do empires develop?—theorizes the factors that 
drive or impede the expansion of imperial systems. As with manifestations, 
these have varied radically over time, and my theorization here points only to 
ideal-typical factors, which may manifest in different ways. This third line of 
questioning is included in my study to make my empirical analyses dynamic 
rather than static, so I can study whether a China-centric order is emerging. I 
am not just interested in analyzing China’s relationships with its periphery to-
day. I also want to discuss their future prospects and be able to identify the 
factors that drive or impede the development of more imperial relations in the 
future. This goes back to one of the original motivations of my research: to be 
able to contribute to the contemporary debate on the rise of China and its con-
sequences. 

Following the account of my ideal-typical theory of empires, this chapter 
is concluded by presenting three alternative ideal types—hegemony, contested 
order, and nonhierarchical order—all of which compromise one or more as-
pects of the imperial structure. These are introduced to help describe and dis-
cuss empirical patterns of connectivity that do not resemble the imperial 
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structure. Yet, before I present these alternatives, this chapter lays out the 
logic of empires in detail, as the main theoretical vehicle of this study. 

Dominance and Hierarchy 
Before exploring the three main pillars of my theory, the following reviews 
some central conceptual considerations regarding empires in International 
Relations. A theory of empires is necessarily a theory of dominance, hierarchy, 
and power among different societies. These are central components of any 
conceptualization of what empires are, how empires function, and why em-
pires rise and fall. They are also intuitive. Even in the absence of explicit the-
orization, these are the themes we associate with the term “empire” in com-
mon parlor. 

The first chapter of Michael Doyle’s Empires presents one of the most 
widely cited definitions of empires: “Empires are relationships of political con-
trol imposed by some political societies over the effective sovereignty of other 
political societies. They include more than just formally annexed territories, 
but they encompass less than the sum of all forms of international inequal-
ity.”213 Similarly, Julian Go defines an empire as “a sociopolitical formation 
wherein a central political authority (a king, a metropole, or imperial state) 
exercises unequal influence and power over the political (and in effect the so-
ciopolitical) processes of a subordinate society, peoples, or space.”214 Both def-
initions capture the central aspect of an empire; one society or state exercising 
control over one or more others, whether formally recognized or not; a hier-
archy between a single core and a number of peripheral states. 

Defined as “any pattern of super- and subordination,”215 power hierarchies 
are the normal state of affairs in international affairs.216 The field of Interna-
tional Relation’s traditional preoccupation with anarchy, sovereignty and 
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power balancing is primarily a result of an overemphasis on modern European 
history,217 which has not only formed the exclusive basis of much Western the-
orizing but has arguably also been widely misread.218 States do exist in an an-
archy if anarchy is defined as merely the absence of a world government ana-
logue to a domestic government.219 States may also be sovereign and equal in 
a legal sense. But in practice, the autonomy of states is severely circumscribed 
by the international structure of power and dependence on other states. Power 
asymmetries give some states great influence over the behavior of others and 
a much greater capacity to shape the framework of international interaction 
and exchange. International politics is an arena full of states with vastly dif-
ferent capabilities, and a prime consequence of this inequality is hierarchy.220 
Thucydides’ claim, “the strong do what they have the power to do and the weak 
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accept what they have to accept”221 was not just a statement about the lawless-
ness of international relations but also about its fundamental inequality. 

Doyle considers “empire” the highest degree of such inequality as it entails 
the control over both domestic and foreign policy by one state over another.222 
Similarly, Adam Watson defines “empire” as the extreme value on a scale of 
political control or hierarchy (the opposite extreme being absolute balance).223 
In a more recent work, David Lake defines empire as the highest level of com-
bined security and economic hierarchy in an international system.224 Com-
mon for all three scholars is the acceptance that states and societies exercise 
unequal levels of influence and control over each other, and empire is seen as 
the highest level of such international hierarchy. 

Power and Control 
Some of the central challenges of working with empires defined through hier-
archy revolve around the concept of power. As noted in chapter 2, the neore-
alist literature measures power in relative capabilities. My theory of imperial 
power moves beyond recognizing that empires have historically had great ca-
pabilities to study the structure of connectivity between core and periphery. 
This structure of relationships is in itself a source of imperial power and con-
trol. 

Doyle claims that, “to explain the existence of empire, or a particular em-
pire, one must first demonstrate the existence of control.”225 This method is 
intuitively appealing, since it directs our attention to potentially observable 
behavior. “Control” here rests on a Dahlian definition of power, where “A has 
power [or control] over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that 
B would not otherwise do.”226 But there are two problems with this approach. 
First, it relies on counterfactual reasoning. We must be certain that B would 
have behaved differently in the absence of A than it did. Methodologically, this 
is problematic since history never provides counterfactuals. 

Second, by treating the interests of A and B as exogenously given, the Dahl-
ian approach fails to grasp how imperial power may shape behavior and even 
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shape interests through the structural ties of asymmetric interdependence be-
tween core and periphery. In structural conditions of asymmetric interde-
pendence, State A will rarely have to coerce State B actively, since the interests 
of State B are shaped by the structure of interdependence to align with the 
interests of State A. In Barnett and Duvall’s typology, the less dependent state 
may sometimes employ compulsory power by using (or threatening to use) its 
greater capabilities against weaker societies, but it will rely more on institu-
tional power (I will refer to this as structural power throughout the disserta-
tion), which springs from the “systems of exchange and interdependence”227 
that tie the interests of core and periphery together. For the more dependent 
state, the policy path of least resistance will usually be the one that does not 
run counter to the interests of the less dependent state. Just as State A might 
deter State B from certain actions, State A may encourage and reward the pol-
icies that it finds desirable. This does not mean that State B will always choose 
that path; only that it will be structurally nudged towards it. 

My theory of power is relational.228 The structural power of a state is de-
fined by its position in the international network, which determines the pres-
ence or absence of relations to other states. The structure as a whole—the or-
der, network, or pattern of connectivity—is the unit of analysis, and a state’s 
position in this structure creates opportunities for and constraints on its be-
havior. The structure as a whole is defined by the ties between its units, which 
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we might label its network properties229 or topography.230 I should stress that 
I bypass issues of identity constitution as a possible result of the structure and 
focus on its “geometric abstractions.”231 That is, who is connected to whom 
and how many?  

By studying imperial power as structural constraints on the behavior of 
other states, the question of intentionality is left out of the picture.232 Struc-
tural power is an ongoing factor shaping state behavior. It is not the individual 
actions of an actor to achieve a particular outcome. While a state may use 
asymmetries of interdependence to impose sanctions on others, this is the ex-
ception rather than the norm. For the most part, imperial power is wielded by 
defining the cost-benefit structure that envelops others.233 In Cohen’s words, 
“What matters is not conscious intent but simply the force of circumstance 
[which] might be exploited proactively, but it need not be. Its impact might be 
felt even if the more powerful actor is entirely passive.”234 

Let me once again reiterate what my theory of empire is and is not. I the-
orize imperial power as working through interactions of specific actors, not 
through social relations of constitution—a distinction drawn in Barnett and 
Duvall’s taxonomy of power. I focus on primarily material exchanges and the 
structure of interdependence between states. This structure is in itself not ma-
terial or something “out there”, but it is a consequence of material power and 
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of connectivity. This stands in contrast to a social or poststructuralist ontology 
in which power is the ability to constitute what actors are, including social 
capacities and interests.235 As discussed in chapter 2, Daniel Nexon and Iver 
Neumann take this more constructivist approach to power when theorizing 
hegemons, arguing that hegemons possess meta-capital, which lets them “in-
fluence the exchange rate of different kinds of capital within and across fields; 
and ‘infuse’ specific kinds of capital – generated from objects, relations, and 
performance – with symbolic significance.”236 This way of thinking about 
power is fundamentally different from mine. I consider the interests of states, 
such as security and prosperity, exogenously given, and I completely sidestep 
the question of identity in states’ perceptions of self and other. It is of no con-
sequence to my argument whether the core considers itself a core or the pe-
riphery a periphery. The behavior and interests of states are shaped by the 
asymmetric interdependence inherent in the imperial system whether states 
are aware of it or not. My argument does not contradict the logic of meta-cap-
ital and power through social relations of constitution. It simply adopts a dif-
ferent theoretical ontology. 

Following this conceptual discussion of key terms, the following presents 
the three pillars of my theory of empire: the ideal-typical structure, distinc-
tions in manifestations, and the different kinds of drivers and impediments to 
imperial expansion. 

The Imperial Structure 
The first pillar of my theory is the structure of empires. An empire is an inter-
national “pattern of relations.”237 In its most condensed form it can be defined 
as an international structure of connectivity in which one state, the core, is 
connected to one or more other states, periphery states, which are mutually 
disconnected and disconnected from states outside the system. This structure 
maximizes the asymmetry of dependence between core and periphery state, 
placing the core in a position of dominance. Although substantial inequality 
in material capabilities are necessary to establish and maintain an imperial 
structure, an empire is more than just the material preponderance of one state 
over others. It is a particular organization of international connectivity. 
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I call the state with the most connections the core or hub. ‘Metropole’ and 
‘center’ are other common terms in the literature. I refer to the overall struc-
ture as a hub-and-spokes, a concept adopted from the work of Galtung and 
Motyl.238 It is important to emphasize that the terms empire and hub-and-
spokes both refer to the entire network structure, although empires are often 
called by the name of the core state. When I refer to a Chinese empire, the 
term encompasses all the states in a system where China is the core. This the-
ory of empires is about an international order, not about the behavior of indi-
vidual core or periphery states. 

Figure 4.1. The Hub-and-Spokes 

 
 
The hub-and-spokes has three defining attributes. First, periphery states must 
be connected to the core. Second, periphery states must not be connected to 
each other. Empires are “rimless.”239 Third, periphery states must not be con-
nected to states outside the system. In a hub-and-spokes, there are only bilat-
eral ties. Note that it is irrelevant whether the imperial core is connected to 
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cores or peripheries outside its own empire. These three ideal-typical charac-
teristics will guide my empirical analyses when I assess whether the structure 
of connectivity within a given domain resembles an empire or not. 

I refer to the units (or in the language of network analysis; nodes) in the 
imperial structure simply as states. This terminology is potentially problem-
atic because the modern nation-state has its roots in European history and has 
only recently become a truly global phenomenon. Throughout history, em-
pires have consisted of many different kinds of political units, including na-
tion-states, city-states, tribes, and more—all of which may be defined in a myr-
iad of ways.240 I use state in a broader sense than nation-state simply to indi-
cate a delimited social unit with some capacity to mobilize resources for col-
lective action.241 The terminology is perfectly applicable to my own empirical 
analysis of contemporary China, but might need slight modification for a study 
of ancient empires, such as the Assyrian or Babylonian empires. 

Some scholars argue that units in the imperial structure should be distin-
guished in ethnic terms, defining empires as the dominance of one society over 
other ethnic groups.242 This avoids the issue relating to the concept of states 
when describing non-modern and non-Western experiences. However, I see 
no reason why the dominance of other ethnically similar groups should not be 
considered imperial if it resembles the imperial structure. Such a definition 
also begs the question how ethnically dissimilar two groups must be? Was 
Rome’s conquest of the Etruscans an imperial enterprise? Even if empires 
have always been multiethnic, this no conceptual requirement. 

Ties in the hub-and-spokes represent any form of interaction between two 
units, reflecting connectivity in a broad sense. Their concrete manifestation 
depends on the topic being studied. For example, in a study of international 
trade, an imperial order would see periphery states trading with the imperial 
core rather than with each other or with other cores. 

The bilateral connectivity structure of an empire provides the context in 
which both core and peripheries operate. It enables exchange between some 
units, while discouraging connection between others. It nudges the periphery 
into behaving in a way that centers their attention on the core rather than on 
other periphery societies by making such behavior easier and more profitable. 
This is important because the presence of only bilateral ties to the core makes 
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periphery states unable to form balancing coalitions against the core.243 Em-
pires are “divide-and-rule” systems,244 where local resistance in a periphery 
has a poor chance of spreading to other parts of the empire due to the absence 
of inter-peripheral ties. The imperial core prefers to negotiate with each pe-
riphery bilaterally rather than as a collective, multilateral block, since it im-
proves its ability to shape the outcomes of such negotiations. 

The relationships between the hub and each individual spoke will often 
vary significantly, leading to what Nexon and Wright call “heterogeneous con-
tracting”245. For an example, one need only compare the respective relation-
ships between the British imperial core and its colonies in America, Australia, 
India, and Ireland.246 One historically familiar outcome of bilateral systems of 
bargaining was the unequal trade agreements struck between core and periph-
ery. Such arrangements would have been much more difficult to make for the 
imperial core if it had to negotiate with colonies that operated in concert. The 
next section develops how an imperial structure places the core in a position 
of power over periphery states through asymmetric interdependence. 

Power Relations between Core and Periphery 
Asymmetric Interdependence 
The imperial core is in a position of power relative to its periphery, which 
stems from the asymmetry of dependence inherent in the imperial system. 
The relationships between states constrain their autonomy by creating differ-
ent opportunity costs of different actions. Moreover, the actions of one state 
may incur costs on another state. State A is dependent on State B to the extent 
the actions of State B have significant positive or negative consequences on 
State A. What constitutes significant consequences of course depends on the 
interests of State A. The central point for this study is that relations of mutual 
dependence—interdependence—will never be perfectly symmetric. One state 
will always be more dependent on the other, and this creates a fundamental 
asymmetry, resulting in inequality in the “decision-making capability” of 
states.247 
                                                
243 Nexon and Wright, “What's at Stake in the American Empire Debate,” pp. 261-
263. 
244 Galtung, “A Structural Theory of Imperialism,” p. 90. 
245 See also Tilly, “How Empires End,” p. 3. 
246 Nexon and Wright, “What's at Stake in the American Empire Debate,” p. 259. See 
also the comparative case studies in Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson, Why 
Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity and Poverty (London: Profile Books, 
2012). 
247 Cohen, The Question of Imperialism, pp. 206-208. 



89 

Asymmetric interdependence is thus a key concept of this dissertation. It 
rests on some of the same assumptions as the familiar argument of interde-
pendence liberalism248—interdependent states do not go to war with each 
other because it is too costly—but draws vastly different conclusions. While 
acknowledging that the actions of one state will have important impact on oth-
ers in an interdependent context, theorists of asymmetric interdependence249 
see the asymmetry as a possible tool of geopolitical or geoeconomic statecraft 
rather than simply as a cause of peace. Sufficient degrees of asymmetry in in-
terdependent relations create a power hierarchy between states, which can be 
exploited by the less dependent state. 

I use international trade to exemplify asymmetric interdependence 
throughout this chapter because trade demonstrates the dynamic in a neat and 
mathematical way. If State A decides to cut its trade ties to State B, both are 
sure to experience some negative economic consequences from the loss of 
trade or the need to find other partners. After all, if their mutual trade had not 
been profitable, we would not expect them to engage in it in the first place. 
However, State B may be hurt more than State A by the break in relative terms 
even if they suffer equally in absolute terms. If so, State B is more dependent 
on State A than vice versa.250 The two main sources of such an asymmetry are 
differences in the availability of alternative sources of trade and differences 
in economic capabilities. 

Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye introduce a useful distinction between 
sensitivity and vulnerability when studying interdependence.251 The differ-
ence lies in the ease with which actors can mitigate negative consequences of 
a change to the relations by implementing new policies. Sensitivity denotes 
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the negative effects a state would suffer from a change to the status quo in the 
short term, before mitigating policies can be enacted. Vulnerability denotes 
the negative effects suffered after new policies are enacted. The ability of a 
state to enact mitigating policies depends on its own capabilities as well as its 
relationships to other states. 

Let us return to our imaginary trading states A and B. If State A and State 
B enjoy a high level of mutual trade relative to the scales of their own econo-
mies, they are both sensitive to the trade policies of the other, as large amounts 
of imports and exports would be affected by a change to their trade relation-
ship. Yet their respective levels of vulnerability may differ. Imagine all trade 
relations between the two break down overnight and cannot be restored. State 
A is able to restructure its import and export to other countries or adjust its 
consumption and supply through domestic policies and hence does not suffer 
much from the absence of trade with State B after an initial adjustment period. 
State B is not so fortunate, as it has fewer alternative partners and a weaker 
domestic market. State B thus suffers lasting negative consequences even after 
it has shifted its policies to the best of its abilities. In this scenario, State B is 
more vulnerable than State A, since State A has alternatives to dealing with 
State B. Note that the sensitivity of State A and State B may be symmetric at 
the outset—they may suffer roughly equally in the period that follows imme-
diately after the trade break-down—but it is the long-term consequences that 
define the higher vulnerability of State B. This creates an overall situation of 
asymmetric interdependence between State A and State B before their trade 
relations ever broke down, since State B would suffer greater negative conse-
quences from a change to the status quo, and accordingly has a greater interest 
in maintaining the trade relationship to State A than vice versa. Put simply, 
State B needs State A more than the other way around. 

Second, in the hypothetical scenario above, we assumed the economies of 
State A and State B to be roughly identical in size. In such a situation, the mu-
tual sensitivity will be symmetric, and the vulnerability will primarily depend 
on the availability of third parties to replace the lost trade partner. However, 
as Albert Hirschman argued in his classic piece on economic statecraft, when 
one state wields greater economic capabilities than the other, its sensitivity 
will ceteris paribus be smaller.252 In essence, the loss of a ten-dollar bill mat-
ters less to the millionaire than to the beggar. 

Another example: State A and State B both export $20 billion worth of 
goods to each other. State A has a GDP of $400 billion, and State B has a GDP 
of only $80 billion. Should trade relations between the two break down, both 
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would stand to lose the same amount of export value in absolute terms ($20 
billion). State A would lose exports worth only 5% of its GDP, but State B 
would lose exports worth 25%. State B is clearly considerably more sensitive 
to the actions of State A than vice versa. Of course, State B may be able to 
restructure all 25% of its exports to other markets and limit its vulnerability, 
but in the short run, it will suffer more than State A. 

Asymmetric interdependence is a source of power for the less dependent 
over the more dependent. The more the asymmetry favors one part, the easier 
it can coerce its periphery with limited negative consequence to itself, e.g. 
through trade sanctions.253 More importantly, the latent threat of such poli-
cies, stated or not, increases the opportunity cost of the more dependent state 
of actions that might trigger negative counteractions by the less dependent 
part. This lead Hirschman to the conclusion that “the power to interrupt com-
mercial or financial relations with any country, considered as an attribute of 
national sovereignty, is the root cause of the influence or power position which 
a country acquires in other countries.”254 

This power is structural in the sense that it is reflected not in particular 
actions by the more powerful state but in a fundamental condition for the in-
teractions between the two states. The more dependent part knows that the 
less dependent may at any time choose to impose costs on it, and this persis-
tent threat makes any action that runs against the interest of the less depend-
ent state a risky affair. It increases the opportunity cost of behavior that con-
flicts with the interest of the strong, making the more dependent state more 
likely to behave in a way that aligns with the interest of the strong. 

Moreover, the interdependence of the two states leads them to share ben-
efits, which in turn aligns their interests. Both of our imaginary states A and B 
are interested in improving their own economic wellbeing. Due to their close 
trade relations, the economic growth in one state will likely have a positive 
impact on the other through greater demand. If State A enjoys a GDP growth 
of 10%, State B might well be able to increase its exports to State A by 10%, if 
the economic growth is reflected in increased consumption. Interdependence 
thus makes states share benefits, just as they share hardship. A GDP contrac-
tion of 10% would hurt consumption and exports proportionately. This also 
means that both states will have an interest in promoting the economic growth 
of each other, as this will also benefit them. Interdependent states operate in 
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a positive-sum rather than zero-sum relationship. This is crucial to my argu-
ment, because it means that both core and periphery in an international order 
will have a shared interest in mutual prosperity, as their fates are bound to-
gether. 

Asymmetric Interdependence and the Imperial System 
The notion of asymmetric interdependence sheds light on the power dynamics 
of imperial systems. The imperial core is less dependent on any individual pe-
riphery state than vice versa due to its greater capabilities and due to its 
greater options, which stem from ties to multiple states. The imperial struc-
ture maximizes periphery vulnerability and minimizes core vulnerability. Pe-
riphery states are per definition only connected to the core and cannot shift 
their policies towards other partners. By contrast, the core enjoys ties to all 
periphery states, leaving it with a much greater decision-making capability. 
The core may even be able to draw on ties to states outside the imperial sys-
tem, which is impossible for its periphery. 

Generally, the size of the core economy will be much larger than any single 
periphery economy, and this supports the asymmetry of sensitivity. The same 
volume of trade may be at once negligible to the core and vital for a periphery. 
This means that, in our trade example above, even if the core State A cannot 
find a substitute for its lost trade with State B, it is far more capable of sus-
taining the economic loss than State B, due to its greater economic capabili-
ties. 

Furthermore, the alignment of interests described above will favor the 
core more than the periphery. In a hub-and-spokes, all states in the system 
will benefit from the economic growth of the core, to whom they are all con-
nected. In contrast, economic growth in a single periphery state will only ben-
efit that particular state and the core, since no other states are tied to it. This 
again creates a fundamental asymmetry, where every state in the system 
shares interests with the core, but not with each other. 

Henry Farrell and Abraham Newman propose another useful way of theo-
rizing asymmetric interdependence in a hub-and-spokes structure through 
two dynamics.255 One is similar to the coercive use of asymmetric interde-
pendence I have already described, which they label the “chokepoint effect.” 
It describes the ability of the core state to deny other states access to the hub 
of the system and thus to the system as a whole. If trade ties are cut between 
core and periphery in a hub-and-spokes system, the periphery is left without 
any ties to the system. The other dynamic is the “panopticon effect,” which 
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captures the asymmetry of information enjoyed by the core. As all interactions 
flow through the hub of a hub-and-spokes system, the hub knows much more 
about what is going on in the entire system than any spoke. Farrell and New-
man use these concepts to study the financial messaging system SWIFT and 
internet access, and the concepts will be especially valuable for my study of 
China’s developing digital currency system.  

Let me exemplify the asymmetric power dynamic of imperial structure 
with a very different example from John Padgett and Christopher Ansell. The 
rise of the Medici-family in fifteenth-century Florence was in part the result of 
historical developments, which established a hub-and-spokes of family, bank, 
and real-estate ties between the families of the city-state.256 In this system, 
inter-family interactions had to pass through Cosimo de Medici, which left 
him in a position of privileged information (panopticon effect) and impeded 
the formation of opposing coalitions (they were the system’s chokepoint ). The 
Medici became the only bridge between a host of spokes, and the only family 
able to mobilize collective action. Though this was inter-family relations ra-
ther than international relations, the fundamental logic is the same: Being a 
core in an imperial system provided the Medici with structural power that 
could not simply be reduced to their economic capabilities or the political of-
fices they held. 

Let us briefly pause and take stock of the theory and concepts presented 
so far in this chapter. An empire is a particular structure of connectivity among 
states, which forms a hub-and-spokes. This creates asymmetry of interde-
pendence between core and periphery states within the system, leading pe-
riphery governments to be more sensitive and vulnerable to the actions of the 
core than vice versa. This places the imperial core in a position of structural 
power, as the interests of the periphery are shaped by the system, which it 
dominates. It also enables the core to use coercive power through the choke-
point effect, wherein peripheries are denied access to the system. Finally, the 
panopticon effect means the core also enjoys an asymmetry of information 
over the periphery. 

Trade, Investment, and Debt 
The following briefly explores three types of geoeconomic ties in international 
relations that may be asymmetric: trade, investment, and debt. Focusing on 
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these three follows much of the literature on economic statecraft and geoeco-
nomics in general and on contemporary China in particular.257 It exemplifies 
how asymmetric interdependence may work in practice and casts theoretical 
light on some of the themes that will be explored in the analyses of this disser-
tation. 

First a word about historical contextualization. The kinds of economic in-
terdependence elaborated here are mainly applicable to trade ties emerging 
after the invention of modern means of transportation and refrigeration. Be-
fore then, towns and cities tended to be self-sufficient and relied much less on 
economic relations with outside areas. Trade was usually limited to a smaller 
group of merchants and their financial backers and was therefore less im-
portant as a tool of state power and dependence. In today’s global economy, 
however, local livelihoods are strongly affected by the access to world markets 
for large parts of the world’s population. Moreover, economies are integrated 
in global financial flows, which makes investments and debt important fac-
tors. 

Trade 
As described above, asymmetric trade entail that trade relations between core 
and periphery are more important to the periphery than to the core, and con-
sequently that changes to the relationship would be more harmful to the pe-
riphery than to the core. Asymmetric trade dependence is instrumentalized or 
weaponized through trade sanctions, such as import or export restrictions 
(permanent or temporary), tariffs, or outright termination of trade ties.258 I 
focus on bilateral trade sanctions rather than multilateral sanctions here, 
since the point is to explore the ability of the imperial core to coerce a weaker 
periphery by unilateral decision. 

The general ability of a given state to implement effective trade sanctions 
is a function of two factors: its domestic markets size and its global market 
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share of specific goods.259 The degree of trade sensitivity of an actor in a spe-
cific bilateral relationship is determined by the amount of goods imported and 
exported from a single country relative to the total size of the economy, since 
this is the share of the economy that would be hurt immediately were trade 
relations to break down. Trade vulnerability is more difficult to calculate as it 
depends on the alternative policy options of both parties. Furthermore, vul-
nerability can be high for certain goods considered vital to the economy, even 
if the import volume of said good is relatively small. For the purpose of coer-
cion, looking at sensitivity is often enough, because the threat of short-term 
injury may suffice to achieve the desired political outcome, even if long-term 
effects can be mitigated. 

Investment 
Investments make up another central component in a modern international 
economy. The interdependent relationship is here one between investor and 
investee. The investor is dependent on the investee to make a return on the 
investment, and the investee is dependent on the investor for future invest-
ments, which are often in short supply in the less affluent periphery. Again, 
the relationship is asymmetric when the investor is wealthy enough to sustain 
losses without major effect on its overall economies, while the investee would 
suffer greater consequences from the lack of future investments. As with trade, 
the investee’s vulnerability is limited by the presence of other willing inves-
tors, and its sensitivity is measured by the size of the investments from the 
core relative to the overall size of the economy of the periphery. 

Compared to trade, investment flows are easier to use for geoeconomic 
purposes, since they are more easily manipulated than trade flows. It is easier 
for the core to cut investments or to promise new investments than trade. This 
touches on the issue of state agency. Trade is usually conducted by businesses 
that either import or export certain goods to other businesses. Politics primar-
ily influence trade by determining the structure and legal regime under which 
it is conducted through tariffs and trade agreements, subsidiaries or the im-
provement of infrastructure. Governments only engage in the actual buying or 
selling when it comes to strategic or sensitive areas like defense equipment or 
cutting-edge technology with strategic implications. In contrast, governments 
may wield their investments more directly, particularly if these are financed 
through state-owned banks, state-owned enterprises (SOEs), or sovereign 
wealth funds.260 But even in the absence of such state-controlled instruments, 
a state may provide diplomatic assistance to companies operating abroad, e.g. 
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by facilitating meetings between foreign companies or bureaucrats and its own 
exporting companies. 

As we shall see in the later chapters, China’s economic model of state cap-
italism gives it a greater degree of direct control over some of the world’s larg-
est banks and some of the largest companies, which may be instructed to in-
vest in periphery projects. This makes China better able to derive influence 
from investments than any other state great power.261  

Debt 
The final type of economic dependence included here is debt. Like invest-
ments, debt creates interdependence between a creditor, who wants her 
money repaid with interests, and the debtor, who must ensure the availability 
of funds in the future. In terms of sensitivity and vulnerability, the bilateral 
sensitivity of the debtor is defined by the size of its debt to a single creditor 
compared to its overall economy and its ability to cushion high-debt services 
(as described below). Vulnerability is defined by the debtor’s access to alter-
native sources of finance. Ceteris paribus, higher sensitivity will mean higher 
vulnerability as it is more difficult to restructure larger loans than smaller 
ones, but high debt in itself does not necessarily entail great debt vulnerability. 
If other financial great powers, multilateral institutions such as the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF)), or private financial institutions (banks) are 
willing to step in and provide loans, the creditor will be less vulnerable to its 
current debtor.262 Indeed, stronger debt ties to one economy may actually re-
duce vulnerability to that debtor in the long run, if the money borrowed is used 
to spur economic growth, pay off higher interest loans, or in other ways im-
prove a country’s credit rating, making it eligible for better future loans from 
other parties.263 

Debt may take many forms and can impact an economy differently, de-
pending on the maturity time and interest rates of the loans, whether it is 
owned by domestic or foreign creditors, and whether it is spread among many 
or few creditors. Likewise, an economy may have the ability to cushion the 
possible negatives of indebtedness by running a primary surplus (having more 
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revenues than expenses before interest) or a trade surplus (having larger ex-
ports than imports), by having large foreign-exchange reserves, or by having 
the ability to provide its domestic financial system with liquidity.264 An econ-
omy swamped in debt will face the unpleasant choice of either implementing 
harsh austerity measures to cut expenses and service its debt (which tends to 
be an unpopular choice among constituents), obtaining additional loans to pay 
immediate interests (leaving an even bigger debt problem for the future), or 
default. The last solution typically involves negotiations to restructure existing 
loans to more favorable terms but may also harm the ability of the state to 
obtain loans in the future, hence increasing vulnerability.265 

Countries in China’s periphery tend to accumulate debt in one of three 
ways: Obtaining loans from multilateral development banks, obtaining bilat-
eral loans from Chinese state-owned banks, or borrowing money on the mar-
ket from private banks. Loans from the World Bank or other multilateral in-
stitutions generally have the lowest interest rates but will also impose a num-
ber of requirements on how the money is spent (good governance, transpar-
ency etc.) and are usually given for specific purposes, such as infrastructure 
projects. Loans made on the open financial market have higher and fluctuat-
ing interest rates, reflecting the credit rating of the borrower, but usually come 
with no conditions. In between those two, bilateral loans vary immensely and 
may be both cheaper and more expensive than multilateral loans, and may 
pose none or many conditions, depending on the bilateral agreement reached. 
What is often referred to as ‘foreign aid’ or ‘development assistance’266 is usu-
ally such a bilateral loan made at sub-market rates (termed a ‘concessional 
loan’). The loan may require the money to be spent in a particular way (e.g. 
documenting transparency and sustainability), on a specific project (e.g. a hy-
dropower dam), and on specific subcontractors (e.g. a construction company 
from the creditors country). I return to the question of Chinese loans in the 
discussion of infrastructure investments in chapter 6. 

In the study of asymmetric interdependence, debt is thus a third geoeco-
nomic factor to look for, since it may place the fate of a society in the hands of 
another by making its access to capital dependent on the goodwill of one or 
more creditors. As with trade and investments, the relationship is interde-
pendent, since the creditor also stands to lose from a default, yet the larger 
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economic size of the core means that debtor would suffer more than creditor 
under such circumstances. 

How Empires Manifest 
The second pillar of my theory revolves around the different ways in which 
empires can manifest. The empire ideal type is in itself pure abstraction. It can 
be compared to anywhere in the world at any point in history to assess the 
degree to which a particular connectivity structure resembles a hub-and-
spokes pattern. But no two points in history are identical, and while many in-
ternational structures may have resembled the imperial ideal type to some ex-
tent, they have done so in many different ways, depending on geography, tech-
nology, social organization, ideological currents etc. For this reason, it makes 
sense to speak of different manifestations of the ideal type, being empirical 
configurations that can meaningfully be compared to and described in terms 
of the ideal type.  

Methodologically, the term may lead to a dualist platonic misconception 
that ideal types are somehow “out there” and that their manifestations are 
“them in the flesh.” This is inaccurate. Ideal types do not “exist” anywhere, 
and real world phenomena are not representations of them. Ideal types only 
exist in language and thinking. They describe non-existing patterns to help 
make sense of the existing world. The term manifestation is a way of talking 
about the different kinds of empirical phenomena we may observe that resem-
ble the ideal type. It is a term designed to bridge the gap between the abstract 
and the concrete. 

I theorize imperial manifestations through typologies—in themselves ideal 
types—that distinguish different kinds of empires and imperial relations. This 
is done to help me describe differences between empirical phenomena to rec-
ognize how states have existed in different kinds of hierarchies that shared 
hub-and-spokes characteristics. The typological distinctions below present 
extremes on three different parameters—formal or informal; continental or 
maritime; extractive or developmental—and provide historical illustrations of 
each. These terms will subsequently be used to describe the nature of the in-
ternational order surrounding China. 

Besides the typologies presented here, chapters 6 and 7 also include sec-
tions that describe how I apply the ideal type to the specific domain in its con-
temporary historical context. Interaction between societies at any point in his-
tory has always been shaped by the material and social technologies available 
at the time and place. Not only did these technologies help define who had 
power (through new types of weapons, improved logistics, access to infor-
mation etc.), they also shaped the qualitative nature of interactions. Barry 
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Buzan and Richard Little describe this dynamic as a state’s “interaction capac-
ity”267 and Robert Gilpin labels transition from one kind of interaction to an-
other as “interaction change.”268 The point is here that states interact differ-
ently at different points in time, and this has important implications for the 
study of imperial manifestations. 

Let me illustrate this with the example of railroads, elaborated in chapter 
6. Railroads have been important manifestations of empires since their inven-
tion, but their purpose has changed. Previously, a railroad network was essen-
tial to extract natural resources and to maintain control over the periphery by 
enabling mobility of soldiers. Today, most natural resources have multiple 
possible means of transport over land (such as pipelines and trucks), and the 
method chosen will depend on the commodity—minerals are not transported 
by pipeline for instance—and on the particular context. This means that rail-
roads are no longer a requirement for resource extraction. Further, with the 
development of long-range weaponry, rough-terrain vehicles, and airborne 
transport craft, railroads are of much smaller significance today as means of 
territorial control. Military forces can be deployed faster by other means. This 
example shows that railroads serve different purposes today than a century 
ago, and that this must be taken into account when studying and interpreting 
railroads as a means of inter-state connectivity. 

We could also turn to digital technologies and their impact on interna-
tional economic relations. Geographic distance ceases to be a hindrance to fi-
nancial exchange when any person with internet access can receive and trans-
fer money online. It is more difficult to control and regulate economic inter-
action under such technological conditions because the internet connects all 
its users. But this does not mean that empire is dead in the age of internet. The 
web is itself home to a host of systems that structure interaction in different 
areas. Money transfer, communication, cloud storage, and other online ser-
vices do not connect users directly but run through servers and platforms 
owned by someone. The asymmetry of dependence has simply transferred to 
other actors. Digital technologies have also given states new means to control 
cross-border interactions. At the same time, goods purchased online still need 
to be transported physically to the customer. In this regard, many aspects of 
economic exchange are still quite analogue even in a globalized and digital age. 
I return to some of the examples above when discuss globalization in chapter 
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5 and when I argue for the usefulness of the empire ideal type for future stud-
ies in my conclusion. 

Formal and Informal 
Imperial structures manifest with varying degrees of formality.269 On the one 
hand, a society may dominate another by seizing the formal political authority 
over its territory and subjecting it to direct rule, the clearest form of which is 
colonialism. This usually means conquest and provincialization, though it may 
also be by invitation.270 On the other hand, domination can be subtle with no 
formal recognition of hierarchy and submission. For instance, the core may 
place “advisors” to kindly guide periphery governments.271 Even without such 
guidance, a nominally independent society may anticipate the will of the core 
and act accordingly for fear of repercussions, without any active coercion hap-
pening. The distinction between formal and informal empires is common in 
the literature272 and usefulness when studying imperial manifestation. But I 
must emphasize that the two should be seen as two extremes on a continuum 
rather than as a dualism. Imperial relations tend to be formal in some ways 
and informal in others. 

A note on terminology: Doyle distinguishes between formal and effective 
empires273; Wigell distinguishes between “more traditional, geopolitical uses 
of the notion of empire, which center more exclusively around territorial an-
nexation and control”274 and neo-imperialism; and Anatol Lieven, Nexon and 
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Wright use “direct” and “indirect” rule to much the same end.275 I prefer the 
term “informal” to “effective”, “neo-“, or “indirect” for three reasons. First, it 
provides a clearer dichotomy than the terminologies of Doyle and Wigell. Sec-
ond, ‘neo-imperialism’ is easily conflated with its more narrow economic 
meaning, discussed in chapter 2, whereas my concept of empire is broader. 
Third, formality says nothing of the effectiveness (however defined) of em-
pires, and I am more concerned with their structure than with their compe-
tence. Using “formal” rather than “effective” therefore seems more intuitive. 

Domination is easily identified when it is formally recognized by all par-
ties. In ancient imperial constellations such as the Delian league, members 
would pay taxes to maintain the Athenian fleet and defer to Athenian leader-
ship.276 China’s neighbors would send regular tributes to the Ming court,277 
Japan’s local lords would reside in the capital in alternating years under the 
Tokugawa shogunate,278 and modern European empires would install gover-
nors in their colonies who in turn answered to London, Paris or Brussels. For-
mal empires can be painted on a map in bold colors. 

Informal empires are more difficult to pinpoint. Here, a society is subser-
vient to another even though there is no formal recognition of the fact. The 
concept itself was primarily the product of attempts to describe the dominance 
of the United States over Central America in most of the 19th and 20th century 
labelled “neocolonialism” or “new imperialism,”279 and how these relations 
differed from the formal colonial experience of the United States in the Phil-
ippines.280 The United States exercised “de facto control”281 over its smaller 
neighbors and was often involved militarily in their domestic politics, even 
though they were all formally equal as sovereign states. Informal empire is 
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also a useful term for understanding the regimes of unequal trade treaties and 
extraterritorial privileges imposed on China during the 19th century by Euro-
pean powers.282 China was not colonized, and it did not formally recognize any 
foreign lordship, yet it clearly lost sovereignty over more and more of its do-
mestic politics, namely trade, during its so-called “Century of Humiliation.” 

There is of course a vast middle ground on the continuum between ‘formal’ 
and ‘informal’.283 Empires have found different compromises varying through 
time, space, and among their different peripheries. For example, Luttwak de-
picts Roman grand strategy from the time of Emperor Augustus as a number 
of concentric circles representing degrees of formality (similar to Watson’s 
ideal type, discussed in chapter 2).284 The first circle around the city of Rome 
was made up of the formally annexed and provincialized territories that were 
under Roman law and whose governorships were usually given to Roman pol-
iticians after leaving office. The next circle was comprised of client states 
whose rulers were bestowed titles such as “friend of Rome.” Roman law did 
not apply here, but their rulers enjoyed the patronage of Rome in return for 
compliance. The final circle was comprised of societies with no formal ties to 
Rome but whose chiefs enjoyed informal support from the empire in return 
for peaceful relations and some degree of deference. Luttwak refers to these 
three circles as the “zone of direct control,” “inner zone of diplomatic control,” 
and “outer zone of influence”, respectively.285 The Roman army was stationed 
in the innermost circle, but it occasionally intervened in the other two. Over 
the centuries, the empire moved towards a more dichotomous structure, with 
the entire empire under formal rule and with clear borders. This all demon-
strates how, at a single point in time, an imperial hierarchy may have both 
formal and informal aspects and how it this may change over time.286 

To complicate matters further, different empires have historically over-
lapped, creating in practice coexisting formal and informal ties to different 
cores. Through much of the nineteenth century, Egypt was a formal part of the 
Ottoman Empire and informally controlled by the British and (to a lesser ex-
tent) French empires, who had taken control over the country’s finances after 
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a debt crisis.287 Here, formal ties were de facto less consequential than the in-
formal. Likewise, formal allies of the United States in Asia, namely Thailand 
and the Philippines, may be more subservient to their neighborhood great 
power, China, than to their treaty partner today. 

The different degrees of formality are a place to start when investigating 
the nature of imperial hierarchies. Explicit recognition of submission is of 
course a strong indicator of hierarchy, but the absence of formal recognition 
does not disprove hierarchy. The manifestation of formality is usually one of 
the most obvious differences between empires. Compare, for instance, the 
British and the American empire. Both where mixed constellations of formal 
and informal rule, but the latter generally relied on far less formalized means 
of control than the former.288 

In the empirical analyses of this dissertation, formality plays a smaller 
role. In infrastructure and infrastructure investment, formal ties can be iden-
tified in the participation of other countries in formal political projects such 
as the Belt and Road Initiative or the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, 
and in the signing of concrete deals. The resulting physical infrastructure is 
more informal, since it does not entail the submission of one state to another, 
but only the existence of a physical point of connectivity between the two. In 
currency affairs, formal ties could manifest in formal arrangements such as 
currency swap agreements, the adoption of a currency in international organ-
izations (such as the Special Drawing Rights of the IMF), or the formal adop-
tion of a foreign currency as a country’s national currency. Most currency ties 
are informal as choice of currency is usually not guided by a formalized re-
gime. I have chosen to include the issue of formality in my theory of manifes-
tations here because it is a widely used concept in the existing literature and 
because I believe it could be highly relevant to other studies of imperial order. 
For example, a study of China’s military relations with periphery states would 
probably need to distinguish between the varying degrees of formality in mil-
itary partnerships. Moreover, speaking of formality helps explain important 
differences between the currency systems of historical colonial empires and 
global currency issuers today. 
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Continental and Maritime 
A second way in which manifestations of empires differ is geography.289 The 
ancient Mesopotamian empires and the East Asian empires were continental 
in the sense that the territory of the imperial system was more or less geo-
graphically connected, usually having been created through conquest and an-
nexation. In contrast, the modern European empires of France, Great Britain 
and others saw peripheries separated from their cores by large bodies of water. 
Some empires, like Mediterranean Athens and Rome, contained both kinds of 
peripheries, and others, like the Habsburg Empire, simply do not fit the di-
chotomy, as it was geographically scattered across a continent.  

What are some of the consequences of this difference? First, imperial re-
lations generally develop more easily or organically between geographically 
proximate societies whether the result of aggressive policies or simply of eco-
nomic dependence. In military terms, it is easier and cheaper to project power 
across a shorter distance. This fundamental insight informs basic realist no-
tions, such as the idea that states, are ceteris paribus, more threatening when 
they are close by,290 and that the “stopping power of water” impedes military 
expansion across large bodies of water.291 Crossing large oceans with an army 
also requires particular technological means. 

Economic ties also develop more organically between societies that are 
close to each other for the simple fact that it is easier to travel and transport 
goods a shorter distance. This creates a tendency for asymmetric interdepend-
ence to form around the strongest economy in a geographic region, as neigh-
boring economies automatically gravitate towards strengthening ties to the 
core, unless policies are implemented to counteract this pull. Before the world 
economy became truly global, the power of proximity was of course stronger 
than it is today, when many countries have stronger trade relations with far-
away economies than with their neighbors, in large parts due to more complex 
global value chains. But the fundamental dynamic is still at work: It will always 
be cheaper to transport goods a shorter distance. 

Second, political instability tends to cross territorial borders more easily 
than oceans. An unstable imperial periphery spreads its instability to other 
peripheries or even to the core, as sub-state actors and networks move and 
communicate across borders. This has historically been a driver of imperial 
expansion, as imperial soldiers have been sent to stabilize a periphery, fearing 
that violence might otherwise spill over into new areas. This driving force is 
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elaborated later in this chapter. Suffice it to say here, the stopping power of 
water also applies to non-state actors. Empires may deploy troops to stabilize 
or protect overseas peripheries, but this is not for fear that the violence would 
spread to the core itself. Put differently, there is a smaller degree of instability 
spillover between core and peripheries when they are separated by large bod-
ies of water. 

Third, connectivity between core and periphery can be enhanced in a more 
direct and controlled way over land than overseas when it comes to infrastruc-
ture. Two states on a land mass can be connected by roads or rails going from 
one specific point to another. It is clear here what is being connected. In con-
trast, better ports may improve connectivity between two states separated by 
water, but it does so in a less direct way, since ships will not necessarily sail 
between any two states. This difference will be important for the analyses of 
China’s infrastructure engagement in both Africa and Argentina in chapter 6.  

Extractive and Developmental 
The final typological distinction concerns the economic dynamic of core-pe-
riphery relations. The question is whether imperial ties solely benefit the core 
by extracting value from the periphery or if they help raise the overall eco-
nomic level of the periphery. The distinction poses a basic trade-off between 
material gains and legitimacy. In an extractive relationship, the core enjoys 
greater immediate benefits but will often have to back up the arrangement 
with some degree of coercive means. In a developmental relationship, the di-
rect benefits are smaller and more long-term, but the arrangement will enjoy 
greater support from the periphery, making it easier to sustain. 

The Extractive Dynamic  
Extractive relations are more often associated with empires. Railroads that 
run directly from a mine to a port, bypassing cities on the way, are some of the 
most obvious examples, as these were clearly built to extract resources from 
the periphery hinterlands without creating local value.292 In a slightly broader 
sense, extractive relations can involve the fundamental reorganization of the 
periphery economy to produce one or a few crops for export to the core. This 
was the model of British and French imperialism in Egypt. Another example 
of extractive relations was the British establishment of “market boards” in Af-
rican colonies like Ghana, Kenya, Sierra Leone, and Zambia. These boards dic-
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tated the price at which certain peripheral goods could be exported. Conven-
iently for the core, this price was consistently set well below the general mar-
ket price of the goods, effectively allowing the core to “extract” the price dif-
ference of the goods.293 The ancient agrarian empires such as Rome and the 
Near Eastern empires also expanded through an extractive dynamic. As ar-
gued by Münkler, these empires were based on the “military extraction of sur-
plus product,”294 where conquest enabled the harvesting of tribute and booty 
from the subdued periphery, which in turn was spent supporting the military 
itself as well as prestige projects in the core. Münkler points to Assyria as the 
clearest example of this dynamic, arguing that the empire only survived as 
long as it was able to channel resources from the periphery to the core.295  

In an extractive imperial relationship, the core does not have to keep the 
periphery impoverished intentionally. If a periphery actually enjoys economic 
benefits from resource extraction, so be it. The point is that economic devel-
opment of the periphery is not considered a goal in itself. Instability and pov-
erty in a periphery is not a problem for the core in the extractive logic, as long 
as it retains its access to the desired resources or goods. It is therefore inaccu-
rate to consider the extractive dynamic zero-sum as opposed to a positive-sum 
developmental dynamic. This is not a reformulation of the realism vs. liberal-
ism debate on zero or positive sum gains.296 The asymmetry of power capabil-
ities in an empire is so great that the core does not need to worry about 
whether the periphery actually makes economic gains from their relationship. 
In an extractive relationship, the periphery is considered a source of resources 
and wealth for the core. 

The Developmental Dynamic 
In the developmental logic, the core derives its benefits from the prosperity of 
the periphery. A wealthier periphery is better able to absorb products from the 
core, boosting exports. Economic development may also help reduce violence 
and instability, which again has positive economic impacts for both core and 
periphery. Win-win and positive-sum relations is the name of the game. The 
economic growth of the periphery becomes an interest of the imperial core. 

This dynamic is captured in Doyle’s (and subsequently Münkler’s), ac-
count of the term “Augustan Threshold”: A process of reform undertaken by 
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the Roman Empire in the first century A.C., which ensured the empire’s per-
sistence.297 In brief, Emperor Augustus “established a bureaucracy that put 
his, its own, and the empire’s interests before any specifically Roman de-
mands,”298 namely the demands of the aristocracy in the metropole of Rome. 
The process included the expansion of citizen rights to the people and elites in 
the periphery, and it helped reduce administrative costs and—perhaps most 
importantly—boost loyalty among imperial subjects in the periphery. Another 
central political innovation was the invention of a shared pension system for 
veterans, which shifted the loyalty of the Roman army from individual gener-
als to the empire as a whole.299 The imperial rule in essence shifted its focus 
from benefitting particular factions and individuals within in the core exclu-
sively to sharing economic and political inclusion across core and peripheries. 
Among other things, this helped bring down the cost of running the empire as 
growing peripheral loyalty required less attention from the Roman military. 
The Augustan Threshold is a useful way of thinking about developmental dy-
namics in an empire. In a contemporary, informal setting, the core may not be 
issuing citizen rights to residents of the periphery, but investments in the pros-
perity of the periphery could be a key component in the survival of the empire 
as a whole.300 

Another notion that catches some of the developmental logic is the so-
called “flying geese” model of development, originally used to explain East 
Asian economic development with Japan as the front goose. The model states 
that economies may evolve in parallel as they move through the different 
states of economic development. When one country develops ahead of others 
(the front goose), it accumulates physical and human capital, which is directed 
into more capital-intensive industries, and it outsources the production of less 
capital-intensive work, and later, capital itself to other countries (the next 
geese in the formation).301 Outsourcing improves the infrastructure and econ-
omy of the less developed countries, which gradually imitate the experience of 
the front goose and start exporting work and capital to other countries further 
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down the supply chain. This ends up forming the arrowhead formation of fly-
ing geese; wherein all states enjoy the benefits of economic growth as a result 
of the growth of the geese ahead. They grow together. In an imperial context, 
the front goose is the core, which exports capital and technology to its periph-
ery. 

Using the model to describe imperial relations is problematic in one im-
portant sense. While hierarchical like an empire, the flying geese model as-
sumes goose number two to be connected to goose number three, which is 
connected to number four and so on. It thus breaks with the second defining 
attribute of an imperial structure by having peripheries be connected to each 
other—even if it is only a single other state. One must either soften the criteria 
for a hub-and-spokes and allow peripheries to be connected to other periph-
eries downstream, maintaining the core as the hub, but having multiple nodes 
on each spoke leading to and from the hub. Alternatively, the model can be 
adjusted to a “mother goose” model, where the core provides shelter for all the 
smaller geese following in its wake. This adjustment would maintain the ele-
ment of parallel economic growth while disconnecting the peripheries. Either 
way, the flying geese is one, albeit imperfect, way of illustrating how the de-
velopmental logic creates benefits for both core and periphery. (I return to the 
question of variations in the hub-and-spokes ideal type at the end of this chap-
ter.) 

The developmental logic entails an increase in the economic capabilities 
of the periphery, but this is hardly a threat to the overall hierarchy of the im-
perial structure. Even if economic ties between the core and a particular pe-
riphery were to provide greater economic benefits to the periphery than to the 
core, the core still has more connections to benefit from. A simple mathemat-
ical illustration: A core state has economic exchange with five periphery states. 
In each interaction, the respective peripheries reap an economic benefit worth 
five economic units a year, whereas the core only enjoys four economic units 
a year. Each periphery gets 25% more out of their interaction with the core 
than vice versa. However, when summarized, the core still enjoys an annual 
benefit of twenty units (5 x 4) compared to the five units of each periphery. 
Whether this is enough to sustain a larger annual growth rate than the periph-
ery will of course depend on the respective sizes of the economies. The takea-
way here is that the core may enjoy significant economic benefit from an im-
perial system of developmental ties even when peripheries profit more from 
the individual ties. 

Developmental ties imply a risk for the core that prosperity in one or more 
peripheries may cause them to engage in commercial exchanges with each 
other rather than with the core alone, which would undermine the imperial 
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structure.302 Although this is a real risk for the core, it is mitigated by the sheer 
size of the core’s economy and the likely complementarity of core and periph-
ery economies, which usually find themselves in quite different positions in 
the value chain of production. Even if two peripheries prosper, they may still 
not have good reasons to conduct economic exchange with each other instead 
of with the core. 

The past pages have discussed the second pillar of my theory; the three 
different spectrums along which empires can manifest. It is perhaps tempting 
to collapse the first two distinctions into a single category called “modern em-
pire” to describe informal maritime empires as opposed to the formal conti-
nental empires of the ancient world, but doing so obscures important differ-
ences. The logic behind the distinction between formal and informal is quite 
different from the one between continental and maritime. Collapsing the dis-
tinctions together thus only makes sense if most maritime empires were infor-
mal and most continental empires formal. Yet, Tsarist and Soviet Russia were 
continental and formal; America was largely maritime and informal; and The 
British Empire was maritime but had both informal and formal peripheries, 
gradually shifting from the former to the latter at the turn of the nineteenth 
century. With all these important exceptions, it is hard to see the analytical 
gain of collapsing the two distinctions into one. 

How Empires Develop 
Having looked at the structure and different manifestations of empires, we 
now turn to the third pillar of my theory: the factors that cause or inhibit the 
expansion of imperial systems. Empires are dynamic. They rise and they fall 
in the classic terminology.303 This section presents some of the driving forces 
behind imperial expansion or contraction, which I organize into two catego-
ries depending on whether they originate in the core or the periphery. A cen-
tral argument of this dissertation is that both core and peripheries are im-
portant when studying the development of empires as a whole. These factors 
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will be investigated in my empirical analyses to evaluate the prospects of 
strengthened imperial dynamics around China in the future. 

It is tempting to think of imperial expansion and contraction in terms of 
depth and width; the former denoting the strength of imperial ties and the 
latter the geographic scope. But such a distinction would entail a clear theo-
retical distinction between the peripheries that are inside the imperial system 
and those that are not, and this is inaccurate. Imperial ties are always a ques-
tion of degree, not either or. Expansion is the strengthening of the imperial 
structure, either through the strengthening of ties to existing peripheries, the 
creation of ties to hitherto disconnected states, turning them into peripheries, 
or through the disconnection of previous ties between peripheries and other 
units. Recall the three defining attributes of empires: core-periphery ties, ab-
sence of periphery-periphery ties, and absence of ties between peripheries and 
states outside the system. Imperial expansion is what strengthens these attrib-
utes, and contraction is what weakens them. 

I theorize the factors that affect imperial development through a slightly 
old-fashioned distinction in the literature on empires between metrocentric 
and pericentric forces.304 These are akin to “push” and “pull” factors with dif-
ferent theoretical foci. The distinction has so far primarily been used to cate-
gorize the literature on imperial developments in metrocentric and pericentric 
theories, according to the causal factors to which they point. They also reflect 
different kinds of arguments and fields of research. 

The metrocentric literature relies predominantly on Marxist arguments 
and consists of authors such as John Hobson, Rosa Luxemburg, Vladimir 
Lenin, and Joseph Schumpeter, all of whom argued that imperial expansion, 
whether economic or military, was an innate tendency of capitalist powers. In 
order to understand imperialism, they claim, we should look to the imperial 
core, its needs and interests. With the exception of Schumpeter,305 these 
scholars were mostly concerned with criticizing what they perceived as con-
temporary imperialism and demonstrating how this was rooted in the pre-
dominant economic model of society. 
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The pericentric position was primarily expressed by historians studying 
specific empires rather than by political scientists trying to develop general 
theories of imperialism. John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson argue in “The 
Imperialism of Free Trade,”306 one of the most cited articles within this line of 
argumentation, that imperial expansion and the transformation from infor-
mal to formal empires was typically the result of peripheral instability threat-
ening the private actors of the state and forcing it to intervene. This argument 
shifts the perspective from the characteristics and needs of the core to the con-
ditions in the periphery in which commercial and religious actors are already 
operating. The perspective thus shifts from universal imperial mechanisms 
and dynamics to context-specific conditions in a given periphery at a given 
time in history. Rather than following a particular strategy or capitalist de-
mand, imperial rulers react to conditions in the periphery  

Doyle includes a third type of arguments in his review: the systemic.307 
This is essentially the neorealist explanation for state behavior as a response 
to the distribution of capabilities in the international system. The argument 
has two aspects. One is the claim that states naturally seek to expand their 
influence as they grow in power, a view Doyle attributes to Benjamin Cohen,308 
and which has more recently become associated with John Mearsheimer and 
offensive realism.309 The other is that the polarity of the international system 
may shape and drive or inhibit imperialism. Doyle argues, for example, that 
multipolar systems tend to lead to formalized empires whereas bipolar sys-
tems tends toward informal empires.310 I incorporate the systemic or neoreal-
ist arguments into my metro- and pericentric typology rather than give them 
their own category, because their arguments can be framed as strategic ration-
ales of peripheries and of cores outside the system, who may seek to counter-
balance each other. It is in other words the reaction of other states to the grow-
ing power of any single core. 

As with the imperial manifestations discussed above, the distinctions 
drawn here are also ideal-typical. Several factors will be at work together in 
the expansion or contraction of an empire, and some of the driving or imped-
ing forces could perhaps equally be framed in metro- or pericentric terms. The 
benefit of the typology is that it creates a way to categorize and theorize causal 
forces and to discuss them separately. It simplifies reality to make it manage-
able without ignoring empirical complexities. It also structures my enquiry. 
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The particular drivers and impediments at work depend on the topic under 
investigation, and they will differ between chapter 6 and 7. 

To these two kinds of drivers could be added the particular context that is 
being studied, since it will shape the forces that drive and impede imperial 
expansion. As discussed regarding manifestations of empire, the social and 
material technology available at a given time will shape the form of an empire. 
The same can be said about the dynamic development of that empire. The of-
fense-defense balance is a familiar example in the International Relations lit-
erature.311 At any point in history, the available technology will favor offense 
or defense in warfare. The development of new fortifications may give the ad-
vantage to the defender, while new siege equipment will favor the attacker. 
More recently, the introduction of anti-access/area denial strategies (A2/AD) 
relying on missiles and radar surveillance capabilities has arguably shifted the 
advantage to the defense again.312 In times where the offense enjoys the ad-
vantage, states may be more inclined to engage in battle to ensure that they, 
not their opponent, receive the benefit of the offense. In periods where tech-
nology favor the offense, imperial military expansion will be more likely, and 
the opposite is the case in times where defensive technologies have the upper 
hand. 

Contextual factors such as the offense-defense balance are neither metro-
centric nor pericentric since they are conditions shared by core and periphery. 
I do not include them as distinct points in my analyses, but rather as themes 
that run through my discussions and help frame the particular issue areas at 
given times. For example, chapter 7’s study of contemporary currency affairs 
is highly influenced by the globalized nature of capital flows in today’s world 
economy, and this has important impact on the prospects for establishing a 
Chinese renminbi order. This insight is presented early in chapter 7 and in my 
discussion of globalization in chapter 5. The following explores some common 
metro- and pericentric factors that appear in the literature on empires and 
inspire my subsequent analyses. 

Metrocentric Drivers 
The metrocentric drivers capture the strategic pursuit of the benefits of empire 
by the core. What is considered strategically useful will always depend on the 
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specific historical and technological context. For instance, in most of human 
history, formal control over farmland has been the primary source of revenue 
for a ruler. Today, with revenues more closely tied to human capital and tech-
nology than to agricultural yields, annexing new territories may be more costly 
than beneficial to the new ruler. This illustrates what Victoria Hui calls the 
“loss of strength gradient” 313 and how it changes over time—and with it the 
strategic interests of states. Other metrocentric drivers of imperial expansion 
could be the economic need for a particular natural resource present in the 
territory of a periphery state, or the quest for prestige,314 since being the hub 
of an imperial system carries international status beyond the peripheries of 
the same system. 

Domestic imperial ideology can also drive expansion. This can be reflected 
in a popular and elite belief that it is the (divine?) mission of the empire to 
recreate the world in its image, be that image religious, neoliberal, cultivated 
etc.315 Different ideologies may lead to the formation of different kinds of em-
pires. For instance, an ideology of democratization by force is unlikely to lead 
to formal annexation of other states, though it may lead to invasion and occu-
pation. In contrast, a “white man’s burden” ideology could well drive a push 
for formal rule over peripheral areas inhabited by foreign peoples in need of 
“guidance.” Analytically, it is notoriously difficult to ascertain whether an im-
perial ideology expresses deeply held beliefs or whether it just sugarcoats stra-
tegic or economic interests. Fortunately, that issue does not concern us here. 
If elites use an imperial ideology instrumentally to further particular interests, 
then the belief must be held among the population, and the ideology can there-
fore reasonably be considered an enabler of imperial expansion. Whether or 
not the elites subscribe to the ideology in their heart of hearts is as such irrel-
evant. 

In a globally connected world, a shift to imperial policies could also be the 
result of changing views of multilateralism and of having a rule-based inter-
national order. A dominant state may at one point consider strong interna-
tional institutions an asset and at another point consider them a nuisance and 
a straightjacket. In the latter case, it may begin dismantling multilateral insti-
tutions and conduct more of its international negotiations bilaterally. This 
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kind of shift in political ideology can itself have many causes, but it will sup-
port the emergence of a more imperial structure of foreign relations. It is im-
portant to note that a shift to a policy of isolationism would not support an 
imperial development, since isolation would mean the severance of ties to 
other states, as opposed to bilateralism, which keeps existing ties between core 
and peripheries. 

Metrocentric drivers can also relate to particular groups within the core 
society rather than the interests of the state as a whole. On the economic side, 
particular sectors of the economy may push for stronger ties to the periphery 
because it is good for business. For Hobson and Hilferding, financiers and 
bankers were the main advocates of expansion due to their continuous search 
for new investment opportunities outside the core and they encouraged their 
governments to open up peripheries to economic exchange.316 The political 
system in the Roman Republic before Augustus also directed provincial gov-
ernors to pursue continuous conquest because the spoils of war were neces-
sary for politicians to secure lucrative offices in the future317 and to pay off the 
heavy debts they had obtained in order to launch their political careers in the 
first place.318 In the analysis of infrastructure in this dissertation, the needs of 
the Chinese construction sector form a metrocentric driver, as a host of com-
panies profit from working on large infrastructure projects abroad. 

Metrocentric Impediments 
Metrocentric impediments reverse the above logic. A state, or important fac-
tions within the state, may believe that running an empire is not in its own 
interest. This could be due to an isolationist preference or because policy mak-
ers consider the empire in risk of “strategic overstretch,” a concept usually at-
tributed to Paul Kennedy’s analysis of the British Empire. Kennedy writes in 
his epilogue: “If they [great powers] spend too much on armaments—or, more 
usually, upon maintaining at growing cost the military obligations they had 
assumed in a previous period—they are likely to overstrain themselves, like an 
old man attempting to work beyond his natural strength.”319 Attempting to do 
more than its power permits, the great power hastens its own decline.320 
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A dominant state has good reason to wind down its international commit-
ments when facing a relative decline in power compared to other states. A fun-
damental metrocentric impediment to imperial expansion is therefore a weak-
ening power base, i.e. slowing economic growth. On the domestic side, the 
population of the core may lose their ‘will to empire’ or belief in their previ-
ously held imperial mission. Such a shift makes it much harder for policy mak-
ers to legitimize imperial policies, especially if the population believes wealth 
is being channeled from the core to the periphery in developmental ties. As 
argued in chapter 6, voices in China make this exact argument about the vast 
finances going into funding the BRI abroad. 

Finally, the particular dynamics of a country’s economy may comprise a 
metrocentric impediment. Tight regulations and control over trade and finan-
cial exchanges make it more difficult and often costly to foster economic ties, 
as opposed to the more organic way in which an open economy can invite co-
operation. If a state insists on maximizing its control over its economy, it may 
have a negative impact on trade and financial flows to and from the country. 

Pericentric Drivers 
To understand imperial developments, we must also look beyond the imperial 
core. Conditions in the periphery are equally important in the shaping (and 
dismantling) of empires.321 At least four such factors can have a driving effect 
on the formation of an empire: demand for capital, the need to balance ties to 
other cores, instability, and internal division in society. The factors I focus on 
differ from Doyle’s comparative study, as he focuses almost exclusively on the 
societal structure of the periphery, i.e. whether they are tribal, patrimonial, 
feudal, fractionated, or settler societies.322 In his argument, the social organi-
zation of a periphery is the primary explanation for periphery weakness to im-
perial aggression. This makes sense for a sweeping historical argument, which 
emphasizes forceful coercion as a hallmark of empires.323 Since my own em-
pirical analysis is contemporary, all periphery societies will formally be states. 
Moreover, my analysis of China studies geoeconomics rather than military re-
lations and conquest. That being said, the factors I highlight share many sim-
ilarities with Doyle’s argument, since many of the conditions that enable mil-
itary conquest may also pave the way for economic dependence. The differ-
ence is primarily in the theoretical structure of the argument.  
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First, periphery economies are often in need of capital from the outside to 
bolster their economic growth, and this creates an ongoing demand for eco-
nomic ties to stronger economies. A core may experience a “pull” effect for 
stronger economic ties to peripheries, which may result in a compromise be-
tween extractive and developmental relations. Especially capital-hungry de-
veloping countries are usually open for business. 

Second, a periphery may encourage stronger ties to a core as a means to 
balance against other states in their region or another great power. As Mary 
Beard argues in her study of the Roman Empire, “Representatives from the 
East repeatedly came to Rome in the hope of winning moral support or mili-
tary intervention. […] The simple shorthand ‘Roman conquest’ can obscure a 
wide range of perspectives, motivations and aspirations on every side of the 
encounter.”324 When these “invitations” resulted in Roman military interven-
tion, results still varied substantially from a swift military campaign to the 
much rarer formal annexation. The points is here that the establishment of 
core-periphery ties often comes at the behest of the periphery rather than the 
core, and this goes for security, economy and other domains. 

Third, instability in the periphery may drive imperial engagement. John 
Galbraith frames this dynamic as the “turbulent frontier.”325 When faced with 
violence and instability on its borders, an empire is constantly tempted to ex-
pand in order to stabilize its surroundings, since instability is usually not con-
fined by territorial borders. The Roman Empire constantly faced this issue. 
Persistent raids on the empire’s borders and on its peripheral allies forced it 
to keep expanding its area of control in order to stabilize its periphery—a pe-
riphery that in turn grew ever larger and more difficult to manage. Here, inse-
curity on the periphery served to pull and stretch the empire ever wider in a 
form of “mission creep.” As Doyle remarks, “eminently defensive in character, 
this dynamic was nonetheless expansive in effect.”326 Galbraith makes the 
same argument about colonial expansion in South Africa, arguing that local 
colonial administrators could not wait for a response from the imperial core 
half a world away and instead took it upon themselves to pacify their turbulent 
neighbors.327 However, once territory was occupied, it was difficult to scale 
back the territorial expansion without returning to the previous unsatisfactory 

                                                
324 Beard, SPQR, pp. 194-195. 
325 John S. Galbraith, “The “Turbulent Frontier” as a Factor in British Expansion,” 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 2, no. 2 (1960). 
326 Doyle, Empires, p. 26. 
327 John S. Galbraith, Reluctant Empire: British Policy on the South African 
Frontier 1834-1854 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1963). 



117 

status quo, and this led the British Empire to keep expanding. A similar dy-
namic was evident in European colonialism where the “first movers” were pri-
vate actors, such as merchants and missionaries. Instability and violence in 
the overseas peripheries caused these private enterprises to call upon their 
home government to protect their lives and property, leading to interventions 
ranging from gunboat diplomacy to outright annexations.328 

This process rarely a linear development.329 Private actors would often 
find future colonies ruled by strong and centralized powers, and in these cases, 
colonial conquest was usually preceded by a long period of subordination to 
the local rulers. Nonetheless, by the turn of the nineteenth century, coloniza-
tion often sprang from these small, private enterprises. The presence of pri-
vate actors of empires in the periphery often carried with them the seeds of 
future colonial dominance, although it was not a direct process. 

Galbraith used the concept of a turbulent frontier to explain military con-
quest, but I argue that it is also applicable to economic ties. Instability is often 
tied to poverty and the lack of economic opportunity. Consequently, initiatives 
that combat poverty and create economic growth may also combat instability. 
The driving force is the same here: instability abroad, which causes harm to 
people and commerce and threatens to spread to the core or to other periph-
eries. The solution: the establishment of developmental ties to bolster the 
prosperity of the periphery. 

Finally and most closely aligned with the factors mentioned by Doyle, di-
vision between a ruling elite and the wider population within a periphery so-
ciety, such as in non-democratic or highly corrupt countries, may enable im-
perial expansion because it makes it possible for the core to strike deals that 
only benefit a narrow elite. The incongruence between the interests of the peo-
ple and the elite in the periphery is one of the central pillars of several theories 
of imperialism, as it explains why a periphery may engage in exchanges with 
a core that are clearly disadvantageous to the periphery society.330 By appeas-
ing a small ruling elite, the core may forge strong imperial ties to a periphery 
state as a whole. In contrast, politicians in countries with less societal division 
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and lower levels of corruption, such as functioning democracies, will have 
stronger incentives to take the interests of their people into account when 
dealing with the core. Autocratic rule and corruption provide the imperial core 
with easier avenues for exercising influence and establishing ties to a periph-
ery. When societies are divided, the core only needs to coopt a narrow elite 
rather than win broad, popular support. 

Pericentric Impediments 
The most important pericentric impediments represent the reversals of the 
previously mentioned drivers. First, affluence in a periphery places strong lim-
its on the prospects for strong asymmetric interdependence between core and 
periphery. A rich and developed periphery is not dependent on capital from 
the core, even if investments may still be used as an inducement. Moreover, it 
may have more complementarity in its economic relations with other periph-
eries than with the core, making it more natural for it to forge economic ties 
to other peripheries than to the core. This reduces asymmetry in economic 
interdependence and makes it harder to establish the periphery as a spoke in 
an imperial system without resorting to violent means. 

Second, just as a periphery may seek to strengthen its ties to the core to 
hedge against other great powers, the opposite is equally the case. The rise of 
a great power or its pursuit of policies considered aggressive may lead periph-
ery rulers and rival great powers to form a balancing coalition. In realist jar-
gon, this is when peripheral rulers who previously collaborated with the core 
move from bandwagoning to balancing.331 It can also take the form of soft bal-
ancing through institutions, economic ties, and more informal kinds of align-
ments again the core. The purpose is the same here, though the means are 
indirect and ‘softer’ than military ones.332 Whether hard or soft, balancing un-
dermines the imperial hub-and-spokes by linking the periphery with rival 
great powers outside the system, undermining the political centrality of the 
imperial core. 
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A coalition may form by the initiative of the imperial periphery or from the 
efforts of rival great powers who consider the core a strategic threat. In either 
case, balancing coalitions increase the cost of maintaining and expanding the 
empire by threatening with violent retaliation and by attempting to lure pe-
riphery rulers into abandoning their ties to the imperial core in favor of other 
allegiances. At their highest level of intensity, balancing coalitions may lead to 
hegemonic wars over the future structure of the international system.333 At 
moderate levels, the prospect of balancing limits the ability of the imperial 
core to leverage its asymmetric interdependence against its periphery for fear 
that they may turn to its rivals for support. 

This dynamic relates to the self-defeating nature of sanctions, which is a 
persistent limitation on the ability of the core to influence its periphery. The 
more the core attempts to coerce its periphery by using ties of asymmetric in-
terdependence, the more the periphery will actively try to reduce its depend-
ence on the core in favor of other partners.334 This logic applies to geoeco-
nomic relations (trade, loans, investments, currency use) as well as military 
relations (defense guarantees), and its logic is explained by the iterated pris-
oners’ dilemma: A propensity by one part to act against the mutual interest 
(e.g. mutually beneficial trade) will reduce the likelihood of the other actor 
cooperating in the future.335 In this way, every time the core “weaponizes” 
asymmetric interdependence against a periphery, it reduces the willingness of 
that periphery (and probably also of others) to forge closer ties to the core in 
the future, hence undermining the future of the imperial structure itself. In 
short, the fear of balancing places strong limitations on the ability of the core 
to influence its periphery, for fear of future repercussions.336 

Third, just as peripheral instability may create a demand for economic or 
military engagement by the core, it makes that same engagement more costly. 
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Military operations in faraway unstable peripheries are hampered by the ex-
istence of local resistance forces that are familiar with the geography and sup-
ported by the local population.337 Business ventures in unstable areas have a 
much higher chance of failing due to the hostile environment. Workers may 
be attacked, goods transports ambushed, debts remain unpaid, and so on. 
Armed protection for workers may be required, which increases expenses. 
Moreover, news of core nationals being killed abroad may undermine public 
support at home for such projects. Construction projects may even require 
protection after they are finished. This all impedes the formation of imperial 
ties by making their creation and maintenance more expensive to both core 
and periphery. 

Fourth, empires may face organized resistance from the peoples of the pe-
riphery. Citizens may become dissatisfied with what they perceive to be ag-
gressive or unjust behavior on the part of the core and choose to revolt. Re-
sistance may take the form of peaceful demonstrations, strikes, pressure on 
periphery politicians, or violence against the imperial presence in the periph-
ery. Periphery “rebels” may even target people or places within the imperial 
core, creating instability. Besides frustrating imperial rule, resistance in-
creases the risk of strategic overstretch for the empire by increasing the costs 
of maintaining control over the periphery, zapping the energy of the core.338 

In formal empires, resistance is not only a cause but also a symptom of 
imperial weakness. As long as the empire is seen as strong, resistance is gen-
erally deterred, as dissatisfied individuals consider resistance futile. But if dis-
satisfied groups believe that the empire is already bleeding, they are far more 
likely to join the fight. This underscores why prestige and the image of control 
are so important for empires. Being perceived as weak is an invitation to the 
enemies of the empire to demonstrate that weakness. This dynamic also ex-
plains why empires have at times been so ruthless in suppressing resistance 
in the periphery. 

The drivers and impediments presented here will be supplemented by 
more specific factors pertinent to the particular empirical analyses. This is not 
an exhaustive list. For example, in my study of railroads, different gauge sizes 
are an impediment to connectivity. Concrete analyses use the ideal-typical 
language and the above typology of drivers and impediments and then adds 
the applicable empirical factors. 
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Alternatives to Empire 
This dissertation focuses on the empire ideal type as the main theoretical ve-
hicle of my analyses. This choice of research method enables me to draw on 
and incorporate concepts and dynamics from the theoretical and empirical lit-
erature on empires, thus contributing to the International Relations’ literature 
by both dusting off some older literature in the field (such as Doyle’s Empires) 
and importing insights from newer work in other fields. However, as an ideal 
type, my conceptualization of empires is abstract and very “restrictive,” since 
it is difficult to imagine an international order structured in a perfect hub-and-
spokes at any point in history—let alone in a globalized world! For this reason, 
it may be useful to ponder some alternative configurations of connectivity to 
provide a theoretical vocabulary for connectivity patterns that do not conform 
to the imperial hub-and-spokes. 

In the following, I first present three alternatives to empire as theorized by 
Nexon and Wright. All three posit some degree of international dominance by 
a single state but demonstrate how international orders may still differ. I then 
identify their shortcomings and argue why they are ill suited for contemporary 
studies, before presenting my own three alternative ideal types to empire, 
which I call hegemony, contested order, and nonhierarchical order. My three 
orders are all logically deduced variations on the imperial hub-and-spokes 
structure, wherein different aspects are relaxed or modified, i.e. by introduc-
ing multiple core states into the system or inter-peripheral ties.  

Nexon and Wright’s Three Alternatives 
Nexon and Wright describe the imperial order as one of four possible patterns 
of order, the others being unipolar anarchy, hegemonic order, and constitu-
tional order.339 These ideal types are all based on the logic of network theory, 
as my own work, and they are all designed to depict relations between a single 
predominant state and a number of weaker states. 

In a unipolar anarchy, as understood in structural realist theory and de-
picted in the analogy of billiard balls, the actors in the system are fundamen-
tally separate and independent, and anarchy makes cooperation difficult.340 
The hegemonic order draws more on hegemonic stability theory.341 Here, the 
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existence of a predominant power mitigates the negative effects of interna-
tional anarchy on international cooperation, as the hegemon functions as rule 
creator and enforcer in the international system. In such a system, the domi-
nant state exercises asymmetric influence over the weaker actors in the sys-
tem, while at the same time enabling peaceful exchange between other pow-
ers, great or small. This system only survives as long as the hegemon can main-
tain its position of power preponderance. The third configuration, the consti-
tutional order, is a further development of the hegemonic order. Here the 
dominant power institutionalizes rules in a number of international regimes 
and institutions, which enable multilateral negotiations, information sharing, 
collective action, monitoring etc.342 This order also facilitates cooperation 
among all actors in the system. All are affected by the institutions created, 
even if the predominant power enjoys a greater say in the running of these 
institutions. The central difference between the constitutional and the hege-
monic order is thus the establishment of a new unit besides the state actors, 
which influences the behavior of all actors. Furthermore, by inscribing the 
hegemonic order in a body outside the hegemon itself, the order may be able 
to survive the eventual decline of the hegemon itself, since the order remains 
beneficial to its members. 

There are three reasons why I do not employ the above typology in my own 
study. First, the four ideal types of Nexon and Wright provide an excellent 
framework for studying connectivity patterns among a group of states where 
a single state is predominant. They are, however, less useful for constellations 
where multiple competing cores vie for influence over periphery states, and 
this is often the case. They are therefore of limited use when studying empiri-
cal situations where great power competition is an important feature. 

Second, the four types are best suited to study ties of political authority 
between states, which is why Nexon and Wright include international institu-
tions in one of their orders and emphasize ties between elites. The work of 
Reeves on China as an empire, discussed in chapter 2, follows the focus of 
Nexon and Wright here.343 In contrast, I study the structure of interdepend-
ence among states rather than the political authority structure that may arise 
as a result of it. In my study of infrastructure ties, it does not make sense to 
include international institutions, since these are not geographic entities to 
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which one might connect. Put bluntly, you cannot build a railroad to the Eu-
ropean Union or the World Trade Organization, only to its member countries. 
Institutions can only be meaningfully included in my study as a form of tie 
rather than as a node in itself. The significance of a free trade agreement is not 
the establishment of a separate institution with its own secretariat, but the 
strengthening of trade ties between states. This difference in ontology—my fo-
cus on interactions among states rather than ties of political authority—makes 
Nexon and Wright’s constitutional order irrelevant to my study. 

Third, Nexon and Wright’s first ideal type, unipolar anarchy, is irrelevant 
to any study of international connectivity in a globalized context, since it as-
sumes the complete absence of interstate ties. Moreover, as I have defined in-
ternational order as a pattern of connectivity among states, it is questionable 
whether the complete absence of interstate connectivity can form an order at 
all. Is it possible to have a “nothing” organized in a certain pattern? Such lingo-
philosophical considerations aside, unipolar anarchy reveals nothing about 
contemporary geoeconomics and is therefore of little use in my study. 

This criticism leaves only hegemonic order and imperial order as useful 
ideal types for my study, and it leaves us lacking one or more ideal types that 
include multiple competing great powers. For this reason, rather than amend 
the framework of Nexon and Wright, I present my own below, which I believe 
will be more useful for the study of contemporary international connectivity. 

A New Typology of Connectivity Patterns 
In constructing a new ideal typology of connectivity patterns or orders, I start 
with the imperial hub-and-spokes configuration and proceed by relaxing ei-
ther of the following characteristics of empires: the presence of only a single 
core or the absence of ties between states other than between core and periph-
ery. Both alterations weaken the asymmetry of power and resulting hierarchy 
of the orders, ultimately to the point where the order can be considered “non-
hierarchical.” 

Empire 
Empires are hub-and-spokes orders of international connectivity centered on 
a single core, as elaborated at length in the present chapter. In summary, it is 
defined by the presence of ties between core and periphery states, and the ab-
sence of ties between periphery states and any other state (whether core or 
periphery). Empires express the highest degree of hierarchy and asymmetric 
interdependence between core and periphery, since every periphery state is 
tied to the core alone. Finally, empires are the types of order most clearly cen-
tered on a single state, the core. 
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Hegemony 
Hegemonies could also be labelled “soft hub-and-spokes” or “compromised 
empires” as they retain the fundamental dynamics of empires if in a weakened 
form. In hegemonies, periphery states may have weak ties to other states than 
the core of the system. This could be to other peripheries within the order, to 
peripheries outside the order, or to cores outside the order. The important 
thing is that these new ties are weaker than their ties to the core of the order. 
Thus, the hub-and-spokes remains in place for the strongest ties between 
states in the system, but weaker ties may coexist breaking with the hub-and-
spokes pattern. 

This kind of order is still hierarchical, since the core is still in a privileged 
position vis-à-vis the periphery states of the system, but the hierarchy is weak-
ened by the new ties, since these lower the asymmetry of dependence between 
core and periphery. Peripheries now have alternative partners to the core, 
even though these new ties are weak. Like empires, hegemonies are also cen-
tered on a single state. Thus, returning to the research question of this disser-
tation, a china-centric geoeconomic order could also be a hegemony. 

Regarding terminology, as demonstrated in chapter 2, hegemony is both a 
familiar and contested concept in the International Relations literature. My 
use is similar to that of Doyle, Watson, Nexon and Wright, and Lake.344 Rather 
than inventing new terms, using hegemony lets me speak to the established 
literature on empires, hierarchy, and order. In my use, hegemony refers to the 
entire order, and hegemon refers to the core state in a hegemony. I must also 
stress that this ideal type of hegemony, like the other three ideal types, reflects 
only the structure of connectivity, in contrast to other definitions of hegemony 
that stress the role of international institutions. 
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Figure 4.2. Four Ideal Types of Connectivity 

 

Contested Order 
Contested orders involve strong ties between periphery states and one or more 
core states outside the system. Like in hegemonies, this undermines the asym-
metry of dependence between core and periphery, because peripheries now 
have access to multiple cores, reducing their vulnerability to the actions of any 
single core. The presence of two cores does not necessarily mean competition 
or hostility between the two, but it may. For peripheries, it may mean the pos-
sibility of playing the two cores out against each other. 

Like empires and hegemonies, contested orders are also hierarchical. Both 
cores enjoy more strong ties than any periphery and are thus relatively less 
dependent on any periphery than vice versa. Yet, while the hierarchical dis-
tinction between core and periphery is maintained, no single core sits uncon-
tested atop the hierarchy. Unlike empires and hegemonies, contested orders 
are not centered on any single state. In terms of political authority, a contested 
order could lead to two rival orders, if inter-core relations are competitive, or 
to a coalitional hegemony,345 if the cores cooperate to run the order together.  
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Nonhierarchical Order 
The fourth ideal-typical order is a connectivity pattern wherein all states are 
equally connected to each other. In this configuration, asymmetry of interde-
pendence between states is minimal, and the very distinction between “core” 
and “periphery”—who are both defined by their position in the network—dis-
solves. There is no central state, no hierarchy, and neither hubs nor spokes in 
this order. Where empires are comprised solely of bilateral ties, nonhierar-
chical orders are characterized by multilateralism in the sense that any state 
is always tied to multiple others. 

Anne-Marie Slaughter’s metaphorical description of globalization as a spi-
der web fits this pattern.346 In a globalized system, she argues, innumerable 
paths of connection between any two points in the system exist. The result is 
nonhierarchical, since no entity has privileged access to others. As this disser-
tation demonstrates, my view of international affairs differs fundamentally, 
even in a globalized world. 

Conclusion 
This chapter has laid out my ideal-typical theory of empires as a certain pat-
tern of connectivity. I have demonstrated how the imperial hub-and-spokes 
structure places the core in a position of structural power through asymmetric 
interdependence vis-à-vis its peripheries. I also presented typologies of the 
different ways empires can manifest and the drivers and impediments that 
shape their development. Finally, I presented three alternative ideal-typical 
configurations of connectivity, which all relaxed one or more of the character-
istics of the imperial hub-and-spokes. Combined, this has armed me with an 
arsenal of analytical concepts with which I can compare the world. Before 
moving on to the empirical analyses, this conclusion addresses a few objec-
tions that may be directed at my theory. 

It might be tempting to criticize the notion of a hub-and-spokes structure 
for being too vague. Does it not describe the relationships between most if not 
all great powers and weaker states? This criticism is misguided for two rea-
sons. First, it is empirically inaccurate. While the American empire has surely 
displayed some imperial traits, e.g. its hub-and-spokes system of alliances in 
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East Asia following the Second World War, its policy for European reconstruc-
tion does not fit the pattern.347 True, the Marshall Plan boosted trade across 
the Atlantic, but it was also a way of integrating Europe more closely with itself 
– not just tie it to the United States. Further, the post-war system was more 
institutionalized with multilateral bodies having great impact on interstate di-
plomacy and economics. Other examples of powers behaving unlike empires 
are post-war West Germany and Japan.  

Second, even if imperial orders tend to emerge around great powers, the 
concept of “empire” as opposed to “great power” and “hegemon” still describes 
a qualitatively different and more specific pattern of relations and interde-
pendencies than is provided by the predominantly realist literature. Shifting 
the focus from the great power itself to the order it inhabits enables us to say 
different things. Moreover, the imperial structure, combined with the typolo-
gies of manifestations and of imperial development, helps explore how great 
powers may create empires under different geographic and technological con-
ditions. It lets us speak of the larger life cycles of empires—beyond simply the 
rate of growth or decline of their material power basis. 

One might also criticize the empire ideal type for being too rigid. How 
would a hub-and-spokes order ever materialize in a globalized world? Would 
it not be more prudent to build my study around the concept of hegemony or 
similar less restrictive category? Such a criticism has an important point: As 
we shall see, my empirical analysis finds that the emerging China-centric ge-
oeconomic order in Asia is more hegemonic than imperial. But it also misses 
the usefulness of the ideal-typical method. I use the empire as a baseline of 
comparison to assess the particular connectivity structure manifesting in the 
world. The point is not to “prove” its existence, but to use it heuristically to say 
something about the world. Moreover, I use the strict imperial hub-and-
spokes as the logical point of departure for inventing the three alternative ideal 
types, which may be more applicable to specific empirical studies. In short, 
the imperial ideal type structures my analysis and my inquiry. It is not a neo-
positivist theory to be proven. 

One might criticize the absence of cultural factors in my theory. Are em-
pires not more about cultural hierarchy and the imposition of values open oth-
ers?348 This is like criticizing an apple for not being a pear. The two kinds of 
theories do different things even if they share a name. Moreover, conceptual-
izing empire in materialistic terms also seems more fitting for my subsequent 
studies of infrastructure and currency. These could also be studied for their 
cultural or symbolic significance, but that would reveal less about the power 
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structures of symmetric dependence that may be forming. It is simply a differ-
ent kind of questions. 

It should also be clear at this point that the ideal type can be used to study 
what we may normatively consider benign or malign imperial structures. 
Asymmetric interdependence can arise from peaceful economic exchange be-
tween a larger economy and its periphery. Such ties may be predominantly 
developmental in scope, benefitting all involved. But such an empire would 
still entail great asymmetry of interdependence between core and periphery, 
and the interests of the latter would be molded to better align with the inter-
ests of the core, simply because that is the path of least resistance. While eve-
ryone might benefit from such economic relations, it would still place the core 
in a position of greater asymmetric power vis-à-vis its periphery. 

The ideal type can also be used to describe coercive and extractive empires. 
Imperial expansion may be driven by the core’s strategic interests in conquest 
and spoils. Formal and informal peripheries may be established by the sword, 
followed by the extraction of taxes, resources, and even human beings from 
periphery to core. By installing new rulers who are friendly to the core in con-
quered peripheries, the core creates a hub-and-spokes structure of discon-
nected peripheries and rules through this structure, wherein peripheries may 
be formally annexed or nominally independent states. Moreover, the core may 
choose to impose its favored economic system on subservient peripheries, re-
designing their economies as sources of certain raw materials for the core. 
Once such a transformation is completed, peripheries will be even more de-
pendent on their economic ties to the core, simply because they cease to be 
able to supply for their own basic needs. The result: A hub-and-spokes estab-
lished through the military capabilities of the core in which peripheries have 
minimal autonomy and are continuously drained of value to the exclusive ben-
efit of the core. The ideal type presented here does not claim that empires are 
benign or malign in general, only that they will always involve power asym-
metries privileging the core over the periphery. 
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Chapter 5: 
Setting the Stage 

This chapter sets the stage for my analyses of contemporary China by address-
ing a number of central contextual issues. As always, context matters. China’s 
rise is happening at a particular place and time in history and this shapes both 
the trajectory and the manifestation of a possible China-centric international 
order. This chapter is essentially a vehicle to help apply my general ideal type 
to the particular political and economic context today. I first discuss shared 
features for contemporary empires, namely their primarily informal manifes-
tations and the role of globalization. I also discuss the varying degrees of for-
mality in China’s different peripheries. I then turn to the issue of globalization 
to present my understanding of the phenomenon and explain why the empire 
ideal type is still useful in an age of global connectivity. Next, I present some 
considerations on agency in my structural analyses to clear out some possible 
misunderstandings. Though my theoretical argument is structural, interna-
tional relations are of course made up of people doing different things. In re-
gards to economic activities abroad (or domestically, for that matter), China 
is not a monolith, and Chinese individuals cannot be reduced to mere exten-
sions of the abstract will of the state of the Communist Party. There is plenty 
of room for tension and contradiction, and for agency on the part of the pe-
riphery. This must all be addressed in an analysis such as mine. Finally, I con-
duct brief studies of the security order and the trade order in Asia, as these 
form important backdrops for my own studies of infrastructure and currency 
orders. I do this to highlight other important hubs in Asia, which shape the 
broader international order in the region. 

Contemporary Empires: Informality and 
Globalization  
The empirical analyses of this dissertation study a particular place and time in 
history: China’s role in a contemporary geoeconomic order. International re-
lations have looked vastly different through different periods of history, and it 
is therefore crucial to acknowledge and understand the specific context today, 
as opposed to that of some of the historical empires I referred to in chapter 4. 
While it is an argument of this dissertation that we may learn about funda-
mental dynamics of imperial structures and relations by studying historical 
cases of empires, such as the Roman Empire and the British Empire, we must 
equally consider the specific historical context. In the following, I discuss two 
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factors I believe are crucial in contemporary imperial ties—informality in rule 
and globalization—and how they relate to contemporary China. 

Degrees of Formality in China’s Periphery 
In contemporary international politics, imperial relations will usually mani-
fest themselves in informal rule rather than formalized annexation and con-
trol. The sovereign equality of states has become embedded in the United Na-
tions and in international law and further undergirded by strong nationalist 
sentiments that tie the loyalties of individuals to the nation-state.349 Conquest 
and annexation are considered illegitimate by most members of the interna-
tional system today, and it is arguably more costly than ever due to economic 
interdependency.350 Yet, as argued in chapter 4, the formal equality of states 
has not removed the actual hierarchies of power and control in international 
relations. It has only made them more clandestine. Formalized elements of 
hierarchy or rule are most likely today to take the form of institutional affilia-
tions, such as formal alliances.351 But states giving up their formal sovereignty 
seems unlikely. 

I argued in chapter 4 that the formality of imperial ties should be seen on 
a continuum rather than as a dichotomy. China is today a perfect example of 
this.352 Different areas inside and outside China’s formal borders are domi-
nated by Beijing in what almost amounts to a Watsonian system of concentric 
circles of imperial rule (see chapter 2). The innermost circle is made up of 
eastern and central China, dominated by the ethnic Han population. This is 
China’s true core. 

The second circle is comprised of the five so-called “autonomous regions”: 
Xinjiang and Tibet (the best known), Inner Mongolia, Guangxi, and Ningxia. 
These areas are formally recognized as parts of China by other states, but eth-
nic division, cultural repression, and—at least in Xinjiang and Tibet—struggle 
for greater independence are still a part of political life.353 These areas are thus 
geographically and politically on China’s periphery, even if they are all in-
cluded in “China” on most maps of the world. 
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The third ring consists of the two “special administrative regions” Hong 
Kong and Macau, which enjoy greater autonomy than the autonomous regions 
but are not independent countries. Indeed, the recent introduction of the new 
security laws in Hong Kong has arguably fundamentally undermined the “One 
country, two systems” system between Hong Kong and mainland China.354 But 
while China-Hong Kong relations seem to be characterized increasingly by 
formal control, they remain less formal than relations to the five autonomous 
regions. 

The fourth ring consists of a single country: Taiwan. For all practical pur-
poses, Taiwan is an independent country with its own political system, econ-
omy, foreign policy etc. Yet, at the time of writing (January 2021), only four-
teen out of the 193 members of the United Nations (plus the Holy See) recog-
nize Taiwan as an independent country and have diplomatic relations with it, 
and the number is dwindling.355 The United States has 400 diplomats sta-
tioned in Taiwan, where they help Taiwanese citizens obtain visas to the 
United States, but officially, this mission is an “American Institute”, not an 
embassy or a consulate.356 

Rings beyond the fourth are the focus of this dissertation. Here, we find 
countries that are formally independent and recognized as such by the inter-
national community, but who may be developing ties of asymmetric interde-
pendence with China. This is also where my theoretical framework departs 
from that of Watson. Rather than try to catalog which country belongs to 
which circle of Chinese control, I focus on the structure of connectivity within 
different domains as an important aspect of international power relations. 

Globalization 
I must also address the issue of globalization when discussing economic inter-
dependence today. Globalization has been defined in innumerable ways, but 
it is useful to distinguish between two different approaches.357 We might call 
the first strong globalization. The idea is here that globalization has changed 
the nature of global politics and economics fundamentally and qualitatively. 
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Power has shifted from its traditional possessors, the nation-states, to new ac-
tors, such as transnational companies, and the domain of power relations is 
no longer geopolitics but the global market.358 The second approach can be 
labelled weak globalization, or simply internationalization359. Globalization is 
here seen as the strengthening of international connectivity among states all 
over the globe. As a process, globalization is seen as the increasing rate and 
speed of interactions of people, goods, ideas, and capital between societies.360 
The weak approach considers globalization a quantitative rather than a quali-
tative change. States maintain their privileged position. The difference is that 
international ties are much stronger and more numerous. 

The dissertation follows this second line of argument by maintaining a 
state-centric ontology in my study of international order. This is done to cap-
ture the “big picture” of international relations by carving up the world into 
manageable analytical units: states. More than any other entity, states also 
wield the power to shape the behavior of sub-state units such as companies 
through legislation and enforcement. Furthermore, since the scope of this dis-
sertation is “geoeconomics”—the interplay of economics and geopolitics—
state-centrism is essentially hardwired into the purpose of this study since 
states remain the central geopolitical actors in the world. This is in large part 
because they possess the strongest military capabilities of any entity by far, 
but also because they are the authority to which most (though far from all) 
individuals look for their security from violent domination by a foreign entity. 

At face value, both the strong and the weak conceptualization of globaliza-
tion may make the emergence of an imperial system seem unlikely. Whether 
focused on states or some other unit of analysis, the increasing rate and speed 
of interactions of peripheries will make ties to other entities than a single core 
seem unavoidable, thus undermining a defining characteristic of the hub-and-
spokes. Is everyone not tied together in a non-hierarchical pattern today (as 
argued by Slaughter, reviewed in chapter 4)? 

This is of course correct—strictly speaking. Even the most isolated state 
will have ties to more than one other state today. But this banal observation 
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misses the point of ideal-typical theorizing. Even before the advent of globali-
zation, no state enjoyed ties to just a single core. The ideal type is not empirical 
reality but an idealization and simplification of it intended to bring forth im-
portant dynamics to the observer. For while some degree of ties may crisscross 
most, if not all, states, different kinds of ties may still center on a single state, 
making the hub-and-spokes a useful term. An alliance structure may have a 
number of smaller states relying on a single core. A trade system may be dom-
inated by a single market. The vast majority of international foreign exchange 
reserves may be made up of the same one currency issued by a single state. If 
one abandons the state-centric ontology, one could also turn to online inter-
actions and identify hubs and spokes within social media (Facebook, WeChat 
etc.), search engines (Google, Baidu), or the gatekeeper of online financial 
transactions, SWIFT.361 These examples demonstrate how specific domains of 
connectivity may be centered on a single hub even in a globalized world. There 
will never be a complete absence of inter-peripheral ties in the world, but that 
does not undermine the usefulness of theorizing in idealized terms. 

When assessing the contemporary resemblance between China’s relations 
with its periphery and the empire ideal type, I focus on informal ties and geo-
economic relations, as these are the main ways imperial ties manifest today. 
Though formal imperial ties are absent in the analysis presented here, I have 
nonetheless included the distinction to make the ideal type applicable to non-
contemporary cases where formal imperial ties may be evident, and to eluci-
date how contemporary imperial relations are but one of several possible man-
ifestations. Empires are also products of their time. 

Agency 
Chapter 4 described the structural nature of my argument at length. The em-
pire ideal type and its alternatives are all patterns of connectivity or interna-
tional structures. But while the focus of my study is on the structure that is 
both outcome and context of international relations, politics and economics 
ultimately consist of individuals doing things. Agency is not a central compo-
nent of my theory or my analyses, but it is nonetheless a fact of the world. 
Below follow some preliminary remarks about agency and the agent-principal 
problem in relation to China and China’s periphery to set the stage for my 
analyses and to clear up some possible misunderstandings. 
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Intentions and Policies 
Due to my structural focus, I do not make claims about the intentions of Chi-
nese policy makers nor policy makers in the periphery. My analytical objective 
is not to expose what Xi Jinping “really wants.” This is in part epistemologi-
cally motivated—how could we ever know what anyone thinks or desires?362—
but equally theoretically motivated. As described in chapter 4’s account of pe-
ricentric theories of empires, empires have historically at times risen and ex-
panded without a conscious plan to do so. Imperial patterns of connectivity 
may emerge in Asia without it being the defined intent of the Chinese Com-
munist Party or anyone else. Hence, studying China’s “intentions” may be 
both impossible and inconsequential. 

I pay some attention to Chinese policies and policy initiatives, particularly 
the BRI and various renminbi internationalization mechanisms. This is done 
to describe and analyze empirical developments and whether these develop-
ments suggest more or less imperial relations in the future. I further study 
some of the factors that may motivate China and periphery countries to seek 
the creation of China-centric orders. These are included in the respective sec-
tions on metrocentric drivers of imperial expansion.  

Three Misunderstandings of Agency in Chinese Foreign Policy 
It is important to avoid common misunderstandings in relation to Chinese 
foreign policy and agency. First, the contemporary idea of regional connec-
tivity did not originate in China with the BRI. In fact, the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) began formulating plans for improving re-
gional connectivity already in the 1990s, which materialized in its 2010 con-
nectivity plan. Concerning Southeast Asia, the BRI was merely the alignment 
of China with a preexisting regional vision.363 This is important, because it 
undermines the narrative that China is the sole architect of regional connec-
tivity and that the BRI is a Chinese master plan emerging ex nihilo. Reality is 
much more complex. Connectivity in Asia (within all domains) has several ar-
chitects and builders who sometimes work together and sometimes in oppo-
sition. In short, China has not monopolized agency. 

Second, while my study often speaks of “China” as a single entity, this is of 
course an analytical construct. In reality, China is no monolith. What we may 
refer to as the actions of China is really the sum of the actions of innumerable 
actors, including state-owned enterprises (SOEs), bureaucracies (central and 
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local), and interests groups (at home and abroad), many of which use national 
policy initiatives such as the BRI to pursue their own parochial interests.364 It 
is also important to note here that while the Chinese central government ex-
ercises some control over Chinese SOEs as well as privately owned Chinese 
companies, this control is not automatic, and company goals may not always 
align with the policy priorities of the Communist Party.365 Nor are the priori-
ties of local governments identical to those of the central government. In the 
words of Thomas Orlik: “Chinese politics is not rigidly hierarchic; it is a strug-
gle for control between the center and the provinces.”366 There are plenty of 
obstacles on the transmission line from the political priorities in Beijing and 
the memoranda of understanding (MoUs) signed between Beijing and foreign 
governments, to the actors who end up implementing these interests and pri-
orities.367 In short, the Chinese government is all too familiar with the agent-
principal problem.368 

Third, just as the idea of regional connectivity was not solely made in 
China, periphery governments are not mere receptors or objects of Chinese 
policies despite the asymmetry of power capabilities present. Expansion and 
strengthening of geoeconomic ties, such as infrastructure and currency con-
nectivity, are not forced on the periphery, and governments here play decisive 
roles in shaping both negotiation and implementation of these new initia-
tives.369 Just as there are many different actors and interests subsumed under 
the label “China”, the periphery is equally comprised of local and national gov-
ernment entities, businesses, and interest groups who all seek to shape geoe-
conomic relations to China. Since the geoeconomic ties studied in this disser-
tation are all ultimately based on the consent of the periphery rather than Chi-
nese coercion, Chinese stakeholders must take the interests of their peripheral 
counterparts into serious account during negotiations. 

This study “black boxes” most of these complexities by paying less atten-
tion to who does what and instead focusing on the structural outcome. While 
this is of course a simplification of reality, I believe it is analytically justifiable 
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given the structural scope of my argument. The point is not to describe or an-
alyze any specific negotiation or the bilateral relationship between China and 
any individual country. I am interested in the larger pattern of connectivity 
emerging from all these messy interactions. Arguing that a china-centric in-
ternational order is emerging in Asia does not prove the existence of a Chinese 
imperial ambition, nor does it mean that periphery governments are but 
pawns to China’s great power game. 

The empirical complexities listed here make their way into my analyses in 
the sections on drivers and impediments to imperial expansion. These sec-
tions discuss the factors that stimulate and impede the strengthening of geoe-
conomic ties between China and its periphery. Consequently, both strategic 
considerations and local conditions figure here, as they represent important 
interests and actors in the road ahead. Rather than study them individually at 
length, I list them together with other central factors that will shape the future 
of international connectivity. 

Security and Trade Orders in Asia 
This dissertation focuses on geoeconomics in Asia, with some minor excur-
sions to maritime peripheries in chapter 6. To assess whether a China-centric 
geoeconomic order is emerging in this region, we must also be attentive to the 
presence of other orders and hubs that shape international connectivity within 
different domains. While this dissertation treats an infrastructure order and a 
currency order as separate entities, it is clear that these orders influence each 
other and can hardly be studied in complete isolation. For this reason, this 
chapter briefly examines two other international orders to assess the pattern 
of connectivity within them. These studies are much shorter than the ones 
conducted in chapter 5 and 6, and their purpose is merely to establish some 
important context for my following main analyses. 

I first offer some considerations on the broad security order in Asia, focus-
ing particularly on the role of the United States. Geoeconomics is defined by 
the interplay of economics and strategic considerations, and it is therefore es-
sential to have an idea of the security landscape when studying geoeconomic 
order. Next, I study trade order, which I consider a sub-order under the 
broader geoeconomic order. Trade ties paint a useful picture of economic con-
nectivity and the way countries are tied together. Moreover, as argued in this 
chapter, a central purpose of transportation infrastructure is to improve the 
conditions for trade. Hence, it makes sense to assess the current state of trade 
affairs in Asia, as the emergence of a China-centric infrastructure order would 
also strengthen, ceteris paribus, China’s position in the regional trade order. 
Likewise, one of the main vehicles of currency internationalization is trade. A 
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China-centric trade order will thus make the emergence of a China-centric 
currency order more likely. I have chosen a brief study of trade order rather 
than investment or debt orders due to the availability of clearer and more re-
cent bilateral trade data, and because trade ties tend to fluctuate less than in-
vestment ties, providing a more long-term view of economic relations. 

Security Order in Asia 
For some context on Asian international affairs, one must also consider the 
regional security order. As it is not the focus of this dissertation, it will be 
treated very briefly here. The United States remains the main hub of interna-
tional security ties both regionally and globally. In Asia, this is reflected in the 
San Francisco System of bilateral alliances connecting the United States with 
Japan and South Korea, who, together with Taiwan, the Philippines, Thailand, 
Australia and New Zealand, came to make up the United States’ security order 
in the wider Asia-Pacific region.370 This system was, with the exception of Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, clearly designed as a hub-and-spokes structure (un-
like its Atlantic counterpart, the North Atlantic Treaty Association (NATO)) 
where all the countries were tied to the United States but mutually discon-
nected. As theorized in the previous chapter, this served to maximize the 
asymmetry of power relations in favor of the United States, who was fearful of 
the behavior or “rogue allies,” who might drag the United States into un-
wanted conflicts. By ensuring the dependence of these governments on the 
United States as their sole security guarantor, this risk was mitigated, since 
governments were always vulnerable to abandonment by the United States.371 
The US-centric structure of alliances in Asia may be growing more multilateral 
and less hub-and-spokes like with the possible reemergence of the security 
collaboration between Japan, Australia, India, and the United States—The 
“Quad”—but whether this constellation proves sustainable is still an open 
question.372 It was attempted previously in 2007, but was abandoned rela-
tively quickly, and it might suffer the same fate second time around. 
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Russia can also be considered a security hub in Central Asia. There are 
Russian military bases in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, and various kinds of mil-
itary cooperation across the former Soviet countries.373 While this region 
seems to also be strengthening its military ties to China, e.g. with the opening 
of a Chinese base in Tajikistan,374 military ties to Russia have a much longer 
legacy and remain preponderant. 

These security orders structured around the United States and Russia re-
main important because they capture important strategic ties between coun-
tries on China’s periphery and another core.375 Even if these countries were to 
grow heavily dependent on China across several geoeconomic measures 
(trade, investment etc.), leaving them strategically vulnerable to Chinese geo-
economic initiatives, their political autonomy would still be influenced by 
their security ties to the United States and Russia. Southeast Asian countries, 
such as Malaysia and Singapore, have been particularly careful to complement 
stronger economic ties to China with stronger security ties to the United 
States.376 Likewise, countries in the post-Soviet space have sought to play 
China and the United States off against each other in order to maximize sup-
port from both, thus using the nature of the contested order to the advantage 
of the periphery.377 

The presence of strong security ties to multiple hubs means that the pos-
sible rise of a China-centric geoeconomic order would take place in a broader 
international order, wherein the United States in particular but also Russia 
remain cores. Such an international order (as the highest level of aggregation) 
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would probably resemble the contested order ideal type in significant ways, as 
periphery states in Asia evidently have strong ties to more than one core. Even 
if this study were to find a China-centric empire clearly emerging in both in-
frastructure and currency (which it does not), periphery states would still have 
important security ties to especially the United States, compromising the 
asymmetry of dependence between China and its periphery. 

Much more could of course be written about this huge topic, but that is 
beyond the scope of this dissertation. The central take-away here is that 
China’s geoeconomic rise happens in a security context where other hubs play 
important roles. When international connectivity is reconfigured by the rise 
of a new hub, such as China, the outcome will always reflect the preexisting 
order, and it will be circumscribed by ties to other hubs. I leave the study of 
developing security ties between China and China’s periphery to future re-
search.378 

Trade Order in Asia 
Trade is probably the domain of geoeconomic order where China has most 
clearly cemented its central position already. The following briefly describes 
the configuration of trade ties in Asia, based on data from 32 countries. The 
point is to characterize China’s position in the trade order and to help identify 
which other countries can be classified as hubs of trade connectivity. 

Imports from and Exports to China  
Data from Observatory of Economic Complexity is presented in tables 5.1 and 
5.2. All figures are from 2018.379 (Further data can be found in appendices A 
and B.) The tables paint a picture of trade ties of Asian countries, and they 
illustrate which countries are most central in the trade order.380 Table 5.1 de-
picts import from China, and Table 5.2 export to China.381 Both tables provide 
essentially two pieces of information: the relative strength of trade ties vis-à-
vis different trade partners and the relative strength of trade ties vis-à-vis the 
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381 This method is in part inspired by Ross, “On the Fungibility of Economic Power." 
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economy itself, calculated as the size of import/export volumes as a share of a 
GDP. Both measures are important, and neither can stand alone when study-
ing ties of trade connectivity. In the terminology of Keohane and Nye, the 
greater the trade volume as a share of GDP, the more sensitive a country will 
be to Chinese trade policies. The greater the share of trade that goes to China 
compared to other trade partners, the more vulnerable the country will be, 
since it will require greater efforts to restructure its trade to other trading part-
ners. 

Let us first look at Table 5.1, summarizing goods flowing from China to 
other countries in Asia. For 21 of 32 countries, import from China is worth 
more than 5% of the country’s GDP, a sizeable figure. For 11 countries, the 
figure is more than 10%, and for 4 countries (Kyrgyzstan, Hong Kong, Vi-
etnam, and Cambodia), more than a whopping 20%. These figures suggest 
that imports from China are an essential part of the economies of several coun-
tries in the region. Import ties are strong, and several countries would have a 
very hard time substituting other trade partners for China. The question is 
now whether they have similar strong ties to other countries than China. 

For 21 of the 32 countries, China is the most important source of imports. 
For 10 of these (Kyrgyzstan, Hong Kong, Japan, North Korea, Bangladesh, In-
dia, Pakistan, Brunei, Myanmar, and the Philippines), imports from China are 
worth more than double the value of imports from the second most important 
partner. These 10 thus have substantially stronger ties to China than to any 
other core. This suggests a substantial degree of vulnerability in the asymmet-
ric interdependence on China. Broken down by sub-region, import ties from 
China are strongest in Central and North Asia, East Asia, and Southeast Asia, 
with China playing a less central role in South Asia. 

If we turn to the flow of goods to China (Table 5.2), some of the same pat-
terns appear, albeit to a much lesser degree. 12 countries export goods to 
China worth more than 5% of the country’s GDP, 6 countries rank above 10% 
of GDP, and 2 countries (Mongolia and Vietnam) sell goods to China worth 
more than 20% of their respective GDP. This again suggests some degree of 
trade sensitivity to China, though less than in imports. Mongolia in particular 
stands out, as more than 80% of its total exports go to China, amounting to 
almost half the GDP of the entire country. 

Turning to vulnerability, 13 countries export more to China than anywhere 
else, and to 5 of these (Mongolia, Turkmenistan, North Korea, South Korea, 
and Taiwan), exports to China are worth more than double the amount of ex-
ports to the second most important destination. This again demonstrates the 
centrality of China in the trade order compared to any other state. Looking 
again at sub-region differences, exports ties to China dominate East Asia, but 
only half the countries of Central and North Asia as well as Southeast Asia. In 
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these areas, multiple export destinations are as important as China. Finally, in 
South Asia, China plays a much smaller role as an export destination, ranking 
only as the second-largest export destination of one country (Pakistan). 
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A China-Centric Trade Order with Sub-Regional Competitors 
What does this brief look at trade data tell us about China’s position in the 
trade order in Asia? First, it supports the case that a China-centric trade order 
has already emerged in the region. Although several countries still have other 
larger trade partners than China, China is vastly more central than any other 
country—especially in terms of goods flowing from China. The order as a 
whole is thus China-centric, but with important ties to other cores and, in a 
few cases, between peripheries. A China-centric hegemony seems the most fit-
ting ideal type. 

Let us turn to sub-regional differences. East Asia clearly amounts to a 
China-centric trade hegemony. China is by far the most important state in the 
system, but significant trade ties remain to the United States and between 
states in the system. In Central and North Asia and in Southeast Asia, the trade 
order is also best described as a China-centric hegemony, since no other single 
core is challenging the system. There are multiple other important players in 
these areas, such as Thailand and the United States in Southeast Asia and 
some European countries who are important export markets for Central Asia. 
Yet, no single core in these areas comes close to China’s central position, mak-
ing it more akin to a China-centric hegemony than to a contested order.382 
South Asia is the outlier. Here, India and the United Arab Emirates are im-
portant sources of imports, and the United States and India are both more 
important destinations for exports. 

Labelling the entire order a China-centric empire would be an overstate-
ment, but a few individual trade ties do look imperial due to the massive asym-
metry of interdependence. The China-Mongolia tie is the most asymmetric, 
cutting across imports and exports. China-Vietnam ties are also highly asym-
metric, but Vietnam has a more diversified portfolio of trade partners (it ex-
ports almost as much to the United States as it does to China) and this greatly 
limits its vulnerability. Hence, a China-centric hegemony or “soft hub-and-
spokes” best captures the pattern of trade ties. 

The other regional hubs are India, who is more central than China to trade 
in South Asia; Russia, who remains an important source of imports for Central 
Asia; Thailand and Singapore play important roles in Southeast Asia; the 
United States and the United Arab Emirates are both significant in South Asia; 

                                                
382 This matches the findings of Ja Ian Chong. “Shifting Winds in Southeast Asia: 
Chinese Prominence and the Future of the Regional Order.” In Strategic Asia 2019: 
China’s Expanding Strategic Ambitions, edited by Ashley J. Tellis, Alison 
Szalwinski, and Michael Wills. pp. 142-173. (Seattle/Washington D.C.: National 
Bureau of Asian Research, 2019). 
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and the United States is an important player in East and Southeast Asia. None 
of them matches China’s centrality across multiple sub-regions. Taking the 
size of its economy into account, one might be surprised at the relatively small 
role Japan plays in Asian trade. 

In the future, we might even expect China to become more central to trade 
in East and Southeast Asia due to the introduction of the Regional Compre-
hensive Economic Partnership (RCEP).383 RCEP is a free-trade agreement 
signed in November 2020 by fifteen countries in the region. It will lower tariffs 
between countries, and it is expected to strengthen trade ties between its 
members. China, Japan, and arguably Thailand stand to become relatively 
more important trade hubs than non-member states, such as India and the 
United States—a picture that might have been quite different had India not 
left the RCEP in the final stages of negotiations.384 I believe that it is reasona-
ble to expect that the RCEP will further cement China’s centrality in the re-
gional trade order, even more so than Thailand’s and Japan’s because of the 
sheer scale of China’s economy. 

Geographic proximity is of course a key factor. Thailand is a larger hub of 
trade than the United States in Southeast Asia, because it lies in the middle of 
the region. India is important in South Asia but insignificant in all the other 
sub-regions. This insight makes it all the more important to study transport 
infrastructure connectivity, since the purpose of railroads, highways, and 
ports is to overcome the obstacles of geographic distance. If China is also be-
coming a core in an infrastructure order, it will most likely strengthen its po-
sition in the trade order even further. 

Two final caveats: The data above considers Hong Kong its own country. 
With the new security laws under implementation,385 this may be an outdated 
view. If so, the data on Hong Kong should be added to that of China, which 
would make China appear as a much stronger hub of trade in the data. Keeping 
the two separate thus makes for more conservative conclusions. Further, a 
thorough study of trade would also look into the individual markets for the 
traded goods. That is, however, beyond the scope of this brief assessment of 
aggregate trade data. 
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Chapter 6: 
A China-Centric Infrastructure Order 

Ruined roads are a common testimony to past empires. As empires rose and 
expanded, their road networks stretched out further, enabling easier com-
merce as well as deployment of imperial troops. Transportation infrastructure 
was a vital part of empires, since imperial control was only enforceable in ac-
cessible areas. Many empires were continuously building and developing 
roads, ports, and railroads all across their formal and informal territory to en-
sure control and economic integration across the vast swathes of territory. 
Connectivity was the name of the imperial game. 

In this chapter, I study physical transportation infrastructure as a tie be-
tween societies. Transportation infrastructure is probably one of the most ob-
vious kinds of ties that foster connectivity among states, and it is thus a do-
main for ideal-typical study of order. Its raison d’être is to tie geographically 
disparate places together and make it easier to move people, goods, and infor-
mation from one place to another. I discuss the role of transportation infra-
structure in empires in relation to economics and security, demonstrating how 
it has played different important roles in different historical contexts. It is easy 
to perceive an intuitive connection between empire and transportation infra-
structure—as captured by the famous phrase “all roads lead to Rome”—but 
this association has rarely been spelled out theoretically.386 This chapter syn-
thesizes the abstract empire ideal type with the particular functions of trans-
portation infrastructure, resulting in a theory of imperial infrastructure. The 
purpose is to discuss how infrastructure connectivity can say something about 
the centrality of a state in an international order, and what this means for in-
ternational relations. 

Empirically, the chapter engages the Chinese policy initiative that has gar-
nered the most attention in decades: The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). I 
study the initiative through quantitative and qualitative methods to assess the 
pattern of connectivity that is being built by Chinese companies in much of the 
developing world. My findings update our empirical knowledge of the BRI and 
contributes to discussions of its future and of its impact on China’s interna-
tional position. This chapter demonstrates how studying infrastructure 
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through the empire ideal type is a way to conceptualize and study geoeconomic 
order within a coherent theoretical framework. 

This chapter argues that the infrastructure order in Asia increasingly re-
sembles a China-centric hub-and-spokes. This is clearest in the economic cor-
ridors of the BRI, in rail projects in Southeast Asia, and in the broader preva-
lence of bilateralism in the financing and construction of Chinese projects. In-
frastructure investments in maritime peripheries also connect these areas to 
the global economy through ports and railroads to ports rather than to neigh-
boring peripheries. Such projects strengthen ties to China, ceteris paribus, but 
may equally strengthen ties to other economic cores. Meanwhile, China is sep-
arated from most of its continental periphery by the different standards of 
gauges in use. A change would signal an even stronger shift towards a China-
centric infrastructure order, and it is already taking place in Southeast Asia. 
Finally, I argue that Chinese infrastructure projects exhibit both extractive 
and developmental features depending on the specific context, but that they 
are likely gradually to turn to more developmental kinds of relations as de-
mands for higher project standards in China and among periphery popula-
tions grow. I expect this to lead to a more limited and targeted BRI in the fu-
ture. 

Yet, while I do argue that a more imperial pattern is materializing, a key 
contribution of this chapter is to demonstrate the fuzzy and complex nature of 
this process, which is in no way a linear development. There are a multitude 
of obstacles and impediments to the formation of a China-centric infrastruc-
ture order relating both to the political context made up of China’s neighbor-
ing countries as well as from the competition from alternative hubs of trade 
and finance. This chapter thus offers a word of caution against any narrative 
of the success of the BRI as inevitable. I believe the ideal-typical methodology 
is useful to this end, since it reveals the complexity and internal contradictions 
of the subject matter studied by juxtaposing it to the idealized patterns of con-
nectivity. 

My study of infrastructure contributes to the literature in several ways. 
First, where many aspects of empires have already been theorized in the liter-
ature, such as economic exploitation, the imposition of imperial culture, and 
the political dominance of other societies, infrastructure has been neglected. 
When considered, it is usually as a smaller subsection under broader ques-
tions of economic development and imperial control.387 This study provides a 

                                                
387 For example, Doyle dedicates four pages to studying European railroad invest-
ments in the 19th and 20th century. Yet, he only studies these railroads as objects of 
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theoretical framework for analyzing infrastructure connectivity in its relation 
to asymmetric power and as a form of international order. This framework 
could well be used for other cases of infrastructure connectivity, whether his-
torical or contemporary. Introducing infrastructure to theories of empire has 
the additional benefit of providing a very material and tangible object of study 
to a theoretical field preoccupied with immaterial factors such as imperial ide-
ology, political control, and dependence. 

Second, the manifestations of empire theorized in chapter 4 provide help-
ful terminology for discussing the BRI, namely distinguishing between extrac-
tive and developmental ties, which may relate to different kinds of infrastruc-
ture. Third, I study multiple kinds of ties that may emerge from infrastructure 
deals, namely the physical infrastructure being built as well as the ties of fi-
nancing and the tie of contracting to one or more companies. An infrastructure 
project may thus tie a periphery state closer to China in several ways or tie it 
to multiple cores in within different domains. Fourth, as in the previous chap-
ter, distinguishing metrocentric from pericentric drivers provides a more con-
text-sensitive way of discussing the current and future infrastructure order 
and accounting for the role of competing sources of infrastructure funding. 
Fifth, my study addresses the role of instability as both a driver of infrastruc-
ture investments (to stabilize) and as an impediment to infrastructure connec-
tivity (ramping up costs and increasing likelihood of project failure). Sixth, 
researchers and journalists have tended to focus their scrutiny of Chinese in-
frastructure projects on a small handful of cases (namely Chinese activities in 
Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Greece, and Cambodia388). My study identifies important 
new cases that have been mostly missed in the coverage of the BRI by review-
ing project-level quantitative data on China’s construction activities and by 
conducting multiple case studies. 

This chapter is structured as follows. I first theorize the role of infrastruc-
ture in empires through history. I then present some methodological consid-
erations on studying empire through the ideal type of a hub-and-spokes. Turn-
ing to the case of China, I provide some context on the BRI and situate it in a 
broader history of Chinese policy going back to the late 1990s. This section 

                                                
railways three times in 422 pages. Doyle, Empires, pp. 267-271; Münkler, Empires; 
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also reviews some existing interpretations of the consequences of the initiative 
and argues for the usefulness of speaking of a “Chinese model” of infrastruc-
ture investments; a model or approach that is characterized by bilateralism in 
terms of both financing and contracting. With the theoretical and contextual 
framework established, I move on to my empirical study. I first look at quan-
titative accounts of Chinese infrastructure constructions before turning to 
maps of geocoded data to study the connectivity pattern materializing. Next, I 
zoom in on railroad construction specifically and conduct four case studies of 
rail construction. One is of continental Southeast Asia as a whole. The other 
three are country-level studies of Nigeria, Iran, and Argentina. This is followed 
by a discussion of the different railroad gauges in use in China and its periph-
ery and the possible future changes herein. I then turn to the metro- and pe-
ricentric drivers of and impediments to the emergence of a China-centric in-
frastructure order. Finally, I summarize and evaluate my findings. 

Infrastructure and Empires 
The following reviews the economic and military functions of transportation 
infrastructure in general terms. These functions are then theorized in the con-
text of a hub-and-spokes structure, arguing that improved infrastructure may 
increase the asymmetry of economic dependence between core and periphery, 
strengthening the power hierarchy between the two. Throughout this section 
and most of the chapter, my emphasis is on transportation infrastructure, 
namely roads, railroads, and ports. I briefly discuss energy infrastructure in 
relation to Chinese investments because this is the largest category of projects 
under construction, and when studying the AidData map below because it il-
lustrates financial flows from China across all sectors, not just transportation. 
The particular scope of my arguments will be clarified in their respective ses-
sions. The central point is that I study infrastructure in its capacity to connect 
societies thereby working as a tie in an international order. 

I emphasize the role of infrastructure in facilitating trade between states. 
I include data on the volumes and compositions of trade when studying bilat-
eral ties to inform the discussion of the purpose of infrastructure and to assess 
the degree of asymmetry in trade interdependence. This focus was chosen be-
cause trade usually changes more slowly than investment flows, enabling the 
analysis of more durable tendencies. The trade data used is again taken from 
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Observatory of Economic Complexity,389 and all single-year figures are from 
2017.390 

Economic and Military Functions of Infrastructure 
The most fundamental purpose of transportation infrastructure is to reduce 
the time it takes to get from one point to another. This cuts transaction costs 
of communication and exchange of goods, and increases mobility, making it 
easier to interact with—and rule—areas that are far away.391 Besides its im-
portant cultural function as a symbol of the spread of imperial civilization,392 
the benefits of infrastructure can be categorized in economic and military 
terms. 

Infrastructure eases the economic exchange of goods, capital, and infor-
mation between periphery and core. This includes anything from trade and 
tax collection, to natural resource extraction, to plundered goods. In the case 
of trade, infrastructure can boost economic growth in both core and periphery 
by benefitting individual travelling merchants and large corporations alike 
who can move large amounts of goods at reduced cost across greater dis-
tances.393 In cases of more one-sided interactions, infrastructure can ease the 
flow of value from periphery to core and vice versa. In Rome, generals would 
parade treasures and slaves captured in the periphery in triumphs through the 
streets of Rome. In the colonies of European empires, infrastructure secured 
the flow of cotton and other cash crops to factories located in the core. More 
recently, pipelines secure the flow oil and gas from resource-rich countries in 
the periphery to meet the consumption needs of the core. Here, the human 
element has been removed from the picture, as resources can move more 

                                                
389 Simoes and Hidalgo, “The Economic Complexity Observatory". 
390 The reason chapter 6 uses data from 2017 when chapter 5 had data from 2018 is 
availability. Chapter 6 was written before chapter 5, and at that time, OEC’s most 
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391 For a study of the impact of railroads on state formation, see Geoffrey L. Herrera, 
Technology and International Transformation: The Railroad, the Atom Bomb, and 
the Politics of Technological Change (Albany, NY: State University of New York 
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Among Empires, p. 65. 
393 For an interesting example of peripheral benefits to imperial infrastructure, see 
Francisco Garrido, “Rethinking Imperial Infrastructure: A Bottom-up Perspective on 
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quickly than their human counterparts can. (In a sense, this development ech-
oes the advent of the telegraph, which let word travel faster than any person 
could, severing the tie between transportation and communication.394) 

Merchants are not the only travelers on the imperial roads. Military forces 
rely on infrastructure to enforce control and to be alerted about threats.395 In 
Rome, paved roads played a vital role in troop mobility from the inner prov-
inces to thwart invading hordes and crush local uprisings.396 While sailing was 
the fastest mode of transportation, the Mediterranean was virtually inaccessi-
ble from November to March, forcing troops on overland routes.397 Improved 
transportation infrastructure goes hand in hand with improved communica-
tions, which drastically reduces the time between the outbreak of a rebellion 
or an enemy incursion begins and the response of the imperial authority. The 
royal roads of Achaemenid Persia were famous for their relay system, where 
official messengers had access to provisions and fresh horses all the way from 
the outskirts to Persepolis.398 

At times, internal unrest even drove the development of transportation in-
frastructure. This was seen in the large investments in railroads in India fol-
lowing the Great Mutiny of 1857-58.399 Following the rebellion, imperial rul-
ers recognized the importance being able to get soldiers across the subconti-
nent in a hurry, which had the additional benefit of enabling fewer troops to 
control larger areas.400 Similarly, one study has found that people who lived 
closer to railways were more likely to be victims of Stalinist repression in the 
Soviet Union, demonstrating how railroad infrastructure was a key compo-
nent in exercising domestic control in Soviet Russia.401 Railroads here enabled 
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the mobility of military forces as well as the deportation of political prisoners 
to Gulag. 

This logic does not only apply to infrastructure on land. The perhaps most 
important enabling factor of the British Empire was its developed maritime 
infrastructure, defended by the Royal British Navy, which allowed a relatively 
small army to maintain control over an empire sprawled over the entire globe. 
Here, military capability and infrastructure converged, as the power of the 
fleet provided the maritime stability necessary for global linkages to pros-
per.402 

These examples all demonstrate the centrality of infrastructure in control-
ling large continental and maritime territories. By alerting military forces of 
threats and enabling them to meet them more quickly, infrastructure en-
hances the military’s ability to deter foreign invaders and local rebellions al-
together. If military force works at its best when it is not used at all,403 closer 
infrastructure ties between core and periphery may make the imperial forces 
much more effective. Rebels as well as invaders will think twice before mobi-
lizing when the enemy is, if not omnipresent, then at least just over the hori-
zon. 

Infrastructure as a Hub-and-Spokes 
In hub-and-spokes-systems, all roads tie spokes to the hub. In territorially co-
hesive empires like Rome or ancient China and Persia, this meant a concen-
tration of roads around the respective capitals rather than along the outer bor-
ders.404 In maritime empires, European-built colonial railroads in Africa and 
Qing China usually went from trading ports to mines or other sites of re-
sources in the hinterlands so goods could be shipped to the European hub. On 
the way, these railroads would regularly bypass major cities,405 demonstrating 
their imperial purpose. They were not about intra- or interperipheral but hub-
spoke connectivity. This pattern was also seen in India, where the first rail-
roads started in the coastal cities of Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras, none of 
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which had been of any prior significance.406 The point of the colonial infra-
structure was not to help goods flow within a colony but to help goods flow 
from the colonies to the imperial core and avoid it flowing to competing im-
perial cores.407 As a whole, the economic effect of the hub-and-spoke structure 
is to cement the centrality of the core. 

At a fundamental level, imperial relations require some degree of connec-
tivity, and this connectivity is enhanced through transportation and commu-
nication infrastructure. As put by one author, “Empire is a matter of transpor-
tation. It begins, culminates and ends in the control of means of communica-
tion.”408 Infrastructure may not be a necessary condition for interaction—two 
villages do not require a road to interact—but it lowers the cost of interaction 
thus making it more likely. If imperial orders are defined by some degree of 
interaction between two or more polities, and infrastructure enables interac-
tion, infrastructure between a prospective core and periphery will ceteris pa-
ribus facilitate imperial relations. Of course, this does not imply that infra-
structure improvements will always make relations more imperial or hierar-
chical. Connectivity between polities is a necessary but by no means sufficient 
condition for imperial relations.409 

Imperial Infrastructure Today 
In the following, I elaborate how imperial infrastructure may look in a twenty-
first century setting. Resource extraction remains a purpose of imperial infra-
structure since large states require a host of different natural resources, in-
cluding food, energy, and minerals.410 The perhaps most notable difference 
between today and the empires of the 19th and early 20th century is the global-
ization of the energy trade, the vastly increased quantities being traded, and 
the introduction of huge country-spanning pipelines. On the other hand, ex-
traction of taxes and bounty from the periphery is irrelevant for contemporary 
informal empires. 
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The introduction of pipelines as energy infrastructure has important im-
plications for the study of railroads below. Since it is generally cheaper to 
transport oil and gas over land by pipeline than by rail, improving railway in-
frastructure has little impact on the extraction of these commodities today. 
This is important when assessing the economic nature of the linkages devel-
oped with China’s rail constructions around the world. Railways are not irrel-
evant for resource extraction today, but they only facilitate trade in solid re-
sources like minerals, coal, and wood. For this reason, I will only take the pres-
ence of railroads as an indicator of extractive economic relations if solid com-
modities like gold or agricultural products are being traded. The presence or 
absence of railroads says little or nothing about the conditions for trade in oil 
and gas. 

The tie between infrastructure and prosperity remains close today since 
infrastructure is a key component in developing a country’s economy and its 
capacity to trade with others.411 For the imperial core, developing the infra-
structure of the periphery serves multiple important purposes, as captured by 
the developmental logic, presented as a manifestation of empires in chapter 4. 
If improved infrastructure leads to economic growth in the periphery, this may 
create new export markets for the core. Creating economic benefits for the pe-
riphery also creates a positive perception of the core, which may bolster the 
legitimacy of its operations in the periphery. In the longer run, the strength-
ening of the periphery economy may reduce the dangers for core businesses 
that are active in the area. In these and other ways, infrastructure may encap-
sulate how economic benefits may be shared by core and periphery. Finally, 
the greater mobility of people and construction material today means that 
governments can use infrastructure projects abroad as a way to support their 
own industries to a much greater extent than ever before. This point is a key 
driving force of the BRI, as argued later in this chapter. 

Whereas improved infrastructure has historically been key to imperial 
control, this aspect is less important today (though not irrelevant). Like with 
tax extraction, the relevance here is limited by the informal nature of contem-
porary empires, combined with the technological advances that enable much 
faster troop deployment (motorized vehicles, aviation) and long-range wea-
ponry that can strike across borders or offshore. Imperial cores have never 
before been better able to strike enemies anywhere. While infrastructure still 
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has a role to play in enabling the deployment of military forces to combat in-
surgencies and terrorism, such operations are increasingly shifting to long-
range weapons and drones, at least in informal peripheries. The United States’ 
ongoing war in Afghanistan illustrates this development well.412 

This suggests that the connection between transportation infrastructure 
and international relations today is primarily economic or geoeconomic. In-
frastructure projects tie the periphery closer to the core by creating financial 
ties (debt), contractual ties (the employment of one or more companies), and 
by strengthening trade ties. While debt may seem the most long-term of the 
three, it should be noted that debt ties can also remain for many years and that 
contractual ties may entail extraction rights or outright ownership of facilities 
spanning decades into the future. 

Studying Infrastructure 
At the theoretical level, infrastructure is an obvious object of interest in a study 
of empires since it is probably the most direct manifestation of a tie between 
societies. With the imperial hub-and-spokes structure as theoretical point of 
departure, this chapter assesses (1) whether China is improving connectivity 
between itself and its periphery, (2) whether China is improving connectivity 
between peripheral societies, and (3) whether China is improving connectivity 
between peripheral societies and other states outside the order. The more sup-
port I have for answering the first question affirmatively while answering the 
second and third questions in the negative, the more China’s infrastructure 
building will follow an imperial hub-and-spokes pattern. On the contrary, if 
China is building infrastructure that connects most societies to each other and 
to other hubs as well as China, the resulting order will not resemble an empire. 

When evaluating whether railroads, highways, and pipelines fit the hub-
and-spokes pattern, I distinguish between continental ties and maritime ties, 
the latter requiring ports. I study the continental infrastructure by assessing if 
it is connecting periphery states more to China than to other hubs (namely 
Europe and India) or other periphery states. Maritime ties are more difficult 
to categorize neatly, since boats can sail between any two ports connected by 
water.413 Here, I investigate if railroads connect to ports at all (or just to con-
nected disparate cities in the hinterlands) and if China is investing in said 
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ports. If both are the case, this suggests the establishment of maritime ties to 
China, especially if the country is already trading with China. 

My method for studying maps could be called “cartographic hermeneu-
tics,” in the sense that I interpret maps based on my preconceived ideal type.414 
This hermeneutic approach makes no claims about the intentions or the “es-
sence” of the infrastructure depicted on the maps, but it does let me assess the 
infrastructure networks as they appear to me in comparison with the hub-and-
spokes ideal type. The output of such a study is a number of interpretations. I 
study and challenge these interpretations by pointing to facets that seem to 
contradict the overall image. As already stated, the claims made from this 
analysis will always be phrased in terms of more or less. Some elements of the 
maps will resemble the ideal type more than other elements. 

There are a number of important caveats to this study. First, as noted, Chi-
nese construction of a railroad or port in maritime peripheries does not neces-
sitate increased interaction with China. China may invest heavily in railroads 
and ports in Africa, only to see African countries increase their exports to Eu-
rope, the United States or elsewhere. Second, construction projects often have 
multiple stakeholders, and they may be carried out by any combination of lo-
cal, Chinese, and third-party country companies. This raises the question of 
the nature of China’s stake in a given project when it is only one of several 
external parties involved. Such an assessment is not always straightforward. 
Some of these challenges are ameliorated by the inclusion of some qualitative 
case studies. My assessment of the nature of a railroad and port project hinges 
significantly on what lies at the other end of the tie. Is it a major city, or is it 
an agricultural area that exports specifically to China? The answer provides 
strong hints about the purpose of the infrastructure. 

However, my case studies will be relatively cursory due to the scale of the 
project as a whole, and the findings of particular case studies cannot be gen-
eralized to all cases of Chinese infrastructure construction. The purpose of 
these case studies is to provide ‘examples on the ground’ of how Chinese in-
frastructure investments are changing connectivity patterns. It is also a probe 
of my more sweeping claims, based on the study of continent-sized maps. 
Turning to individual countries and the Southeast Asia region, I can assess 
how economic corridors may or may not be materializing, and which actors 
are actually involved.  

Finally, in the following analyses, I refer to “China” as the acting party 
when a Chinese bank is financing a project, or a Chinese company is playing 
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an important role in building it. Subsuming organizations and companies as 
agents of their home country may be analytically problematic, since these may 
act on their own accord rather than as puppets of their government, as argued 
in chapter 5. No country, not even China, is ever really a unitary actor,415 and 
Chinese companies may have plenty of autonomy to resist policies from the 
Chinese government or the Communist Party.416 However, this analytical 
problem is actually much smaller when studying China’s involvement in in-
frastructure construction than in most other places. Within the Chinese rail-
way sector, the only companies with the capacity to operate abroad are state-
owned enterprises (SOEs). These have close connection to the Chinese gov-
ernment and to the Communist Party, and their actions are strongly shaped 
by the political line given.417 Moreover, the railway projects are often financed 
through Chinese policy banks, such as the EXIM Bank of China or the China 
Development Bank. These are also government-run entities. Overall, equating 
the actions of Chinese construction companies and policy banks with the Chi-
nese state is far less problematic than in most other countries. 

The Belt and Road Initiative 
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) assessed in February 2017 that “devel-
oping Asia will need to invest $1.7 trillion per year in infrastructure until 2030 
to maintain its growth momentum, tackle poverty, and respond to climate 
change.”418 This staggering figure reflects the demand side of the infrastruc-
ture question in Asia. There clearly is a market for infrastructure investors, 
and this pattern is repeated in sub-Saharan Africa.419 In this light, China’s re-
invigorated focus on infrastructure is a welcome addition for many developing 
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countries.420 The central question here is then what kind of connectivity struc-
ture is being created, not whether the overall level of infrastructure is improv-
ing (which it indubitably is). 

Infrastructure investments have become an inseparable part of Xi 
Jinping’s political program since the announcement of the “New Silk Road” or 
“Silk Road Economic Belt” and the “Maritime Silk Road” in 2013.421 The two 
were united under the banner of “One Belt, One Road” (OBOR), subsequently 
renamed the “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI) in 2015 and included in the con-
stitution of the Chinese Communist Party at the 19th Party Congress in October 
2017 as a component of Xi Jinping Thought. But while infrastructure has 
taken center stage in recent years, it is important to note that the BRI is a con-
tinuation of previous policies and to some extent built on the rebranding of 
several projects launched under both Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, going back 
at least to Zemin’s “Going Out” strategy from 1999.422 

Most of the infrastructure projects launched after the inception of the BRI 
were still in the negotiation or construction phase by mid-2018.423 The pro-
jects that are already underway or finished were thus negotiated and com-
menced before the BRI. For this reason, my study of Chinese infrastructure 
investments is not limited to those launched after the BRI. This is not to den-
igrate the importance of the initiative. The BRI is more than a rebranding of 
existing projects, and it has heralded massive investments of money, human 
resources, and political capital from Xi.424 But it is more of an acceleration of 
previous trends and a redefinition of previously disparate projects under a sin-
gle policy headline than a fundamental turning point. 

                                                
420 Lampton, Ho, and Kuik, Rivers of Iron. 
421 Brown, China's World, pp. 113-114; Economy, The Third Revolution, pp. 190-193; 
Joel Wuthnow. “China's Belt and Road: One Initiative, Three Strategies.” In 
Strategic Asia 2019: China’s Expanding Strategic Ambitions, edited by Ashley J. 
Tellis, Alison Szalwinski, and Michael Wills. pp. 210-245. (Seattle/Washington, D.C.: 
National Bureau of Asian Research, 2019), p. 214. 
422 The main thrust of the Going Out strategy was to obtain new and secure sources 
of oil imports for China, but it also called for Chinese construction and engineering 
companies to seek projects abroad. Economy and Levi, By All Means Necessary, pp. 
48-53; Peter Ferdinand, “Westward ho—the China Dream and ‘One Belt, One Road’: 
Chinese Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping,” International Affairs 92, no. 4 (2016); 
Norris, Chinese Economic Statecraft, pp. 75-77. 
423 Wuthnow, “China's Belt and Road,” pp. 213-214, 223-225. 
424 Nadège Rolland, China's Eurasian Century? Political and Strategic Implications 
of the Belt and Road Initiative (Seattle, WA, and Washington, D.C.: National Bureau 
of Asian Research, 2017), p. 43. 
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It speaks to the success of the BRI’s branding that it has managed to be-
come a familiar concept among the public well outside China—even if its 
changing names cause some confusion. Besides the Marshall Plan, I can think 
of no other infrastructure investment scheme that has garnered the same de-
gree of public attention. Part of this PR success can be attributed to the narra-
tive linkage with the ancient historical silk roads between China and the Med-
iterranean. (This historical association has in turn sparked a renaissance of 
public interest in the history the historical silk roads.425) This broad interest 
also means that numerous studies of the BRI have been written, primarily in 
the form of reports by policy thinks tanks426 and journalistic pieces written for 
a broader audience.427 Routledge has published Handbook of the Belt and 
Road,428 and in almost every one of the legion of books being published on 
contemporary Chinese politics every year, a section is dedicated to the BRI. 
One can hardly speak of China’s rise today without mentioning the BRI. Fi-
nally, reflecting the ongoing character of the BRI, multiple institutions have 
created datasets and “trackers” that present continuously updated data on 
China’s economic activities, some of them geocoded and visualized on world 
maps.429 

I am not the first to frame the BRI in “imperial” terms, but it has never 
been done in a systematic and theory-guided way. Tom Miller argues in 
China’s Asian Dream in relation to the BRI that “China’s new ‘empire’ will be 
an informal and largely economic one, posited on cash and held together by 
hard infrastructure.”430 Nadège Rolland emphasizes how the BRI will promote 
Eurasian integration and greater regional policy coordination with China at 
its center. She writes that, “all roads will eventually lead to Beijing, both liter-
ally and figuratively.”431 Elizabeth Economy, Peter Frankopan, and a host of 

                                                
425 This public interest is probably best captured by the widespread success of Peter 
Frankopan’s The Silk Roads: A New History of the World (London: Bloomsbury, 
2015); and The New Silk Roads: Present and Future of the World (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2018). 
426 Nadège Rolland’s China’s Eurasian Century from 2017 is probably the most co-
hesive and cited. For an overview of Western reports, see Rolland’s appendix in 
China's Eurasian Century?, pp. 189-193. 
427 E.g. Tom Miller, China's Asian Dream: Empire Building along the New Silk Road 
(London: Zed Books, 2017); Macaes, Belt and Road. 
428 Cai Fang and Peter Nolan, eds., Routledge Handbook of the Belt and Road 
(London: Routledge, 2019). 
429 E.g. Council on Foreign Relations, “Belt and Road Tracker"; Center for Strategic 
& International Studies, “Reconnecting Asia.”  
430 Miller, China's Asian Dream, p. 17. 
431 Rolland, China's Eurasian Century?, p. 2. 
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news pieces on the topic likewise paraphrase the idiom “all roads lead to 
Rome.”432 The connection is obvious—China is building roads—but the sub-
text is persistently imperial. For reasons that are usually unstated, analysts 
and commentators keep coming back to the language of empires when de-
scribing the BRI. This chapter takes this intuitive analogy and turns it into a 
theoretically guided study. 

A Chinese Model 
This chapter is concerned with the international ties formed by infrastructure 
investments. Such an analysis would be incomplete without considerations on 
China’s particular model of financing for these projects. The close relationship 
between China’s political leadership, China’s banks, and China’s SOEs is re-
flected in China’s approach to development and its dealings with foreign gov-
ernments in such a way that Chinese projects abroad will often forge several 
kinds of ties between China and the host country. As already noted, large Chi-
nese construction projects abroad are usually financed by a Chinese policy 
bank and contracted by a Chinese SOE. These projects tend to be the result of 
diplomatic exchanges, and this political component widens the spectrum of 
the projects and their financing.433 

Before I develop this point, let us review what we might refer to as the 
“Western” model of multilateral development financing in its ideal-typical 
form. Here, the host country will forge financial ties to one or several entities 
providing the funding in the form of loans. This could be the World Bank, in-
ternational development banks, or consortiums of private investors. After-
wards, a company or a consortium of companies wins an open competitive 
tender for the contract, by offering the supposedly best product at the best 
price. The contractor will then in turn hire subcontractors for various parts of 
the project, depending on its size and nature. This all leaves the hosting coun-
try with essentially two kinds of ties: one to its financers and one its contractor 
(and indirectly to its subcontractors). As a whole, this model tends to include 
quite a number of actors, often from multiple countries, in both finance and 
construction. 

In contrast, Chinese development projects are usually financed only by 
Chinese banks and the host government, and projects are contracted to Chi-
nese SOEs.434 The SOE then subcontracts only Chinese companies to supply 

                                                
432 Economy, The Third Revolution, p. 190; Frankopan, The New Silk Roads, back 
side of book cover. 
433 Economy and Levi, By All Means Necessary; Lampton, Ho, and Kuik, Rivers of 
Iron, p. 50. 
434 Wuthnow, “China's Belt and Road,” pp. 226-227. 
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equipment and building material. China monopolizes the ties to the periphery 
in this way, since all ties are kept bilateral. Moreover, in some cases, China has 
made loan-for-oil arrangements, which lets the debtor pay off its loan directly 
with revenues made from selling oil to Chinese consumers.435 The oil-produc-
ing country commits to selling a certain amount of oil to China each year for 
the span of the loan. The Chinese customer then pays the market price on the 
day of the sale directly to an account held by a Chinese bank.436 This reduces 
the risk of borrower default for China, since the creditor is more likely to run 
out of money than oil, and it ensures a supply of oil for the Chinese market. 
More fundamentally, it creates a third, trade tie between China and the host 
country. Overall, Chinese projects forge closer ties between the host country 
and China than is usually the case for development projects. The loan-for-oil 
dynamic is restricted to investments in oil infrastructure, but the first two dy-
namics dominate all sectors. 

The Chinese model as a whole has been criticized for being too extractive 
rather than developmental, not because it necessarily involves resource ex-
traction, but because positive spin-off effects of foreign investments for the 
local economy (especially jobs, knowledge transfer, and the improvement of 
project standards) have often been absent with Chinese projects.437 Chinese 
companies have tended to use Chinese rather than local labor and have a poor 
track record on labor rights, sustainability, environmental surveys, and trans-
parency. This tendency means less economic development in the periphery. 
The side benefits of massive undertakings, such as rail construction, are ac-
crued by Chinese companies. 

The contrast between a multilateral model and a Chinese model should 
not be overstated. Western investors and donors have also used official fi-
nance to cultivate relationships, promote political ideologies, and support 
their own industries. What makes the Chinese approach unique is “the sheer 
volume of flows, the lower level of concessionality on average of those flows, 

                                                
435 Øystein Tunsjø, Security and Profit in China's Energy Policy: Hedging Against 
Risk (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013), pp. 80-81; Economy and Levi, 
By All Means Necessary, pp. 56-57; Kevin P. Gallagher and Amos Irwin. “China's 
Economic Statecraft in Latin America: Evidence from China's Policy Banks.” Chap. 
3 In The Political Economy of China–Latin America Relations in the New 
Millennium: Brave New World, edited by Margaret Myers and Carol Wise. (London: 
Routledge, 2017). 
436 Singh, “The Myth of ‘Debt-Trap Diplomacy’ and Realities of Chinese Development 
Finance." 
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and the relative opacity of the terms of those flows to the public,”438 and per-
haps most importantly, the fact that most Chinese companies engaged in the 
projects are state-owned. In combination, this makes the Chinese state a one-
stop solution for infrastructure projects, which includes financing and con-
tracting, comes without governance strings attached, and is usually faster than 
its multilateral counterpart,439 albeit sometimes with a higher price tag on the 
loan than would be the case with multilateral development banks. 

Measuring of the BRI 
Let us now turn to a quantitative assessment of the infrastructure projects un-
dertaken by Chinese companies. Compared to the qualitative studies of maps 
below, statistics on infrastructure construction reveal less about the structure 
of ties being created and more about the relative size of projects, the sectors 
that are emphasized, and the geographic distribution of projects. It thus pro-
vides a sense of proportion. As is often the case in studies of China, reliable 
official data is scarce. This study uses the China Global Investment Tracker 
(CGIT)440 data from the American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foun-
dation, which accounts for Chinese outgoing investments and constructions 
projects based on a combination of news coverage and publicized documents 
from the involved companies (business reports etc.). These institutions could 
be expected to hold a conservative bias, but the conclusions they draw about 
Chinese investments in their China Global Investments reports are actually 
less alarmist than most mainstream media. Moreover, their data is the most 
comprehensive and one of most cited sources on Chinese investments today. 

The CGIT data distinguishes between investment, which “involves owner-
ship and an indefinite presence in a host country,”441 construction, which does 
not involve ownership, and troubled transactions, which “occur when non-
commercial factors impair or reverse a finalized commercial agreement.”442 
Since this section focuses on infrastructure, I only engage in the data on con-
struction projects and particularly those subcategorized as “transport” pro-
jects, because I am interested in the relationship between China and the de-

                                                
438 Custer and Tierney, “China's Global Development Spending Spree,” p. 335. 
439 Economy and Levi, By All Means Necessary, pp. 74-75. 
440 Derek Scissors, “China Global Investment Tracker (CGIT).” American Enterprise 
Institute and the Heritage Foundation.  
441 “China's Global Business Footprint Shrinks,” (Washington, D.C.: American 
Enterprise Institute, 2019), p. 2. 
442 Ibid. p. 8. 
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veloping world. Although investments outpace construction by a healthy mar-
gin ($1,171 billion versus $815 billion respectively for 2005-2019H1443), the 
money primarily goes to other developed countries in Europe, as well as the 
United States and Australia. The purposes of these investments are generally 
to provide an economic return on capital and perhaps to facilitate some degree 
of technology transfer. This is quite different from construction projects that 
deliver time-bound engineering services.444 For this reason, I focus on con-
struction alone. It should also be noted that CGIT only includes projects worth 
100 million US dollars or more, so all figures are higher in reality than pre-
sented here. 

Figure 6.1. Chinese Construction Projects by Sector 

 
Source: Scissors, “CGIT”. 

  

                                                
443 Ibid. p. 7. 
444 Ibid. p. 5. 
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Table 6.1. Sectors in Chinese Construction by Aggregate Value 

No. Sector 
Quantity in 

million USD % 
Number of 

projects 
1 Energy 333,920 40.98 557 

2 Transport 250,370 30.73 460 

3 Real estate 85,190 10.46 235 

4 Metals 35,950 4.41 72 

5 Utilities 23,260 2.85 79 

6 Chemicals 17,800 2.18 36 

7 Agriculture 17,730 2.18 59 

8 Technology 16,310 2.00 38 

9 Other 14,130 1.73 32 

10 Tourism 8,970 1.10 29 

11 Logistics 5,090 0.62 17 

12 Health 3,400 0.42 17 

13 Entertainment 2,690 0.33 14 

 Total 814,810 100 1,645 

Source: Scissors, “CGIT”. 

According to CGIT,445 from 2005 up to the first half of 2019, China engaged in 
construction projects worth $814.8 billion. Table 6.1 shows the distribution of 
Chinese construction projects across thirteen sectors. ‘Energy’ is the largest 
sector and dominates Chinese construction projects together with ‘Transport’. 
Combined, the two make up more than two thirds of all Chinese construction 
projects. Most of the energy construction projects are in hydro energy (32%), 
followed by coal (29%), gas (17%) and oil (15%).446 One might be surprised by 
the low share occupied by oil, but this is in part because Chinese oil activities 
abroad usually take the form of an investment involving ownership rather 
than just construction. Hydro energy, by contrast, often involves construction 
of huge dams where none existed before. 

The focus of this chapter is on infrastructure that connects people, drawing 
historical inspiration from the roads, rails, and ports of empires past. For this 
reason, I focus on the transport sector. One might reasonably argue that en-
ergy is also an enabler of connectivity and thus should be included equally in 
my study. But this misses the important differences between building a coal 
power plant and building a highway. A new power plant affects connectivity 
                                                
445 “CGIT". Data obtained 1 November 2019. 
446 Ibid. Data obtained 1 November 2019. These figures exclude energy construction 
projects, which have not been designated a sector, such as in nuclear power. The 
actual numbers are therefore slightly lower.  



 

168 

more indirectly than a new road. A road connects two disparate places (and 
everything in between). A power plant improves the capacity of a single area 
to interact with any other area. It is impossible to see who is connected by 
improved energy infrastructure; it is in a way omnidirectional. This is im-
portant, since it makes it much more difficult to compare energy infrastruc-
ture with the hub-and-spokes ideal type, when looking at connectivity. Energy 
will only improve a society’s capacity for interaction in general. But I am in-
terested in particular ties between societies. 

What these numbers do tell us is that the BRI and the Chinese construction 
projects that preceded it are about much more than just roads and rails. China 
is lifting the level of energy and transportation infrastructure with vast sums 
of money across more than a thousand projects. As I argue in my discussion 
on drivers and impediments to infrastructure investments, a central motiva-
tion in this grand endeavor is to secure work for Chinese companies in con-
struction and to provide an outlet for overcapacities in materials. The Chinese 
model of development entails that for the most part, these projects will be car-
ried out by Chinese contractors and subcontractors, effectively functioning as 
a massive subsidy to the sector. Whether these projects create sustainable 
growth in the periphery is beyond the scope of this study. What I do claim is 
that these projects, at a minimum, keep large numbers of Chinese workers and 
SOEs in business. 

Regionalizing China’s Global Construction Presence 
Table 6.2 shows the geographic distribution of 460 transportation construc-
tion projects across nine regions. Sub-Saharan Africa is the region with the 
most activity, hosting almost 38% of all Chinese construction the transporta-
tion sector—more than West and East Asia combined. Chinese transportation 
construction in Europe, South America, North America, and Australia is small 
in comparison. Projects are predominantly located in the developing world, as 
was the BRI’s initial focus. 



 

169 

Figure 6.2. Chinese Transportation Construction Projects by Region, 
2005-2019H1 

 
Source: Scissors, “CGIT”. 

Table 6.2. Regions by Aggregate Value of Chinese Construction Projects 
in “Transport” Sector 

No. Region 
Quantity in 

million USD % 
Number of 

projects 
1 Sub-Saharan Africa 94,940 37.92 155 

2 West Asia447 43,040 17.19 82 

3 Arab Middle East and North Africa 36,520 14.59 62 

4 East Asia 35,360 14.12 77 

5 Europe 15,070 6.02 30 

6 South America 13,230 5.28 25 

7 Australia 6,330 2.53 12 

8 North America 4,050 1.62 9 

9 USA 1,830 0.73 8 

 Total 250,370 100 460 

Source: Scissors, “CGIT”. 

The volume of Sub-Saharan projects may surprise, considering how Eurasia 
has been the focus of the BRI. Yet, the investment patterns does suggest a shift 
towards West and East Asia if one looks at the years before and after the an-
nouncement of the BRI in 2013 rather than the entire period 2005-2019H1, 
                                                
447 CGIT separates West and East Asia between Bangladesh and Myanmar, and Mon-
golia and China, coding India, Bangladesh, Kazakhstan and Mongolia as “West Asia”, 
and Nepal, Myanmar, and the rest of East and Southeast Asia as “East Asia.”  
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as is done in Table 6.3. For 2005-2012, Sub-Saharan Africa made up 43%. This 
share fell to 36% for 2013-2019. This relative fall should not be overstated, 
since the actual value of new contracts signed almost doubled from $33 billion 
to $62 billion in that region.  

Another region receiving relatively less attention after 2013 is the Arab 
Middle East and North Africa. This region’s large share can in part be ex-
plained by a single infrastructure project, the Algeria East-West Highway, the 
western and central part of which was built by CITIC, a Chinese SOE. CGIT 
assesses the value of this project alone at $6.2 billion, almost a third of the 
region’s total. In 2006 when the project was awarded to CITIC, it was the larg-
est construction project ever won by a Chinese company,448 and it remains the 
second largest transportation project in the CGIT data for the entire period 
2005-2019H1. Regional instability has closed off some countries in the region 
to Chinese companies. A case in point: China Railway Construction won a bid 
in 2008 to build new rails in Libya worth $2.6 billion, but the project was sus-
pended, and no new Libyan projects have been taken up since. 

                                                
448 CITIC, “Algerian East-West Expressway Project.”  
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Construction projects have instead turned to West and East Asia, where the 
quantity in million USD has multiplied by 3.5 and 5.6 respectively. Pakistan 
and Bangladesh have been important drivers of the West Asian increase, while 
Malaysia has played that part in East Asia. A shift is evidently taking place 
around the years of the BRI, directing proportionally more transportation pro-
jects to China’s immediate Asian periphery. Appendix C shows the distribu-
tion of all 460 construction projects across countries, ordering countries by 
the aggregate value of the contracts. Table 6.4 presents the top twenty coun-
tries from this list. 

Table 6.4 and Figure 6.3. Countries by Chinese Transportation 
Construction Projects (Top 20) 

No. Country 
Quantity in  

million USD 
Number of 

projects 

 

1 Nigeria 20,500 16 

2 Algeria 14,560 9 

3 Malaysia 10,770 12 

4 Pakistan 10,670 18 

5 Bangladesh 9,750 14 

6 Argentina 7,290 4 

7 Kenya 7,220 13 

8 Iran 6,920 10 

9 Ethiopia 6,710 12 

10 Chad 6,690 2 

11 Sudan 6,670 5 

12 Zambia 6,330 14 

13 Australia 6,330 12 

14 Congo 6,070 7 

15 Saudi Arabia 5,940 9 

16 Indonesia 5,730 9 

17 Angola 5,150 8 

18 Cameroon 5,070 6 

19 Sri Lanka 4,610 14 

20 Senegal 3,860 5 

Source: Scissors, “CGIT”. (See Appendix C for the complete list of countries.) 

What insights can be drawn from all these figures, which might help us assess 
the connectivity structure of China’s infrastructure construction projects? 
First, the countries with the highest total value of transportation construction 
projects are geographic diverse. The top ten include countries in Sub-Saharan 
Africa; West and East Asia; North Africa and the Middle East; and South 
America, due to Argentina. China’s construction efforts are not just targeting 
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a single region or cluster of countries. If an infrastructure order is emerging, 
both continental and maritime peripheries seem to be involved. 

Second, the numbers indicate a Chinese willingness to operate in politi-
cally unstable countries. The World Bank ranks countries by “Political Stabil-
ity and Absence of Violence/Terrorism.” In 2018, Monaco was the most stable 
(score: 1.94), and Yemen was the least stable (score: -3.0).449 With the excep-
tion of Argentina and Malaysia, all top ten countries where China is construct-
ing the most in the transportation sector are in the bottom 20 percentile of all 
countries by stability, with Nigeria and Pakistan being in the bottom 10 coun-
tries. Construction projects in general may be mostly done in developing coun-
tries, and these tend to be less stable than their developed counterparts. Yet, 
China is not just building in developing countries generally, but in some of the 
most conflict-prone countries in the world. This instability may both be a 
cause and impediment of the expansion of an infrastructure order, as dis-
cussed later in this chapter. 

Table 6.5. Political Stability and Absence of Violence/Terrorism in Top 
10 Countries for Chinese Transportation Construction, 2018 

Country Score 

Nigeria -2.19 

Algeria -0.79 

Malaysia 0.24 

Pakistan -2.27 

Bangladesh -1.03 

Argentina 0.02 

Kenya -1.16 

Iran -1.31 

Ethiopia -1.34 

Chad -1.49 

Source: World Bank, "Worldwide Governance Indicators". 

A third general observation is that, aside from Pakistan, some of the countries 
that are most often mentioned in critical assessments of the BRI are not the 
countries that are seeing the most construction activity as a whole. Sri Lanka, 
often cited for the controversy over the Hambantota port, is only the 18th high-
est country on transportation construction and 32nd on total construction. 
Cambodia, arguably one of the clearest examples of a periphery government 
sliding closer to Beijing, comes in 25th in transportation and 42nd in aggregate, 
                                                
449 World Bank, “Worldwide Governance Indicators." 
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and Djibouti, the site of the first Chinese military base abroad, is 46th in trans-
portation and 83rd in aggregate. Of course, this does not take the size of the 
host economy into account and thus says nothing about the relative im-
portance of the construction projects to the countries. But if one wishes to un-
derstand the BRI in itself and the connectivity structure it is creating, one 
should not consider these countries representative of the whole. On the con-
trary, some of the countries that see the most construction activity have been 
often neglected. This chapter seeks to address this shortcoming through the 
case studies of Nigeria, Iran, and Argentina below.  

Fourth, the data reminds us that the BRI is about much more than just 
railroads and ports. The prominence of energy construction projects suggests 
that the BRI takes a quite holistic approach to connectivity. This in itself could 
well be interpreted to signal a non-imperial connectivity structure. As noted 
above, energy infrastructure is omnidirectional in the way it improves connec-
tivity. By contrast, a road connects two places. Building dams and power sta-
tions in a periphery is likely to improve connectivity to the core. But it could 
equally improve the connectivity between different periphery countries or to 
other cores, making for a more nonhierarchical order of connectivity. In such 
a scenario, the improved energy infrastructure would undermine the imperial 
hub-and-spokes. At a very minimum, the preponderance of energy construc-
tion means we cannot reduce the BRI and Chinese construction projects in its 
periphery to being solely about building a hub-and-spokes structure in a nar-
row sense. 

Keeping these findings in mind, we now turn to cartographic depictions of 
the BRI and of China’s engagement in infrastructure construction in the 
world. I will continue to refer to the CGIT data throughout the chapter as the 
primary quantitative source on Chinese construction. 

Belt and Road Maps 
The BRI is a vision and an “organizing foreign policy concept,”450 but it is not 
a detailed plan. If it were a comprehensive and formalized plan, studying the 
official blueprint would have been a great way of assessing the overall scheme 
and the connectivity structure it is meant to promote. In the absence of such a 
master plan, this section studies some of the representations of the BRI cre-
ated from geocoded data of Chinese investments; world maps wherein data 
has been plotted to visualize the geographic distribution of Chinese activities. 
I study in detail the maps created by MERICS and AidData and use these to 
draw insights about Chinese construction activities and the BRI. It should be 

                                                
450 Rolland, China's Eurasian Century?, p. 1. 
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noted immediately that the two maps depict different things, as will be elabo-
rated below, but they can nonetheless be used to paint a larger empirical pic-
ture of the connectivity structure being established. It is thus a form of empir-
ical macro-level data, which can subsequently be complemented by studies of 
more specific cases. 

I provide prints of the maps here, but some of the information collected 
from these maps (names of projects, sizes of loans, involved companies etc.) 
are obtained from the online sources. I will not include references to every 
single piece of information, but the reader should easily be able to identify the 
data on the maps, based on my descriptions. 

MERICS Belt and Road Tracker 
The Berlin-based Mercator Institute for China Studies’ (MERICS) Belt and 
Road Tracker provides an illustration of China’s infrastructure construction 
activities. According to their website, the tracker is based on a database with 
more than 2,500 projects as of September 2019,451 encompassing areas cov-
ered by the two central policy documents that outline the BRI.452 These in-
clude not only physical infrastructure projects but also “policy coordination, 
trade facilitation, financial integration and people-to-people relations.”453 
Only projects of a value higher than $25 million are included in the set and the 
set is not limited to projects that are marked as part of the BRI, as long as they 
fit its scope, since there are a number of practical or diplomatic reasons why a 
specific project may not be labelled a BRI project. 

These pieces of information still leave many questions unanswered regard-
ing the methodology behind the translation of the collected data into the map 
below. Clearly, not all 2,500 projects have made it to the map, nor is the rela-
tive size of projects apparent. The map also highlights the ‘Silk Road Economic 
Belt’, the ‘Maritime Silk Road’, and six ‘Economic Corridors,’ which appear to 
be adapted from policy documents or other illustrations rather than from 
coded projects. These problems of methodological transparency in the MER-
ICS Tracker suggest that the map itself is somewhat stylized in order to pro-
vide a coherent picture, demonstrating how the actual projects align with the 

                                                
451 Mercator Institute for China Studies, “MERICS BRI Tracker.” 'MERICS BRI 
Tracker: Database and Project Design,' 18 September, 2019. 
452 National Development and Reform Commision, “Vision and Actions on Jointly 
Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road.” 28 March, 
2015; The State Council of the People's Republic of China, “Full text: Vision for 
Maritime Cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative.” Xinhua, 20 June, 2017.. 
453 Mercator Institute for China Studies, “MERICS BRI Tracker” 'MERICS BRI 
Tracker: Database and Project Design,' 18 September, 2019. 
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politically envisioned ‘roads’ and ‘corridors’. That being said, the map still ac-
counts for a number of important developments in railroads, pipelines, and 
ports, thus illustrating some of the lines of interaction that are being strength-
ened. I treat planned and existing projects similarly in this study, since some 
of the projects marked as ‘planned’ have already been finished since the pro-
duction of the map. 

How does the map compare to the hub-and-spokes pattern of empires? 
The two main lines around which the BRI has been framed, the Silk Road Eco-
nomic Belt and the Maritime Silk Road, are not particularly hub-and-spoke 
like. They look more like a contested order comprised of two hubs, China and 
Europe, passing through a periphery consisting of Central Asia, Iran, Turkey, 
and the Balkans. The latter contains three lines, one linking China to Europe 
through the Indian Ocean and Suez, another, known as the “Polar Silk 
Road”454 passing north of Russia and Scandinavia to the same destination, and 
finally one going directly from China to New Zealand. Aside from the maritime 
road to New Zealand, these two are also more like winding paths from one 
possible core to another, with peripheral stops on the way. 

Map 6.1. MERICS Map of the BRI 

 
Source: Mercator Institute for China Studies, "MERICS BRI Tracker". 

                                                
454 The State Council of the People's Republic of China, “Full text: China's Arctic 
Policy.” 26 January, 2018.  
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/More like hub-and-spokes are the six economic corridors that stretch out 
from China in lines towards the north, northwest, west, southwest, and south, 
placing China at the center of a rimless wheel. If one looks only at China, as is 
done in Map 6.2, these corridors are a near perfect example of a core stretch-
ing out lines of connectivity in all directions. 

Map 6.2. MERICS Map of the BRI around China 

 
Source: Mercator Institute for China Studies, "MERICS BRI Tracker". 

Map 6.2 also reveals that there is a clear domestic core and periphery within 
China, as argued in chapter 5. Tibet and the rest of southwestern China are 
neglected, and Xinjiang is a transitory region between Central Asia and 
China’s true core to the mid-east and the coast. Without going into further 
detail on these domestic issues here, Map 6.2 tells a story that these areas are 
distinct from the economic core of China. If one were to remove the country 
borders from the map, Xinjiang would look like any other periphery through 
which Chinese rails are being built to connect to the core of China. The BRI 
thus connects both formal and informal periphery to China. 

In Africa and on the Arabian Peninsula, both planned and existing rail-
roads quite consistently connect cities inland to the coast. This is evident from 
Map 6.3. The Lobito-Luau railroad in Angola and the Addis Ababa-Djibouti 
railroad are existing examples. New lines are planned in Nigeria, in Senegal 
and Mali, in Tanzania and Zambia, and from South Sudan and Burundi 
through Uganda to the Kenyan port city of Mombasa. At the end of the African 
lines, China has existing or planned port projects in Lagos in Nigeria, Mtwara 
and Dar es Salam in Tanzania, Mombasa in Kenya, and Djibouti. The Saudi 
Dammam-Riyadh Freight Line and Medina-Mecca line also fit this pattern, 
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though there does not seem to be any Chinese port project in the Jeddah west 
of Mecca through which the line runs. Most of these maritime ties thus resem-
ble the imperial pattern, tying hinterlands to the coast. 

Map 6.3. MERICS Map of the BRI in Africa and the Middle East 

 
Source: Mercator Institute for China Studies, "MERICS BRI Tracker". 

An analytical challenge presents itself here. Most of the railroads built and 
planned for Eurasia, with the notable exception of Southeast Asia, tie the pe-
riphery to both Europe and China. It is also hard to say from the MERICS map 
whether the countries along the maritime roads are forging closer ties to 
China, Europe, or both. Accordingly, one might interpret this as the emer-
gence of a contested order, quite different from the imperial pattern. If this is 
the case, it is notable that its emergence is driven primarily by China rather 
than by both cores in collusion. 

Yet, some parts of the MERICS map indicate that the periphery is being 
connected slightly more closely to China than to Europe. In Central Asia, this 
is seen in the absence of a tie in Western Kazakhstan between the Khorgas-
Aktau Port line and the Belarus Industrial Park line, which would shorten the 
travel distance to Russia and on to Poland and Germany. The importance of 
this non-existing rail tie should of course not be overstated. Further, the rails 
in Southeast Asia all go to China. There is no railroad running from Southeast 
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Asia through India headed for Europe. I return to the significance of the ab-
sent India-Myanmar rail link in my case study later in this chapter. 

In summary, land-based infrastructure crossing Central Asia and Russia 
bears limited resemblance to a hub-and-spokes. The region seems to be con-
nected almost equally to China and Europe, even if Uzbekistan and southern 
Kazakhstan may be connected slightly more closely to east than west. These 
ties seem to provide Central Asia with improved access to two competing 
hubs—a contested order. 

If one focuses on Asia, as done in Map 6.2, the picture becomes more 
China-centric and imperial. Especially the rails from Kunming through South-
east Asia resemble a hub-and-spokes, even if this is primarily the result of the 
geography of a region surrounded by water. (I return to Southeast Asia in de-
tail my case study below). The pattern only lacks railways along the economic 
corridors to India and Pakistan (the latter being connected by highway rather 
than railroad). In this isolated perspective, China’s continental neighborhood 
is clearly being connected more closely to China through infrastructure, ce-
menting the centrality of China for the regional economy. 

Another hub-and-spokes-like part of the MERICS map are the overseas 
projects in Africa and Saudi Arabia that resemble the pattern of European im-
perial infrastructure built in Qing China, colonial India, and Africa. Here, ex-
isting and planned railways connect the hinterlands to ports, many of which 
are also being developed by Chinese companies. One might notice here, as we 
shall return to later, that many new Chinese railroads are being built along the 
same lines as the colonial railroads they are replacing.455 These projects are 
thus not creating but recreating an imperial network. I consider Saudi Arabia 
‘maritime’ in relation to China, since land-based routes are effectively blocked 
off by instability in Iraq and Syria, neither of which are members of the BRI 
or particularly attractive for investment at the time of writing. The following 
section takes a broader view at China’s engagement in creating connectivity 
by switching perspective from rails and policy visions to the destinations of 
Chinese official finance. 

AidData 
AidData is perhaps the most cited quantitative dataset on China’s develop-
ment footprint. Where CGIT covered Chinese construction projects, AidData 
accounts for official Chinese financing, including both Chinese aid by OECD-
DAC standards (referred to as “official development assistance” (ODA)) and 
official financing that does not meet the criteria of ODA (referred to as “other 
                                                
455 Robert Bianchi, China and the Islamic World: How the New Silk Road is 
Transforming Global Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), pp. 97-98. 
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official flows” (OOF)).456 Taken together, these two types are referred to as 
“official finance”. The dataset captures some 4,300 projects worth $354.3 bil-
lion from the period 2000-2014. The period makes it slightly dated for my 
study of contemporary China, but even with this caveat in mind, the data still 
provides an enlightening supplement to the MERICS map of where the Chi-
nese government has been financially involved in its periphery. The AidData 
map gives a clearer impression of the different scales of investments in coun-
tries, since it includes an entry for each project, the size of which is reflected 
in the size of the circles. Geographically, AidData included projects all over the 
globe, though the map presented here only contains the same geographic area 
as the MERICS maps for ease of comparison. 

It must be stressed that AidData includes much more than just transpor-
tation financing. Like CGIT, it includes official finance across all sectors. Ac-
cording to AidData and consistent with the data in Table 6.1, the largest sec-
tors for Chinese official finance are “Energy Generation and Supply” ($134.1 
billion or 38% of total official finance) and “Transport and Storage” ($88.8 
billion, 25%), followed by “Industry, Mining, Construction” ($30.3 billion, 
8.6%), and “Communications” ($16.9 billion, 4.8%). Even if we only consider 
energy, transportation and communications as infrastructure relevant for 
connectivity, these three groups still make up more than 70% of the official 
finance covered in the data. Hence, the vast majority of projects marked on 
the Map 6.4 are related to connectivity in its broader sense. 

As with the previous discussion of energy’s role in connectivity, much of 
the financing described by AidData enhances the omnidirectional capacity for 
connectivity rather than the tie between two specific places. Though this is a 
methodological challenge for my study, AidData’s geocoded data also provides 
a solution. Map 6.4 lets me identify patterns in the concentration of invest-
ments. These patterns of concentration may or may not resemble a hub-and-
spokes. In other words, AidData lets me trace which areas are having their 
overall capacity for connectivity improved. A new power plant in Location B 
financed by Country A may not directly connect B more to A than to anywhere 
else. However, a string of power plants running from Country A through areas 
B, C, D, and E could well be interpreted as a line of connectivity, on par with a 
railroad or highway. The AidData map highlights some of these “strings” of 
projects, which can make for ties in a hub-and-spokes. In short, our focus here 
shifts from the connectivity created by single projects, to the connectivity cre-
ated by particular configurations in the concentration of projects. 

                                                
456 Richard Bluhm et al., “Connective Financing: Chinese Infrastructure Projects and 
the Diffusion of Economic Activity in Developing Countries,” in AidData Working 
Paper #64 (Williamsburg, VA: AidData at William & Mary, 2018), p. 3. 
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Map 6.4. AidData, Geocoded Global Chinese Official finance Dataset 
(Eurasia and Africa) 

 
Source: Bluhm et al, “Connective Financing”. 

Looking at official financing rather than construction removes Central and 
Western Europe from the picture. Projects there are financed by local govern-
ments rather than loans from China. AidData reveals a clustering of projects 
around the economic corridors in Central Asia (particularly Kyrgyzstan, Ta-
jikistan, Turkmenistan, and Iran), South Asia (Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, 
and India) and Southeast Asia (Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar, and Cambodia). The 
difference is especially noteworthy with the China-Pakistan Economic Corri-
dor and the China-India Corridor, which were hardly visible on the MERICS 
map. 

In Pakistan, Chinese banks are financing connectivity from the Chinese 
border to the port of Gwadar, through the Karakoram highway (in which $64 
million and $73 million have been invested457), the Karachi-Lahore highway 
($ 1.5 billion), and the Gwadar Coastal highway ($200 million). These invest-
ments are invisible on the MERICS because they are not railroads but high-
ways. The port of Gwadar, funded by a Chinese grant of $50 million, is in-
cluded on both maps. Pakistan also stands out on the AidData map, due to a 
number of large energy investments, including hydropower projects worth 
more than $4.24 billion and a nuclear plant in Karachi worth $2.25 billion. 

                                                
457 The following figures are from AidData, “China's Global Development Footprint.”  
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Projects such as these place Pakistan as the largest construction site for Chi-
nese companies in the CGIT data as well. 

The AidData also reveals the massive clusters of financing in coastal Af-
rica, Ethiopia, Sri Lanka, and on Indonesian Java. More broadly and in line 
with the CGIT data, AidData provides an impression of Chinese economic ac-
tivities abroad as being more geographically scattered than is apparent on the 
stylized MERICS map. China is not just making pinpoint investments in rail-
way infrastructure to create a few lines of connectivity across Eurasia and the 
African coast. Rather, it is investing massively in upgrading the overall level 
of infrastructure of countries in these areas. 

While the inclusion of AidData makes some of the economic corridors of 
the BRI stand out more clearly, it also makes the picture murkier in at least 
two ways. First, as it highlights far more investments into infrastructure, it 
also includes more projects that do more to connect peripheral countries in-
ternally than to China. Second, the broader scope of AidData includes data 
entries that may distort the picture and give misleading impressions, if one 
does not consider the nature of the investment (as would have been the case 
for the CGIT data if investment and construction were conflated). The large 
circles in northeastern China and Moscow all represent that same project—a 
$25 billion China Development Bank loan to Russian Roseneft and Transneft 
from 2009—which is the reason Russia is the largest recipient of Chinese OOF 
in the period by a wide margin ($36.6 billion. Pakistan comes in second at 
$16.3 billion.).458 While this is a huge loan, it is of less significance to the ques-
tion of connectivity. Likewise, the large circles in India stem from a $10 billion 
order of equipment from Shanghai Equipment for which Indian Reliance In-
dustries has apparently obtained a loan from a number of Chinese banks. This 
could give the impression that India is more connected to China than is actu-
ally the case. 

In China’s continental periphery, we see official finance concentrated on 
China’s immediate border regions and on economic corridors stretching south 
and west. This suggests at least three findings. First, financial flows are related 
to border stability and the ambition to improve levels of development in 
China’s immediate surroundings. Second, it indicates that financing favors the 
areas covered by the economic corridors, thus materializing the politically en-
visioned hub-and-spokes structure denoted on the MERICS map. Third, at 
least until 2014, the period of AidData, trans-Eurasian ties primarily found 
financing for the stretches east of Iran. Where MERICS raised the prospect of 

                                                
458 Ibid.  
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a contested order for the continent, this is absent in the early financing. Lead-
ing up to 2014, the pattern of Chinese official finance looked more like a Chi-
nese hegemony or empire than a contested order. 

Including the AidData contributes two central insights to this study. On 
the one hand, it provides data that shows the preponderance of official Chi-
nese finances going to the economic corridors of the BRI and to the African 
coast (and island-nations in the Indian Ocean). At the same time, it leaves a 
less crisp overall impression than the MERICS map, since it shows how China 
is economically engaged in a myriad of places. This could suggest that Chinese 
development initiatives abroad are about connectivity and development eve-
rywhere—a more nonhierarchical pattern. In general, Eurasian financing clus-
ters in the economic corridors that resemble spokes and African financing fits 
the imperial pattern by clearly emphasizing coastal regions and connectivity 
to ports. 

Let us pause and summarize our findings so far. Does China’s infrastruc-
ture construction projects and their financing resemble a China-centric hub-
and-spokes? The economic corridors stretching from China to its immediate 
periphery provide the strongest match and clearly situate China at the center 
of a network. MERICS depicted railroads along most of these corridors, and 
AidData demonstrated the large sums of financing being channeled into vari-
ous forms of infrastructure along these corridors. It is moreover important to 
notice that there is no “rim” of projects or financing that connects these corri-
dors. The pattern is not a spider web with interconnected spokes nor a nonhi-
erarchical network with no center. It is a rimless wheel. A second development 
that fits the ideal type is the coastal investments in Africa and the Arabian 
Peninsula. 

Two factors do not fit the imperial pattern. First is the general dispersion 
of Chinese projects. Chinese companies are building infrastructure, and Chi-
nese banks are financing projects more or less all over the world. One could 
make the case that developing countries are becoming increasingly capable of 
engaging in international transactions on a global scale—not just with China. 
At a minimum, this reveals that the BRI cannot be reduced to just a scheme 
for building a China-centric connectivity empire. There is much more going 
on. 

Second, the main belt of the BRI supposedly connects peripheries to both 
China and Europe. This route will make the European market more accessible 
for Central Asian countries, and this could make for a more contested order. 
A similar problem presents itself with the maritime roads. A number of pe-
riphery economies are becoming more closely integrated in the global trade 
network, but whether this will make China relatively more important than 
other economic hubs remains unanswered. Yet, the AidData map does suggest 
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a higher degree of connectivity to China than to Europe for East and Central 
Asian countries. These regions look more like a China-centric order than a 
contested order. 

Railroad Construction 
The following section zooms in on railroads specifically and conducts brief 
studies of one region and three countries where Chinese companies are build-
ing rails. Looking at entire countries or even regions lets me repeat my method 
of “cartographic hermeneutics” from above to some extent and assess the 
overall structures of connectivity emerging in particular geographic areas. 
These case studies will give a clearer impression of how China’s infrastructure 
projects can look and how they may or may not connect periphery to core. 

The following focuses on railroads exclusively because, as argued previ-
ously, railroads connect two specific points, whereas ports and airports can 
form ties to any other port or airport in the world. Hence, railroads make it is 
easier to see who is being connected. Railroads and highways are similar in 
this regard but differ in two other important aspects. First, railroads are more 
suited for large volumes of trade across greater distances due to its greater 
speed and carrying capacity. Second, constructing a railroad is costly and thus 
a commitment to long-term relations. That is why it is of particular interest to 
this study. Further and more practically, cutting away all highway projects 
leaves me with a slightly more manageable size of possible cases to study. 

I first study continental Southeast Asia. This region was chosen because it 
borders and already has strong trade ties to China, as demonstrated in chapter 
5. Some of the countries emphasized here—Laos, Thailand, and Malaysia—are 
also all in the top twenty countries in terms of Chinese railroad construction 
(see Table 6.6). Moreover, recent empirical research on Southeast Asia pro-
vides valuable insights from which I may benefit. I rely substantially on the 
book Rivers of Iron by David Lampton, Selina Ho, and Cheng-Chwee Kuik, 
who have conducted fieldwork and interviews with stakeholders in the region 
and in China. By relying on their work, I strengthen the empirical basis of my 
own argument with insights gained through other methods than my own. I 
also provide updates on the status of the projects discussed, several of which 
have progressed since the publication of Rivers of Iron. In this way, the fol-
lowing analysis also makes an empirical contribution to the literature by 
providing a stocktaking of rail developments in the Southeast Asia. 
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Table 6.6 and Figure 6.4. Countries by Value of Chinese Rail Projects 
(excerpt from Appendix E) 

No. Country 
Quantity in 

million USD 
Number of 

projects 
 1 Nigeria 14,540 8 

2 Iran 6,420 9 
3 Bangladesh 6,310 7 
4 Chad 5,630 1 
5 Argentina 5,160 3 
6 Malaysia 4,910 5 
7 Ethiopia 4,850 4 
8 Kenya 4,030 3 
9 Indonesia 3,830 2 

10 Australia 3,180 6 
11 Thailand 3,140 3 
12 Singapore 3,080 15 
13 Libya 2,600 1 
14 Algeria 2,570 1 
15 Zambia 2,260 1 
16 Kazakhstan 1,890 1 
17 Egypt 1,840 2 
18 Angola 1,830 1 
19 Pakistan 1,720 2 
20 Laos 1,580 1 

Source: Scissors, “CGIT”. 

I supplement this study of a neighboring region with three individual case 
studies of countries further away from China. The cases have been chosen us-
ing CGIT data, using all construction projects in the “Transport” sector and 
“Rail” subsector (see Appendix E for the complete list of all 113 rail projects). 
I have chosen the two countries where China is constructing rails of the great-
est total economic value, Nigeria and Iran, as well as Argentina. The latter is 
an overseas periphery, outside Eurasia and Africa, which are the focus of the 
BRI, and on fifth place in terms of railroad construction value. The number of 
cases is chosen for its manageable size. Finally, the three countries demon-
strate interesting differences in how imperial ties may manifest. One of the 
cases might be expected to connect to China by continental ties through other 
countries (Iran) and two to connect through maritime ties (Nigeria, Argen-
tina). Some of these studies will therefore also include considerations on how 
they may connect to China through a neighboring country either via land-
based ties or via a port, and whether that port is owned by Chinese companies. 

Equally important, I use the case studies to argue that rails and ports built 
by China do not necessarily mean the emergence of a China-centric empire. 
Neither Nigeria nor Argentina are being connected exclusively to China, and 
neither can be reduced to spokes in a China-centric network. I include them 
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in this study, because they reveal much about Chinese rail investments and 
about the consequences of improved infrastructure in maritime peripheries 
more broadly. The point is not to “prove” the existence of a China-centric em-
pire but to use the ideal type to learn something about the world as it is. I 
believe the cases studied here all reveal different important things about in-
frastructure connectivity and geoeconomic relations between China and other 
countries. 

Southeast Asia 
After East Asia, Southeast Asia is the region most closely tied to China by 
trade, as demonstrated in chapter 5. The region is also an important site for 
Chinese construction (see Appendix D). Indonesia and Malaysia are the fourth 
and fifth largest hosts of construction projects, worth $30.5 billion and $26 
billion, respectively. Vietnam ($20.1 billion, 12th place), and Laos ($18.2 bil-
lion, 15th place) are also significant partners in this respect. As Table 6.6 above 
shows, much of this money goes to rail projects. Economic ties are thus al-
ready strong between China and the region. 

The original vision for regional infrastructure connectivity was presented 
by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in the 1990s, refor-
mulated in 2010, turned into a partnership with China in 2012, and presented 
as a part of the BRI in 2013.459 But even before World War Two, railroad plans 
for the region had been formulated by both European and Japanese colonial 
rulers. This explains why preexisting rail lines in Southeast Asia are predomi-
nantly built in the one-meter-gauge dominant in former French colonies (see 
Map 6.9), as I return to later in this chapter. With the announcement of the 
BRI, the new plans for a pan-Asia railway network is integrated into a grander 
Chinese vision of connectivity. At the same time, Southeast Asian countries 
remain important stakeholders and, often, advocates of improved railroad 
connectivity to China. 

The Three North-South Lines  
The envisioned regional railway network is structured around three main lines 
of high-speed rails leading from Kunming in southern China to Bangkok in 
Thailand via a “Western Line” through Myanmar, a “Central Line” through 
Laos, and an “Eastern Line” through Vietnam and Cambodia (see Map 6.5460). 

                                                
459 Lampton, Ho, and Kuik, Rivers of Iron, chap. 2. 
460 Patricia Leong, “China to Build High Speed Railway to Southeast Asia.” Asia 
Briefing, 23 January, 2014. With only slight differences, the lines depicted on Map 
6.5 are also identified in the map provided in Terry Fredrickson, “Bangkok at the 
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Once the three lines converge in Bangkok, the Central Line continues south-
wards, where it splits into two lines; one following the western coast of Malay-
sia through Kuala Lumpur and the other following the eastern coast, before 
once again converging in Singapore at the southernmost tip of the penin-
sula.461 The distance between plan and reality is substantial but slowly shrink-
ing. The following looks at the three main lines in turn. 

Map 6.5. The Envisioned Pan-Asia Railway Network 

 
Source: Leong, “China to Build High Speed Railway to Southeast Asia.” 

The Central Line 
The Central Line has been well underway since 2016, and the part of it that 
runs through Laos, the Boten-Vientiane railway, is scheduled to be operational 
by the end of 2021.462 According to Xinhua, the project was still on schedule 
by the end of 2020.463 In itself, this stretch is expected to do much for the 
economy of landlocked Laos, by making the Chinese markets more available 

                                                
Centre of Huge Future Rail Network.” Bangkok Post, 28 December, 2015; Lampton, 
Ho, and Kuik, Rivers of Iron, p. 5. 
461 Rivers of Iron, pp. 3-9. 
462 Ibid. p. 174 
463 Xinhua, “China-Laos Railway Tracks Laid to Luang Prabang, Achieving Yearly 
Goals.” 30 December, 2020; see also James Clark, “China-Laos railway – a Guide to 
the Boten-Vientiane Railway in Laos.” Living in Asia, 4 August, 2020.  
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for Lao exports (primarily agricultural products) and by making Laos more 
accessible to tourists.464 The line is built in the Chinese standard gauge. 

The line continuing from Laos to Bangkok has been more problematic but 
has seen some progress.465 The initia,l MoU between China and Thailand was 
signed in 2014, and the stretch has been divided into two sections. Construc-
tion only began in 2017 on the first section from Bangkok to Nakhon 
Ratchasima to the northeast, which is scheduled for completion in 2023. The 
second section has seen even less development. A memorandum of coopera-
tion between Laos, Thailand, and China was signed in 2019,466 the expected 
completion of the project was announced to be in 2029, though construction 
has yet to commence.467 The entire line to Laos will run in parallel with Thai-
land’s existing but slower one-meter-gauge rail line. Its slow development, 
compared to Laos, can largely be attributed to the presence of several veto ac-
tors in Thailand, “namely the State Railway Workers’ Union, legal safeguards, 
and civil society.”468 This stronger degree of involvement by different societal 
actors is apparently an important pericentric impediment to the development 
of stronger infrastructure ties to China. 

From Bangkok, the Central Line is supposed to run south to Kuala Lumpur 
and Singapore. This stretch is the “most uncertain”469 part of the Central Line, 
according to Lampton, Ho, and Kuik. The project to link Kuala Lumpur and 
Singapore at the southern tip had been tumultuous since it was agreed upon 
in 2013, and was officially terminated in January 2021 following multiple ex-
tensions of renegotiations.470 The East Coast Rail Link (ECRL) in Malaysia has 
also faced setback, especially when it was suspended indefinitely in 2018 fol-
lowing the national elections.471 The project recommenced in 2019, is sched-
uled for completion in 2026, and it was supposedly ahead of schedule in 
2020.472 The final link in the Central Line is the stretch from Bangkok through 
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southern Thailand to the border to Malaysia. This project is still in the plan-
ning phase, and little progress has been made. The same goes for the northern 
line from Bangkok to Chiang Mai. 

Overall, the Central Line seems to be making progress and is generally ex-
pected to be realized at some point. The Kunming-Bangkok section is furthest 
ahead and likely to be completed within the next ten years or so. The line from 
there to Singapore has seen much less progress, except for the middle section 
in Malaysia. 

The Western Line 
The Western Line is envisioned to run from Kunming through Mandalay and 
Yangon in Myanmar to Bangkok. So far, the project is still in an early stage. 
The line from Kunming to Ruili on the Chinese side of the border to Myanmar 
is scheduled for completion in 2023.473 An MoU was signed between the Chi-
nese and the Myanmar government in 2018 for the line from Muse (on the 
Myanmar side of the border) to Mandalay,474 and a feasibility study began in 
2019.475 This stretch is also part of the larger “Bangladesh-China-India-Myan-
mar Economic Corridor,” which China and Myanmar signed an MoU to de-
velop in 2018.476 The feasibility study was presented in 2020, and a new study 
began in January 2021 for extending the line from Mandalay to Kyaukpyu,477 
where China holds a 70% stake in the development of a deep-sea port pro-
ject.478 An existing pipeline already runs from China to the Bay of Bengal along 
this line.479 

So far, China has played no part in developing the central and southern 
sections of the Western Line planned to connect Mandalay to Yangon and 
Bangkok. The Myanmar government has engaged other partners instead. In-
dia offered a credit line of $56 million for upgrading the tracks for the period 
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2004-9,480 and a modernization project began in the fiscal year 2018/19 with 
the Japan International Corporation Agency as the main donor.481 Construc-
tion is expected to begin on this project in 2023.482 Here, the Myanmar gov-
ernment has apparently chosen a more limited version of rail modernization 
than the Chinese vision, which would have entailed an entirely new set of 
standard-gauge tracks rather than merely improvement of existing infrastruc-
ture. Current developments will not make the Kunming-Mandalay and the 
Mandalay-Yangon rails compatible. 

The Western Line is still much less developed than the central line. Two 
points are particularly interesting to note for this study. One is the role of other 
international stakeholders than China, namely India and Japan, which I will 
return to later. The other point is that the lines being developed by China ac-
tually bear stronger resemblance to the hub-and-spoke pattern today than 
they would if new rail links were introduced between Mandalay and Bangkok. 
The line from Kunming to the port of Kyaukpyu resembles a core-periphery 
tie, with the added benefit of connecting China to the Bay of Bengal and the 
Indian Ocean where it is developing port facilities and already operates a pipe-
line. Improved rails between Mandalay and Bangkok would mean improved 
interperipheral connectivity. Seen from Kunming, the road to Bangkok is far 
shorter via the Central Line than via the Western Line. China is not engaged 
in developing this interperipheral link today, and the ongoing modernization 
of it will not make it compatible with the line going to China. 

The Eastern Line 
The Eastern Line of the Pan-Asia Railway Network is planned to run southeast 
from Kunming to Hanoi, through Vietnam to Ho Chi Minh City, and from 
there through Phnom Penh in Cambodia to Bangkok. This is the least devel-
oped of the three lines. Though the stretch from Kunming to the border of 
Vietnam is already finished,483 the project has only been revived in Vietnam 
in 2019, after a joint plan with Japanese companies and financiers was shelved 
in 2010.484 The overall development of the Eastern Line has thus barely 
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started, and other external partners than China may end up playing greater 
roles in financing and construction.  

Map 6.6. Current Rail Developments in Continental Southeast Asia  

 
 
The above provided a stocktaking of the current level of development of new 
rails in continental Southeast Asia. Map 6.6 depicts the new rail lines that are 
currently seeing the greatest development in terms of outright construction 
(the Central Line and the lines in China) or for which feasibility studies have 
or are being conducted (Myanmar). It thus presents a more accurate picture 
of connectivity developments in the region. This picture is of course subject to 
change as new cities and lines are likely to be connected in the future. None-
theless, it is notable how well the current pattern of rails being developed by 
Chinese companies resembles the hub-and-spokes pattern with its complete 
lack of interperipheral links. Map 6.6 does not include the line from Mandalay 
to Yangon that is being modernized without Chinese involvement, but its in-
clusion would not compromise the imperial structure. At the time of writing, 
continental Southeast Asia is truly being connected by a China-centric rail net-
work. 

Competing Hubs in Southeast Asia 
China is not the only regional great power with connectivity visions for South-
east Asia, though its plans have come the furthest. India has also sought to 



 

192 

strengthen its ties to the region, initially through improved rails to Myanmar 
but with the ultimate purpose of constructing an east-west path leading 
through Myanmar, Thailand, and Cambodia to Vietnam.485 A pre-study for an 
India-Myanmar railroad was finished in 2019, but the project does not appear 
to have progressed since then. India initiated talks with ASEAN about improv-
ing connectivity in 2017, which included a Mekong-India Economic Corridor 
through the countries mentioned above. Yet, as a whole, this vision has not 
taken off yet. 

Japan has also been an important player in the overall development of the 
region. Unlike China and India, Japan is not a hub of infrastructure connec-
tivity in the sense that railroads would lead to Japanese territory. But Japan 
is an important hub of financing and construction, as evident from its involve-
ment in Myanmar and its originally planned partnership with Vietnam—as 
well as projects in the Philippines and Singapore beyond the scope of this 
study.486 A similar albeit much smaller role is played by South Korea, Canada, 
and some European nations, who occasionally provide financing, technical ex-
pertise, or training – or have formed consortia to bid on entire projects. For 
Japan and India, forming financial and contractual ties to Southeast Asia is a 
way of reducing its dependence on China, a geopolitical rival. For South Korea 
and Western parties, interests are presumably commercial in nature.487 

If an east-west line from Vietnam to India were to materialize this would 
be an important alteration of the rail network away from a China-centric geo-
economic order towards either a contested order or a nonhierarchical order. 
It would be contested if India took on a role similar to China, but this seems 
unlikely given the different sizes of the economies. A nonhierarchical order 
could materialize, if the subsequent trade ties between Southeast Asian coun-
tries were strengthened by new rails heading to Vietnam through Myanmar, 
Thailand, and Cambodia. In such a scenario, the region would truly be criss-
crossed by a rail grid rather than by a China-centric hub-and-spokes.  

China-Centric Southeast Asia 
In order to move beyond plans, visions, and strategies as the object of analysis, 
my study has gone to some length to paint an updated empirical picture of rail 
development in continental Southeast Asia. I argue that the pattern of rail con-
nectivity emerging in the region is centered on China (namely Kunming) with 
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few interperipheral ties. The only real candidate for an alternative hub is In-
dia, but India-Myanmar rail ties are still only an idea. The envisioned plan of 
ASEAN was regional connectivity situating Bangkok as the hub of the system, 
connecting all main lines. But for the time being, Bangkok is merely the pe-
ripheral point of the Central Line. All roads currently lead to Kunming. In our 
ideal-typical language, the pattern bears strongest resemblance to either an 
empire or a hegemony, the latter due to the existence of older rail lines con-
necting peripheries. Either way, the emerging railroad order has China as its 
center. 

This conclusion concerns what is being connected by the rails as such. If 
we turn to the financial and contractual connectivity resulting from infrastruc-
ture investments, Japan remains as central a hub as China, and other extra-
regional players play limited roles. Continental Southeast Asia still has im-
portant financial ties to other economies than the Chinese. In this regard, the 
infrastructure financing is more of a contested order than a China-centric or-
der. Even so, as we saw in chapter 5, China is already the core of the regional 
trade order, and the improved China-centric rail network will only accentuate 
this aspect of Chinese geoeconomic centrality. The following shifts the geo-
graphic focus further away from China’s borders to study the emerging rail-
road connectivity in three central periphery countries. 

Nigeria 
Nigeria is one of the countries that has seen the greatest economic engagement 
with China since 2005. According to CGIT, Nigeria is the country with the 
third most Chinese construction activity totaling €30.9 billion across 38 pro-
jects in all sectors.488 Nigeria outpaces any other country when it comes to the 
rail sector, where Chinese projects are worth more than twice the amount in 
the second highest country, Iran. Nigeria has joined the BRI formally, even 
though it is not situated geographically on neither the belt nor the road of the 
BRI. Before the turn of the millennium, Nigeria relied on infrastructure inher-
ited from the colonial period and the British Empire.489 These railroads served 
an extractive purpose, running from the hinterlands of Nigeria to the ports of 
Lagos and Port Harcout, typically carrying agricultural products or minerals 
for export. 
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Map 6.7. Railway Development in Nigeria 

 
Source: Chen, “China’s Role in Nigerian Railway Development and Implications for Security 
and Development”, p. 3. 

The map above illustrates both the existing colonial railway and the two main 
projects planned for Chinese construction companies.490 The first line goes 
from coastal Lagos through western Nigeria to Kano along the current railway 
line. Only the Abuja-Kaduna stretch is completed as of December 2019, and 
the Lagos-Ibadan stretch is scheduled for completion in Spring 2020.491 The 
rest of the line remains in the planning phase. The second railway line runs 
along the industrial cities of the coast from Lagos to Calabar. This line was 
approved and awarded to the China Civil Engineering Construction Company 
(CCECC) in 2019.492 Recently, this blueprint has been updated with the an-
nouncement of a new line running from the Capital of Ajuba south to the port 
city of Warri.493 Since the map below is from April 2018, this last line is not 
included. 

Do Nigerian railways resemble the maritime periphery of an imperial sys-
tem? The envisioned Kano-Lagos line and the announced Abuja-Warri line 
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definitely connect the mainland to the coast. Further, the ports of Lagos and 
Warri are both set to be developed by Chinese companies.494 This aligns with 
the ideal-typical pattern. The coastal railway is a less obvious fit. On the one 
hand, it does not run far into the country and hence does not connect larger 
parts of Nigeria to the international economy through ports. On the other 
hand, it does connect the coastal areas that do not have their own ports to the 
larger port cities of Lagos, Port Harcout, and, in time, Warri.  

When contrasted with the hub-and-spokes, it is interesting to note that 
CCECC actually proposed three east-west routes of which the coastal railway 
is one. The other two never gained traction due to lack of political interest and 
prospect of finance.495 The Chinese company was thus pushing for a more 
grid-like structure of railways in Nigeria that would do more to connect this 
periphery internally, in effect a less hierarchical connectivity pattern with a 
less defined core. This elucidates a few points. First, like most businesses, Chi-
nese construction companies have an interest in building as much as possible, 
irrespective of broader connectivity patterns. Second, the country where the 
construction takes place may itself prefer the hub-and-spokes structure if it 
also has an interest in integrating more closely with international trade 
through maritime ties. The point here is that we should not necessarily expect 
the interests of the core, China, and the periphery, Nigeria, to be contradictory 
on the subject of connectivity structure. Economic growth in the periphery 
may be a shared goal of core and periphery. 

Finally, the new coastal railway line will run through the part of Nigeria 
that hosts the country’s oil reserves, in which Chinese companies have already 
invested substantially.496 This could suggest an extractive logic to enhance 
China’s access to Nigerian oil. But while China’s main import from Nigeria is 
petroleum, China is not a large destination for Nigerian exports compared to 
other trading partners.497 China’s efforts to develop Nigeria’s capacity to ex-
port oil from the coastal region thus seem to have more to do with shareholder 
profits in the oil sector than with China’s own energy supply. 
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In summary, Chinese companies are strengthening the connection be-
tween Nigeria and the global economy. One railway will revitalize the old im-
perial line and connect much of the Nigerian hinterland with the port of Lagos. 
The other will connect Nigeria’s industrial core, its coastal regions, to the main 
ports and develop these. The infrastructure does not seem to follow an extrac-
tive logic since very little of Nigeria’s exports, namely its oil, go to China. 

One might speculate that improved infrastructure will increase Nigerian 
trade dependence on China in a broader sense, thus strengthening the asym-
metry of trade interdependence between the two. I find this unlikely when we 
assess Nigeria’s current trade pattern by the same method as used in chapter 
5.498 It is true that 28% of Nigerian imports, worth $9.6 billion, come from 
China, making it by far the largest source of imports. (The Netherlands is the 
second largest individual country source of imports at 8.3% of Nigeria’s total 
or $2.83 billion). Yet, imports from China only correspond to 2.6% of Nigeria’s 
GDP. Nigeria’s imports from China thus hardly qualify as sensitivity as de-
fined by Keohane and Nye. No single country accounts for more than 20% of 
Nigeria’s total exports, and China only accounts for 3.2%. Nigerian exports are 
thus quite diversified. The country does not rely on export ties to a single hub.  

Improved rails will make it cheaper, ceteris paribus, for Chinese goods to 
make their way to Nigerian consumers. It will do far less for Nigerian exports 
to China. 64% of Nigeria’s exports to China consist of crude petroleum, which 
is hardly affected by improved rail infrastructure. Based on these figures, I do 
not see Nigerian trade dependence on China looming on the horizon as a con-
sequence of closer railway integration with the world economy and China. 

Rail developments in Nigeria primarily connect Nigeria to the interna-
tional economy and maritime trade flows in general. In this way, it is nonhi-
erarchical, as it does not tie the Nigerian economy to any specific cores di-
rectly. Nigeria’s trade relations are diversified as it is, and the country enjoys 
substantial trade ties to several partners. Trade ties to China will likely be 
strengthened by the improved infrastructure, so the effect might be slightly 
greater asymmetry of interdependence vis-à-vis China, but this is not a given. 
Railway construction in Nigeria also seems primarily developmental rather 
than extractive, as it is not about shipping one or a few goods to an imperial 
core, but about strengthening local economies and building export markets. 

Iran 
Unlike Nigeria, Iran is situated in the geographic center of the BRI and is a 
natural transit country for overland travel between China and Europe. The 
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partnership between Iran and China has been strengthened since the imposi-
tion of numerous sanctions on Iran by Western powers, which has led Iran to 
seek alternative trade and investment partners. Iran has been targeted by 
SWIFT and trade sanctions by Western economic hubs in a clear example of 
Farrell and Newman’s chokepoint effect, and this has left China as the strong-
est remaining hub by far for economic relations. According to the CGIT data, 
Iran is now the country with the ninth highest value of Chinese construction 
projects, amounting to $22.2 billion across 31 projects in all sectors.499 Within 
the rail sector, Iran is the second most important partner after Nigeria. 

Iran has announced plans to modernize and electrify all its railroads by 
2025, and China has stepped in as an important partner.500 Two projects have 
taken center stage. The first is the electrification of the railroad from Tehran 
to Mashdad on the border to Turkmenistan, a project worth $2.6 billion 
funded predominantly with Chinese credit, which will be carried out by the 
SOE China National Machinery Import and Export Corporation (CMC).501 
This stretch is directly part of the Silk Road Economic Belt, running through 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan to Urumqi in Xin-
jiang, illustrated on the MERICS map. Once completed, the electrification will 
increase travel speed from 160 km/h to 200 km/h, and according to one of the 
project contractors, the line will become one of the “top ten most commuted 
railway lines in the world.”502 A double-tracked rail line already exists on this 
stretch, and the first cargo train from Zhejiang province south of Shanghai 
made its way to Iran in 2016, cutting travel time from 44 to 14 days compared 
to the maritime voyage from Shanghai to the port at Bander Abbas.503 Subse-
quent freight trains have arrived in the following years.504 Electrification is 
expected to increase the speed and freight capacity along the route, thus 
strengthening a part of the corridor. 
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Map 6.8. Iranian Railway Development 

 
Source: Global Construction Review, "Iran to Draw $2.4bn Chinese Credit Line for Tehran–
Isfahan High-speed Railway ...". 

The second most notable Chinese railway project in Iran is the Tehran-Isfahan 
high-speed railway running through Qom. Costing $2.7 billion, financed by 
China’s EXIM bank and built by China Railway Engineering Corporation 
(CREC), this project is currently the only planned high-speed line in the coun-
try.505 Unlike the Tehran-Mashdad project, the high-speed line is intended 
solely for passengers not freight, which makes it less relevant for trade, in par-
ticularly international trade since the line is located in the heart of the country 
and does not connect to any borders. Though the overall volume of Chinese 
rail construction in Iran is very large, only roughly half of it supports connec-
tivity and trade with China. The other half does more for domestic passenger 
transport. 

If we look at rail developments in Iran more broadly than just the ones 
being built by China, it becomes evident that Iran may become a crossroads of 
corridors. Russia and India envision an International North-South Transport 
Corridor running through Caucasus to Iran’s coast, forming a maritime tie 

                                                
505 Global Construction Review, “Iran to Draw $2.4bn Chinese Credit Line for 
Tehran–Isfahan High-speed Railway.” 10 June, 2019.  



 

199 

from there to Mumbai.506 To this end, they are engaged in railway projects in 
northwestern and southeastern Iran, including a port at Chabahar on the bor-
der of Pakistan being financed and develop by an Indian private company and 
the EXIM Bank of India.507 Another stakeholder in the corridor is Azerbaijan, 
which finances the railroad from Astara on the border to Rasht.508 Compared 
to the BRI, the North-South Corridor has more multilateral thrust with more 
countries involved in both construction and financing. 

When reflected in the empire ideal type, Iran may be forging closer ties to 
a Chinese hub with the development of the Economic Belt through Central 
Asia and the electrification of the Tehran-Mashdad line. At the same time, 
competing regional hubs, namely India and Russia, are strengthening their 
ties to and through Iran. This suggests that Iran is not simply becoming a 
spoke in a Chinese network. China strengthens one particular tie of the re-
gional infrastructure network, but other actors are at work strengthening oth-
ers. The result is thus a more thoroughly integrated region in multiple direc-
tions, not just towards China. 

Of course, the relative impact of competing corridors of connectivity will 
be reflected in the trade volumes they carry. China currently outstrips all of 
Iran’s other trade partners in significance, both in imports (36.9% of all Ira-
nian imports equal to 4% of GDP509) and exports (31.5% of exports equal to 
3.7% of GDP). The main competitor, India, is substantially lower (5.17% of 
Iranian imports and 18.9% of exports), and Russia even more so (2.63% of 
imports and 0.7% of exports). A new north-south corridor is unlikely to be able 
to rearrange this trade pattern fundamentally. Improved railroad ties to China 
will have a larger impact, because it affects larger volumes of trade. 

Iran resembles Nigeria in one regard here. China may be Iran’s largest ex-
port destination, but the export mainly consists of crude petroleum ($10.8 bil-
lion, 63.8% of exports to China). Petroleum is shipped and thus unaffected by 
improved rails. The main benefactor of improved rails will probably Chinese 
exports to Iran, which consist of goods more likely than oil to be transported 
by trains. Again, railroads will do more to develop a market for Chinese prod-
ucts than to extract natural resources. In short, improved rails will likely serve 
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similar purposes in Iran and Nigeria (help facilitate Chinese exports), but in 
Iran, this is in the context of a country already relying substantially on both 
exports and imports from China. 

Returning to the ideal-typical language, geoeconomic ties between Iran 
and China seem hegemonic at most, due to the asymmetry of interdependence 
between the two and due to China’s greater importance relative to competing 
hubs, India, Russia, and Europe. A successful international North-South 
Transport Corridor could alter this configuration by strengthening trade ties 
to India and Russia. The result would be either a contested order or an out-
right nonhierarchical order. Iran’s geoeconomic ties could also change rapidly 
with the lifting of the sanctions regime imposed upon it, which would lead to 
strengthened ties with Europe. Such a scenario would also pull towards a non-
hierarchical pattern of connectivity. However, with Iran’s current pattern of 
trade ties and the improving rail connectivity to China, China is still by far the 
most central hub, and the order is thus more hegemonic than anything—while 
still far short of being imperial. 

Argentina 
In order to limit my scope and due to limitations on some of the data used, 
this study has so far payed little attention to South America. However, the case 
of Argentina provides an interesting perspective because, though its exports 
are not dominated by China, they illustrate the extractive dynamic in a mari-
time periphery well. Moreover, Argentina is the fifth largest destination of 
Chinese construction projects. Chinese construction companies have been in-
volved in a number of Argentine projects since 2005, and construction con-
tracts have been signed for $13.3 billion across all sectors, making Argentina 
the 23rd largest contracting country of Chinese construction. Except for a sin-
gle large hydropower project,510 the biggest projects have been within the 
transportation sector, particularly two massive railway renovation con-
tracts.511 The SOE China Machinery Engineering Corporation (CMEC) was 
contracted in 2010 to renovate the rails connecting Salta and Barranqueras in 
Northern Argentina to Timbúes, on the Parana River just north of Rosario.512 
The Parana River empties into the Rio de la Plata just north of Buenos Aires. 
85% of this renovation project were financed by the China Development Bank. 
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The second rail project, signed in 2018, connects the capital of Buenos Aires 
to Rosario and on to Mendoza to the west.513 

Both projects modernize existing roads leading inland from ports that con-
nect to the Atlantic. In this way, they fit the pattern of a maritime periphery 
being linked to an overseas hub through ports. The projects are designed to 
boost Argentine exports and cut transportation costs.514 Running north and 
west from Buenos Aires, the railroads pass through the provinces that produce 
most of the country’s soybeans515 on their way to the ports of Timbúes and 
Rosario, which are some of the main shipping points for agricultural ex-
ports.516  

China accounts for 7.4% ($4.38 billion) of Argentina’s exports,517 making 
it the third largest export partner behind Brazil (16%) and the United States 
(7.8%). On the import side, China accounts for 19% of total imports ($12.6 
billion), behind Brazil (27%) but ahead of the United States (11%). Though 
China evidently does not dominate Argentine trade in general, it does domi-
nate a single market: soybeans.518 A full 86% of Argentina’s exported soybeans 
went to China in 2017, making up 55% of exports to China. 

Chinese-built infrastructure thus directly supports its own import of soy-
beans from Argentina by tying soybean-producing regions to agriculture trade 
ports. The structure resembles the extractive logic, since a single good is ex-
ported to China in return for a plurality of products, such as electronics and 
chemicals. China does not dominate Argentine trade as a whole—Argentina’s 
trade portfolio is much too diversified for that—but it is nurturing a single 
product, soybeans, for its own consumption. Argentina cannot meaningfully 
be described as but a spoke in a China-centric empire or hegemony. Only 

                                                
513 Eliana Raszewski and Cassandra Garrison, “Argentina, China Sign Billion-dollar 
Cargo Railway Renovation Deal.” Reuters, 29 November, 2018; Railway Technol-
ogy, “Argentina Signs $1bn Railway Modernisation Contract with China.” 3 
December, 2018.  
514 Raszewski and Garrison, “Argentina, China Sign Billion-dollar Cargo Railway 
Renovation Deal". 
515 United States Department of Agriculture, “Global Crop Production Maps by 
Region", 'Argentina: Soybean Production'. 
516 Antares Servicios Marítimos, “Timbúes.”  
517 Simoes and Hidalgo, “The Economic Complexity Observatory", 'Argentina'. 
518 For a broader discussion of China-Argentina trade relations, see Roberto Russell 
and Juan Gabriel Tokatlian. “Implications of the Global and Regional Changes for 
Agentina's Foreign Relations.” Chap. 7 In Latin American and the Shifting Sands of 
Globalization, edited by Sean W. Burges. (London: Routledge, 2015). 



 

202 

within the very narrow context of a “soybean trade order” can China be con-
sidered an imperial core. In aggregate trade, Argentina is tied much closer to 
Brazil than to China. 

Subset: One Region and Three Countries 
What do these four case studies suggest about China’s efforts to build infra-
structure abroad and the connectivity structures that emerge? How can the 
above ideal-typical study help shed light on the rise of China? First, Southeast 
Asia is the only case located next to China, making it the best case for assessing 
whether a hub-spokes-pattern of rails is emerging. I found that while the en-
visioned railway network would both connect the entire region to China and 
include some interperipheral ties, as all three lines would converge in Bang-
kok, making it a more central hub than Kunming, the actual rail projects un-
derway fit a hub-and-spokes pattern. Current developments see rails stretch-
ing out from Kunming to the periphery and no interperipheral ties or ties to 
the competing hub, India, are in development. This could of course change, as 
new projects are approved, but the current pattern of rails in Southeast Asia 
is China-centric. Turning to Iran, my study also found that rails are being built 
to support overland connectivity to China from peripheries further away. 
China’s continental periphery seems to be taking on a more China-centric and 
hub-and-spokes-like pattern, whether imperial or hegemonic. 

Second, this study cannot determine whether rails and ports in maritime 
peripheries connect periphery countries to China specifically or to the inter-
national economy in general. Such projects strengthen connectivity between a 
maritime periphery and a host of other countries, at least potentially. At the 
same time, I did identify an absence of interperipheral ties in the rails being 
constructed in Africa and South America, since these did little to improve in-
tracontinental connectivity. They consistently direct connectivity away from 
the neighboring countries. This was the pattern in Nigeria and Argentina, and 
on the maps studied. The emergence of hub-and-spokes structures of railways 
in former colonies may be explained by the fact that new rails are laid in the 
place of old, imperial ones. The purpose is the same now as then to make the 
periphery accessible to international trade. This is definitely a way of connect-
ing these peripheries closer to overseas trade hubs, but it is in itself no guar-
antee that the hub will be China. 

Third, Chinese rail projects may foster trade broadly or support the extrac-
tion of particular resources. Nigeria and Iran were cases of the former, and 
Argentina of the latter. All these countries import more from China than they 
export to China, and the improved rails will likely do more for the spread of 
Chinese products in the periphery than vice versa. Rail projects will do more 
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to develop general trade conditions and perhaps create new markets for prod-
ucts from the core, rather than just ease the export of one or a few resources 
to China. Oil exports to China will be largely unaffected by the new rails, since 
oil is transported by pipelines. 

Fourth, a central element of the hub-and-spokes structure is the preva-
lence of bilateralism over multilateralism. Most of China’s railway projects fit 
this pattern. They are funded and contracted by Chinese banks and SOEs, and 
this creates multiple kinds of ties between the periphery country and China. It 
thus cements China’s centrality in terms of physical infrastructure as well as 
financing (forming debt ties) and contracting (contractual ties to Chinese 
companies). Bilateralism in all these aspects maximizes China’s bargaining 
power across domains. Moreover, it ensures that Chinese money ends up ben-
efitting Chinese construction companies and their Chinese subcontractors. In 
general, the Chinese model is bilateral, as befitting a hub-and-spokes. 

Fifth, China is not the only foreign actor involved in shaping the lines of 
connectivity in periphery countries. Multiple financers and contractors are 
making bids on projects. India seeks to forge closer ties to Myanmar and ulti-
mately all the way to Vietnam. Russian companies are involved in building 
railroads in northwestern Iran, and India finances ports to the southeast as 
part of their own North South Corridor. In terms of financing and contracting, 
Japan continues to play an important role in Southeast Asia as an alternative 
business partner to China. The pattern of financial ties are here more con-
tested than hegemonic. Nonetheless, the rails themselves in both Southeast 
Asia and do more for China-centric connectivity than connectivity to compet-
ing hubs. 

Sixth and finally, the evidence from Iran shows that the economic corri-
dors of the BRI are actually being built. Much of China’s construction activity 
abroad may seem scattered and lacking a focus if one looks at the CGIT list of 
projects or the AidData map above. However, in this morass of activity, the 
concrete economic corridors portrayed on the MERICS map are materializing 
through construction of new rails and renovation of old ones. The grand vision 
is coming to life. A hub-and-spokes-like pattern is emerging with these main 
arteries of investment and construction leading interaction and exchange to 
and from China, the heart of the system 

The case studies conducted here paint an empirical picture of Chinese in-
frastructure investments at the regional and country level. It shows some of 
the China-centric aspects that are emerging, namely the development of cor-
ridors, the low degree of interperipheral ties, and the prevalence of bilateral-
ism. At the same time, it reminds us that railroad investments do not neces-
sarily mean trade dependence on China, and that competing hubs of connec-
tivity may have their own plans for regional connectivity. The above studies of 
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maps and cases support the conclusion that, while challenged by other hubs, 
a China-centric infrastructure order is emerging in China’s continental pe-
riphery, though it bears stronger resemblance to a hegemony than to an em-
pire today. 

Studying Southeast Asia through the empire ideal type and its alternatives 
reveals the power asymmetries being established through the particular pat-
tern of rails under construction. Lampton, Ho, and Kuik correctly place great 
emphasis on the obstacles to the realization of a pan-Asia rail vision and argue 
for the agency of the periphery in rail negotiations and implementations. But 
their study pays less attention to the structure of power and interdependence 
being established. My assessment of rail developments since the publication 
of Rivers of Iron demonstrates that the lines currently being laid and planned 
do not just enhance regional connectivity in general. They form a China-cen-
tric hub-and-spokes. I thus goes further than the authors in demonstrating the 
importance of rail construction for international power relations in Southeast 
Asia. 

In China’s maritime peripheries, the degree of China-centrism is probably 
most accurately reflected in the trade ties of a given state. Neither Nigeria nor 
Argentina should be considered merely spokes of a China-centric hub-and-
spokes. Both enjoy substantial trade ties to China, but these are comple-
mented by ties to other important partners as well. Consequently, maritime 
connectivity seems more similar to a nonhierarchical pattern, at least in the 
cases studied here. 

The trade of a few maritime peripheries may still be dominated by China. 
Guinea was in 2017 the strongest example.519 It imported goods worth 11.7% 
of its GDP from China; China is the largest source of imports (34% of total), 
with the Netherlands being second (13%). Guinea exports goods to China 
worth 12.3% of GDP; and China is the largest destination of exports (44%), 
well ahead of India (17%). Moreover, the relationship was clearly extractive, 
as 60% of Guinean exports were comprised of aluminum and 19% of gold. An-
gola and Gabon might also qualify as spokes of a China-centric maritime trade 
empire in 2017.520 The point is here that these cases are the exception more 
than the rule. Nigeria is a more representative case of China-Africa trade rela-
tions. 

                                                
519 Simoes and Hidalgo, “The Economic Complexity Observatory", 'Guinea'. 
520 The analysis of Guinea is also vastly different if one skips but a single year ahead. 
In 2018, Guinea exported more to the United Arab Emirates than it did to China. 
98.8% of this was comprised of gold. That year, 100% of the exports to China were 
made up of aluminum. Ibid.  
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The next section maintains the focus on railroads but turns to the systemic 
issue of standards in gauges to assess whether international standards are ac-
commodating or obstructing a China-centric infrastructure order. 

Railway Standards 
The railway systems of neighboring countries are often compatible. When a 
train reaches the border of one country today, it can usually continue its jour-
ney on the rails of the next. This of course assumes that the railways share the 
same gauge. If they do not, a so-called break of gauge occurs, requiring either 
the transshipping of goods and passengers to another train or a repositioning 
of the wheels of the trains cars. The latter process requires special machinery 
and takes time. For this reason, many countries have agreed to common 
gauges for their railways. The so-called “standard gauge” of 1,435 mm is the 
most widely used gauge today, but it is far from the only one. 

The choice of railway gauge has implications for the connectivity structure 
established. If a core is to tie a periphery closer to itself through railways, it 
would do well to ensure that the periphery in question uses the same gauges. 
As with currencies, a shared railway gauge creates a zone of cooperation 
within which there are reduced transaction costs. While it is possible to con-
vert one currency to another, it comes at a cost. The same goes for changing 
from one gauge to another. It is therefore meaningful to speak of different 
gauge systems or orders. The choice of gauge defines which rail networks can 
cooperate more easily and thus ties some states closer to each other at the ex-
pense of others. 

Map 6.9 depicts the different gauges in use today. It reveals a number of 
things in relation to the prospects of a China-centric railway order. First, with 
the exception of North Korea, China is surrounded by countries that use dif-
ferent gauges. This seems to create a barrier for railway connectivity to China. 
Colonial legacies account for most of the differences in gauges use today. But 
in the case of Mongolia, the use of a different gauge has been a conscious 
choice to limit economic dependence on China stemming from Chinese min-
ing activities. Mongolia opted for the Russian standard over the Chinese, even 
for a new freight rail line transporting coal directly to China.521 

China has handled this incompatibility in different ways. In the city of 
Khorgas on China’s border with Kazakhstan and in Hekou on the border to 
Vietnam, local transportation hubs accommodate breaks of gauges.522 The 
passenger train line from Hanoi to China is dual-gauged and accommodates 
                                                
521 Economy and Levi, By All Means Necessary, p. 69. 
522 Shang-Su Wu, “China’s One-track Mind in Kazakhstan.” Asia & The Pacific Policy 
Society, 13 February, 2018.  
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both widths. As is also clear from the MERICS map, Khorgas is particularly 
important in this regard, and it is planned to be the northwestern entry point 
into China. 

By contrast, the Central Line under construction from the Chinese border 
to the Lao Capital of Vientiane is being built in the standard gauge of China 
rather than Laos’ existing meter gauge.523 The same is planned for the exten-
sion of the line to Bangkok and for the planned Western Line to connect Ky-
aukpyu on Myanmar’s coast to China’s border through Mandalay. Building 
new rails that are compatible with China’s gauge rather than the gauges of 
other neighbors will strengthen rail connectivity to the Chinese hub and shift 
the hassle associated with breaks of gauges to relations with other neighbors. 
In this regard, Laos, Thailand, and Myanmar are being integrated into a Chi-
nese rail order at the expense of their previous compatibility. 

Second, comparing the map of railway gauges to the MERICS map of 
China’s vision for the BRI reveals the competition in Central Asia between a 
Chinese and a Russian hub. In this contested order in which Kazakhstan is in 
the middle, history is on Russia’s side. Existing railroads reflect the Soviet im-
perial legacy in their gauge width, the Russian standard, but also in their po-
sition, as parts of a hub-and-spokes with Russia as the hub. This means that 
Kazakh lines run south to north to carry natural resources to industrial areas 
within Russia.524 

                                                
523 Center for Strategic & International Studies, “Reconnecting Asia", 'Vientiane–
Boten Railway (Construction)'; Peter Janssen, “Land-locked Laos on Track for 
Controversial China Rail Link.” Nikkei Asian Review, 24 June, 2017.  
524 David Beritashvili and Volodymyr Manko, “Escape from the Post-Soviet 'Rail 
Ghetto'.” Tabula, 12 April, 2012; Catherine Putz, “Can China Fix Central Asia’s Soviet 
Rail Legacy?” The Diplomat, 14 January, 2016.  
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Map 6.9. Gauge use across Countries 

 
 
Though Khorgas in China has been developed to handle the break of gauge 
between China and Kazakhstan, the Russian standard is also being challenged 
in Kazakhstan. A “Eurasian Railway Corridor” has been established to run 
through Kazakhstan from China to the Caspian Sea, where cargo can be 
shipped to Azerbaijan to continue on rail to Europe. It is unclear whether a 
new railroad has already been constructed across Kazakhstan to service this 

 
The map shows the most used gauge in each country (main color), with other significant gauges 
used depicted as small squares on top of the main color. Grey indicates no railways. The most 
widely used are:  

Color Country examples Name / width 

              Columbia, Guatemala, Eritrea 891 mm Swedish, 900 mm, 914 
mm (Three foot) 

              Brazil, former French colonies in Africa, Tanzania, 
Kenya, Most of Southeast Asia 1000 mm (Meter) 

              Southern and central Africa, Ecuador, Indonesia, Ja-
pan, New Zealand 1067 mm (Three foot six inch) 

              USA, Peru, Venezuela, Europe, Middle East, China, 
Australia 1435 mm Standard 

              Post-Soviet countries 1520 mm Russian standard 

              Finland 1524 mm Old Russian standard 
(Five foot) 

                  Ireland 1600 mm (Five foot three inch) 

              Spain, Portugal 1668 mm Iberian 

              Chile, Argentina, Pakistan, India, Nepal 1676 mm (Five foot six inch) 

Source: Wikipedia, “Track gauge”, updated March 2020, [Visited 24 March, 2020]. 
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route, but the project is planned and, notably, will use the standard gauge of 
China and Europe rather than the Russian gauge.525Kazakhstan will have rails 
of different standards leading to different hubs to the north and east if the 
railroad is completed. 

If Central Asian countries more broadly shift from the Russian gauge to 
the standard gauge, it would be a sign of a peripheral reorientation from one 
hub to another. It would mean lowered transaction costs for trade with China, 
the Middle East and Europe, and increased transaction costs for trade with 
Russia. A fundamental shift is probably not on the immediate horizon for Ka-
zakhstan, since imports from Russia still outpace imports from China.526 
(China and Russia are roughly equal in size as export destinations for Kazakh-
stan.) 

Third, China does not only construct railroads using China’s preferred 
gauge. A rail project in Bangladesh that is part of the economic corridor to 
India will be using the broader gauge of India (1,676 mm) rather than the 
standard gauge or even the meter gauge, which is the most widespread in 
Bangladesh.527 Having Chinese built- and financed rails does not mean that 
the rail will necessarily be of China’s preferred gauge—even where projects are 
planned to become part of the broader economic corridors of the BRI.  

Fourth, if China spreads the use of the standard gauge to its periphery, it 
would also improve connectivity to a number of other countries besides China, 
since the standard gauge is the dominant gauge in Europe and the Middle 
East. Peripheries adopting this gauge will also reduce transaction costs of train 
travel to these destination. The reduction in transaction costs will often be 
asymmetrically dispersed between the two competing cores, as breaks of 
gauges may still occur at other points on the line. For instance, if Belarus were 
to change to the standard gauge, used by both Western Europe and China, this 
would do far more to strengthen ties to the west, since a break of gauges would 
still occur on the border to Russia. Similarly, the degree of connectivity be-
tween Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand and Western Europe is unaffected by the 
construction of standard gauge railroads in Southeast Asia. The change is far 
more significant for connectivity to China. 
                                                
525 Railway Pro, “Kazakhstan Develops an Eurasian Railway Corridor with Standard 
Gauge.” 4 June, 2015; Zhazira Dyussembekova, “Silk Road Renewed With Launch of 
New Commercial Transit Route.” The Astana Times, 21 january, 2016; Railpage, 
“Trans-Kazakhstan Link Will Complete Standard-gauge Transcontinental Artery.” 
15 November, 2017.  
526 Simoes and Hidalgo, “The Economic Complexity Observatory", 'Kazakhstan'. 
527 Mohd Aminul Karim and Faria Islam, “Bangladesh–China–India–Myanmar 
(BCIM) Economic Corridor: Challenges and Prospects,” The Korean Journal of 
Defense Analysis 30, no. 2 (2018). 
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Fifth and closely related, unlike the Soviet Union, China is not creating an 
exclusive railway system based on its own gauge. It is following the most 
widely used standard and consequently promoting trans-Eurasian connectiv-
ity rather than creating its own exclusive sphere of connectivity. This is par-
ticularly interesting when compared to the hub-and-spokes ideal type. The im-
perial structure is defined by the absence of ties to other hubs. At the same 
time, in a globalized economy, it may be difficult to get periphery countries to 
accept a new standard that is only applicable to a single hub. Promoting a 
widely used standard gauge is a double-edged sword for the establishment of 
a China-centric order. On the one hand, it makes peripheries more likely to 
forge ties to China than if it were promoting an exclusive gauge. On the other 
hand, the gauge also eases interaction between the peripheries and other hubs. 
Yet, as argued in point four, the improvements to connectivity to China will 
usually outstrip the improvement in connectivity to Europe. 

This brief—and somewhat niche—discussion of railway gauges reveals that 
China is somewhat geographically isolated in its use of the standard gauge, but 
that this is changing with the creation of new standard gauge lines in China’s 
immediate periphery. Whether this is a broader trend is too soon to say, but it 
would be a significant indicator of the emergence of a China-centric railroad 
order at the expense of some of the established cores in the region, such as 
Russia and India. It would signal the shifting of transaction costs from ties to 
China towards other hubs, increasing the structural power of China. 

A final note, besides laying new standard gauge lines abroad, Chinese com-
panies have also been developing high-speed-rail trains adaptable to different 
gauge widths.528 Such trains bypass the issue of different gauges entirely. They 
remain at an early stage of development, and the feasibility of their use for 
cross-border travel is thus unclear at this time. 

Before I turn to the drivers of and impediments to imperial infrastructure 
relations in the future, let us review the evidence of a current China-centric 
infrastructure order. Both the MERICS map and the AidData map supported 
the argument that a China-centric infrastructure order is developing in Asia, 
especially as a result of the six economic corridors. My case studies substanti-
ated this argument in Southeast Asia and in Iran by providing empirical evi-
dence of the development of new rails to China. Finally, multiple countries in 
Southeast Asia and possibly Kazakhstan are seeing new rails being built in the 
Chinese standard gauge as opposed to their previous gauge. This all points to 
the establishment of closer ties to China and, importantly, not between pe-
ripheries. 

                                                
528 Shang-Su Wu, “Gauge-Changing Train is No Game Changer for China.” The 
Interpreter, 18 November, 2020.  
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My study of maps also revealed that Europe is intended to be a hub in the 
grand BRI scheme, which would make the overall pattern more of a contested 
order. This development has yet to materialize. Moreover, case studies of two 
maritime peripheries, Nigeria and Argentina, revealed that they are not be-
coming spokes in a China-centric order but rather being integrated into the 
global trade network as a whole. 

In sum, I argue that a China-centric infrastructure order is emerging, even 
if its scope is currently limited to China’s continental periphery, namely 
Southeast Asia, Pakistan, and Central Asia. In the latter, China still competes 
with a Russia-centered infrastructure order. Let us now turn to the prospects 
of an intensification of this order. 

Drivers of and Impediments to an Infrastructure 
Empire 
This final part of the chapter discusses the prospects for the emergence of a 
more imperial structure of connectivity with China at its core in future. I as-
sess the drivers and impediments relating to the imperial core and to the pe-
riphery, summarized in Table 6.7. The discussion engages two distinct ques-
tions: One is whether China can maintain its construction momentum and 
continue to improve the infrastructure of periphery countries. The other is 
what kind of ties between core and periphery will emerge, based on the differ-
ent possible manifestations. To this end, I draw in part on the large literature 
on the purposes of the BRI, assessing whether the strength of these driving 
purposes outweigh the impediments. 

The discussion here, as in the previous chapter, relies on an “all else being 
equal” scenario. It assumes that the world economy will not change funda-
mentally over the coming years and that neither China, China’s periphery, nor 
competing cores will experience massive shocks that fundamentally alter the 
trajectory of their behavior. This is not a trivial assumption, and chapter 8 ex-
plores the future prospects under different scenarios in light of the COVID-19 
crisis of 2020. The choice of keeping everything else “constant” is made here 
to be able to discuss the theoretically derived drivers and impediments more 
clearly and in depth. This discussion thus works as a sort of baseline scenario 
against which future developments can be compared and discussed. 
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Table 6.7. Drivers and Impediments to Expansion of Infrastructure 
Empire 

 Driver Impediment 
Metro- 
centric 

• Support Chinese construction sector 

• Create market for exports 

• Resource extraction 

• Lacking willingness to invest 

• Lacking economic ability to invest 

Peri- 
centric 

• Periphery demand for improved in-
frastructure for economic growth 

• Demand for investments without 
“strings attached” 

• Economic development to stabilize 
periphery  

• Political instability undermines pro-
jects 

• Popular unhappiness with presence of 
Chinese companies abroad 

• Fear of economic dependence on 
China 

• Different railway gauges in use by all 
of China’s neighbors  

 

Metrocentric Drivers and Impediments 
At least three economic rationales drive China to invest in infrastructure in 
the periphery, and two of these specifically toward a hub-and-spokes struc-
ture. First and in the short term, the needs of the Chinese construction sector, 
including contractors and steel, aluminum, concrete, and glass producers, is a 
metrocentric driver of the BRI.529 Infrastructure projects create work for these 
companies and keep large Chinese SOEs in business. This sector will require 
projects for many years to avoid sending millions into unemployment. On the 
longer run, the “Made in China 2025” plan aims to transition China’s economy 
into one that relies more on knowledge- and technology-based production,530 
but this goal will take many years to achieve. In the meantime, the construc-
tion sector comprises 30% of China’s GDP—some 55 million workers—and 

                                                
529 Simeon Djankov et al., “China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Motives, Scope and 
Challenges,” in PIIE Briefing (Washington, D.C.: Peterson Institute for International 
Economics, 2016); Rolland, China's Eurasian Century?, pp. 100-101; Wuthnow, 
“China's Belt and Road,” pp. 226-227. For a critical evaluation of this so-called “over-
capacity argument”, see Duncan Freeman. “The Belt and Road Initiative and the 
Overcapacity Connection.” In The Belt and Road Initiative and Global Governance, 
edited by Maria Adele Carrai, Jean-Christophe Defraigne, and Jan Wouters. pp. 120-
138. (Northampton: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2020). 
530 Amanda Lee, “China Will Need More than 35 Years to Upgrade to Hi-tech 
Manufacturing Industry, Study Finds.” South China Morning Post, 19 July, 2019.  
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will need international projects whenever the Chinese market is unable to pro-
vide sufficient work.531 This sector grew spectacularly as Chinese urbanization 
created a massive demand for new housing, but this demand has been met and 
more, leaving large companies without work.532 At the same time, the need for 
overseas projects to absorb excess labor might weaken gradually, as the Chi-
nese work force as a whole begins to shrinking.533 

Supporting the construction sector does not necessarily mean building a 
hub-and-spokes. If the purpose of a rail project is to create work for construc-
tion companies and steel producers, it does not matter where the line is lo-
cated, who it connects, or, indeed, if anyone uses it at all. Indeed, examples of 
empty trains534 suggest that the sole purpose of some projects was just to be 
built. Periphery governments may have different reasons to launch and pay 
for such seemingly futile projects. They may well be the result of corrupt gov-
ernment practices or simply a lacking periphery capacity to evaluate prospec-
tive projects leading to unwise decisions. The point is here that while these 
projects do not contribute to the periphery economies, they still benefit the 
Chinese companies winning the contracts. In short, more construction work 
is good for Chinese businesses. 

Second and in the longer term, a general metrocentric purpose of im-
proved infrastructure is to strengthen periphery economies. This is the devel-
opmental argument. To an export market like the Chinese, strengthening the 
economies of its periphery means fostering a consumer base for its prod-
ucts.535 The economic benefits of improved railroads and ports are not just the 
lowered transaction costs related to trade, but also that the consumer market 
may grow as a whole and increase its consumption of imported goods. It is 
noteworthy that the main targets of Chinese official outgoing financing were 
the countries that are also large markets for Chinese goods.536 Improved in-
frastructure ties can lead to stronger trade ties, strengthening a China-centric 
trade order. 

Economic development is a long-term metrocentric goal, and it will re-
main a driver for decades to come since most of China’s immediate periph-

                                                
531 Raymond Yamamoto, “China’s Development Assistance in Southeast Asia: A 
Threat to Japanese Interests?,” Asian Survey 60, no. 2 (2020): p. 334. 
532 McMahon, China's Great Wall of Debt, chap. 3. 
533 Scissors, “China's Global Business Footprint Shrinks,” p. 7. 
534 Andreea Brinza, “China’s Continent-Spanning Trains Are Running Half-Empty.” 
Foreign Policy, 5 June, 2017.  
535 William A. Callahan, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the New Eurasian 
Order,” in Policy Brief (Oslo: Norwegian Institute of International Affairs, 2016). 
536 Custer and Tierney, “China's Global Development Spending Spree,” p. 326. 
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ery—let alone overseas periphery—requires improved infrastructure to de-
velop its economy. Infrastructure improvements may spur economic growth 
whether it connects peripheries to China or somewhere else, but since China 
enjoys greater benefits from fostering consumers for its products, China will 
likely prioritize projects that underpin the hub-and-spokes structure. To an 
export market like the Chinese, economic development in the periphery is 
good in itself but economic development and integration with China is better.  

Third, China was the world’s largest importer of oil, iron ore, copper ore, 
and soybeans in 2017.537 As China’s economy continues to grow, so will its 
need for natural resources.538 Resource imports were in fact the original mo-
tivation behind the proposal of the BRI in 2012.539 The demand for resource 
imports drives China to invest in infrastructure to ease extraction and reduce 
transaction costs of existing trade routes. This metrocentric demand directly 
drives the development of an imperial structure of connectivity, since China 
will invest in infrastructure that ties peripheries as directly to itself as possible 
to minimize costs. This driving force is perhaps the one that most clearly di-
rects Chinese infrastructure investments towards an imperial pattern. 

The above drivers are all tempered by the willingness and economic ability 
of China to invest abroad. Voices in China have advocated less spending on 
investments abroad at the expense of domestic developments for years.540 
More fundamentally, a cleavage persists in Chinese domestic discourse about 
the gravity of the economic challenges faced by the country and whether the 
economy will be able to undergird China’s rise on the international stage.541 If 
economic growth slows, so will the need for additional natural resources. If 
the flow of capital from Chinese banks comes to a halt, it would remove the 
financial leg of the Chinese model of development, and construction contrac-
tors would be forced to bid on competitive projects financed by other countries 
or multilateral development banks on the same conditions as the non-Chinese 
contractors. If these tenders require contractors to meet international labor 

                                                
537 Simoes and Hidalgo, “The Economic Complexity Observatory", 'Crude Petro-
leum', 'Iron Ore', 'Copper Ore', 'Soybeans'.  
538 For studies China’s resource needs and strategy, see Tunsjø, Security and Profit 
in China's Energy Policy: Hedging Against Risk; Economy and Levi, By All Means 
Necessary. 
539 Brown, The World According to Xi, p. 78. See also Jennifer Lind and Daryl G. 
Press, “Markets or Mercantilism? How China Secures Its Energy Supplies,” 
International Security 42, no. 4 (2018). 
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and environment standards, many Chinese SOEs may find themselves hard 
pressed to win new projects. 

The volume of Chinese construction abroad has already been falling since 
2016, which suggests that the BRI as a whole may be losing some of its mo-
mentum.542 This decline runs parallel to a collapse in the international lending 
by the China Development Bank and EXIM Bank from a total of $75 billion in 
2016 to only $4 billion in 2019.543 While part of this decline may be due to 
changing forms of international lending,544 the decline also reflects China’s 
slowing economic growth from officially 10.6% GDP growth in 2010 to 6.1% 
in 2019545—though the real number could be significantly lower, and the im-
pact of COVID-19 remains unknown. The decrease in international lending 
has also gone hand in hand with China’s diminishing reserves of foreign ex-
change, falling from almost $4 trillion in 2014 to $3.1 trillion in February 
2020.546 These figures indicate a waning ability to channel vast funds into con-
struction projects abroad. This weakening economic base will also make the 
Chinese establishment and people less willing to prioritize projects abroad 
over domestic initiatives.547 

Taken together, the metrocentric factors suggest a mixed picture. China 
enjoys economic benefits in the short and long term from improving the in-
frastructure of its periphery, and ensuring the supply of vital resources to the 
Chinese economy. At the same time, the Chinese economic engine is slowing 
down and this limits the ability and willingness to channel money abroad. If 
China is forced to slow down infrastructure construction across the board, the 
projects they chose to pursue will probably be the ones with the clearest ben-
efit to the Chinese economy, e.g. by facilitating resource imports or improving 
important existing lines of trade. This could mean a reduced Chinese construc-
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tion footprint in general but also an emphasis on the hub-and-spokes struc-
ture, since these projects provide China with the greatest direct economic ben-
efits; the most bang for the infrastructure buck. 

Pericentric Drivers 
The pericentric demand for infrastructure investments from China’s develop-
ing periphery is great. As cited previously in this chapter, the ADB estimates 
that infrastructure investments worth $1.7 trillion per year in infrastructure 
are required to maintain economic growth.548 These infrastructure invest-
ments are expected to help tackle two interrelated challenges for China’s pe-
riphery: poverty and instability. In this context, Chinese policy makers sub-
scribe to a so-called “Root Cause Model,” which essentially holds that “all good 
things go together”—particularly economic development and political stabil-
ity.549 As the prospect of a middle class lifestyle becomes available to people, 
they will be less susceptible to radicalization and unrest, the argument goes. 
The logic applies to China’s formal periphery, namely Xinjiang, as well as the 
informal periphery, such as Pakistan and Afghanistan.550 Chinese policy mak-
ers hope that these areas can be stabilized economically by bettering the living 
conditions of their inhabitants. 

Instability is an important issue on the agenda of China and its western 
neighbors, particularly. Radical Islamism in Central Asia and Afghanistan 
threatens to spread to the Muslim population in Xinjiang, which already faces 
oppression from the Chinese government,551 and resentment against the Chi-
nese regime could foster violent resistance and strengthen ties to transna-
tional Islamist networks. Abroad, local instability has already manifested in 
violent attacks on Chinese workers. From 2006 to 2016, 265 cases of violent 
attacks against Chinese workers were reported. The death toll of these attacks 
was 619, and 403 were wounded.552 The hope of China and local governments 
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is that construction efforts will help spur the economic growth that may ulti-
mately reduce this instability. 

The issue of stability goes back to Galbraith’s notion of a “turbulent fron-
tier.” Peripheral instability (both in the formal and informal peripheries) 
threatens to spread inwards towards the core, and in response, the core ex-
pands its influence outwards to stabilize a larger geographic area. The theo-
retical notion was developed to explain military expansion, but the logic works 
for infrastructure expansion as well. China is expanding its financial and con-
tractual ties to combat instability on its borders, which threatens its domestic 
stability and commercial interests. 

Studies have already found a correlation between Chinese ODA and a 
boost to economic growth in recipient countries.553 The pericentric demand 
for Chinese infrastructure funding has grown stronger as multilateral devel-
opment banks have been less willing to finance hard infrastructure projects 
for years.554 Moreover, multilateral institutions (including the ADB) require a 
number of good governance standards to be in place for projects to receive 
funding. These standards may be difficult for developing countries to meet, 
particularly in countries with high levels of corruption. China on the other 
hands attaches far fewer strings to its money, making it a more attractive part-
ner for some regimes—even when Chinese loans come with higher interest 
rates than those of multilaterally organized donors.555 

The demand for investments to combat poverty and instability is relevant 
for infrastructure anywhere, not just in hub-and-spokes. Governments in de-
veloping countries seek infrastructure investments for all sorts of connectivity 
projects—not just ones that connect to China. This drives connectivity in all 
directions. At the same time, some periphery country may expect the greatest 
economic benefits to come from closer bonds to China rather than other eco-
nomic hubs. These peripheries may seek infrastructure projects that directly 
support an imperial hub-and-spokes, simply because they are expected to be 
the most profitable for the periphery. 
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Pericentric Impediments 
Four pericentric factors impede the formation of an infrastructure empire. 
The first two impede China’s efforts to improve infrastructure in general, and 
the last two relate more closely to the hub-and-spokes structure. First, the 
same instability that creates a demand for investments raises the costs of in-
frastructure projects. As argued above, China invests in some of the least sta-
ble countries in the world, which are often shunned by Western donors. Libya 
is probably the best example of the risks associated with these kinds of invest-
ments. As the country descended into civil war in 2011, China evacuated more 
than 30,000 nationals primarily involved in oil production.556 

At worst, attacks on Chinese workers cost lives and force projects into 
standstills or cancellations. At minimum, the risk of attack increases project 
expenses by adding security contractors and other safety measures to the pay 
list.557 Instability thus impedes the development of infrastructure by making 
,some prospective projects unfeasible and by undermining others that were 
already underway. Even if an infrastructure project is completed, instability in 
a region may leave it vulnerable to subsequent attacks or deter people from 
using the infrastructure, undermining its ability to improve connectivity. 

Second, periphery populations may grow hostile to the presence of Chi-
nese companies and workers if projects fail to produce benefits for the local 
economy.558 Foreign capital can have a number of positive effects on a local 
economy such as higher wages, worker training, and technology transfer.559 
Chinese projects tend not to create these positive effects because they primar-
ily rely on Chinese labor and Chinese subcontractors.560 Adding to this, Chi-
nese projects tend to be opaque in nature, which raises the specter of corrup-
tion, especially when violations of environmental standards and the like are 
ignored, excused, or permitted by the periphery government.561 In the face of 
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these issues, local populations have on several occasions mobilized to disrupt 
projects directly or to pressure politicians to renegotiate, scale back, or cancel 
projects.562 

One of the most prominent recent examples of public pushback as a peri-
centric impediment took place in Malaysia. In January 2018, Malay Prime 
Minister Mahathir Mohamad froze a $20 billion railway and a gas pipeline 
project with Chinese companies in order to investigate corruption allegations 
against his predecessor, Najib Razak, who stood accused of siphoning money 
from the state investments fund.563 As part of his reelection campaign, Ma-
hathir vowed to review deals made with China.564 Similarly, a large hydro-
power project in Myanmar, the Myitsone Dam, was suspended indefinitely in 
2011 as a reaction to popular protests concerned especially with the negative 
environmental impact of the dam.565 The suspension was also seen as way for 
Myanmar’s government to distance itself from the rule of the military junta, 
which it had supplanted a few months earlier.566 The dam project has not been 
restarted as of March 2020, despite pressure from the Chinese ambassador.567 
These and other episodes reveal how Chinese projects can be caught up in do-
mestic democratic politics, especially when corruption allegations are in the 
picture. Local unhappiness with Chinese projects may especially be given 
voice by a change of government in a periphery and a subsequent reevaluation 
of its relationship with China. A newly elected periphery government may find 
itself caught between Chinese expectations of debt payment and the honoring 
of previous contracts on the one hand and popular demand for a firmer stance 
against China on the other hand. This is especially a risk for China in periphery 
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states where the recently dethroned government relied on Chinese support to 
maintain rule. 

Third, periphery governments may fear becoming economically depend-
ent on China and seek closer bonds to other great powers as a form of diversi-
fication. In ideal-typical language, spokes may actively try to forge ties to mul-
tiple cores to weaken their vulnerability to any single core—effectively shifting 
the connectivity pattern from an empire towards a hegemony or a contested 
order, depending on the relative strength of ties. If periphery states begin per-
ceiving China as increasingly aggressive and willing to use economic ties coer-
cively, they are likely to strengthen other economic bonds as a form of hedg-
ing.568 This pericentric impediment is compounded by the fact that China has 
already on several occasions punished its trade partners for various political 
decisions with import or export sanctions.569 By seeking other partners for 
trade, finance, and construction contracting, periphery governments make 
themselves less vulnerable to economic coercion. If peripheries diversify away 
from China, it would mean fewer construction contracts abroad for Chinese 
contractors and less interest in Chinese financing. Moreover, it could make 
periphery governments reluctant to approve new rail or highway projects that 
connect them to China. The fear of economic dependence on China coupled 
with uncertainty about China’s intention may thus impede construction pro-
jects in general and hub-and-spokes infrastructure specifically. 

Rival hubs fearing China’s growing influence in the periphery may also im-
pede Chinese efforts by actively presenting themselves as alternative business 
partners to the periphery. Countries like Japan and Singapore are already 
heavily involved in project financing in Asia,570 and particularly Japan has re-
invigorated its infrastructure development program in Southeast Asia.571 The 
United States passed the BUILD Act in October 2018, which increased the 
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budget of US overseas investments and created a new agency that is author-
ized to take equity positions in development projects.572 A central purpose of 
the act was explicitly framed as “offering a better alternative to state-directed 
investments”573—a not so subtle hint to China. The European Union also pre-
sented its strategy for connecting Europe and Asia in September 2018, which 
could well be dubbed a ‘BRI with European characteristics.’ Like the BRI, the 
European Union’s strategy takes a holistic approach to infrastructure and con-
nectivity and has a broad geographic scope. The central difference from the 
BRI (besides the far smaller scale) is the explicit inclusion of “a normative 
framework and rulebook for connectivity projects, with a strong emphasis on 
sustainability and respect for the rules-based international system.”574 Finally, 
great powers like Russia and India also promote connectivity, albeit on a 
smaller scale, with projects such as the International North-South Transport 
Corridor through Iran and Caucasus and the envisioned east-west line from 
India to Vietnam discussed above. Though at different stages of realization, 
these initiatives provide periphery governments with alternatives to China 
and impede the creation of a China-centric hub-and-spokes. 

The interplay of different actors in Asian infrastructure development is a 
good example of what Amitav Acharya calls a “multiplex” order.575 In the anal-
ysis of Cheng-Chwee Kuik: “Multiple actors at multiple levels (not just major 
powers, but also players at national and subnational levels); multiple ideas 
and interests (varying ideas of development, security and resilience); and myr-
iad effects redefining power and reshaping order, all with ramifications be-
yond the region.”576 For China, the presence of so many different agendas and 
actors limits its ability to settle things bilaterally, as preferred in the imperial 
structure.  

Fourth and more practically, the differences in gauge standards between 
China and China’s immediate periphery impede railway connectivity by creat-
ing costly breaks of gauges. This pericentric impediment is not insurmounta-
ble, as evident from the continuously strengthening ties of railroads between 
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China, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia, but it increases transaction costs in 
the form of time, efforts, and expensive machinery to handle the breaks. The 
importance of this impediment should not be overstated, and it is shrinking 
as some of China’s neighbors adopt the standard gauge. It is too soon to say 
whether this is the beginning of a larger Asian transition from many different 
gauges to the international standard, but were it the case, it would be a clear 
signal of a peripheral reorientation from previous hubs—Russia in Central 
Asia, India in South Asia, and the colonial legacies of Southeast Asia—to 
China. In other words, a cementing of a single China-centric rail standard or-
der rather than a number of orders operating on different standards. Until 
such a consolidation takes place, differing railway standards will continue to 
add to the costs of railway transportation to and from China, impeding the 
strength of railway ties between a Chinese hub and its spokes. 

An Infrastructure Empire with Standards 
The future of the BRI and the prospects for a China-centric infrastructure or-
der will be shaped by many metro- and pericentric factors. The following eval-
uates the drivers and impediments presented above and argues that the estab-
lishment of a China-centric infrastructure order is likely to continue but in a 
limited and more focused form, with Chinese contractors gradually adopting 
higher standards for their work. This argument still assumes that China’s eco-
nomic growth does not slow down too much to sustain some degree of financ-
ing of international projects. 

In the absence of fundamental changes in the wake of COVID-19, we would 
expect the driving forces discussed here to continue to push for new infra-
structure projects. China will continue to require natural resources to fuel its 
economy and will keep financing infrastructure to support this need; China 
will continue to have a large construction sector that needs projects to main-
tain employment; and China will continue to do business with many develop-
ing countries that demand investments for economic growth and stability. 
There are thus economically sounds reasons for China to continue its program 
of infrastructure investment, if able. 

The risk of a further economic slowdown in China is the greatest obstacle. 
As demonstrated above, China’s GDP growth and its reserves of foreign ex-
change have declined and with them the volumes being spent on construction 
projects abroad. The immediate consequence of this slowdown is that China 
will have to cut down and start prioritizing more when assessing which pro-
jects to finance. Loans that are not repaid and unprofitable projects payed in 
equity stakes will likely be the first to go, as China will need to ensure economic 



 

222 

profitability for its banks. This may harm some Chinese companies in the con-
struction sector, which will have to compete harder for projects. China will 
likely choose to prioritize projects that connect peripheries directly to China, 
enforcing the hub-and-spokes structure, since these will have the most direct 
positive impact on China’s trade relations. It is also likely to prioritize invest-
ments in countries that export natural resources vital to the Chinese economy. 

Instability in periphery countries is a double-edged sword that acts as both 
a pericentric driver for infrastructure investments (the need for economic 
growth to stabilize) and an impediment (higher construction costs and risk to 
Chinese workers). Stability is a long-term goal, and even massive investments 
are unlikely to create change in the short run. China may well reach the con-
clusion that the goal of regional stability is too ambitious to outweigh the 
higher costs of operating in unstable areas for anything but the most lucrative 
projects or for the extraction of vital resources. Consequently, as China refo-
cuses its infrastructure efforts, it is likely to become more reluctant to invest 
in the most unstable areas, except where these provide access to cheap natural 
resources. 

What about the public pushback against Chinese projects, as we saw in 
Malaysia and Myanmar? Publics will continue to look skeptically on Chinese 
investments as long as the contract terms are opaque and perceived to bring 
few or no local benefits. Addressing these issues may require a more funda-
mental re-gearing of the BRI and of the Chinese model of infrastructure fi-
nancing. At the second high-level Belt and Road Forum in Beijing in April 
2019, the term BRI 2.0 was used to describe a shift towards higher financial 
and environmental quality, and a greater focus on openness and coopera-
tion.577 While some of these stated ambitions are probably more about re-
branding the BRI to a global audience, it does suggest that Beijing is aware of 
the need for—or at least the perception of—local benefits for periphery popu-
lations to ensure the local support. Part of this may actually resolve itself. With 
increases to Chinese wages, it has become more expensive to bring in Chinese 
workers as opposed to local labor.578 The composition of labor is therefore al-
ready shifting to favor local workers under Chinese management. 
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Increasing the transparency of BRI projects would force companies to 
heighten their standards and it would accommodate some of the criticism of 
the BRI, hence weakening a strong impediment.579 But the price of greater 
transparency may be the Chinese development model as a whole if SOEs are 
unable to meet standards in a way that is both satisfactory and price compet-
itive. Transparent processes would weaken China’s ability to ensure that Chi-
nese companies win the projects funded by Chinese banks, which would in 
turn undermine a central driver of the BRI; supporting the Chinese construc-
tion sector. Furthermore, if Chinese investments become more akin to the 
multilateral model of development loans, the interest rate of Chinse loans will 
likely fall to be competitive with other development banks. Chinese loans can 
only maintain their higher interest rate as long as they have the comparative 
advantage of having “no strings attached” compared to multilateral banks, but 
this advantage would be lost with the imposition of higher standards. The re-
sult is reduced profitability for the Chinese banks and companies.  

A similar argument can be made for investments in debt-ridden coun-
tries.580 The fear of accumulating unsustainable debts has been one of the 
main reasons periphery governments have cancelled infrastructure projects 
with China. As we saw in Malaysia, and as is the case with the cancellation of 
large parts of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor,581 cancellations due to 
debt concerns tend to follow corruption scandals or changes in leadership of 
a periphery country. In other cases, the projects continue, but the debt is not 
serviced, incurring losses to the Chinese creditor. While some have framed 
Chinese infrastructure investments as a grand strategy of debt-trap diplo-
macy,582 a more likely explanation is a combination of two factors. One is that 
Chinese banks are simply inexperienced international creditors, who end up 
making unsustainable loans to foreign governments, just as they have done to 
domestic SOEs for years.583 The other is that governments in developing coun-
tries may lack the capacity to assess prospective infrastructure projects 
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properly leading to poor decisions, unsuccessful projects, and unsustainable 
debt.584 No matter what, China will be less and less able to issue unprofitable 
loans to debt-distressed creditors, except where payment can be made in oil 
or in equity stakes in potentially profitable projects. 

For the reasons given above, I believe a new path more akin to the Western 
model of infrastructure development is being laid out for China. Following this 
path would mean increasing the transparency of Chinese projects, and im-
proving labor and environment standards. China might even bet that such a 
shift would improve its public image and reduce local pushback against Chi-
nese projects. However, the shift would essentially undermine the Chinese de-
velopment model by making project tenders more competitive and hence less 
profitable for Chinese companies and the Chinese construction sector. It 
would force interest rates of Chinese creditors down, as they will have to com-
pete on more even terms with their multilateral counterparts. And it would 
force Chinese companies to engage in fewer corrupt activities, even in periph-
ery countries where corruption is widespread. The alternative is to stick to the 
Chinese model expecting the benefits of direct support for the construction 
sector and the higher interest rates enjoyed by Chinese banks to outweigh the 
occasional cancellation of projects and the bad press. 

Elizabeth Economy and Michael Levi argue for the existence of a close re-
lationship between the practices of Chinese companies abroad and at home: 
“[Chinese] firms and officials behave abroad in very much the same way they 
behave at home; changes at home are thus a central driver for changes 
abroad.”585 Based on this observation, they are moderately optimistic about 
the prospects for good governance among Chinese enterprises, due to the de-
mands for corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the salience of environ-
mental issues among Chinese citizens.586 As SOEs become accustomed to 
higher standards at home, they will bring these standards with them to pro-
jects abroad, the argument states. Moreover, Chinese state-owned enterprises 
have already begun collaborating with international non-governmental organ-
izations (NGO’s) on minor development projects abroad, which is expected to 
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raise project standards and help boost the reputation of the Chinese compa-
nies involved.587 This could be baby steps towards a more developmental 
model of infrastructure investments. 

Higher standards mean lower immediate profits, and adopting them will 
force cutbacks on the BRI. China will not be able to fund infrastructure pro-
jects on such a massive scale as hitherto but will need to focus on the projects 
that create the most value. This takes us back to the question of drivers: Which 
projects provide the greatest value for China? The most profitable are the ones 
that improve access to natural resources or tie periphery economies directly 
to China to boost Chinese exports. These two groups of projects have in com-
mon that they fit the imperial hub-and-spokes pattern. It supports the inter-
pretation that China has shifted its construction activity to emphasize Asia 
more than previously, as evident from the CGIT data cited above. 

My discussion of the drivers and impediments of Chinese infrastructure 
investments point to the conclusion that the future BRI will be more limited 
in scope but fit the hub-and-spokes structure of empires more clearly, since it 
is the most cost-effective pattern of infrastructure that provides China with 
the most direct benefits. Chinese banks will be more hesitant to finance pro-
jects in debt-ridden countries for fear of subsequent cancellation or absence 
of payment, and they will evaluate more carefully each project’s prospect of 
creating economic growth for the local periphery and for China. Chinese con-
tractors will have to up their standards to avoid local pushback, even when 
this comes at higher production costs. Overall, this presents a vision of a BRI 
that is more targeted, selective, and more clearly structured like a China-cen-
tric hub-and-spokes. 

Friendly Competition or Infrastructure Arms Race? 
The discussion has yet to assess the impact of the infrastructure financing pro-
grams of China’s rival hubs, the United States and the European Union. Could 
they undermine the emergence of a China-centric order? This section argues 
that great power competition will weaken financial China-centrism but not the 
hub-and-spokes structure of infrastructure connectivity. American and Euro-
pean investment schemes may offer periphery states easier access to alterna-
tive sources of credit, weakening the financial tie to China relatively, but it will 
have little effect on the structure of connectivity emerging at the level of phys-
ical infrastructure. 
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Countries in China’s immediate continental periphery—Central Asia and 
Southeast Asia—will enjoy greater economic benefits by being connected to 
their large neighboring economy than interperipheral ties. Alternative hubs 
like the EU or the United States are too distant for direct ties, and regional 
financial hubs like Japan, South Korea, and Singapore are too geographically 
remote and not large enough trade partners. (Neither South Korea nor Japan 
can be accessed by land infrastructure, and Singapore is too small an economy 
to be a hub for anything but financial transactions. Case in point, Singapore’s 
two only neighbors, Malaysia and Indonesia, trade more with China than with 
Singapore.588) One must keep in mind that infrastructure projects like railway 
investments are not forced on periphery governments but are usually con-
structed where the greatest economic benefit is expected. For China’s neigh-
bors, the greatest direct benefit would be to reduce transaction costs of dealing 
with China, the largest trading partner of most of these countries. 

In the maritime peripheries such as Africa or Latin America, infrastructure 
will primarily tie local economies to global trade flows, improving connectivity 
to all hubs. The hub with the strongest trade relations with a given periphery 
will enjoy the greatest benefits. As trade with China takes up growing shares 
of the overall trade of these overseas peripheries, improved trade infrastruc-
ture will connect them relatively more to China than other hubs, no matter 
who finances and builds the railroads or ports. 

This is not to say that non-Chinese financing opportunities are irrelevant 
to the international structure of power and dependence. Having more credi-
tors to choose from drastically reduces periphery financial dependence on 
China and limits China’s ability to dictate the terms of project loans. In the 
Chinese model of development financing, peripheries are tied to China 
through infrastructure, trade, and debt. With the introduction of alternative 
financers, the third of these connectivity ties is broken. 

That being said, I do not expect European or American development fi-
nancing to amount to anything near the Chinese volume for two central rea-
sons. One is that the Chinese policy banks are larger than their multilateral 
counterparts. The other is that Chinese loans come from policy banks that may 
be directed to issue loans to support the Chinese construction sector. In con-
trast, the European Investment Bank is fundamentally separate from Euro-
pean construction companies. In the Chinese model, money travels from Chi-
nese banks through foreign governments and back to Chinese contractors and 
their subcontractors. In the multilateral model, the issuing bank cannot pre-
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dict where the money ends. This dynamic makes it easier for the Chinese econ-
omy to support construction loans, as development loans are essentially con-
verted to construction sector subsidies. 

Even if Western, Japanese, and other infrastructure financers were to 
begin playing greater roles in Asian infrastructure financing, resulting in a 
contested order of financing rather than a China-centric order, the actual in-
frastructure built will still be centered on China, simply because it makes the 
most economic sense to China’s periphery. A China-centric infrastructure or-
der is thus in the interest of both China and China’s periphery—at least as long 
as China does not overplay its geoeconomic hand by weaponizing trade against 
its periphery through the chokepoint effect. The result will be a China-centric 
hegemony, where peripheries have strong ties to China, but maintain some 
degree of connectivity with each other and with other important regional play-
ers. In this way, a China-centric infrastructure connectivity order will emerge, 
while the infrastructure financing order may become contested by multiple 
hubs of development financing. The consequence will likely be a more China-
centric trade order, but a less China-centric investment order. 

Conclusion 
It has become a common saying that in the twenty-first century, all roads will 
lead to Beijing. This chapter has investigated this claim through the ideal type 
of an empire as a hub-and-spokes of connectivity. I have studied China’s con-
struction activity in the developing world and discussed the structure of con-
nectivity that is manifesting through railroads, highways, and port projects. 
Incorporating both quantitative and qualitative data, I have painted a picture 
of the emerging network of connectivity in China’s continental neighborhood 
and in the maritime periphery by reflecting the empirical evidence in the ideal 
type. This chapter is concluded with a summary of my findings and by return-
ing to the question of the emergence of a China-centric order. Finally, I pre-
sent some caveats to my study. 

Summary of Findings 
The clearest finding of this chapter is this: Chinese infrastructure construction 
and financing is a murky business that is full of internal contradictions and 
does not adhere to any single plan, or model. But in this empirical complexity, 
my ideal-typical analysis has helped me shed light on several important dy-
namics at play and assess the trajectory of infrastructure connectivity in Asia. 
Broadly speaking, China is engaged in development financing and construc-
tion across most of the developing world, particularly focusing on energy in-
frastructure and transportation infrastructure. Sub-Saharan Africa is still the 
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region with the most activity, but East and West Asia have increased their 
share with the launch of the BRI in 2013. While the scope of Chinese construc-
tion is truly global, activity is concentrated around China’s economic corridors 
through Central Asia, Pakistan, South Asia and Southeast Asia, and along 
most of the coast of Sub-Saharan Africa. The pattern formed by these corri-
dors resembles a hub-and-spokes situating China as the core of an order with 
maritime ties to peripheries overseas. Another important finding was the large 
degree of Chinese activity in some of the world’s least stable countries. 

I then turned to railroad construction specifically due to its fixed nature as 
connecting two or more points on a line. This stands in contrast to the omni-
directional dynamic of improved energy or telecommunication infrastructure, 
which improves connectivity in all directions. In the case studies, we saw how 
China primarily approaches railway construction through the bilateral Chi-
nese model, where China provides the financing and the contractors. In Iran, 
new rails form parts of the economic corridors of the BRI. In Nigeria, railway 
projects connect the inland to maritime access points to integrate the coun-
tries into the world economy. In Argentina, railroad and port projects lower 
the transaction costs of shipping soybeans to China. I then turned to rail 
gauges and discussed how China is surrounded by countries that use different 
gauges for their railroads and how this hurts connectivity to China, but also 
how this appears to be changing as periphery countries gradually adopt the 
international standard used by China. 

I argued that China is likely to continue to finance and build infrastructure 
in developing countries, but that slowing economic growth and demands for 
higher standards in China and abroad will lead to a slower and more targeted 
BRI. China cannot continue to afford the scattered pattern of its past construc-
tion activities. It will instead focus more on the investments with a higher rate 
of return and projects that strengthen trade relations between China and its 
neighbors or the import of natural resources from the periphery. In this way, 
China combines an extractive with a developmental logic in its investments, 
since both resources and a strong consumer market in the periphery are vital 
for China’s own economic growth. Periphery governments are likely to enjoy 
more financing opportunities in the future as other great powers present 
themselves as alternative creditors to China. This will weaken the financial el-
ements of a China-centric hub-and-spokes, but it will hardly affect the emer-
gence of an infrastructure hub-and-spokes between China and its region. The 
United States, the European Union, Japan, South Korea, and Singapore are all 
either too far away or too small economies to challenge China as the regional 
hub of trade. 
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Consequences of the Rise of Chinese Infrastructure 
The immediate consequence of the emergence of a China-centric infrastruc-
ture order is a rearrangement in the respective opportunity costs of doing 
business with China compared to other markets. Transaction costs of moving 
goods and people to and from China are lowered making it more profitable for 
peripheries to tie themselves to China in trade. This economic motivation for 
associating more closely with China is then reinforced by the presence of Chi-
nese companies in the periphery and of financial ties to China. Periphery 
states today increasingly owe money to Chinese banks and vie for investments 
from Chinese companies. 

These ties will increase the asymmetry of interdependence between China 
and periphery states. Periphery states become more sensitive and vulnerable 
to China’s policies, and their economic growth becomes more intimately tied 
to the prosperity of the Chinese core. This provides China with both instru-
mental and structural power vis-à-vis its periphery. Being closely connected 
will give China a number of tools that can be weaponized in economic sanc-
tions, such as trade sanctions of particular goods, withdrawal of investments, 
and unwillingness to provide credit. More fundamentally, periphery states will 
more ‘naturally’ behave in ways that suit China’s economic interests simply 
because the interests of core and periphery are intertwined. China will thus 
increasingly enjoy the benefits of being the core of its own system, and periph-
eries will have a harder time refusing (and less incentive to refuse) Chinese 
demands across economic and political issues. 

For some periphery states and regions, the emergence of a China-centric 
order will occur at the expense of ties to existing hubs. In Central Asia, I expect 
economic ties to Russia to weaken as infrastructure to the growing Chinese 
market facilitates a stronger bond east. A broader shift in the preferred railway 
gauge from the Russian to the international standard would be an important 
indicator of such a peripheral transition from one hub to another. For mari-
time peripheries in Africa and Latin America, a shift from previous Western 
hubs to China has already occurred for a large part and is primarily visible in 
trade statistics. I see no reason to believe why this process should reverse 
within the coming years. On the contrary, Chinese investments in rails and 
ports may well strengthen China’s position as the dominant trading partner of 
many maritime peripheries. The diminishing importance of alternative great 
power relations to peripheries is perhaps the most important feature and in-
dicator of the emergence of imperial relations. 

Whether Chinese development investments will help stabilize its politi-
cally unstable periphery, as envisioned in the Root Cause Model, is an open 
question for the time being. If not, failed projects and growing expenses may 
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slow down the pace of the BRI further. If, on the other hand, investments ac-
tually manage to spur economic growth and political stability, it would result 
in a less turbulent frontier for China, and it might even help China cross the 
Augustan threshold to a more stable empire, as its periphery stabilizes and 
comes to recognize the benefits of integration with China. This benefit will 
perhaps be most clear in China’s formal periphery Xinjiang, where economic 
growth could reduce anger with the regime and thus weaken the need for the 
harsh methods of repression currently in use in the province. This is of course 
the ideal scenario for the Chinese core, and it remains to be seen, first, whether 
the BRI will spur economic growth in Xinjiang and abroad, and second, 
whether this growth will have any effect on the unhappiness with Chinese rule 
in the province.  

Contribution of Ideal-typical Research 
The findings of this chapter can be formulated as follows: A China-centric in-
frastructure order is emerging in Asia, connecting China and its continental 
periphery. The connectivity pattern bears strongest resemblance to a hegem-
ony because peripheries maintain some ties to each other and to regional 
hubs, although these are generally weaker than their infrastructure ties to 
China. It is thus a “soft” hub-and-spokes-structure. Turning to the maritime 
periphery, Chinese investments are connecting countries in Africa and beyond 
to the international market through rails and ports and this will lead to 
stronger ties to China, but also to other competing hubs. The cases of Nigeria 
and Argentina studied here can more adequately be considered parts of a non-
hierarchical connectivity pattern, as they both have highly diversified trade 
portfolios. Finally, the order of financial connectivity emerging from invest-
ments in Asia is contested, as multiple hubs play important roles. This order 
is however still hierarchical, as relatively few states are much more important 
sources of capital than the rest, entitling them to the position as international 
hubs. 

Ideal-typical research is evaluated by its usefulness, as argued in chapter 
3, and I believe the empire ideal type and the concepts adopted from the em-
pire literature can help shed new light on a number of aspects relating to 
China’s infrastructure engagements abroad. First, it underscores the im-
portant tie between China’s formal and informal periphery. In order to under-
stand much of the motivation behind the BRI and China’s economic engage-
ment abroad in general, we need to understand the conditions of the formal 
periphery in China. Instability is usually not contained by country borders, 
and Xinjiang voices opposed to the Chinese regime have strong transnational 
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ties. A hub-and-spokes structure offers a partial solution to this issue by inte-
grating periphery closer to the core and by ensuring that some of the economic 
benefits of this integration are accrued in the periphery, as Xinjiang itself be-
comes a mini-hub of connectivity with Central Asia. 

Second, the case studies revealed a Chinese preference for bilateralism in 
its relations with periphery governments. As described in the Chinese model, 
projects were usually both financed by and contracted to Chinese companies, 
as is befitting the imperial pattern. In the future, it will be interesting to see 
whether a Chinese shift towards higher standards is accompanied by a larger 
degree of multilateralism. A more transparent process would make it harder 
for China to exclude non-Chinese financers and contractors from projects. At 
the same time, a multilateralization would mean reduced benefits for Chinese 
companies—a central driver of the BRI—and weakened financial ties between 
China and periphery, as other hubs become relatively more important. On the 
financial side, introducing more creditors could make the BRI more durable 
by bringing more financial power to the table. At the same time, the actual 
infrastructure being built could still maintain a hub-and-spokes structure be-
tween China and its neighbors. In this scenario, which is not unlikely, the BRI 
would continue to foster China-centric trade and connectivity relations, but 
without imperial financial relations. Such a development might also silence 
the “debt-trap”-criticism as it would mean diversifying periphery debt to sev-
eral creditors. 

The Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) launched by China has 
been left aside in the analysis here, but it might actually become an example 
of multilateral development financing that continues to favor connectivity to 
China but has higher project standards than in the Chinese model. As I return 
to in my conclusion, the reason I have not included the AIIB in the analysis 
here is its very insignificant scale compared to the BRI as a whole. However, 
the AIIB actually abides by the DAC principles of international governance 
and standards for environment and social impact589 and could thus become a 
way for China to gain experience with financing projects of higher standards 
than hitherto.  

Third, in a globalized world economy, it is impossible to connect a periph-
ery economy only to a single economic hub. The main belt and road of the BRI 
connects Europe and China, and everything in between. Chinese investments 
in overseas peripheries like Africa and Latin America connect these countries 
to the world economy in general, not just to China. Thinking in terms of hub-
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and-spokes reveals how difficult it can be in a globalized economy to create 
economic relations that are truly dependent with anyone but your closest ge-
ographic neighbors—at least if other hubs try to oppose it. Nonetheless, we 
also saw how China clearly dominates some markets—although not to the 
complete exclusion of other trading and finance partners. 

Fourth, peripheral instability can be both the creator and undertaker of 
core-periphery relations. As described by Galbraith, a turbulent frontier can 
be a strong cause for imperial expansion.590 This expansion does not have to 
be military, though it may be the historical norm. China’s infrastructure activ-
ity in Central Asia could well be considered a response to a turbulent frontier. 
By investing and building, China is strengthening its ties to and—through eco-
nomic asymmetric interdependence—its influence over its western neighbors. 
At the same time, this instability has created costly problems for Chinese con-
tractors and creditors, particularly in Pakistan, and it has cost the lives of sev-
eral Chinese workers abroad. For China to continue to operate in these areas, 
a stronger military presence abroad may be required to protect China’s com-
mercial activities. 

Fifth, the terminology of imperial drivers and impediments helps avoid the 
pitfall of focusing too narrowly on economic calculations of the core or the 
demands of periphery populations. Both are important and will shape the fu-
ture of the BRI, though we cannot determine how ex ante. China may stick to 
the Chinese model of development to maximize the benefits to Chinese banks 
and companies but risk increasing pushback from periphery populations. Al-
ternatively, China could adopt a model with greater transparency and higher 
project standards, which would do much to gain local support. This chapter 
has argued that China will make moves towards higher standards, in part due 
to the expectations of the Chinese consumers in the companies’ home market. 
At the same time, China will try to maintain as many of the benefits of the 
Chinese model as possible. This could mean presenting projects in supposedly 
public tenders that are in reality designed for the Chinese contractors. The 
point is that the terminology presented here helps us evaluate drivers and im-
pediments holistically. 

For all the above reasons, I consider the empire ideal type a useful way to 
study China’s engagement in infrastructure financing and construction in the 
developing world. It directs our attention to important factors, it highlights 
the relationship of asymmetric interdependence that are emerging from the 
developing patterns of international connectivity, and it reveals some of the 
possible consequences of the rivalry between economic hubs in the world 
economy. In short, it helps us explain why a China-centric connectivity order 
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is emerging and what its consequences will likely be for power relations be-
tween China and its periphery. 

In my conclusion in chapter 9, I return to the larger question of what a 
China-centric infrastructure order and thus the asymmetric interdependence 
between China and periphery inherent herein mean for China’s position in the 
broader geoeconomic order and the international order as a whole, and what 
this means for the other great powers of the world. 
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Chapter 7: 
A China-Centric Currency Order 

A standard feature among museum exhibitions on this or that historical em-
pire is a selection of imperial coins. Indeed, one of the pillars of most of his-
tory’s large and lasting empires was their coinage, which served as a store of 
value and enabled them to “reward, motivate and exploit subjects.”591 Exam-
ples of such dominant imperial currencies include, “the silver drachma of early 
Athens, the gold solidus of the Byzantine Empire, […] the Dutch guilder in the 
seventeenth century, the Spanish-Mexican silver peso of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the pound sterling of the nineteenth century, and the US dollar in the 
twentieth and (so far) twenty-first centuries.”592 

I study currency ties as a geoeconomic order for several reasons. At the 
empirical level, the low degree of internationalization of the Chinese renminbi 
currency is somewhat striking. China has the world’s second largest economy 
but no truly global currency. Why the renminbi has not internationalized par-
allel to China’s economic growth is in itself puzzling, and studying it may in-
form our understanding of the international political economy today. It directs 
our attention toward the relationship between the balance of currency power 
and the balance of overall economic power in the contemporary system. As an 
important aspect of economic relations, the emergence of a China-centric cur-
rency order would have important long-term consequences for the interna-
tional political economy more broadly. 

Further, China is poised to become the first major power to issue its own 
digital currency, the “Digital Currency Electronic Payment” (DCEP), and it has 
been argued that this development could cause fundamental changes to the 
global currency system.593 This makes it crucial to study the link between cur-
rency, digitalization, and power in international affairs. As this chapter argues, 
some of the most important factors to impede internationalization of even a 
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digital renminbi relates to the particular characteristics of the Chinese cur-
rency and economy in general, whether digital or “fiat”. Thus, one cannot ad-
equately understand and analyze China’s digital currency without first taking 
the nature and position of the non-digital renminbi and the Chinese financial 
system into account. Proponents of the argument that DCEP will be a game 
changer tend to only focus on the new digital possibilities and fail to take into 
account how the new digital instrument is tied to an existing financial system. 
In short, in order to understand the impact of currency digitalization in China, 
one must first understand China’s non-digital currency and its existing system 
of financial repression. This is also a central reason why this chapter does not 
just skip ahead to studying DCEP but takes the time to access the position and 
characteristics of renminbi today. 

At the theoretical level, currencies are good examples of what may consti-
tute a tie in a hub-and-spokes structure, since they ease interaction between 
societies. Currency issuers may compete with each other, just as cores may 
compete over influence in the periphery, and currency ties are of an asymmet-
rical nature since only one part can be the issuer. This asymmetry is even 
greater when we turn to digital currency, as I argue at the end of this chapter. 
Adopting the digital currency issued by another state entails a high degree of 
vulnerability to the actions of the issuing state through its central bank. This 
is due to the far greater potency of both the chokepoint effect and the panop-
ticon effect in digital currency system compared to fiat currencies. 

This chapter demonstrates the relatively low degree of internationaliza-
tion of the Chinese renminbi today and argues that it is not even the dominant 
currency in its own region, Asia. A China-centric currency order is thus not in 
the making anytime soon. While the renminbi may be gaining in importance, 
it is unlikely to supplant the United States’ dollar (henceforth simply referred 
to as “the dollar”) at the top of the global currency hierarchy anytime soon, 
nor establish its own order in Asia. This, I argue, is due to the immense inertia 
in international currency relations combined with the supreme position of the 
dollar today and particular aspects of the Chinese financial system, which 
make the renminbi less attractive. I also argue that the introduction of DCEP 
will not alter this picture significantly. Other countries will be too wary of 
China’s intentions to adopt a digital currency that would leave them vulnera-
ble to Chinese policies and the actions of the People’s Bank of China (PBOC).  

This chapter contributes to our empirical understanding of contemporary 
China by presenting a fresh stocktaking of the international position of the 
renminbi, of the internationalization initiatives launched by the Chinese gov-
ernment, and of the development of DCEP. At the theoretical level, the chapter 
contributes by synthesizing the existing theoretical literature on currency 
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statecraft with ideal-typical theory of empires as networks, creating a compre-
hensive framework of analysis. One of the central benefits of studying cur-
rency in this way is that it draws our attention to the context of currency in-
ternationalization. The theoretical literature I draw on, namely Benjamin Co-
hen, focuses almost exclusively on the currency issuer when studying the role 
of currency in international relations. My work supplements by studying the 
role of the periphery (who may or may not be receptive to adopting a new cur-
rency), competing cores (who may create more or less competition, shaping 
demand for a new currency), and the historical and technological context 
(which shapes the role of geography in currency relations). I argue that these 
factors provide important insights to our understanding of currency interna-
tionalization.  

The chapter is structured as follows: I first present Cohen’s theoretical 
work on currency statecraft before synthesizing it with the empire ideal type. 
Next, I provide some historical context to demonstrate how changes from one 
currency system to another have looked at different points in history, empha-
sizing how studies of transition in currency order must always consider the 
historical context. I then review the current degree of internationalization of 
the renminbi before accounting for Chinese political initiatives to promote the 
wider use of the renminbi abroad. In light of these policy initiatives and the 
status of the renminbi, I discuss the metro- and pericentric drivers and im-
pediments of currency internationalization to assess whether a China-centric 
currency order will emerge in the years ahead. Finally, I discuss recent devel-
opments towards a Chinese digital currency and the impact this may have on 
renminbi internationalization. 

Currency and Empires 
States enjoy several benefits of a having widely used currency. These are im-
portant to understand because they explain the significance of currency for 
interstate power relations and the international political economy. The follow-
ing section presents Benjamin Cohen’s account of benefits and risks of having 
an internationalized currency, noting how they relate to the power relations 
between the currency’s issuer and its users. “Internationalization” is here de-
fined as the process by which a currency acquires cross-border roles.594 After-
wards, I synthesize Cohen’s work with the ideal type, making for a theory of 
currency empires. 
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Benefits and Risks to International Currencies 
Cohen lists five benefits of being the issuer of a widely used currency.595 First, 
at the microeconomic level, having an international currency reduces transac-
tion costs. It provides profits for the issuer’s banking sector, which has privi-
leged access to the currency, to businesses that can conduct business abroad 
at lower costs in their home currency, and to individuals who do not have to 
go through the trouble of exchanging currencies when travelling. Businesses 
in nineteenth-and twentieth-century Europe advocated the spread imperial 
currencies to the colonies for these exact reasons.596 

Second, an internationalized currency provides the issuer with seignior-
age, which is technically defined as “the excess of the nominal value of a cur-
rency over its cost of production.”597 The greater the amount of currency that 
is accumulated outside the issuing country’s borders, the greater this eco-
nomic transfer will be to the issuer’s economy. This effectively works as an 
interest-free loan given to the issuer the size of the total stock of currency out-
side the issuing country. Furthermore, as foreign holders of the currency will 
demand assets to invest in, in the particular currency, internationalization ef-
fectively generates an interest-rate subsidy. 

Third, having a widely used currency provides the issuing state with mac-
roeconomic flexibility. When able to pay for foreign goods and services in the 
issuer’s own currency, the issuing state can more easily maintain higher levels 
of imports than export, improving its policy autonomy. This dynamic has been 
referred to as the “exorbitant privilege”598 of the United States, and it was the 
cornerstone of the so-called “grand bargain”599 before the financial crisis and 
following recession. In this period, excessive American imports and borrowing 
were enabled by China’s willingness to hold bonds and denominate exports in 
dollars. Such a bargain was—and arguably is—only possible due to the domi-
nant international position of the dollar, underscoring the political usefulness 
of having a widely circulated currency. 
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Fourth, being the gatekeeper of a widely used currency is a source of power 
for the issuer, which may be leveraged over other states. The issuer may ac-
tively seek to shape the behavior of another state by offering currency-related 
incentives, such as privileged access or cheap loans, or by threatening to limit 
another state’s access to the currency. Jonathan Kirshner refers to such car-
rots or sticks as “enforcement” and “expulsion,”600 and both exemplify the ge-
oeconomic use of asymmetric interdependence. I use the term “chokepoint ef-
fect” from Farrell and Newman to denote this dynamic.601 An economy reliant 
on access to international trade or investment will be vulnerable to actions 
that impede the availability of the dominant trading currency. Sanctions on 
finance may even be more effective than sanctions on trade, since they are 
easier to enforce.602 This power has been wielded by the United States on mul-
tiple occasions to both reward and punish other states.603 However, such cur-
rency sanctions must be used with caution as they may be ultimately self-de-
feating. Other states will be more likely to seek to diversify the currency port-
folios if they fear that overreliance on a single currency could be used against 
them.604 I return to this point as a possible impediment to currency interna-
tionalization. 

Besides direct ways forms of leverage, Kirshner also notes an indirect form 
of leverage, which he labels “entrapment.” When a currency is widely used, 
many states will have an interest in its continued success. This turns currency 
users into currency supporters, since the currency structure of the interna-
tional system shapes the interests of states to align with the interests of the 
issuer. In the typology of power presented in chapter 4, the shifting of other 
states’ interests indicates structural power derived from the issuer’s position 
in the international order. Put plainly, if you own a large amount of dollars, 
you do not want to see that currency devalued. 
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Finally, having an internationalized currency is a status symbol and a 
source of prestige.605 States are reminded of the dominant position of the is-
suer when large shares of international transactions are conducted in a single 
currency. While this may not directly translate into economic or political ben-
efits for the issuer, it can nonetheless be an important factor for the issuer. 

The first three of these five benefits—lowered transaction costs, seignior-
age, and macroeconomic flexibility—are primarily economic in nature. They 
denote the economic advantages enjoyed by the issuing economy from having 
an internationalized currency. The fourth and fifth are political. The fourth, 
leverage, is the most important to my study, since it most clearly captures the 
dynamics of asymmetric interdependence, vulnerability, and power that may 
emerge from having an internationalized currency. These relationships may 
manifest in imperial structures, tying a periphery closer to the core while dis-
connecting it from other peripheries and cores. 

Internationalization also implies at least two risks for the issuer.606 First, 
increased foreign demand for the currency may cause exchange-rate appreci-
ation, hurting the exports of the issuer. Second, having large sums of currency 
in foreign hands may become an external constraint on the issuing state, i.e. 
its central bank, as the issuer may find itself pressed to increase interest rates 
in order to keep foreign currency holders from selling off their assets, which 
could otherwise hurt the value of the currency. In this regard, insecurity re-
sulting from volatile currency movements abroad may also hamper the is-
suer’s ability to pursue sound monetary policies. These external factors can 
limit the policy autonomy of the issuer, making it “hostage to external fac-
tors.”607 

As a third risk in his summary, Cohen argues that other states may expect 
the issuer of a broadly used currency to take on leadership in the international 
economy. This assumes states have a normative expectation that power should 
go hand in hand with responsibility in international affairs, and that a lack of 
responsibility may be harmful to a state’s international standing.608 While 
states may have such expectations, my theory of empire emphasizes asymmet-
rical power relations rather than socially constructed expectations and thus 
                                                
605 Mastanduno, “Order and Change in World Politics,” p. 168; Cohen, Currency 
Power, p. 23. 
606 Currency Power, pp. 23-25. 
607 Ibid. p. 24. 
608 This is one of the central elements in both the concepts of hegemony and great 
power within the English School of International Relations. See Bull, The Anarchical 
Society, chap. 9; Martin Wight, International Relations: The Three Traditions 
(Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1991), p. 99; Clark, Hegemony in 
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sidesteps this point. In an imperial currency order, the issuer may well inter-
vene abroad to help economies in need for reasons of prestige, to stabilize the 
international economy, or simply to maintain the international support for its 
currency. This could thus be an expression of developmental ties between core 
and periphery, as the core may strengthen periphery economies for the bene-
fits of both. The core may choose to help a periphery, but it does so at its own 
discretion. 

States evaluate prospective benefits and risks differently when deciding 
whether to push for internationalization of their currency.609 States do not al-
ways promote the use of their currency abroad. Indeed, states may experience 
currency internationalization even when pursuing policies that are designed 
to avoid it. This is of less importance to the study at hand, since I focus on the 
actual configuration or structure of connectivity in place rather than the in-
tentions of China or any other state. Nonetheless, the greatest powers through 
history have always had widely circulated currencies. This suggests either that 
the benefits tend to outweigh the risks once the issuing economy reaches a 
certain advantage in size, or that a currency issuer’s ability to avoid currency 
internationalization tends to erode when the economy reaches a certain size 
relative to its competitors. 

In summary, an internationalized currency can shape power relations be-
tween issuer and user in multiple ways. At the level of power capabilities, hav-
ing a widely used currency can significantly boost the issuer’s economy 
through reduced transaction costs, seigniorage, and the exercising of an exor-
bitant privilege. More importantly for this study, other states may find them-
selves increasingly dependent on access to a foreign currency and this may 
create political vulnerability. Being able to control—or at least significantly in-
fluence—access to a central medium of international exchange provides the 
issuer with the chokepoint effect to shape the behavior of others. This depend-
ence may also affect states indirectly as their investments in a dominant cur-
rency shift their interests toward alignment with the currency’s issuer. Finally, 
having an internationalized currency is prestigious. These benefits come with 
policy risks attached, which may hamper the issuer’s policy autonomy, as its 
currency becomes increasingly influenced by factors outside its own control. 

                                                
609 Cohen distinguishes between three different kinds of policies towards interna-
tionalization—favoring, opposing, passive—and situates them in three different 
stages of the internationalization process of any currency—youth, maturity, decline—
producing a 3x3 matrix capturing the different kinds of currency statecraft, Currency 
Statecraft, p. 46. 
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Nonetheless, great powers through history have usually been issuers of inter-
nationalized currencies. The following presents how currency relations may 
or may not reflect an imperial structure. 

Currency as a Hub-and-Spokes 
Having accounted for the relationship between currencies and power in inter-
state relations, I now synthesize this theoretical argument with the empire 
ideal type, resulting in a theory of “currency empires” or “imperial currency 
orders.” Currencies are good examples of what may constitute “ties” in a net-
work because an internationalized currency eases economic exchange be-
tween societies by providing a shared standard for trade and investment. It is 
simply much easier to do business when there is an agreed upon and readily 
available currency medium in which matters can be settled. Hence, the exist-
ence of a shared currency ties states together in an international system. 

Like an imperial hub-and-spokes, an international currency system will 
always have a hub: the currency issuer. The issuer decides the policies govern-
ing the currency, it wields more influence over its value than any other state, 
and it is most directly in a position to shape other states’ access to the cur-
rency, as argued above. The degree to which one can speak meaningfully of an 
international currency order is determined by how much the currency is used 
among other states. In practice, currency orders tend to overlap, since states, 
companies, and individuals will often own and use multiple currencies for dif-
ferent purposes. However, there is a zero-sum relationship between the dif-
ferent currency systems, since a state will always have to choose one currency 
over all others when making a specific transaction. While the overall number 
of economic transactions may increase, a single sum cannot be payed in two 
different currencies at once. Hence, ceteris paribus, the strengthening of one 
currency order will always mean the relative weakening of another. Put differ-
ently, when a currency user chooses to obtain or use one foreign currency ra-
ther than another, it strengthens its ties to the issuer of the chosen currency 
at the relative expense of its ties the other. 

The three elements of a hub-and-spokes system are: (1) the presence of 
ties between hub and spokes; (2) the absence of ties between spokes; (3) the 
absence of ties between spokes and units outside the system. If a currency or-
der is to resemble an empire, the imperial currency must be internationalized 
to such a degree that the periphery is vastly more vulnerable to the currency 
actions of the core than of any other state. In a China-centric order, this would 
mean that China’s periphery should be switching to the renminbi away from a 
reliance on their own currency or other foreign currencies in international 
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transactions. A currency hegemony would exhibit the same features but to a 
smaller degree. 

The hub-and-spokes structure may seem an odd fit when discussing cur-
rency in one important aspect. The internationalization of a currency to mul-
tiple periphery states could well strengthen intra-peripheral ties, since two or 
more periphery states benefit from conducting their transactions in the cur-
rency issued by the core. At face value, this contradicts the second character-
istic of the hub-and-spokes: the absence of ties between peripheries. However, 
this issue is not as great as it may seem. First, since the currencies being used 
in most international exchanges by weaker states are issued by a third party, 
promoting an alternative currency would not necessarily increase intra-pe-
ripheral exchanges, while shifting their medium exchange from one third 
party currency to another. In other words, if China were to convince Cambodia 
and Thailand to conduct a larger share of their trade and investments in 
renminbi rather than US dollar, then that would not necessarily increase their 
bilateral trade and investment volumes. More importantly, such a shift would 
increase the dependence of both countries on China. So even if intra-periph-
eral ties were to be strengthened by the internationalization of a currency, this 
would also mean a strengthening of ties between both peripheries and the is-
suer, as well as a weakening of ties between periphery states and the issuer of 
the previously used medium of exchange. In other words, while such a devel-
opment may make the system less imperial according to the second character-
istic, it would make it more imperial according to the first and third charac-
teristics. If all of Asia were to start using the renminbi alone, it would do more 
to strengthen the centrality of China in the currency order than to bolster ties 
between peripheries. In terms of my alternative ideal types, the result might 
be more hegemonic than imperial, but it would be vastly more hierarchical 
and China-centric. 

Change in Currency Orders 
Like any order, currency dynamics are shaped by their historical context. The 
processes through which states interact in relation to currency are shaped by 
the material and social technologies available to them. Currency internation-
alization looks differently in the context of a globalized economy with inter-
continental trade and investments than it did in ancient, continental empires. 

The American dollar is the only single currency that has achieved global 
dominance. Previous global empires, such as the British or the French, had 
different currencies circulating at home and in their colonies. Colonial curren-
cies were linked to the home currency, which was in turn linked either to the 
gold standard (Britain) or to bimetallic standards (The United States and 
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France) in 1850. The following briefly assesses currency internationalization 
between core and periphery in the British Empire and then describes the tran-
sition to the current state of affairs, which we may call the ‘Dollar era.’ This 
excursion into history offers enlightening examples for understanding the 
contexts and calculations guiding currency policies, and it show how interna-
tionalization has looked differently in different historical contexts. Moreover, 
history can “denaturalize” certain aspects of the current international cur-
rency order by reminding us how unusual it is compared to most economic 
history. 

British Colonial Currency Systems 
Great Britain formally adopted the gold standard for the pound sterling in 
1816, though it had effectively used it since 1660.610 By 1880, most European 
empires (including the United States) had de facto done the same, making for 
a system of fixed exchange rates between the imperial great powers.611 This 
system was however not extended to the empires’ colonial peripheries.612 By 
the end of the eighteenth century, most British colonies were using either the 
same currencies as before they were colonized (e.g. the Indian rupees) or the 
currency of their previous imperial overlords (e.g. the Spanish dollar). During 
the first half of the nineteenth century, local or foreign currencies were gener-
ally replaced by British silver tokens; imperial currencies minted under British 
authority but not the currency of the core itself. These tokens still did not com-
prise a shared currency system for the entire periphery, since different groups 
of colonies still used different currencies.613 In the beginning of the twentieth 
century, a so-called “currency board” system was established, which, although 
strengthening the ties between colonial currencies and the pound sterling, still 
kept a system of distinct colonial silver tokens in place.614 

                                                
610 Wadan Narsey, British Imperialism and the Making of Colonial Currency 
Systems (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), pp. 3-8. 
611 Niall Ferguson, The Ascent of Money: A Financial History of the World (London: 
Allen Lane, 2008), p. 296; Michael Bordo and Angela Redish. “Putting the ‘System’ 
in the International Monetary System.” In Money in the Western Legal Tradition: 
Middle Ages to Bretton Woods, edited by David Fox and Wolfgang Ernst. pp. 595-
610. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 599. 
612 This following paragraphs draw heavily from Helleiner, The Making of National 
Money, chap. 8. 
613 Narsey, British Imperialism, chap. 3. 
614 Ibid. p. 4. 
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As in most European empires, the establishment of the British currency 
system across colonies on multiple continents was enabled by the formal na-
ture of colonialism. Direct control over the institutions governing colonies 
meant that new currency systems could in theory be imposed without local 
consent. In this light, it might be puzzling that the British did not opt for ex-
panding the pound sterling to the colonies. This would have been the most 
direct way of securing the benefits of an internationalized currency, and it was 
advocated by the business community at the time. Yet, in the places where 
such an expansion of the currency system was attempted, it was quickly aban-
doned for several reasons. Some were practical, such as the need in colonies 
for coins of very small value and the hassle of transporting large amounts of 
coins over great distances.615 Others reflected the risks of currency interna-
tionalization described above; having the home currency circulated widely in 
the colonies would make it more difficult to manage and could result in value 
depreciation if the coins were suddenly repatriated to the domestic economy. 
Finally, colonial rulers expected local populations to try to resist the imposi-
tion of a foreign currency. 

The compromise between imposing the domestic imperial currency and 
leaving the colonies to their own system of payment was in the British, French, 
American, and Japanese empires the introduction of new currency systems for 
their colonies, some of which were managed regionally rather than individu-
ally. A central function of these systems, which goes beyond Cohen’s five ben-
efits of currency internationalization, was to redesign the economies of the 
colonies to make them more export-oriented and strengthen intra-imperial 
trade ties between core and periphery. The fundamental redesigning of pe-
riphery economies was probably only possible due to their formal colonial sta-
tus. At least two other factors were important in the process.616 New techno-
logical processes for coin and note manufacture enabled the creation of large 
quantities of standardized currency that was difficult to counterfeit. Moreover, 
the advent of the nation-state in Europe introduced a host of new administra-
tive tools to colonial governments. As the state became economically present 
in more aspects of everyday life, it was better able to encourage the use of cer-
tain currencies and repress others. 

Decolonizing the Currency Order 
This system came apart for several reasons throughout the twentieth century. 
Great Britain left the gold standard in 1931 in the wake of the Great Depression 
in 1929. The global currency system was reorganized in the Bretton Woods 
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System in 1944 in which the member currencies were defined in American 
dollars, which in turn remained linked to gold ($35 per ounce).617 The system 
was stressed during the following decades by some of its own structural issues, 
as well as multiple sterling crises, resulting in the collapse of the Bretton 
Woods System in 1971. The ensuing configuration, familiar today, can be de-
scribed as a “non-system of floating exchange rates.”618 

A “sterling area”—or order—emerged through the 1930s and 1940s,619 as 
the currencies of a number of countries and colonies remained fixed to the 
pound sterling and kept their foreign exchange reserves in the British cur-
rency. Colonial currency boards supported this process and ensured Britain 
many of the benefits of an internationalized currency at the expense of mone-
tary policy autonomy for a number of countries. This changed with the wave 
of decolonization following the Second World War, which presented an exis-
tential crisis for the sterling area. Britain actively discouraged the creation of 
new national currencies and national central banks in newly independent 
countries, and encouraged former colonies to maintain their currency boards, 
on occasion reforming these to accommodate criticism. But these reforms 
were insufficient for most post-colonial governments who wanted national 
banks of their own and the ability to conduct their own monetary policy. 

Enter the United States. Not only was America the strongest financial 
power after the Second World War, American economists were committed to 
the ideology of “embedded liberalism,”620 which emphasized the importance 
of national monetary policy autonomy in economic development. This could 
in part be seen as an aspect of the broader opposition to colonialism in the 
United States, which shaped the post-war relationship between America and 
the European empires greatly in their dealings with the global south.621 The 
United States actively supported the creation of new central banks and en-
couraged governments to get rid of foreign currencies in circulation (including 
dollars).622 Beyond ideology, American policy makers were motivated by geo-
political concerns. They believed colonial experiences could lead newly inde-
pendent countries to look to the Soviet Union for political support instead of 
the West. This tendency was even clearer in countries like Ethiopia and Saudi 
                                                
617 Bordo and Redish, “Putting the ‘System’ in the International Monetary System,” 
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Arabia. Since they had not been formal colonies, the United States could more 
easily support the monetary policy autonomy there without offending the Brit-
ish.623 By the end of decolonization, most countries had established their own 
national currencies and central banks to manage them.624 

From this point in history, we may skip ahead to the current state of global 
currency affairs. Although having a national currency is today the prerogative 
of the majority of countries, this does not eliminate competition among cur-
rency issuers. In many developing countries, foreign currencies are used 
alongside the national currency for domestic transactions and are often pre-
ferred due to their greater reliability. With the rise of global financial capital-
ism, it is now easy for enterprises and individuals alike to invest in assets de-
nominated in many different currencies across the globe. Moreover, many na-
tional currencies are pegged to the exchange rates of larger currencies to en-
sure their stability. Within this context, the dollar has taken the place as the 
globally dominant currency. 

A History of Currency Empires 
In our ideal-typical terminology, this brief history of international currency 
orders highlights several things. First, British imperialism went hand in hand 
with the spread of a British currency order to its periphery, even if this was 
not based on the pound sterling itself. Having formally colonized much of the 
world, the British could enforce their favored currency system on the periph-
ery and actively sought to break the links between its peripheries and other 
currency hubs by eliminating the use of other currencies. Moreover, this pro-
cess was made possible by concrete developments in coinage technology and 
the development of the nation-state. 

Second, currencies were considered a way of strengthening the ties be-
tween core and periphery. At a minimum, a shared currency system eased ex-
change. More fundamentally, the imperial currency supported the transfor-
mation of colonies into export-driven economies designed for the needs of the 
imperial core. For this reason, currency internationalization was supported 
with particular vigor by the imperial businesses present in the periphery. 

Third, while the British Empire may have been eroding economically dur-
ing the first half of the twentieth century, it was the external shocks from two 
world wars and the following wave of decolonization that sealed the fate of the 
empire and of the sterling area. These events both weakened the material 
power basis of the British Empire and changed the overall political environ-
ment to one that looked disapprovingly on formal colonialism. It is difficult to 
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imagine the same process of currency decolonization occurring in the absence 
of such strong external shocks. The decline of the sterling went hand in hand 
with the decline of the British Empire.625 

Fourth, the existence of a competing American hub was a central factor in 
the Europeans losing their empires. An imperial power structure collapses 
when peripheries become connected to two cores. This is where the order 
shifts from empire or hegemony to a contested or nonhierarchical order. This 
is all the more noteworthy since the United States did not directly supplant 
the Europeans in the newly independent countries. As mentioned, the United 
States even discouraged the use of the dollar in some new countries. The 
United States merely weakened the tie of asymmetric interdependence be-
tween core and periphery enough to unravel the imperial system. 

Fifth, the global system, which emerged after decolonization and was 
strengthened after the Cold War, is one of formally autonomous national cur-
rencies but also one in which a few currencies have truly global appeal. In this 
configuration, the dollar enjoys a position of preeminence, not by being forced 
upon a periphery like the British silver tokens and monetary boards, but by 
being a more usable currency and by being the currency that dominates the 
international banking system, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and 
the World Bank.626 This demonstrates the more informal nature of the current 
currency order compared to the formal European empire and the degree of 
maneuverability in financial affairs caused by globalization, which makes dis-
tance less of an obstacle to currency movements. 

With the ideal type of a currency empire in place and the context estab-
lished, I now move on to assess the dominant currencies today. This empirical 
analysis is structured in the following way. I first look at different measures of 
the use of the renminbi today to assess its status; I review some explanations 
for the relatively low degree of internationalization of the renminbi; I study 
China’s approach to monetary policy internationalization and argue that it is 
shifting towards internationalization; I assess the prospects of internationali-
zation of the renminbi; and finally, I discuss whether the introduction of digi-
tal currency will alter the conclusions made. 
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A Great Power with a Dwarf Currency 
China’s economy is one of world’s largest, but the global use of China’s cur-
rency remains small.627 Although the renminbi628 was formally recognized as 
a global reserve currency in 2015 when it was admitted into the IMF’s special 
drawing right reserve (SDR), its use remains far below that of the other SDR 
currencies. The renminbi only makes up 2.01% of the official global foreign 
exchange reserves in the first quarter of 2019, in fifth place behind the United 
States’ dollar (61.78%), the euro (20.07%), the yen (5.60%), and the pound 
(4.43%)—only slightly ahead of the Canadian dollar (1.89%).629 While its share 
has more than doubled in only two years, this number remains low. 

As a medium of exchange, the renminbi was on one side of 4.3% of the 
foreign exchange turnover in April 2019, ranking it the eighth most used cur-
rency for foreign exchange.630 This list is also dominated by the dollar 
(88.3%), the euro (32.3%), the yen (16.8%) and the pound (12.8%), but the 
renminbi even falls behind the Australian dollar (6.8%), the Canadian dollar 
(5.0%), and the Swiss franc (5.0%). (Since every exchange involves two cur-
rencies, the sum of all exchanges equals 200%).631 The use of the renminbi for 
foreign exchange increased drastically (in relative terms) from 0.1% or 29th 
place in 2004 to 4.0% and 8th place in 2016 but has remained stable from 2016 
to 2019, its absolute growth only following the aggregate growth of the mar-
ket.632 More than 20% of China’s own international trade is settled in 
renminbi, but the currency is only used for 2% of global payments, compared 
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to 45% for the dollar and 27% for the euro.633 Moreover, the renminbi may be 
used far less as a pricing instrument even when payments are made in that 
currency. These figures all point to a limited global role for the renminbi, com-
pared to other currency orders. What about regional? 

Figure 7.1. Share of Total Allocated Foreign Exchange Reserves 
(2019Q3) 

Source: International Monetary Fund, “Currency Composition of Official Foreign Exchange 
Reserves.” 

The bilateral trade figure of 20% could suggest some regional use. In July 
2015, the renminbi was used for 33% of payments between China (including 
Hong Kong) and the Asia-Pacific region, and it is the most used currency for 
payments between China and Singapore, Taiwan, and South Korea.634 Of 
twenty-six countries in the region, only nine use the renminbi for less than 
10% of their transactions with China. Furthermore, the currencies several 
countries in the region track the exchange rate of the renminbi more closely 
than the dollar, an indicator of the central role taken by the Chinese econ-
omy.635 For these reasons, Paola Subacchi and others argue that the renminbi 
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should be considered a regional rather than an international currency,636 since 
it is primarily used in bilateral exchanges involving China and other states in 
the regional. But as a store of value, a key role for an internationalized cur-
rency, the renminbi remains marginal.637 

Figure 7.2. Share of Total Foreign Exchange (April 2019) 

 
Source: Bank for International Settlements, “Triennial Central Bank Survey: Foreign Ex-
change Turnover in April 2019.” 

A Constraining Currency Context 
Why has the renminbi not internationalized parallel with the growth of the 
Chinese economy? After all, even countries that actively opposed the interna-
tionalization of their currencies during periods of economic growth (such as 
post-war, pre-1990s Japan and West Germany) were not always able to avoid 
it.638 A number of reasons present themselves. 
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First, a number of characteristics of the Chinese economic system and the 
renminbi itself hamper its international appeal.639 The Chinese system of fi-
nancial repression—including “caps on interest rates, constraints on cross-
border capital movements, and high reserve requirements”640—has provided 
excellent conditions for Chinese exports641 but made the renminbi less attrac-
tive for foreigners. The Chinese government has maintained strict control over 
the exchange rate of the renminbi, and this dissuades foreign investors from 
holding bonds in the currency. Restriction on the convertibility of the 
renminbi also limits its attractiveness abroad, as companies and individuals 
prefer to keep their values in a currency that is more easily used.642 Further, 
uncertainty about the influence of Chinese politics in the financial sector make 
investors uneasy about storing their wealth in renminbi.643 This fear is only 
accentuated by the fundamental lack of transparency in the Chinese market 
and the widespread account fraud among Chinese companies.644 As long as 
doubt remain about the degree of rule of law in China’s authoritarian system, 
foreign investors will prefer other currencies to store their values.645 

Second, the dominant global role of the dollar today leaves little space for 
serious competition. Be it as a medium of exchange, units of account, or store 
of value, the dollar is unparalleled.646 Under such conditions of global ‘cur-
rency unipolarity’, switching to a different currency than the dollar will almost 
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always involve greater risks and lower convertibility. This echoes the point 
about currency entrapment. 

While scholars and pundits have argued about the decline and fall of the 
dollar for years,647 there seems to be a persistent tendency to underestimate 
the inherent inertia of the global currency system. This inertia can be largely 
explained by two dynamics.648 One is the need for a single, shared currency 
within a globalized economy. Just as most developed economies rely on a sin-
gle currency for their domestic exchanges, so do frequent transactions across 
borders create a natural inclination towards a currency monopoly.649 

The other dynamic is the function of the dollar as a currency anchor for 
other states’ macroeconomic policies and price levels,650 which is most obvi-
ous when other states fix their exchange rates to the dollar. The global benefits 
of having a single currency perform these functions are so great that it creates 
immense inertia in the system. While Kirshner was correct when he asserted 
in 2009: “Surely there is some threshold, if unknown a priori, at which point 
the dollar’s position becomes unsustainable,”651 the continuing support for the 
dollar regime suggests that it has not crossed this threshold yet. External 
shocks could change this. The First World War marked the end of the global 
dominance of the British pound, and the Third World War (whatever its scale) 
could mark the end of the dollar era. Whether COVID-19 could become a suf-
ficiently large external shock to unravel the dominance of the dollar is dis-
cussed in chapter 8. 

Chinese Internationalization Initiatives 
Although the renminbi faces large obstacles on its journey to internationaliza-
tion—both domestic and due to the dominance of the dollar—The Chinese gov-
ernment has implemented a number of policies to further the process. Below, 
I first examine official statements by Chinese officials about their ambitions 
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for the renminbi and then investigate some ongoing internationalization ini-
tiatives. 

While Chinese dissatisfaction with the current international currency or-
der and strategic thinking on its reform can be traced back to the IMF’s han-
dling of the Asian financial crisis in 1997-98,652 Chinese authorities have made 
few official statements about the internationalization of the renminbi and 
have published no formal documents or internationalization strategy.653 This 
is peculiar when considering the openness with which Chinese officials ex-
press the political and economic ambitions of China. 

But closer investigation reveals a few hints at an official stance. Cohen 
points to a report entitled “The Timing, Path, and Strategies of RMB Interna-
tionalization” produced in 2006 by People’s Bank of China (PBOC) study 
group.654 The report argued explicitly for active promotion of the renminbi as 
an international currency, and it is probably the first of its kind. Scholars gen-
erally655 identify the article “Reflection on Reforming the International Mon-
etary System” by then PBOC Governor Zhou Xiaochuan656 in 2009 as the first 
explicit statement of the ambition of the Chinese leadership to push for change 
of the international currency system. Although Governor Zhou’s argument re-
volves around the role of the IMF and the SDR—he does not even mention the 
renminbi—his piece does reflect a new direction in the stated opinion of Chi-
nese officials regarding international currency relations after the financial cri-
sis of 2008.657 

The lack of an officially formulated internationalization strategy may be 
attributed to two factors in particular. First, by not presenting a strategy, Chi-
nese officials maintain the possibility of backtracking on initiatives and trying 
different instruments.658 Currency internationalization is a complex process, 
and Chinese policy makers maximize their political flexibility by not present-

                                                
652 Gregory Chin. “China's Rising Monetary Power.” In The Great Wall of Money: 
Power and Politics in China's International Monetary Relations, edited by Eric 
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ing an elaborate and official plan. This explanation also fits the gradualist in-
terpretation of China’s approach to international currency reform. China is 
pushing for a transition towards a more diversified currency system, not an 
overnight revolution against the dollar.659 Second, the absence of a coherent 
strategy represents the domestically divided nature of Chinese politics, where 
conservatives and reform-minded liberals disagree on the proper approach to 
internationalization. In this perspective, Yang Jiang argues that Zhou repre-
sented a more liberal side of the Chinese domestic scene, which was not rep-
resentative of the whole spectrum of Chinese opinion.660 

Although Chinese officials may be tight-lipped about their plans for the 
renminbi, scholars agree that China has made a practical turn towards pro-
moting its internationalization since the late 2000s.661 First, in April 2009, 
China launched a trade settlement pilot scheme to allow for the use of the 
renminbi for settling international trade transactions with ASEAN countries. 
This provided formal channels for acquiring renminbi in countries such as 
Laos and Vietnam, where the renminbi was already frequently in use but sup-
ported only by informal structures.662 The scheme was expanded in 2010, 
2011, and 2012, increasing its geographic scope (within China and beyond 
ASEAN) and allowing FDI to be denominated in renminbi. This scheme has 
primarily affected regional trade partners and eased some of the transactions 
that were already done in renminbi, by providing formalized and legitimate 
ways of obtaining the currency, as opposed to the existing informal markets in 
many of China’s neighboring countries. 

Second, a currency offshore market has been created, functioning as a par-
allel system to the restricted mainland economy. In practice, this system relies 
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on its own currency, the convertible renminbi (CNH) as opposed to the on-
shore nonconvertible renminbi (CNY).663 The CNH moves in and out of China 
through the Hong Kong foreign-exchange market, which works as a controlled 
channel that provides the Chinese government with some degree of currency 
oversight while providing a way for nonresidents to invest renminbi obtained 
through trade in so-called “dim sum bonds.”664 These bonds were initially 
made available for selected mainland banks in 2007 and later more broadly. 
Furthermore, since 2014, dim sum bonds have been sold in international fi-
nance centers outside Hong Kong.665 The creation of the offshore market has 
been an attempt at internationalizing the renminbi as an instrument of fi-
nance and not just of trade. It has also put Hong Kong in the somewhat awk-
ward position of being the gateway to mainland China’s financial markets, 
handling 60% of China’s inbound FDI, 80% of total renminbi cross-border 
trade settlement, and 80% of global renminbi payments.666 Hong Kong may 
not retain this special position, as new offshore markets and clearing banks 
have been opened around the globe, predominantly in the Asia-Pacific and 
Europe.667 

Third, in order to ensure the liquidity of the renminbi, China has settled a 
number of currency swap agreements with other countries. These deals do not 
internationalize the renminbi directly but work as a failsafe against liquidity 
shortages by ensuring other countries access to the renminbi (at least up to 
the committed amount) in the form of temporary loans. As such, they are pri-
marily a way of protecting the progress already made towards internationali-
zation in a way that is relatively low-cost, controllable, and flexible for 
China.668 According to Subacchi, “Since 2009, more than 3 trillion renminbi 
have been committed through bilateral currency swap agreements that China 
has signed with thirty-two countries—most are in Asia, including Thailand, 
Indonesia, and South Korea, but Britain, New Zealand, Switzerland, and Ar-
gentina also have entered into agreements.”669 Swap agreements have primar-
ily been set up with countries with which China enjoys strong trade relations 
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and has current or prospective free trade agreements, and which have econo-
mies of substantial sizes in their own right.670 This comes as no surprise as a 
liquidity shortage here would be the most damaging to Chinese exports and 
the international confidence in the renminbi.  

A fourth way China might boost the international liquidity of the renminbi 
in the future is by issuing international loans in renminbi through develop-
ment banks. China’s newly established multilateral development banks, such 
as the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the New Development 
Bank (NDB—also known as the BRICS bank), could very well become catalysts 
of renminbi internationalization if they start to issue loans in renminbi.671 
When loans are related to infrastructure projects, as is often the case, such a 
shift might not even be that difficult to sell to creditors. After all, most projects 
in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) have been carried out by Chinese con-
struction companies who would be expected to accept payment in renminbi. 

The signs of this instrument being used are mixed. The NDB issued its first 
loan in renminbi in April 2016672 and has announced more loans in renminbi, 
though mostly to recipients within China.673 The AIIB has also announced its 
intentions to issue loans in local currencies (as is also done by other multilat-
eral banks, such as the European Banks for Reconstruction and Development) 
to mitigate the risk of exchange rate volatility, but this would rarely be 
renminbi,674 since all but two AIIB projects are located outside China (as of 
January 2020).675 At minimum, this indicates an intention to operate in mul-
tiple currencies, which might include the renminbi at some point. 

The vast majority of Chinese loans are channeled through state-owned 
banks rather than multilateral banks, and these are likely more willing to issue 
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loans in renminbi. The Chinese Development Bank describes one of its pur-
poses as, “It facilitates RMB internationalization and actively contributes to 
the development of the offshore RMB market.”676 While international bank 
loans may be a means of renminbi internationalization in the future, state-
owned banks already have that option today. Yet, the impact of development 
loans (multilateral or not) on renminbi internationalization may be smaller 
than suggested. Chinese loans usually end up paying Chinese companies (as 
further discussed in chapter 6), and the renminbi therefore quickly find their 
way back to China. Moreover, for the time being, even large projects in the BRI 
are usually denominated in dollars, even when financed by Chinese policy 
banks.677 In summary, development banks may come to play an important role 
in renminbi internationalization in the future, but today they predominantly 
issue loans in dollars, and renminbi loans issued tend to make their way back 
to China’s economy rather than international circulation. 

A Renminbi Empire in the Making? 
Cohen argues that the recent rise of the renminbi has “been nothing short of 
meteoric.”678 This is true in a relative sense but misleading in an absolute 
sense. The renminbi remains insignificant on a global scale, particularly as a 
reserve currency (as Cohen also concedes). However, this study is not con-
cerned with the global financial order but rather with the possible emergence 
of a China-centric currency order between China and its periphery. The more 
important question is here whether renminbi internationalization is being 
used to integrate the economies of Asian countries with China and to reduce 
their reliance on the American dollar, the rival hub. Is the renminbi challeng-
ing the existing dollar hegemony, pulling it towards a more contested order or 
even a China-centric hegemony or empire? 

The evidences that most clearly a China-centric hub-and-spokes are the 
substantial volumes of Chinese bilateral trade settled in renminbi and the an-
choring of local Asian currencies to the renminbi rather than the dollar. These 
reflect strengthening currency ties. Yet, even if important trade partners like 
South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore are settling more of their trade with 
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China in renminbi679 these countries still use the dollar for most of their ex-
changes with other partners. In 2018, imports from China made up 21%, 19%, 
and 15%, respectively, of the total imports of these three countries, which all 
have China as their largest source of imports.680 This still leaves the vast ma-
jority of their total imports to be payed for in other currencies, most likely the 
dollar. The same applies to most of the economically smaller countries sur-
rounding China. Even assuming that the imports from China of Bangladesh 
(33% of total in imports 2018), Cambodia (25%), Kyrgyzstan (53%), Myanmar 
(40%), Mongolia (32%), Pakistan (27%), Tajikistan (39%), and Vietnam 
(33%)681 were all settled in renminbi, all of these countries except for Kyrgyz-
stan would probably still be using dollars in most of their international trade. 
Moreover, it will still be a while before this assumption is accurate. Large 
shares of trade in Chinese goods continue to be settled in other currencies than 
the renminbi. 

In other words, even though China is gaining prominence as a currency 
hub for Asian states, the resulting configuration of currency connectivity bears 
stronger resemblance to a hegemonic order centered on the United States than 
to a China-centric empire. Ties to the United States are stronger than ties to 
China, leaving Asian countries more vulnerable to the monetary policies of 
Washington than to Beijing’s. China may enjoy some benefits of renminbi in-
ternationalization, but the hierarchy in place is centered on its competitor 
hub. A few countries such as Kyrgyzstan and Myanmar may be developing sig-
nificantly stronger currency ties to China, but even they have yet to reach an 
intensity that would make the currency order seem more contested than US-
centric. 

Subacchi argues that the renminbi has become “Asia’s key regional cur-
rency.”682 If by this she means the most important currency issued in the re-
gion, I agree with her assessment. If she means that the renminbi is the most 
important currency used in Asia, I strongly disagree. Looking at currency use 
as an indicator of connectivity between a hub and a spoke, all the Asian coun-
tries mentioned above maintain stronger ties to the American hub than to the 
Chinese. For China to take the place as the dominant currency hub in Asia, 
either renminbi-denominated bilateral trade with China would have to out-
pace all other trade partners put together, or the renminbi would have to over-
take the dollar’s role as the dominant mean for intra-peripheral exchange. 
Though the current trend suggests that renminbi will see increased use in the 
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future, it is difficult to see either scenario materializing any time soon. In this 
perspective, China is not headed for the position as regional currency hub. 

Another aspect of the hub-and-spokes structure is the prevalence of bilat-
eralism over multilateralism. Imperial relations are characterized by bilater-
alism, since it places the hub in the strongest bargaining position and with the 
fewest constraints to its autonomy. China has indeed focused on bilateralism 
in its monetary diplomacy,683 maximizing its own political flexibility, and kept 
its multilateral engagements in the IMF and the Chiang Mai Initiative Multi-
lateralization (CMIM) largely shallow and symbolic.684 The most important 
monetary initiatives are the trade settlement scheme and the currency swap 
agreements, both of which are bilateral. Multilateral schemes, i.e. policy sur-
veillance through the IMF, have been resisted by China, reflecting the leader-
ship’s unwillingness to compromise its political autonomy.685 In this sense, 
China’s approach to monetary diplomacy has been imperial, even if had has 
yet to succeed in establishing an empire. 

Drivers and Impediments to a Currency Empire 
There are multiple factors that influence the prospects for a more China-cen-
tric currency order in the future. The following reviews metro- and pericentric 
drivers of and impediments to renminbi internationalization, arguing that the 
impediments—particularly the pericentric—are stronger than the drivers are. 
All drivers and impediments are summarized in Table 7.1. 
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Table 7.1. Drivers and Impediments to Expansion of Currency Empire 

 Driver Impediment 
Metro- 
centric 

• Micro- and macroeconomic benefits 
to China 

• Political leverage 

• Prestige 

• Continuous use of financial repres-
sion 

• Fear of loss of policy autonomy 

• Fear of capital flight and devaluation 

Peri- 
centric 

• Large US debt creates investor inter-
est in currency diversification 

• Fear of US sanctions creates demand 
for alternative currency 

• Inertia of global dollar-based order 

• Periphery exports to China remain 
low, limiting flows of renminbi from 
China 

• Fear of Chinese geopolitical ambitions 
(balancing) 

Metrocentric Drivers and Impediments 
The central metrocentric driver of greater renminbi internationalization is the 
expected benefits of having a widely used currency. As argued in the beginning 
of this chapter, an internationalized currency benefits the issuing economy 
(reduced transaction costs, seigniorage, and macroeconomic flexibility), pro-
vides political leverage due to the ability to use monetary policy as a political 
instrument, and is a source of prestige. The prospect of these benefits encour-
ages Chinese policymakers to pursue the construction of an imperial currency 
structure based on the renminbi.  

But metrocentric factors also impede renminbi internationalization. As 
noted, characteristics of the renminbi itself and of China’s domestic society 
make renminbi internationalization less likely. While China has launched a 
number of initiatives to make the renminbi more accessible to foreigners, the 
overall system of financial repression remains in place. The Chinese economy 
is still tightly controlled by the government, making it more difficult to obtain 
renminbi-denominated assets. Moreover, the degree of authoritarianism in 
Chinese politics has only increased since Xi Jinping’s rise to power,686 and this 
development will probably harm foreign investors’ confidence in the rule of 
law in China. These factors make the renminbi less attractive, particularly as 
a store of value.687 
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Moreover, conservative factions in China’s domestic politics remain in op-
position to reform and currency liberalization.688 They rely on two main argu-
ments. First, a loosening of monetary control would weaken the overall ability 
of the state to manage China’s economy. This would limit the political power 
of the Chinese state and of the Communist party to an unacceptable degree. 
Second, currency liberalization could lead to capital flight from China, as Chi-
nese citizens might prefer to invest their wealth in foreign assets. Capital flight 
could result in a devaluation of the renminbi due to weakened demand, which 
would in turn lead to more capital flight. Currency liberalization could thus 
send the Chinese economy and currency into a vicious circle.689 Such political 
and economic fears will continue to obstruct the reformist agenda within 
China. 

A Chinese currency hub would probably have to forego some political and 
economic policy autonomy in order to forge strong currency ties to periphery 
states and to convince them to weaken ties to the United States’ hub. The suc-
cessful establishment of a currency hub-and-spokes would provide economic 
and political benefits to China, but the associated risks may be too high for 
important factions in China’s domestic politics to accept. The risks of currency 
liberalization and internationalization are closely linked to the perceived sta-
bility of the Chinese economy. Confidence in continued economic growth 
combined with a loosening of control over the renminbi’s exchange rate could 
drive investors towards the renminbi in hope of currency appreciation. On the 
other hand, economic warning signs, such as the massive indebtedness of 
many Chinese state-owned enterprises and local governments,690 could drive 
investors away from the renminbi for fear of an impending financial crisis. For 
the time being, the result of this domestic struggle has been a moderate push 
for internationalization that has not impeded control over the economy. 

Pericentric Drivers 
Turning from supply to the demand side, two main factors pave the way for a 
more influential renminbi. First, the massive debt of the United States, both 
government ($23.86 trillion, 107% of GDP) and private ($47.28 trillion, 212% 
of GDP),691 combined with growing American protectionism under President 
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Donald Trump692 has created unease about the dollar among investors. This 
sentiment is only strengthened by the fear—so far still hypothetical—that an 
escalation of US-China tension might cause China to start dumping its Amer-
ican bonds, leading to a devaluation of the dollar. To manage these risks, gov-
ernments and private investors may choose to diversify their portfolios to re-
duce their reliance on the dollar, in essence weakening the ties to the estab-
lished hub in favor of one or more alternatives. In such a scenario, the 
renminbi could see increased demand. Chapter 8 evaluates the impact of 
COVID-19 on this issue. Suffice to say here, the attraction of the dollar is 
closely tied to the perceived strength and stability of the United States’ econ-
omy. If governments, businesses, and investors grow uneasy with the way the 
American economy is run, they will increasingly diversify their economic ac-
tivities and portfolios.  

Second, the United States has used the dollar to impose financial sanctions 
in numerable ways, including by pressuring SWIFT to exclude countries.693 
Countries that are already under such monetary sanctions or who fear becom-
ing future targets, such as Iran or Russia, have a strong incentive to loosen 
their currency ties to the United States in favor of other currency hubs—even 
if the alternative currency has more limited international use.694 This could 
create demand for the renminbi among potential adversaries of the United 
States, who are searching for a less threatening currency hub. As a form of ‘soft 
balancing,’ such policies could improve cooperation among other great pow-
ers, and it would make it more difficult for the United States to use its domi-
nant currency power to coerce others. It may be a way of weakening the dom-
inance of the United States without challenging its military preponderance di-
rectly.695 

The strength of this second driver is determined by the geopolitical cli-
mate, by the assertiveness with which the United States employs its currency 
weapon, and by the strength of trade and investment relations between the 
target country and China. Governments and individuals will be far more likely 
to diversify to currencies issued by hubs with which they already have other 
economic ties. For instance, while China may be Russia’s greatest single trade 
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partner, Russia still trades more with Europe as a whole.696 It might therefore 
make more sense for Russian investors and businesses to switch to the euro 
than to the renminbi (disregarding the risk of European monetary sanctions). 
In contrast, the renminbi may be a solid choice for Iran, whose trade ties to 
China greatly outstrips any other country or region.697 

Pericentric Impediments 
Three pericentric forces impede the formation of a currency order around the 
renminbi. The first is the aforementioned inertia of the global currency order. 
Just as in a domestic economy, there is a natural drive of convenience towards 
currency monopoly in a globalized economy, and this remains by far the most 
important impediment to periphery states shifting to the renminbi. 

Second, just as states may fear monetary sanctions from the United States 
and wish to diversify away from the dollar, China’s periphery may equally be 
nervous of becoming too dependent on a Chinese hub. This dynamic, which 
we could call balancing, relates to both monetary sanctions in particular and 
China’s geoeconomic and geopolitical rise more broadly. Should China begin 
to use its asymmetric power position to coerce its periphery, demand for 
renminbi would probably suffer. Moreover, the renminbi may actually be 
more easily “weaponized” than the dollar because it is under such strict polit-
ical control. The stronger political hand in Chinese monetary policy may make 
it easier to limit (or ease) the access of others to the renminbi. As we shall see 
below, this last point is even more salient with the introduction of digital cur-
rency. 

At the time of writing, such a scenario seems distant, but that is due to the 
weakness of the renminbi. China has already used and threatened to use trade 
dependence as a geoeconomic instrument against other states,698 so one can-
not dismiss the risk of monetary sanctions in the future, should the renminbi 
grow strong enough. The degree to which such prospects will deter China’s 
periphery from using the renminbi depends largely on their perceptions of 
China and whether the given periphery state believes it has conflicting inter-
ests with China. If China’s neighbors perceive China to be increasingly asser-
tive—or outright aggressive—they will be hesitant to pursue any path that 
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leads to greater asymmetric interdependence on China. Furthermore, many of 
these states will probably maintain their tie to the United States to avoid over-
reliance on a single hub, in effect seeking to keep some degree of hub contes-
tation within the system. 

Third, the supply of renminbi in the periphery may be limited by the trade 
imbalance between China and its neighbors. In 2017, China exported goods 
worth $1.06 trillion to Asian countries while importing goods worth $823 bil-
lion.699 This creates a net capital inflow from the rest of Asia to China of some 
$200 billion a year. The reverse relationship would do more to international-
ize the renminbi, since it would leave foreigners with capital instead of goods. 
In comparison, the United States ran a trade deficit of more than $900 billion 
in 2017.700 Assuming that Americans pay for most of their foreign goods in 
dollars, this is a vast outflow of currency, which ensures liquidity abroad. With 
the current trade balance, China needs to create “artificial” means of renminbi 
acquisition, such as swap agreements, because few foreigners obtain renminbi 
‘organically’ through trade. If the opposite were the case, foreign accumulation 
of renminbi would naturally lead to a foreign demand for goods and services 
denominated in the Chinese currency. 

China’s trade surplus will likely shrink as China strengthens its consumer 
base and weakens its reliance on cheap exports.701 Yet, this process will take 
years and may just reduce the trade surplus, not turn it into a deficit. It will 
probably not be enough to create a flow of renminbi from hub to periphery, 
and hence periphery demand for renminbi-denominated goods, services, or 
financial assets will remain limited. In order to create a renminbi order, China 
will have to reconfigure its economy fundamentally towards imports and con-
sumption rather than exports. Whether China will be able to do so and to 
maintain strong economic growth afterwards is an open question. 

It should also be noted that establishing a Chinese trade deficit would im-
pede the development of a China-centric geoeconomic order in other ways. A 
smaller foreign exchange reserve would limit the ability of Chinese banks to 
lend money for international projects. Hence, a greater outflow of renminbi 
could happen at the expense of Chinese investments in infrastructure and the 
like. As argued in chapter 6, China’s foreign reserves have been in decline since 
2013, and this may be one of the reasons for the slowing development financ-
ing. This tendency would be accelerated by a Chinese trade deficit. 
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My assessment of the drivers and impediments presented above suggests 
a somewhat bleak forecast for the emergence of a China-centric currency or-
der. The factors that could strengthen the currency ties between China and its 
periphery—namely prospective economic and political gains, and the ambi-
tion of peripheries to diversify away from the dollar—do not match the con-
straints today. Fundamental change of the international currency order will 
probably require either a large external shock that would damage the credibil-
ity of the dollar or a massive increase in America’s use of monetary sanctions, 
which would spark currency diversification from the existing hub. Alterna-
tively, massive internal changes in China’s political economy, loosening polit-
ical control over monetary policy and increasing the international liquidity of 
the renminbi could strengthen investor demand. Such domestic reforms 
would face domestic opposition from conservative groups who fear a loss of 
political power over the economy and capital flight. In short, neither a China-
centric currency empire nor hegemony is in the making today 

Digital Currency: A Game Changer? 
The following pages discuss the likely impact of a digital renminbi—Digital 
Currency Electronic Payment system (DCEP)—on renminbi internationaliza-
tion and the prospects for a China-centric currency order. I first describe what 
DCEP is and what domestic benefits Chinese policy makers expect to get from 
it. I then return to the question of internationalization to discuss whether the 
introduction of DCEP changes the trajectory for an international China-cen-
tric currency order. Though I argue that the DCEP is unlikely to have great 
impact on the prospects for a future China-centric currency order, I still find 
it relevant to discuss it in this dissertation because DCEP heralds a shift to-
ward digital currencies in other countries as well, making the topic relevant to 
future developments. Moreover, digital currency exhibits some of the power 
asymmetries of hub-and-spokes-structures even more clearly than fiat curren-
cies due to stronger panopticon and chokepoint effects. Finally, the DCEP is 
already being heralded by some as a challenge to the global dominance of the 
dollar.702 This study contributes to the ongoing debate and argues that this is 
not the case. 

Since the development of DCEP is very much a work in progress, little ac-
ademic research has been done on it, and little information is available. The 
following pages rely on less-academic sources and analyses, and some of the 
empirical claims made may well prove incorrect in the months to come. Yet, 
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that is unavoidable for a topic such as this, and I believe the larger analytical 
points I make should stand despite some changes to the empirical founda-
tions. 

How It Works and What It Is Good for  
A push for an official digital currency in China supposedly began in 2014.703 
Today (January 2021), what is commonly known as DCEP is being rolled out 
in a pilot version in four cities, and more are expected to be included before 
the system is launched nationally. DCEP is formally its own currency separate 
from the renminbi, but it is backed by a renminbi reserve, and it is issued, 
managed, monitored, and guaranteed by the PBOC. This kind of digital cur-
rency is commonly referred to as a Central Bank Digital Currency (CBDC). 

Today, four out of five payments in China are made with either of the apps 
Alipay (owned by Alibaba Group) or WeChat (owned by Tencent), so digital 
payment is not new to Chinese society.704 The central difference between a 
digital currency like DCEP and the familiar use of digital platforms for trans-
actions lies in what is actually being exchanged. In a normal digital transac-
tion, be it between banks or various apps and platforms, what is passed from 
one to another is not the money itself but an IOU acknowledging the passing 
of debt from one party to another. In contrast, DCEP transactions involve the 
transfer of software comprising the actual currency. Transferring money with 
DCEP is in a way more akin to cash, since the money itself changes hands, not 
just certificates of debt.705 In this regard, DCEP may appear similar to crypto-
currencies such as Bitcoin. Yet, DCEP is no cryptocurrency and, unlike 
Bitcoin, it is neither decentralized nor anonymous.706 Where Bitcoin was in 
part created to take power from banks and governments and give it to individ-
uals,707 DCEP fortifies the position of the central bank in the economy.  

To most individual users going about their daily business, this technical 
difference will not be felt. To business owners, DCEP has the added benefit of 
removing fees to third-party service providers. Yet, it is the PBOC and the Chi-
nese government that will benefit most clearly from the introduction of DCEP. 
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The following describes the expected domestic macroeconomic benefits of im-
plementing DCEP before moving on to the question of internationalization. 

CBDCs have the same fundamental features as fiat currencies but perform 
some of them more seamlessly.708 CBDCs can help stabilize China’s economy 
by allowing the government to control interest rates more directly, and it will 
provide an invaluable source of information on the circulation of renminbi. It 
will help target economic interventions and stimuli to generate intended out-
comes, because digital currencies can be programmed, for example to provide 
financial stimuli to digital wallets that may only be used on a certain kind of 
product or in a certain geographic area.709 CBDCs help provide a more accu-
rate basis for taxation, which is particularly relevant to China where approxi-
mately 55% of total taxation is comprised of consumption tax, which is often 
difficult to collect.710 CBDCs may even enable direct taxation of digital wallets, 
making tax avoidance much more difficult.711 Further, CBDCs increase sei-
gniorage, as the cost of producing new currency is effectively reduced to noth-
ing. DCEP could also have particular beneficial effects on China’s poor and 
rural areas, since hundreds of millions of Chinese in rural areas do not have 
access to banks today.712 It is in this regard important to note that, unlike 
Alipay and WeChat, DCEP will supposedly not require an internet connection 
to function as payments can be done offline. 

To what does this all amount? A report from the Bank of England from 
2016 concerning CBDCs in general calculated that the issuance of CBDC equal 
to 30% of GDP against government bonds “could permanently raise GDP by 
as much as 3%.”713 Add to this the economic benefits of increased accuracy in 
economic policies and the greater ability of the central bank to provide finan-
cial stability to the market. Equally significant to Chinese policy makers, DCEP 
will provide data on its citizens’ economic activities, which could be used to 
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detect crime or monitor particular groups.714 It is thus also a vehicle for much 
stronger government surveillance of society as a whole. 

The political benefits of CBDCs can usefully be described in the theoretical 
language of the hub-and-spokes. This is key to the discussion, as these effects 
would transcend China’s borders, if DCEP were to become an international-
ized currency. CBDCs exhibit hub-and-spokes-features and can be weapon-
ized against their users through both the panopticon and the chokepoint ef-
fect, described by Farrell and Newman. As all transactions are logged by the 
PBOC, the DCEP lets the controller of the hub, the Chinese government, accu-
mulate information on all transactions conducted by individuals who are part 
of the currency network. Further, as the PBOC controls the digital system, it 
would not only be able to bar the access of some “spokes” to the system, as is 
the traditional operating of the chokepoint effect. The PBOC would also be 
able to create and destroy digital currency at will,715 since it will wield absolute 
power over the system. 

This power might be considered an extreme version of the chokepoint ef-
fect, wherein any entity in the network can be “choked” by the hub’s controller 
at any time.716 The United States’ government may track electronic transac-
tions done in the country, but it cannot eliminate physical dollars without 
finding its location first. In comparison, it is impossible to “hide” DCEP any-
where, as it cannot be taken “off the grid.” Far more than a normal currency 
order, digital currency exacerbates the structural power of the hub through 
asymmetries of interdependence, the panopticon effect, and the chokepoint 
effect. For this reason, it is particularly interesting to study the prospects for 
internationalization of the DCEP. 
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A Digital Renminbi Empire? 
Who are the potential users of DCEP outside China’s borders? At the individ-
ual level, the DCEP might be attractive to Chinese travelling abroad, making 
them able to conduct cross-border transactions in their home currency and 
without fees. To this end, DCEP could also be attractive to businesses that deal 
with Chinese tourists and the like. DCEP could also be attractive in areas of 
developing countries such as Laos, where the national currency is weak and of 
limited liquidity—the same areas where the renminbi is already regularly in 
use. Finally, DCEP may have some appeal to larger businesses who deal with 
China as an alternative to renminbi. However, in these cases, the practical dif-
ference between the two currencies will be minimal, since large transactions 
are usually not conducted in physical cash anyway. The difference between 
transferring a large sum of renminbi digitally through a bank and digitally 
through DCEP appears small. 

China would in turn benefit should the DCEP be adopted by overseas con-
sumers and trading partners. As elaborated above, internationalization would 
provide information on international business partners, or at least on individ-
uals abroad, and internationalize China’s ability to exercise the chokepoint ef-
fect. According to former PBOC governor Zhou Xiaochuan, whose views on 
currency internationalization have been discussed earlier in this chapter, Bei-
jing wants “to persuade consumers and overseas merchants to gradually ac-
cept digital yuan payments”717 as a supplement to—though not a replacement 
of—other existing currencies. The following revisits my discussion of the driv-
ers and impediments of a China-centric currency order with the introduction 
of the DCEP. Are renminbi more likely to find their way into the hands and 
wallets of individuals in China’s periphery with the launch of the DCEP, 
strengthening a China-centric currency order? 

Metrocentrism: Greater Rewards and Stronger Risk 
Management 
The DCEP strengthens the metrocentric drivers and weakens some of the met-
rocentric impediments of renminbi internationalization. Metrocentric drivers 
first. Transaction costs are substantially reduced if Chinese citizens and com-
panies can use the same digital platform to make international and domestic 
payments. The seigniorage is greater, as the cost of printing digital money is 
non-existing. And the macroeconomic flexibility would be even greater in a 
system run on a single digital platform. These are the standard benefits of an 
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internationalized currency, but they are all the greater for a digitalized ver-
sion.718 

In terms of political power and leverage, as argued above, China’s ability 
to wield both the panopticon effect and the chokepoint effect of asymmetric 
interdependence is enhanced the more spokes are incorporated into the sys-
tem. Thus, the Chinese government will have an even stronger incentive to 
promote the renminbi abroad if periphery countries might adopt its digital 
version. This would give the PBOC information on financial activities abroad 
and even the power to create or destroy the wealth of non-Chinese citizens, 
companies, or even states. 

The role of prestige should not be discounted either. Being the first major 
power to launch a CBDC is a technological achievement in its own right and 
one that bolsters China’s claim to superpower status. This prestige would be 
all the greater if other countries were to start using the DCEP. In short, the 
DCEP compounds all the standard benefits of having an internationalized cur-
rency, making it more desirable for the Chinese government to push for the 
creation of a China-centric currency order. 

Turning to metrocentric impediments, while wider use of the renminbi 
will increase the risks reviewed previously—i.e. weaken China’s ability to pur-
sue financial repression, weaken policy autonomy more broadly, and the fear 
of capital flight—the DCEP also introduces instruments to manage these risks. 
A digital renminbi is more easily monitored and controlled by the PBOC, as 
they can implement policies affecting digital renminbi holders well beyond 
China’s borders. For instance, the PBOC can limit capital flight by reviewing 
suspicious patterns of transactions or apply limits to the amounts exchanged 
to and from renminbi in order to stabilize the exchange rate. 

Overall, I believe the DCEP will, if domestically successful, spur Chinese 
policy makers to push renminbi internationalization more firmly, as the digi-
tal version of the currency holds greater prospective benefits as well as 
stronger tools to handle risks. It will let Chinese policy makers and financial 
regulators have their proverbial cake and eat it too. Whether this is enough to 
convince opponents of renminbi internationalization in the Communist Party 
is an open question. 

Pericentrism: Trust and Digital Competition 
Let us then turn to the factors in the periphery. Besides the factors discussed 
in relation to the renminbi in general, renminbi internationalization could be 
driven by greater demand from the abroad, if governments of other countries 
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believe they might enjoy some of the same economic benefits of a digital cur-
rency. The DCEP, like CBDCs in general, promises to make economies more 
effective and to provide greater access to banking. These benefits apply to all 
users, not just the ones from the issuing country. For some areas along China’s 
borders where the renminbi is already in daily use, adopting the DCEP may 
seem both natural and appealing. Yet, the majority of governments desiring 
the benefits of digitalization will probably prefer to create their own CBDC ra-
ther than adopt DCEP. I return to this below. 

DCEP might also prove less appealing than fiat renminbi for three reasons 
that we may label pericentric impediments. First, far more than an old-fash-
ioned currency, CBDCs rely on the users’ trust in the issuing central bank. If 
the PBOC is truly able to destroy digital renminbi at will, holding DCEP re-
quires faith in the willingness of China to refrain from using this capability 
coercively. DCEP will only appeal to individuals and companies who do not 
fear becoming the targets of Chinese coercion through the chokepoint effect. 

The strength of this impediment will depend on the larger perception of 
Chinese assertiveness and willingness to strong-arm others. As other forms of 
sanctions, the use of such coercion would ultimately be self-defeating because 
it would deter others from entering the system in the future. This is why Amer-
ican financial sanctions on Iran through SWIFT have pushed diversification 
away from the dollar in countries that fear being next on the United States’ list 
of targets.719 But whether foreigners will trust the Chinese government and 
PBOC not to weaponize the DCEP when tempted to do so is an open question. 
What is important here is that China’s ability to weaponize its position as a 
currency hub is far greater in a digital currency empire than before, and this 
requires greater trust on the part of the DCEP’s prospective users. 

Second, though it will probably be one of the first CBDCs to launch, the 
DCEP is not and will not be the only digital currency available on the market, 
and individuals might prefer its competitors for their daily transactions. Face-
book presents an important alternative in this regard, as the social media giant 
aims to launch its own digital currency in 2021 named Diem (previously, Li-
bra). Facebook’s digital currency was originally imagined to be its own cen-
tralized system with Facebook as its issuing hub. However, pushback from na-
tional regulators, credit card companies and others caused Facebook to 
change the system, pegging the currency to existing fiat currencies of coun-
tries.720 In this way, Diem will be a platform for digitalizing existing national 
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currencies, becoming a so-called stablecoin, rather than an independent cur-
rency,721 and it will be backed by the dollar at its launch.722 

For individuals and companies more willing to trust Facebook than Bei-
jing, Diem may provide the benefits of a digital currency with smaller political 
risks. Diem will also enjoy the benefits of Facebook’s existing global reach—
with 2.6 billion monthly active users spread across most countries in the 
world.723 For individuals and some companies, it may thus be far more useable 
than the DCEP. Of course, the appeal of Diem will also depend on users’ con-
fidence in Facebook.724 Diem is centralized and will bestow its hub, Facebook, 
with panoptic and, presumably, chokepoint powers. In this light, some users 
in China’s periphery may have greater trust in the PBOC than in an American 
tech-giant as their currency hub. In summary, China’s periphery will have sev-
eral digital currency orders to choose from in the years to come, and the appeal 
of the DCEP may be limited by usability—just as is the case for the fiat 
renminbi today. 

Third and closely related, as argued at length in this chapter, the inertia of 
the current global dollar-based system is a central impediment to renminbi 
internationalization. This applies to the DCEP as well. It is unclear how easy 
it is to exchange DCEP for dollars or a dollar-compatible digital currency such 
as Diem, and this limits DCEP-users to renminbi-denominated assets.  

Raising the Stakes and Setting Standards 
The analysis of the impact of the DCEP on the drivers and impediments of a 
China-centric currency order leads to two main conclusions. First, the DCEP 
enhances the benefits enjoyed by the Chinese government of having an inter-
nationalized renminbi, making it more likely that they will push harder for 
internationalization. At the same time, the periphery is likely to be even more 
reluctant to adopt digital renminbi than fiat renminbi, since it leaves individ-
uals and companies more vulnerable to the actions of the PBOC and because 
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competitors such as Facebook’s Diem are likely to be more attractive to indi-
viduals and businesses. The DCEP inherits all the unattractive features of the 
renminbi, described throughout this chapter, and does little to improve on 
these to non-Chinese individuals and companies. The introduction of DCEP is 
thus unlikely to result in the establishment of a Chinese currency empire, let 
alone the overhauling of the global order, but more internationalization initi-
atives may be expected from Beijing. 

The discussion so far has revolved around the possibility of the periphery 
adopting the DCEP out of their own interest. But China might choose to shape 
this calculation actively.725 Companies relying on trade with China, such as 
factories in Southeast Asia, might simply be forced to adopt the DCEP for pay-
ment whether they like it or not. Such a move might deter some from doing 
business with China, but it would leave the most vulnerable companies with 
little choice but to accept China’s preferred mode of payment. Companies 
abroad who allow payment with Alipay or WeChat (not unusual in the tourist 
industry where Chinese tourists are an important source of business), might 
also find themselves accepting DCEP, as these platforms are already cooper-
ating with the PBOC on the rollout of the new currency. But while these are 
ways China could actively push the internationalization of the DCEP, they are 
hardly game-changing in the broader picture. 

On a final note, it may be relevant to consider the possible emergence of a 
“CBDC interoperability order” as distinct from the currency order itself. China 
may not be able to convince periphery governments to adopt the DCEP whole-
sale, but it may be able to shape the process creating new CBDCs in other 
countries. China is not the only country to consider the implementation of a 
CBDC. Bahamas officially launched its “Sand Dollar” in October 2020,726 and 
a number of other countries including Cambodia, Sweden, France, the Philip-
pines, Japan, Turkey, and Switzerland are supposedly exploring the possibili-
ties of CBDC.727 It will be in the shared interest of these countries to ensure 
some degree of interoperability of these currencies to reduce transaction costs 
across the board—in some ways similarly to the way SWIFT enables transac-
tions between banks. (In fact, China has been working since 2013 on an alter-
native to SWIFT, “the China International Payment System” (CIPS), but this 
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is still far from posing a challenge to SWIFT within international banking.728) 
Being the first major power to launch its own digital currency, China will be 
uniquely placed to shape the international standards of and to help other gov-
ernments develop their own CBDCs. Rather than becoming the center of a cur-
rency order, China could thus become the center or standard-setter of a 
“CBDC interoperability order,” the consequences of which remain somewhat 
unclear.729 It might help China promote its favored format, but other govern-
ments will hardly accept a shared platform where China wields panopticon or 
chokepoint effects, or where a Chinese entity functions as a hub, in the same 
way SWIFT can centrally exclude and monitor its users.  

Conclusion 
Currency orders may overlap in practice, but each order will only have a single 
hub, and the relationship between multiple hubs is of a zero-sum nature. The 
rise of a China-centric currency order would occur within the overall context 
of the US-centric dollar order, which continues to enjoy global currency dom-
inance. This gives the United States great structural power both over the dol-
lar’s users all over the world and against upcoming challengers such as the 
renminbi.730 Shifting from the dollar to a competing currency order will incur 
greater costs on the user. In this light, I have argued that the currency order 
of the world or Asia specifically will not become renminbi-dominated (as ar-
gued by Kirshner731) or even multipolar (as argued by Subacchi732) unless do-
mestic economic shocks to the United States undermine the position of the 
dollar to an unprecedented degree. The inertia of the current currency order 
as well as the limited use of the renminbi simply places too great constrains 
on the demand for the renminbi—even if the rollout of the DCEP proves a do-
mestic success in China. 
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At most, the global currency order may have moved from a dollar empire 
to a dollar hegemony, and this owes more to other global currencies than the 
renminbi, as these enable some degree of diversification for wealth holders. In 
Asia specifically, a contested currency order may arise in the future with both 
the United States and China as cores, but for the time being, Asia bears 
stronger resemblance to a US-centric hegemony than even a contested order. 
The introduction of the DCEP is unlikely to change this. 

Beyond my empirical assessment of the prospects for the emergence of a 
China-centric currency order, I believe my study of the renminbi through ideal 
types of connectivity can contribute to the literature in several ways. The hub-
and-spokes provides a comprehensive framework for analysis into which ex-
isting knowledge, such as the literature on currency statecraft, can be inte-
grated. Most importantly, this framework expands our focus from looking 
only at the currency’s issuer (as is the tendency in the work of Cohen) to stud-
ying the pericentric drivers and impediments, that is, the concrete context. In 
the case of the renminbi, the most important contextual factors were the ex-
istence of another, dominant currency, the lack of demand for renminbi in the 
periphery, and the possible fear of monetary sanctions from either the United 
States or China. 

Moreover, the historical context for currency competition is different to-
day from when the dollar overtook the position of previous imperial curren-
cies. China does not rule formal peripheries on which it can impose the 
renminbi. This makes it much harder to establish a new currency order, espe-
cially one in which it enjoys a central position and structural power, since cur-
rency users can purposely maintain ties to multiple issuers, limiting their 
asymmetric interdependence. Building an imperial currency order is thus 
more difficult in the twenty-first century than in an age where formal imperial 
relations were common. 

In addition, the globalization of financial ties means that even a geograph-
ically isolated periphery state will have access to assets denominated in mul-
tiple currencies, fiat and digital. It is therefore more difficult for China to ex-
ploit its otherwise privileged position against its continental periphery, since 
countries like Cambodia, Laos, Mongolia, and Kyrgyzstan may still acquire 
dollar- and euro-denominated assets. It is in other words much more difficult 
to isolate a periphery today than earlier. Digital technology and globalization 
could potentially allow both small and large wealth owners all over the globe 
to invest in renminbi-denominated assets, providing an additional alternative 
to the United States’ market, but concerns about the domestic financial system 
still limit investors’ willingness to invest in renminbi. The globalization of fi-
nancial flows thus makes the establishment of a currency empire almost im-
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possible. Yet this should not lead us to the conclusion that financial globaliza-
tion has created a nonhierarchical currency order. Hierarchy persists, and 
some states remain far more centrally placed in the global patterns of currency 
connectivity. 

A final analytical benefit of the empire ideal type relates to the possibilities 
of the DCEP. More than any fiat currency, CBDCs let the hub of a currency 
order benefit from panopticon and chokepoint effects. The PBOC will gain vast 
information on all DCEP transactions and will be able to bar spokes from ac-
cess to the digital network. This is an almost perfect example of the power 
asymmetry inherent in imperial orders, and the theory thus points to some 
very real political concerns for future users of the DCEP. However, the force 
of these effects will be greatly curbed by the presence of competing currency 
orders. 

Although a China-centric currency order does not seem to be emerging, 
this could change with a future shock to the United States’ economy or if the 
United States started using monetary sanctions far more actively. COVID-19 
could become such an external shock, sending debt spiraling out of control 
and halting economic growth among China’s competitors. Chapter 8 discusses 
such prospects and whether it would pave the way for a new currency role for 
China. 
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Chapter 8: 
COVID-19: Changing the Trajectory? 

The analyses and discussions of the future emergence of a China-centric order 
in this dissertation have so far assumed that the world will look mostly the 
same tomorrow as it does today—that we can meaningfully extrapolate cur-
rent tendencies into the future to make educated guesses about what is to 
come. Such an assumption is challenged when unforeseen and important 
events change the world. The COVID-19 pandemic that hit China in December 
2019 and spread to the rest of the world in the first half of 2020 is one such 
event. Country lockdowns and travel bans are expected to have a severe impact 
on the world economy, which could alter the distribution of economic power 
in the world and the nature of globalization. Such radical changes may well 
alter the trajectories of renminbi internationalization and Chinese infrastruc-
ture investments discussed in the previous two chapters. 

This chapter looks at two ways COVID-19 could change the world economy 
and evaluates the previously discussed metro- and pericentric drivers and im-
pediments within these two scenarios. If COVID-19 turns out to have limited 
impact on the world economy except for slowed economic growth in 2020, I 
would expect the arguments about future imperial relations in chapters 6 and 
7 to hold. Yet, as I present in this chapter, the changes could be far greater and 
have fundamental impact on the context of the emergence of a China-centric 
geoeconomic order. 

The following analysis is written in June 2020, with slight revisions in Feb-
ruary 2021, and is built on a constantly developing flow of news and assess-
ments. The purpose of this chapter is not to make forecasts that are likely to 
be outdated in a month or two but rather to discuss how different possible 
outcomes of COVID-19 in the medium term (3-5 years) would affect the con-
clusions of this dissertation’s analyses. In other words, I do not argue that the 
future will look like X or Y. Rather, I argue that if the future looks like X, this 
would mean so and so for the prospects of a China-centric infrastructure order 
and a China-centric currency order. 

The exceptionally contemporary nature of this chapter forces me to rely on 
different sources and to argue in somewhat speculative terms. The source ma-
terial is less academic than in preceding chapters, since most economic fore-
casts on COVID-19 have been published by think tanks, consultancy bureaus 
and the general media, rather than in peer-reviewed outlets. Moreover, the 
data used are predictive estimates, since it will probably be years before we 
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have an accurate picture of the actual impact of COVID-19. As the fundamen-
tal thrust of this chapter is the application of the previous theories and anal-
yses to hypothetical scenarios, this is not a problem here. This chapter dis-
cusses the likely consequences of different scenarios. The future will reveal 
which scenario was the most accurate. 

Scenarios 
I discuss the economic consequences of COVID-19 along two spectrums. The 
first is the negative impact on the sizes of economies. A combination of the 
successfulness of virus containment, of the policies implemented to shield 
economies from negative impact, and of vaccine distribution and effectiveness 
will determine this factor.733 The economic impact will vary between coun-
tries, and it is particularly likely to vary across different levels of development 
and state capacity.734 Accordingly, I operationalize this factor along three sce-
narios that focus on the respective consequences of different economies being 
weakened: 
 

1. Weakened China: China’s economy contracts 

2. Weakened competition: The economies of other cores than China con-
tract 

3. Weakened periphery: The economies of China’s periphery contract 

 
These three scenarios will have different impacts on the drivers and impedi-
ments of the formation of a China-centric order. The first scenario relates most 
closely to the metrocentric drivers, whereas the second and third shape con-
ditions outside of China. The three are not mutually exclusive, as “weakened” 
is defined in relation to the overall size of the economy in question. This is 
elaborated at the beginning of the section.  

The second parameter I theorize is the impact of COVID-19 on globaliza-
tion, i.e. on the strength of global connectivity in the form of global value 
chains. Already in the first months of the epidemic, headlines were question-
ing whether the virus heralds the death of globalization as countries and com-
panies sought to shorten global value chains and bring businesses closer to 

                                                
733 McKinsey’s presents nine scenarios for the economic impact of the COVID-19 
based on these two factors. See Sven Smit et al., “Safeguarding Our Lives and Our 
Livelihoods: The Imperative of Our Time.” McKinsey & Company, 23 March, 2020.  
734 Francis Fukuyama, “The Pandemic and Political Order: It Takes a State,” Foreign 
Affairs July/August (2020). 
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home.735 This process was well underway in respect to the bilateral relation-
ship between United States and China before 2020 and is commonly referred 
to as the US-China “decoupling,”736 reflecting in part political tensions be-
tween the two superpowers and in part rising wages in China, making South-
east Asian countries a more attractive choice for US companies seeking to out-
source.737 However, a specific US-China China decoupling does not neces-
sarily mean the end of United States’ participation in global value chains. Pro-
duction may simply be moved to other countries than China. I operationalize 
the issue of globalization in two scenarios: 

 
1. Decoupling: The United States and Europe reduce their economic ties 

to China but maintain global production ties to other countries 

2. Regionalization: The United States and Europe reduce economic ties to 
countries outside their home regions 

 
A “status quo” or “no long-term effect” scenario could also have been posited 
for both parameters, but this is implicitly what I do in chapters 6 and 7 when 
I discuss the trajectories of currency internationalization and infrastructure 
investment before COVID-19. 

I have framed this chapter in response to the current COVID-19 crisis, but 
most of the arguments made here are equally relevant should any of the five 
scenarios materialize for different reasons. For instance, scenario 1 discusses 
the consequences of a contraction of China’s economy. Of course, such a con-
traction could happen for a number of other reasons than COVID-19. Indeed 
analysts inside and outside of China have expected such a contraction for years 
as a response to weaknesses in China’s economic model.738 The same can be 
said for a contraction of the United States’ economy and for a curtailing of 
globalization, whether as a decoupling or a regionalization. No matter what 
might cause either scenario to play out, the points I make here about their 
impact on the emergence of China-centric infrastructure or currency orders 
should be applicable. 

                                                
735 The Economist, “Has Covid-19 Killed Globalisation?” 14 May, 2020; Adam Tooze, 
“The Death of Globalisation has been Announced Many Times. But this is a Perfect 
Storm.” The Guardian, 2020.  
736 Rana Foroohar, “Year in a Word: Decoupling.” Financial Times, 20 December, 
2019.  
737 Lauly Li and Ting-Fang Cheng, “Apple Weighs 15%-30% Capacity Shift out of 
China amid Trade War.” Nikkei Asian Review, 19 June, 2019.  
738 E.g. Lynch, China's Futures: PRC Elites Debate Economics, Politics, and Foreign 
Policy; McMahon, China's Great Wall of Debt. 
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Economic Downturn 
In June 2020, the World Bank estimated a 5.2% decline in GDP for the global 
economy as a whole in the wake of the first wave of COVID-19,739 but a central 
question remains who will be hurt the most. I here discuss the consequences 
of three scenarios relating to who suffers an economic setback. In all three 
scenarios, a weakened economy is understood as lower or negative growth 
rates, high unemployment, and growing debt for both the public and the pri-
vate sector. 

The three scenarios are not mutually exclusive. “Economic contraction” is 
seen as relative to the economies themselves, not each other. If both China and 
the United States suffer protracted recessions, the scenarios “Weakened 
China” and “Weakened competition” would play out simultaneously, though 
they may be suffering equally relative to their own economies. I choose not to 
designate a benchmark for what counts as “sufficient”, since any such choice 
would be arbitrary. The usefulness of these scenarios lies in thinking in terms 
of degree rather than either-or. The more a scenario seems to be materializing, 
the more I would expect the theorized consequences to occur. 

A Weakened Chinese Economy 
In the first scenario, the Chinese economy takes a severe hit and requires years 
to recover. Such an outcome could be caused by a large slowdown in global 
trade, hurting Chinese exports, or by an insecurity-driven reduction in Chi-
nese consumption, perhaps strengthened by a new wave of COVID-19 or new 
mutations and accompanying restrictions in China, leading to bankruptcies 
and greater unemployment. For the first time in decades, the Chinese econ-
omy contracted in the first quarter of 2020 by an astounding 6.8% according 
to the official figure (which could well be an optimistic assessment).740 By Jan-
uary 2021, the Chinese economy had recovered considerably, and 2020 ended 
with an estimated GDP growth of 2.3% according to the IMF.741 Yet, a future 
COVID-19-related economic downturn in China is still a possibility. 

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are at particular risk in China due 
to their reliance on the informal shadow banking system, which is less likely 

                                                
739 Josh Zumbrun, “World Bank Sees 5.2% Decline in Global Economy in 2020 From 
Coronavirus.” The Wall Street Journal, 8 June, 2020.  
740 BBC, “China's Virus-hit Economy Shrinks for First Time in Decades.” 17 April, 
2020.  
741 International Monetary Fund, “World Economic Outlook Update.” January, 
2021.  
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to be bailed out by the Chinese government in case of a crisis.742 SMEs com-
prise over 60% of China’s GDP743 and a series of defaults and bankruptcies 
here would be a hard blow to the overall economy. (By comparison, SMEs 
comprise 43% of United States’ GDP). No matter the direct cause, I expect a 
reduction in China’s economic capabilities to weaken the forces that drive the 
expansion of an imperial currency. The picture is less clear concerning infra-
structure, as the economic downturn has led to an increase in infrastructure 
investments and a weakening of the economic incentives to strengthen core-
periphery infrastructure connectivity. 

Infrastructure 
One of the immediate consequences of COVID-19 lockdowns was a host of 
travel restrictions. These have put breaks on several BRI projects, as Chinese 
workers were suddenly unable to travel between China and projects abroad.744 
Subsequent lockdowns have only prolonged these setbacks. The Chinese For-
eign Ministry estimated in June 2020 that 30 to 40% of projects had been 
affected by the pandemic.745 Such obstacles are likely to be temporary. The 
more important question is what a larger economic downturn in China would 
mean for the BRI and infrastructure connectivity after lockdowns are eased. 
The following highlights three ways a weakened Chinese economy would im-
pede and two ways it would drive the formation of a China-centric infrastruc-
ture order, arguing that the former will be the more impactful. 

First and intuitively, a smaller Chinese economy means less ability to fi-
nance infrastructure projects. Although financing can come from many differ-
ent sources, private and public actors will have less money to invest if the total 
economy contracts. Not only will less money be available, domestic economic 
hardship could make it more difficult to justify investments abroad to a do-
mestic audience. Popular opinion in China could turn against the BRI, in favor 
of spending at home. These are likely metrocentric impediments to further in-
frastructure spending outside China. 

Second, the motivations for continuing the BRI could also weaken in the 
face of a smaller economic base. Among the economic rationales of the initia-
tive is the promotion of trade ties between China and its periphery by way of 

                                                
742 Orlik, China, chap. 2. 
743 Charlie Campbell, “‘How Can I Get Through This?’ The Impact of Coronavirus on 
China's Economy Is Only Just Beginning.” Time, 21 April, 2020.  
744 Belt and Road News, “Can COVID-19 Pandemic puts brakes on Chinese 
Projects?” April 9, 2020.  
745 YingHui Lee, “COVID-19: The Nail in the Coffin of China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative?” The Diplomat, 28 September, 2020.  
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improved infrastructure and China’s need for natural resources to fuel its eco-
nomic growth. Both motivations are curbed by a weakened economy. In terms 
of trade, the benefits of reduced transaction costs are lower when the overall 
volumes of trade decrease as a result of the shrinking economy. There is 
simply less to gain by improving infrastructure when the volumes are smaller. 
Slower economic growth will also reduce the need for new resources. A lighter 
train requires less coal to run. Neither point eliminates the rationales for the 
BRI as a whole, but they do reduce their urgency. 

Third, as we saw in chapter 6, China is currently surrounded by countries 
using different railway gauges than itself. We also saw that is changing, as Chi-
nese railroad projects in Laos, Thailand, and Myanmar follow the Chinese ra-
ther than previous local standards. A transition to the international standard 
gauge used by China is in all likelihood motivated by the growing trade vol-
umes between peripheries and China. An economic slowdown in China would 
also affect these trade relations, and this could take away the incentive for 
China’s periphery to switch to the Chinese standard gauge. This would keep in 
place one of the practical obstacles to strengthened railroad ties in a Chinese 
infrastructure system. 

On the other hand, an economic slowdown in China could motivate the 
development of infrastructure abroad in two ways. First, rising unemployment 
could trigger an even greater need for government-funded projects in the con-
struction sector. Sectoral support is already an important metrocentric driver 
of the BRI, and Chinese policy banks might be forced to finance even more 
construction projects to maintain Chinese jobs. This seems to be the case, as 
the Chinese government has already announced increases to infrastructure in-
vestments in April 2020,746 expected to amount to a massive $1.4 trillion in 
value.747 The sectors receiving the most money are high-speed rail and 5G in-
ternet base stations and data centers.748 It should be noted that large shares 
of the financing will come from provincial-level governments, meaning that 
the projects are likely to be domestic rather than international. This means 
that infrastructure investments may improve internal connectivity and sup-
port the construction sector without strengthening ties to periphery states. 

Second, as argued with renminbi internationalization, the fear of China 
and of economic dependence on China might subside in the face of an eco-

                                                
746 China Banking News, “China’s Full Year Infrastructure Investment in 2020 Set 
to Exceed $3.6 Trillion Following COVID-19.” 21 April, 2020.  
747 Jorrit Gosens and Frank Jotzo, “How Green is China’s Post-COVID-19 ‘New 
Infrastructure’ Stimulus Spending?” East Asia Forum, 5 May, 2020.  
748 Ibid.  
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nomically weakened China. Periphery governments could become less hesi-
tant to improve infrastructure connectivity to China and to borrow money 
from China, if they perceive China to be less threatening due to an economic 
slowdown. This logic also applies to other great powers who might otherwise 
offer themselves as alternative sources of financing to challenge China’s posi-
tion. If the United States and Europe consider China less of a strategic eco-
nomic threat, they might abandon their own efforts to compete with China in 
infrastructure investments. 

In summary, a scenario of economic slowdown in China is likely to hamper 
the roll-out of the BRI and the formation of an infrastructure order centered 
on China. The combination of an economically diminished core and weaker 
rationales for both core and periphery to strengthen ties are strong impedi-
ments to hub-and-spokes dynamics, even if other cores may have less reason 
to seek to disrupt China’s ambitions by offering themselves in partnership to 
China’s periphery. This outcome could, however, be reversed if the renewed 
focus on infrastructure investments in 2020 and 2021 creates projects beyond 
China’s borders. In that case, COVID-19 may actually lead to a revitalization 
of the BRI, which has been declining in volume since 2019.749 Whether new 
projects materialize inside or outside China’s formal borders is too early to 
say, but it will be determined to some extent by the investors involved. As long 
as provincial governments are footing most of the bill, the majority of invest-
ments can be expected to remain domestic. 

The degree to which the Chinese economy is weakened will be decisive. If 
the economic blow is great, the ability to support investments abroad and the 
rationales for doing so will largely collapse. If the economic blow is smaller 
and temporary, the result could be a boost to infrastructure connectivity 
around China, as investments to soften the economic blow on Chinese em-
ployment levels actually accelerate the process—assuming substantial vol-
umes of investments target China’s periphery. In the short term, connectivity 
might be strengthened, but the development will only be sustainable if China’s 
economy recovers. 

Currency 
First, a weakened Chinese economy will ceteris paribus also cause a reduction 
in international trade ties with China, and this will in turn make the renminbi 
a less attractive currency for China’s periphery since trade is its primary use. 
It will also weaken the already limited flow of renminbi from China that result 
from Chinese exports payed in renminbi. More generally, the usefulness of a 

                                                
749 Scissors, “China's Global Business Footprint Shrinks." 
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currency outside the borders of its issuing country has much to do with the 
size of the issuing economy, except in situations where the currency plays a 
special role as a store of wealth (such as the Swiss franc). Today, international 
flows of renminbi are primarily related to trade with China, and a weakened 
Chinese economy will mean weaker trade ties between core and periphery. 

Second, political control remains a defining characteristic of the Chinese 
financial market, namely through financial repression to avoid capital flight 
and devaluation. This is an important metrocentric impediment to the inter-
nationalization of the renminbi, since it makes the capital market less trans-
parent and more open to manipulation. A weakened post-COVID-19 economy 
in China is likely to cause a strengthening of political control, since economic 
insecurity raises the specter of capital flight. So far, efforts to liberalize China’s 
financial market have gone hand in hand with the growth and integration of 
the Chinese economy into the world economy. It is reasonable to expect that 
an economic slowdown would stop the liberalization process in favor of tighter 
political control, leaving both peripheries and other foreigners less inclined to 
obtain renminbi. 

Third, in times of crises, investors tend to turn to the dollar as the safest 
store of value because of its dominant status. A loss of steam of the Chinese 
economy will only strengthen this tendency. The pericentric impediment to 
renminbi internationalization, which I called the inertia of the dollar-based 
order, will thus be strengthened if China’s economy is seen as stumbling under 
COVID-19, effectively removing a possible alternative to the dollar. This per-
ception will of course depend on how well investors globally perceive the rel-
ative stabilities of different economies and currencies. I explore this further in 
the next scenario. 

It seems the only way a slowing Chinese economy could lead to more 
renminbi internationalization would be if the fear of China’s geopolitical am-
bitions were relaxed because of its weakened capabilities. China’s periphery 
may feel less threatened by a China with slower economic growth, and a re-
duced fear of monetary sanctions could make them more willing to denote 
larger shares of foreign exchange in renminbi. This is in essence the realist 
argument. If China’s capabilities weaken, it will be less threatening to others, 
and its neighbors will be more likely to cooperate with it. 

All in all, a weakened economy in the Chinese core would weaken pericen-
tric drivers of renminbi internationalization as the periphery’s demand for 
currency ties falls. At the same time, political control over the currency is likely 
to increase, strengthening a metrocentric impediment. The dominant position 
of the dollar is likely to solidify under such circumstances. While China’s pe-
riphery may relax anxieties about China’s assertiveness, this is unlikely to 
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translate into a strong demand for renminbi. In short, as the Chinese economy 
goes, so does a renminbi order. 

Weakened Competition 
The second scenario posits that China’s great power competitors—I here focus 
on the United States, the European Union, and Japan, as the main competing 
hubs of infrastructure financing and currency— will suffer in the aftermath of 
COVID-19. The IMF estimated in January 2021 that the economy of the 
United States contracted by 3.4% in 2020.750 (In comparison, the economy 
was expected to grow 2.3% at the start of the year.751) The Euro Area had con-
tracted by 7.2%, the United Kingdom by 10%, and Japan by 5.1%. Their growth 
estimates at the start of the year were 1.1%, 1.1%, and 0.4%, respectively.  

Figure 8.1. GDP Estimates and Projections for 2020, 2021, and 2022 
(%) 

 
Source: Data from Goldman Sachs, “Riding the Storm Out”; International Monetary Fund, 
“World Economic Outlook Update”. 

Compared to China’s 2020 GDP growth of 2.3%, the economies of these com-
peting economic hubs have all taken a greater hit than the Chinese, as it ap-
pears at the time of writing. Although forecasts predict some catch-up effect 
in 2021 and 2022, it is still uncertain how long the economic slumps will last 
for China’s rivals—especially given the risks of vaccine-resilient virus muta-

                                                
750 International Monetary Fund, “World Economic Outlook Update". 
751 Goldman Sachs, “Riding the Storm Out.” 2020.  
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tions. The following discussion argues that the economic weakening of com-
peting cores will reduce the strongest impediment to both the BRI and to 
renminbi internationalization, making the emergence of China-centric orders 
more likely. 

Infrastructure 
A weakening of the economies of the United States, Europe, and Japan would 
give China a freer hand in infrastructure financing along the BRI. China’s pe-
riphery will continue to require infrastructure investments, and China will 
continue to enjoy both short- and long-term benefits of providing, as argued 
in chapter 6. In an economic downturn, the American and European counter-
initiatives to the BRI will likely be some of the first things to be put on hold if 
not outright cancelled because the money is needed elsewhere to shield their 
economies. This would leave China in the role of the dominant financer of in-
frastructure in its continental and maritime peripheries. 

Unlike for China, large extra-regional infrastructure investment schemes 
have little short-term benefit for western economies, since projects funded 
may not be won by European and American contractors. The element of sec-
toral support for construction companies is thus much smaller than in the Chi-
nese model where project investments can be earmarked Chinese contractors. 
Western economies are much more likely to provide financial stimuli at home 
than to channel money across the globe. This leaves periphery economies with 
few or no alternatives to Chinese money for their infrastructure ambitions. 
With fewer possible ties to competing cores, the asymmetric interdependence 
between China and its periphery will increase, placing China in a more favor-
able bargaining position regarding terms of investment and the nature of pro-
jects—a direct strengthening of the hub-and-spokes dynamic. 

Some of the pericentric impediments discussed in chapter 6 could become 
stronger as a result. Both popular unhappiness with the presence of Chinese 
workers and companies in the periphery territory and periphery governments’ 
fear of economic dependence on China could well become more outspoken. In 
the absence of alternative infrastructure-financing partners, however, this 
would leave peripheries in a situation of ‘China’s way or the highway’—or more 
accurately: ‘China’s way or no highway.’ At the same time, China might choose 
to continue the process of making the BRI more inclusive and responsive to 
local demands. This would likely weaken local resistance to Chinese projects, 
but it would also mean a watering down of the Chinese model in its current 
form, making the BRI a more costly project for China. 

Finally, the trading patterns of some developing countries could shift as a 
consequence of economic slowdowns among China’s competitors. Countries 
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like Vietnam and the Philippines currently export roughly as much to the 
United States as they do to China, with a large share going to Japan as well.752 
Their export pattern could become more clearly dominated by China, just as 
China already dominates their import because of weakened consumption in 
other markets. Such a shift would compound the benefits of reduced transac-
tion costs from improved infrastructure, strengthening the economic rationale 
for boosting infrastructure ties to China. 

A change to the international distribution of economic power resulting 
from COVID-19 could thus cause a shift in trade patterns and infrastructure 
connectivity between developing countries and the Chinese core. The eco-
nomic benefits of tying oneself closer to China will accordingly become a 
stronger pericentric driving force. This change will naturally be most signifi-
cant in periphery economies that currently trade with China’s competitors. 

Currency 
In a scenario where China’s competitors suffer severe economic losses, it is the 
pericentric drivers and impediments of renminbi internationalization that are 
most directly affected. First, a battered American economy will be more in-
debted, and this could make people more nervous about the dollar. The United 
States’ federal budget deficit for FY2020 was $3.1 trillion and estimated at 
$2.3 trillion for FY2021, which is more than 10% of expected GDP and higher 
than any year since the Second World War.753 (Pre-outbreak estimates had the 
budget deficit at $1.1 trillion.754) 

Such a massive level of debt burdens the economy as a whole, and it could 
cause investors to shift away from dollar-denominated assets for fear of the 
stability of the United States’ economy,755 perhaps in favor of the Chinese 
renminbi. Large debt does not necessarily mean economic instability—as Ja-
pan’s record 200% debt to GDP-ratio attests to—and investors could instead 
flock to the American market in times of global instability as the safest haven 
for investments. Moreover, greater United States’ debt would mean greater 
availability of American bonds for foreign investors. In this way, a larger debt 
increases the volume of dollar-denominated assets on offer. This takes us back 

                                                
752 Simoes and Hidalgo, “The Economic Complexity Observatory", 'Philippines', 
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753 Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget, “2021 Deficit On Course to Hit $2.3 
Trillion.” 5 January, 2021.  
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to the question of the inertia of the current dollar-based order. Investor inse-
curity about the dollar could strengthen the renminbi and other competing 
currencies. Investor insecurity about the global economy could strengthen the 
dollar at the expense of other currencies. 

Briefly reviewing a few indicators provides a mixed picture. If investors 
were to shift away from the dollar, it should entail a devaluation from falling 
demand. This seems to be the case. From 1 January to 28 December 2020, the 
dollar depreciated 6.1% compared to the renminbi, from 6.96 to 6.533 
renminbi to the dollar.756 The exchange rate of the dollar compared to the euro 
and the Swiss franc have followed the same pattern roughly.757 Demand for 
the dollar initially increased after lockdowns were imposed in the first quarter 
of 2020 but has shifted to other currencies and declined since then. 

Stock markets are another useful indicator because they reveal where cap-
ital holders are placing their money and the currencies in which they prefer to 
have their investments. In 2020, the leading American indexes grew by 6.2% 
(Dow Jones Industrial Average), 15.4% (S&P 500), and +37.3% (NASDAQ 
Composite Index), the latter demonstrating the rapid recovery and growth of 
the technology industry in the United States.758 In comparison, the Shanghai 
Composite grew by 12.3%, and the Hong Kong Hang Seng Index fell by -4.9% 
in the same period, indicating a slightly slower recovery as well as the fallout 
of political turmoil in Hong Kong. One should not attribute too much to these 
indicators, especially considering the volatility of global stock markets in 
2020. They do suggest that the dollar has taken a greater blow than the 
renminbi, probably as a reaction to the large stimulus packages offered by the 
United States Federal Reserve, but also that investors have regained their con-
fidence in the dollar-denominated stock market quicker than in Chinese 
stocks despite the far more gloomy forecasts for the American economy. In 
short, a mixed picture. 

Diversification outside the United States could also occur due to falling 
American imports, which would shore up the stream of dollars flowing out of 
the United States’ economy. A less liquid dollar would be more easily chal-
lenged by the renminbi. In the long term, such a shift could have a strong im-
pact on the availability of dollars for other countries and even make room for 

                                                
756 Macrotrends. www.macrotrends.net [Visited 12 February, 2021], 'Dollar Yuan 
Exchange Rate - 35 Year Historical Chart'. 
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other currencies in the periphery states that already operate with multiple cur-
rencies in everyday exchanges. For China’s immediate periphery, this could 
mean a strengthening of a renminbi order at the expense of the dollar. 

Whether the weakened liquidity of the dollar is offset by the greater avail-
ability of dollar-bonds and the inertia of the system is an open question. The 
present analysis suggests that the renminbi could grow in strength as a means 
of exchange without becoming a more popular store of value. Such a gradual 
shift would most likely occur in the economies where the renminbi is already 
used in domestic exchange. These are currently the developing economies in 
China’s geographic proximity, i.e. Southeast Asia. A strengthening of a 
renminbi empire would therefore likely be continental in its materialization. 

A Weakened Periphery 
Despite younger populations, developing countries are more vulnerable to 
pandemics and diseases.759 Enforcing lockdowns and other measures to con-
tain COVID-19 is far more difficult in these settings, and since poverty usually 
translates into lower health and sanitation standards, COVID-19 could have 
more devastating consequences in the developing world. Large parts of the 
populations here tend to survive on daily wages, and these are hit far harder 
by a lockdown as it removes their basis for subsistence.760 This problem is ag-
gravated by the inability of governments to issue financial support to their 
economies in the same manner as governments in developed countries.761 
Moreover, even if they do create economic support packages, large shares of 
developing economies are often informal and thus much harder to target with 
political initiatives.762 

According to one study simulating the effects of COVID-19 in sub-Saharan 
Africa, 9.1% of the sub-Saharan population has fallen into extreme poverty as 
a result of the pandemic, and lockdowns are likely to practically erase the sav-
ings of about 30% of the population.763 Similarly, one scholar argues, “The 

                                                
759 Melinda Moore et al., “Identifying Future Disease Hot Spots: Infectious Disease 
Vulnerability Index,” (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2016).  
760 Saugato Datta, “Responding to COVID-19 in the Developing World.” Behavioral 
Scientist, 20 April, 2020.  
761 David Dapice, “How Bad is COVID-19’s Impact on Asian Developing Economies?” 
East Asia Forum, 3 May, 2020.  
762 Ibid.  
763 Matthieu Teachout and Celine Zipfel, “The Economic Impact of COVID-19 
Lockdowns in Sub-Saharan Africa,” (London: International Growth Centre, 2020). 
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current COVID-19 trajectory points to a scenario of a long outbreak and a pro-
longed economic impact on developing Asia.”764 The following explores the 
consequences of such a scenario for my analyses. 

Infrastructure 
An economic slowdown in the periphery would impede the formation of 
China-centric infrastructure connectivity—at least if China sticks to the Chi-
nese model of financing and contracting. The demand for improved infra-
structure in China’s periphery would remain, but countries facing an immedi-
ate economic crisis will be reluctant to invest in infrastructure projects, the 
benefits of which are primarily long-term rather than short-term. Moreover, 
investments would mean increasing their often already substantial levels of 
debt. Under such circumstances, infrastructure improvements are simply not 
a top priority. 

Seen from the position of the investor, Chinese banks may be more hesi-
tant to invest in economically weakened peripheries, since the risk of default 
is higher. Already, China has come under pressure from developing countries 
to extend or write off existing loans to alleviate the situation.765 While such a 
move could well be beneficial to perceptions of China in the developing world, 
it does not suggest future investments and loans. 

At the same time, there may be one way in which the BRI could come out 
strengthened from the economic weakening of the periphery. If infrastructure 
projects begin relying more on local labor, the BRI could actually become part 
of the solution to growing unemployment in China’s periphery by providing 
the employment stimuli periphery governments cannot. As argued in chapter 
7, such a reform of the BRI would undermine its function as a supporting 
scheme for China’s own construction sector, and it would therefore make the 
BRI more costly for China’s economy as a whole. In this regard, China faces a 
trade-off between the economic benefits of the Chinese model of development, 
which almost exclusively benefits Chinese companies, and the legitimacy or 
soft power benefits of hiring local labor. The degree to which China will make 
this trade-off will probably reflect the extent of economic hardship China suf-
fers due to COVID-19. 

In the face of a COVID-19-induced economic downturn in the developing 
world, strengthened infrastructure ties to China seem unlikely, unless China 

                                                
764 Ganeshan Wignaraja, “Will COVID-19 Bring Recession and Debt Shock to 
Developing Asia?” East Asia Forum, 3 April, 2020.  
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fundamentally redesigns the investment model of the BRI to rely more on lo-
cal labor. Otherwise, it is difficult to see how new railroads and highways will 
materialize in the periphery in the absence of Chinese capital. 

Currency 
A weakening of periphery economies affects renminbi internationalization in 
at least three important ways, one that drives and two that impede the for-
mation of a hub-and-spokes structure. First, economic instability may in-
crease uncertainties about the local currency in a periphery state, heightening 
demand for foreign alternatives. In economies where the renminbi is already 
in circulation, namely in Southeast Asia, this could increase its use, strength-
ening currency ties to China. 

Yet, second, in the face of insecurities relating to the local currency, people 
are probably more likely to turn to the dominant currency, the dollar, as the 
safest store of value and most useable means of exchange. Demand for the 
renminbi might increase, but so would demand for the dollar due to its already 
privileged position in the global economy. The motivation that might drive 
stronger currency ties to China thus drives a strengthening of ties to the 
United States to an even greater degree. 

Third, currency ties to China might actually weaken due to reduced trade. 
The renminbi is today primarily used for bilateral trade between China and 
Asian countries, and should these economies take an economic hit, their im-
port and export volumes are likely to take a dip as well. This would weaken the 
primary motivation for obtaining renminbi, as fewer Chinese goods can be af-
forded, and it would reduce the liquidity of the renminbi abroad, as reduced 
exports to China mean less capital outflow from China. 

In summary, the prospects for renminbi internationalization in the face of 
economically weakened peripheries are bleak. The most likely way in which 
this could change is if it were combined with a broader dollar crisis, perhaps 
resulting from an economic collapse in the United States. In such a scenario, 
the demand for foreign coin in peripheries might be directed at renminbi in-
stead of dollars. However, such a scenario seems unlikely at the time of writ-
ing. 
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From Globalization to What? 
The past decade has seen fluctuations in the degree of globalization, which 
declining after 2012 766 before picking up speed again in 2017.767 This section 
discusses the impact on infrastructure and currency orders of different sce-
narios after COVID-19, especially because the crisis has increased the sense of 
risk associated with having globally dispersed supply chains. Country lock-
downs pose serious risks to companies dependent on products from abroad, 
and the shutdown of a single country can potentially paralyze companies in 
several other countries in the absence of redundancy in the supply system. 

In order to set the stage for the following discussion, it is useful to distin-
guish between different kinds of global value chains as depicted in Figure 8.2 
below. Global value chains differ from traditional cross border trade because 
it is not final goods being traded, but components for final production else-
where. Value chains may further differ in complexity. In simple chains, prod-
ucts or components from one country are used for a final product in another 
country. This chain involves two parties. In complex chains, three or more 
countries are involved, e.g. when components from three countries are assem-
bled in a fourth country to be sold in a fifth and sixth country. Though some-
what simplistic, keeping these terms separate helps us identify differences be-
tween the consequences for trade and for value chains. 

I discuss the prospects for regionalization and localization. Regionaliza-
tion is when a country moves production to its own region, and localization is 
moving it to your its country.768 In the absence of a complete collapse in mod-
ern technology, neither will happen completely, as advanced technological 
products require components from all over the globe. But functions such as 
assembly could well be moved from one country to another. The scenarios 
thus describe shifts towards more regionalized or localized production, not 
absolute transformations. The two scenarios are mutually exclusive for each 
individual core, since they describe different developments for the same core. 
The United States cannot both maintain the same level of global production 
ties AND regionalize or localize its production. However, it is possible that one 
core chooses to regionalize production, while another choses to localize. In 

                                                
766 Susan Lund et al., “Globalization in Transition: The Future of Trade and Value 
Chains,” (McKinsey Global Institute, 2019). 
767 Xin Li, Bo Meng, and Zhi Wang. “Recent Patterns of Global Production and GVC 
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such a situation, the consequences for China and the periphery will be some 
combination of and compromise between the two discussed here. 

Figure 8.2. Types of Value Chains 

 
Source: Li, Meng, and Wang. ”Recent Patterns of Global Production and GVC Participation”, 
p. 11. 

I focus on the United States and Europe (considered together) as the most im-
portant cores competing with China. One could also have included a scenario 
in which China localizes production in order to reduce dependence on foreign 
imports. Yet, such a scenario seems unlikely because most of the products im-
ported into China are either natural resources, which it cannot produce in suf-
ficient quantities itself; technical components (such as integrated circuits) 
produced in Taiwan and South Korea; or finished products from Europe or the 
United States. Chinese companies already assemble their products in China 
and are thus already localized in that sense. The components for these prod-
ucts are bought abroad because there is no alternative.  

The Decoupling 
A decoupling of the United States and China could be accelerated by COVID-
19. Several voices in Washington, most prominent among them President 
Donald Trump, have advocated economic detachment of the two economies 
well before 2020.769 Such a shift is a consequence of more conflictual relations 
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System,” Foreign Affairs September/October (2019); Henry Farrell and Abraham 
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between the two great powers, of broader protectionist sentiments in the 
United States, and of the risks of global economic ties illuminated by COVID-
19. A similar decoupling between Western Europe and China could also take 
place, although this debate has so far been less heated. Whether a decoupling 
would benefit either economy is beyond the scope of this dissertation. What I 
discuss is how a decoupling would affect the development of China-centric in-
frastructure and currency orders. 

That some degree of decoupling is already underway is evident from the 
drop in trade between the United States and China since 2018. From 2018 to 
2020, the share of total United States’ imports of Chinese goods fell from ap-
prox. 23% to approx. 19%.770 The same period saw a drop of US goods in 
China’s total imports from approx. 8.5% to approx. 6%. While such drops are 
a natural consequence of the host of new trade restrictions imposed between 
the two countries and could be subject to reversal if restrictions were lifted, it 
is notable that China’s reliance on exports to the United States was decreasing 
even before the trade war started.771 

A decoupling scenario would entail the weakening of economic ties be-
tween the United States and Europe on the one side and China on the other, 
namely in global value chains. Western companies would move production 
out of China to other lower-wage countries, thus keeping the value chains 
global, but limiting China’s role in them. Chinese companies would similarly 
begin to focus more on other markets than the Western. Such a process would 
involve increased competition over periphery economies as different cores all 
seek to diversify their economies to them. 

Infrastructure 
A Chinese infrastructure empire faces many of the same challenges as a 
renminbi order in a decoupling scenario. Western outsourcing to periphery 
countries provides alternative avenues to investments for periphery govern-
ments, weakening economic dependence on China. If Chinese projects are to 

                                                
Newman, “The Folly of Decoupling From China.” Foreign Affairs, 3 June, 2020; 
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2020.  
770 Bill Diviney et al., “Global Daily – How Big are the Risks from the US-China 
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remain competitive, they must become either cheaper or more developmental 
in scope, providing greater local benefits such as jobs. At the same time, par-
ticularly autocratic governments may still be unwilling to accept loans on 
Western terms and would therefore continue to rely on Chinese capital for 
their infrastructure needs. This suggests that a decoupling could also mean a 
polarization of peripheries into the ones that prefer China’s “no-strings-at-
tached” loans and the ones that rely on Western donors. 

In terms of the actual infrastructure being built, Western companies like 
their Chinese counterparts would have an interest in developing the infra-
structure of peripheries to lower transaction costs. In countries connected to 
China by maritime ties, such developments could also benefit trade with China 
running along the same lines. In China’s territorial neighbors where more 
trade is conducted over land, new infrastructure ties financed by Western in-
vestors would focus on developing the maritime access of these countries ra-
ther than their ties to China. If Western companies were to shift to China’s 
immediate neighbors, such as Vietnam or Myanmar, we could therefore see a 
direct weakening of the infrastructure hub-and-spokes, as these countries 
would develop new infrastructure to connect them to the oceans and on to 
American and European markets. 

Currency 
A decoupling would mean stronger economic ties between China’s periphery 
and China’s competitor cores, as Western factories are moved from China to 
other countries in the region. The result would likely be a weakening of the 
China-centric currency order for two reasons. First, increased commercial ac-
tivities from competing core businesses in the periphery would mean a 
stronger flow of foreign currencies to these countries, especially dollars. More 
foreign companies mean more foreign capital, and the result would be greater 
liquidity of these currencies in the periphery. 

Second, even if China succeeds in shifting some of its own exports from 
Western markets to its own periphery, such a shift would be matched by com-
peting cores. Peripheries would likely find themselves trading more with mul-
tiple economic cores rather than just one. Facing more diversified trade rela-
tions, peripheries have reason to accumulate the most widely circulated cur-
rency—the dollar—rather than renminbi or euro. As argued previously, the 
main international use of the renminbi today is in bilateral trade with China. 
If other cores increase their shares of periphery markets, settling trade in 
renminbi will become more inconvenient for periphery companies. 
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These two factors describe an overall weakening of the asymmetry of de-
pendence between China and its periphery through the strengthening of cap-
ital and trade flows to other cores. Periphery economies will find themselves 
with more partners to choose from as western companies look for alternatives 
to China for the assembling of their products. In such a scenario, the global 
preponderance of the dollar will make it a more practical vehicle of commerce 
than the renminbi. 

The End of Globalization 
Rather than a mere decoupling, COVID-19 may cause states and companies to 
rework their supply chains fundamentally, bringing outsourced elements to 
their home country or region. This is the scenario we might call the “end” or 
“reversal” of globalization,772 not because it would eliminate all international 
trade, but because it means a trend towards regional trade blocks with simpler 
and shorter value chains.773 Companies may still need components from all 
over the planet (e.g. various minerals for high-tech products), but processes 
such as assembly would be brought home, removing a substantial element in 
complex value chains. For China’s periphery in Asia, the exodus of many West-
ern countries would be a hard economic blow,774 and it would leave China as 
the primary economic core that is open for business. 

Infrastructure 
Infrastructure connectivity would be affected by the exit of China’s main com-
petitors in China’s periphery. Weaker competition in financing would provide 
China with a freer hand regarding the terms of loans and projects, and it would 
enable China to continue the more extractive Chinese model of financing, as 
peripheries would have few alternative creditors. At the same time, China 
might still make its financing model more developmental to accommodate lo-
cal resistance, as argued in chapter 7. Whichever path is chosen, weakened 
competition creates a greater asymmetry of autonomy between China and its 
periphery. China gets more policy options as its peripheries get fewer options. 
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Transportation infrastructure is also likely to develop more hub-and-
spokes features, as a regionalized economy would cement China’s central po-
sition. With less exports and imports going to and from America and Europe, 
Asia—and perhaps even Africa—would become closer tied to China in trade 
and hence benefit more from improved infrastructure heading to China. This 
could strengthen the economic corridors of the BRI and railway lines running 
to ports on Africa’s coast. A hub-and-spokes structure of connectivity simply 
provides greater benefits the greater the relative size of the core in the system. 

A central question related to the issue of globalization is whether China 
also cuts down on its extra-regional trade or whether this is only a path pur-
sued by other cores. If China maintains a global outlook in the face of region-
alism in America and Europe, the China-centric hub-and-spokes could well 
expand beyond the continental periphery of Asia to maritime peripheries in 
Africa—and maybe even further away. The result would be a configuration of 
the world economy with two clearly delimited cores in Europe and (North) 
America and a “globalized third world” dominated by the Chinese economy. 

Another scenario could be the effective division of extra-regional periph-
eries between the world’s economic cores. It is hard to imagine the complete 
isolation of any region, since large economies will still require the import of 
energy, minerals, and possibly food, but countries exporting these goods could 
be divided among the great powers, turning them into spokes in different sys-
tems. Such a reproduction of the nineteenth-century Scramble for Africa may 
seem far-fetched but would be a sensible outcome in a regionalized world with 
minimal core-to-core interaction. 

Currency 
A regionalized world economy would likely entail regional currency orders. 
Economies would organize around the largest economy in the region—The 
United States in the Western hemisphere, Germany in Europe, and China in 
Asia—and the currencies of these hubs would be the most used within each 
region. This scenario could thus also be named “currency regionalization.” 

For China’s periphery, the departure of most Western companies would 
mean more limited access to and use for dollars and euros. As China takes up 
even larger shares of periphery trade, the renminbi would become an increas-
ingly useful means of exchange. This scenario would thus play to the estab-
lished strength of the renminbi; as a means of payment for regional trade. 

Moreover, a regionalization of trade in general would undermine the pri-
mary benefit of having a globally dominant currency. The entrapment effect 
described in chapter 7 relies on the shared interest of core and periphery in 
maintaining the dominance of a single currency, because everyone benefits 
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from its dominance. In a world economy separated into regions, the global 
entrapment effect is weaker and could give way to regional entrapment effects; 
peripheries supporting their regional currency at the expense of a single global 
currency. The global preponderance of the dollar would suffer consequently. 

Conclusion 
The five scenarios reviewed in this chapter present different outlooks for the 
consequences of COVID-19 for infrastructure development and renminbi in-
ternationalization, and, more fundamentally, the prospects for imperial dy-
namics and a China-centric geoeconomic order within these areas. Table 7.1 
summarizes my findings and arguments. It should again be stressed that many 
of these scenarios can take place in parallel. For example, one or more econo-
mies could be weakened at the same time as a decoupling or outright region-
alization materializes. 

The scenarios for globalization have the clearest expected consequences 
for the formation of China-centric currency or infrastructure order. If Ameri-
can and European companies pull out of China but remain globally engaged, 
it would weaken China-centric hub-and-spokes. If they pull all the way back 
to their home regions, this would give China a freer hand in its periphery and 
likely reinforce geoeconomic hub-and-spokes dynamics. 

The picture is murkier when it comes to changes in economic power. A 
weaker Chinese economy will hurt renminbi internationalization and could 
hurt infrastructure connectivity, unless investments increase to revitalize the 
economy. Weaker competition from could strengthen or weaken renminbi in-
ternationalization depending on whether capital shifts to the dollar or diver-
sifies to the renminbi and other currencies. The effect of weaker competition 
on infrastructure connectivity would be a strengthening of China’s central po-
sition, as peripheries will have fewer alternatives to and benefit more from 
exchange with China. Finally, both domains could be strengthened or weak-
ened because of an economic weakening in China’s periphery. On infrastruc-
ture, periphery governments will be less inclined to take on debt, and new 
loans will be more risky, weakening the financial arm of the BRI. A develop-
mental approach to the BRI, which creates new local jobs, could be more at-
tractive to peripheries in distress. Renminbi internationalization will depend 
on the continuing trust in the dollar, on the degree to which renminbi liquidity 
and usefulness are hurt by declines in trade, and on the current circulation of 
renminbi abroad. 

Infrastructure investments may be considered victims of and solutions to 
economic hardship, depending on the political priorities of governments. The 
weakening of economic capabilities in China may limit the metrocentric drive 
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for empire-building, simply because China’s ability to forge ties to its periph-
ery will be limited. Whether the dollar maintains its position compared to 
other currencies will be a central factor shaping the consequences of COVID-
19 for a renminbi empire in China’s region and beyond. Economic downturns 
in the United States and elsewhere may indeed result in a strengthening of the 
dollar order. The trajectory of globalization will be key. If the world is carved 
up into regions with weak ties between them, even an economically dimin-
ished China will be far better situated to become a core in its own imperial 
system.
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Chapter 9: 
Conclusion 

Is a China-centric geoeconomic order emerging in the twenty-first century? 
This has been the guiding question of this dissertation. I have taken a pragma-
tist methodological approach to the topic here and investigated the degree to 
which the ideal type of an empire might benefit our thinking about China’s 
rise, connect some of the things we already know in new ways, and direct our 
attention to previously overlooked things. It is therefore fitting to return to the 
question of usefulness at the end of this dissertation. What use is it to think of 
China’s position in the geoeconomic order in imperial terms, and how may it 
enrich our current understanding? 

This final chapter reviews my findings and pinpoints the key contributions 
of my PhD project as a whole. I also discuss how my findings relate to the 
larger literature on the rise of China reviewed in chapter 2. This is done in part 
by comparing my work with a recent piece by JohnMearsheimer, who exem-
plifies some of the dominant tendencies in the contemporary debate, to illus-
trate how the empire ideal type can provide valuable perspectives. Afterwards, 
I return to the central question of the overall usefulness of working ideal-typ-
ically. Finally, I discuss how my methodological and theoretical approach 
could be used to study other phenomena and present some considerations on 
the road ahead for China. 

Findings and Contributions 
The empire ideal type is abstract in nature and can be applied to a host of top-
ics to study how one or more competing structures of connectivity—orders—
may emerge or wither in international relations. This dissertation has studied 
infrastructure and currency to assess whether international ties within these 
areas are being reorganized into a China-centered geoeconomic hub-and-
spokes order—both topics chosen for their empirical importance and because 
they are clear examples of connectivity, as theorized in my ideal type. 

Most of the theoretical components of my ideal type are not my own in-
ventions. The hub-and-spokes structure, the ideal-typical concept of empire, 
the notion of asymmetric interdependence and how it relates to power, the 
different manifestations of empires, and the distinction between metro- and 
pericentric drivers of imperial expansion are individually not new ideas in the 
International Relations literature. What I have done is incorporate them in a 
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single theoretical framework, combining insights and concepts from the com-
parative and sociological literature on empires (Doyle, Münkler) with insights 
on power in International Relations in general (Barnett and Duvall, Keohane 
and Nye) and related to geoeconomics specifically (Cohen, Hirschman, 
Luttwak). These were integrated into recent ideal types of international order 
(Nexon and Wright) based on the hub-and-spokes structure (Galtung, Motyl, 
Farrell and Newman). While most components of this theoretical synthesis 
are adapted from previous work, I believe the resulting ideal-typical theory of 
empire and its geoeconomic application is a new contribution to the literature. 
The following explores the analytical gains from using it to study Chinese in-
frastructure and currency ties. 

Before embarking on my two main analyses, chapter 5 presented studies 
of security and trade orders in Asia through the empire ideal type. These brief 
studies found that states in Asia have stronger security ties to other countries 
than China, namely the United States and, to a smaller degree, Russia. The 
US-centric structure of alliances in East and Southeast Asia was clearly struc-
tured as a hub-and-spokes and could well be characterized as imperial, due to 
the vast asymmetry of interdependence present. In Central Asia, Russia also 
remained the senior partner and hub of security ties, despite the development 
of stronger military ties between China and the region. 

In contrast, China is already centrally placed in the regional trade order. 
As a whole, the Asian trade order bears strongest resemblance to a China-cen-
tric hegemony, as it exhibits hub-and-spokes features like an empire, while 
peripheries also maintained some ties to other cores. This tendency was 
strongest in East Asia, but China was also the most important hub for South-
east Asian and Central Asian trade. Only South Asia was more closely tied to 
a competing hub, India, than it was to China. I expect this pattern to become 
even more imperial with the implementation of the RCEP among East and 
Southeast Asian countries. In short, a China-centric trade order—an im-
portant element of geoeconomic relations—is already in place.  

Imperial Infrastructure 
Roads and railroads are fundamental ties that connect people and societies. 
Therefore, the low degree of theorization on transportation infrastructure in 
International Relations, except as a proxy indicator for state capacity,775 is 
striking. Infrastructure ties between societies can leave a single state in a priv-
ileged position as a core of a hub-and-spokes pattern. The ideal type elucidates 

                                                
775 E.g. Müller-Crepon, Hunziker, and Cederman, “Roads to Rule, Roads to Rebel." 
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the power asymmetries and dependencies that can emerge from transporta-
tion infrastructure investments, and the factors shape the willingness of core 
and periphery to forge closer ties to each other. 

My study contributes to the theoretical and empirical literature on infra-
structure investments and on international order in several ways. First, it pre-
sents one way of explicitly theorizing infrastructure connectivity and its im-
pact on asymmetries of dependence and thus the power relations among 
states, through comparison with the hub-and-spokes structure. Further stud-
ies could involve the quantification of infrastructure ties in network analysis 
to assess the different positions of states within the overall structure of infra-
structure connectivity. 

Second, although ideal-typical and thus simplifying, the distinction be-
tween extractive and developmental ties helps distinguish different effects of 
infrastructure on relations between states. A developmental relationship en-
joys greater legitimacy because it shifts some of the benefits away from the 
core state. An extractive relationship means the core maximizes its benefits at 
the expense of the periphery. This trade-off between shared benefits and le-
gitimacy abroad will be a crucial element in the future development of the BRI. 
As the post-COVID-19 discussion suggested, the balance between these two 
logics will be strongly shaped by the availability of alternative financing part-
ners to China such as the United States, Europe, and Japan. Yet, even in the 
absence of alternatives to China, Chinese investments may shift to a more de-
velopmental model in order to minimize opposition from the local populations 
of periphery countries. 

Scholars such as Galtung and Wallerstein have argued that the imperial 
bonds between core and periphery are maintained not by legitimacy in a broad 
sense, but by a narrow alliance of interests between the elites in the core and 
the elites in the periphery, as discussed in chapter 2. They imply that “devel-
opmental imperial relations” is an oxymoron, and that conflicts of interest 
within periphery society are a necessary component of an imperialist system. 
This makes their theory more restrictive and unable to account for situations 
in which the periphery (both its elite and its broader base) enjoys benefits 
from being a part of an imperial system.  

By contrast, the BRI provides ample examples of peripheries who enjoy 
the benefits of improved infrastructure while at the same time being inte-
grated more closely into a China-centered order. The growing ties between 
core and periphery can be considered developmental because China is betting 
on future benefits from strengthening the markets and economies of its pe-
ripheries, in effect creating future consumers for its own goods. Rather than 
assuming that periphery populations are always worse off from dealing with 
the core, the typology of extractive and developmental helps describe different 
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kinds of interstate ties. The respective nature of different ties between China 
and BRI countries is already the subject of numerous reports and NGO stud-
ies, and future research will assess the overall impact of the BRI on economic 
growth and level of human development in the periphery. 

Third, studying both the material infrastructure being built as well as its 
financing and contracting reveals different ways in which asymmetric inter-
dependence can materialize. New railroads must be financed by someone, 
built by someone, and run (or at least maintained) by someone. This means 
that infrastructure projects create a host of different ties between the place 
being developed and the financers and contractors, who may be foreign. The 
Chinese model of development investment has generally entailed that all these 
elements tie the partner country to China, Chinese banks, and Chinese con-
tractors. My analysis has treated these different ties together as parts of the 
larger issue of “infrastructure investments” because they are impossible to 
separate and are usually all parts of infrastructure deals. However, in the fu-
ture, we might see the weakening of some of these ties, while others are 
strengthened. 

Kyrgyzstan provides an enlightening example. Kyrgyzstan and China have 
been negotiating the construction of a railroad to complete the economic cor-
ridor from Uzbekistan to Lanzhou in China.776 Part of the Kyrgyz section of 
this corridor is currently comprised of roads, meaning that goods need to be 
unloaded onto trucks and then reloaded to trains. Due to Kyrgyz fears of debt 
dependence on China, the Bishkek government appears to be looking to Rus-
sia and Uzbekistan for loans. If such a deal materializes, this would leave Kyr-
gyzstan (and Uzbekistan) with stronger infrastructure ties to China, while 
forging debt ties between Kyrgyzstan and Russia/Uzbekistan. This would in 
other words be an example of a diversification of ties between infrastructure 
and financing. Future studies may reveal more example of periphery govern-
ments seeking to diversify ties of debt while strengthening infrastructure ties 
to China. As of February 2021, construction of the Kyrgyz rail to China has yet 
to commence.777 

Fourth, thinking in terms of metrocentric and pericentric drivers helps 
prevent overemphasis on the interests and economic power of the core when 
studying the development of infrastructure connectivity. China’s periphery is 

                                                
776 Global Railway Review, “Russia and Kyrgyzstan to Together Develop the Kyrgyz 
Railway Network.” 28 March, 2019; Umida Hashimova, “The China-Kyrgyzstan-
Uzbekistan Transport Corridor Stretches Further Into China.” The Diplomat, 22 
June, 2020.  
777 Jalil Saparov and Bakyt Ibraimov, “China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan Railway 
Remains Uncertain.” The Third Pole, 13 January, 2021.  
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not a passive recipient (or victims) of Chinese initiatives and policies. Rather, 
local conditions in the peripheries shape demand for and the feasibility of in-
frastructure investments, and competition from other cores circumscribes the 
terms under which Chinese banks and companies operate. Even in the face of 
power inequalities, the asymmetric relationship between a core and a periph-
ery will never be dictated solely by the will of the core. 

A China-Centric Infrastructure Order 
A China-centric infrastructure order is emerging in much of the developing 
world in the twenty-first century. This is most evident in the materializations 
of most of the economic corridors that run north, west, and south from China. 
In continental Asia, the arteries of connectivity are becoming increasingly 
hub-and-spokes-like, and this puts China in a central position of asymmetric 
power over its periphery. Moreover, in Africa, Latin America, and the Middle 
East, infrastructure ties are being created to ports that may facilitate trade 
with China. Notably, Chinese investments have been gradually shifting from 
Africa towards Asia, indicating an emphasis on the continental periphery ra-
ther than the extra-regional or maritime periphery. 

The case studies of Nigeria, Iran, and Argentina suggested that Chinese 
railroad investment are broadly developmental in purpose, since they facili-
tate the flow of goods to and from peripheries, rather than merely extraction 
of natural resources. Only Argentina resembled the colonial model of single-
good export in its emphasis on soybean export. This point cannot be general-
ized to infrastructure investments or the BRI as a whole, however, since oil 
and gas exports usually run in pipelines or by ship rather than rails. 

The case study of Southeast Asia revealed that the region was being inte-
grated by new rails to southern China, that the pattern of rails currently ma-
terializing was structured as a hub-and-spokes, and that both Laos, Thailand, 
and Myanmar were accepting new rails in the Chinese standard gauge rather 
than their previous colonial measures. 

Towards Central Asia and Mongolia, China remains surrounded by differ-
ent railway gauges, which impose increased costs on rail traffic across its bor-
ders, weakening the tie between core and periphery. Future change in this area 
could signal a stronger core-periphery dynamic. If other countries follow the 
example of Southeast Asia and let new railroads follow the international 
standard gauge used by China, this would indicate a qualitative shift towards 
an economic orientation towards China. It would cement the hub-and-spokes 
pattern by decreasing transaction costs of railroad travel to China, while in-
creasing the cost of travelling to countries using the previous standard. 



 

310 

Finally, I have argued that the current trend suggests that the BRI is likely 
to shift in the future to become more targeted (fewer, more carefully chosen 
projects) and to adopt higher project standards, which in effect will make it 
more developmental in scope. This transition is driven by a host of factors in-
cluding a shrinking foreign exchange reserve in China, higher domestic stand-
ards in China, which Chinese companies are likely to bring with them abroad, 
popular demands from periphery populations, competition from financers 
and contractors from other economic cores, and a history of projects failure 
due to debt-ridden periphery governments and instability. 

COVID-19 could alter this trajectory in several ways. Changes to the global 
distribution of economic power could affect China’s and competing cores’ abil-
ity and willingness to invest. If peripheries are hit disproportionately hard by 
the virus (as discussed in scenario 3 of chapter 8), they may also be less willing 
to take up loans for infrastructure projects, the benefits or which are usually 
long-term. The opposite might also be the case. The BRI could be framed as a 
means to alleviate the economic hardship caused by COVID-19 and to create 
new jobs for both Chinese construction works and for periphery populations. 
It falls to future studies to assess how the BRI is reinterpreted in the new cir-
cumstances—as concrete infrastructure projects and as a broader narrative of 
China’s regional role. 

Investor competition could also increase or decrease as a result of larger 
changes to global value chains. If Western businesses depart from China but 
maintain their presence in Asia and beyond, as in the “Decoupling” scenario 
(scenario 4), periphery governments might find themselves with more inves-
tors and contractors from which to choose. On the other hand, if Western com-
panies decide to abandon far-away production, as in the “Regionalization” sce-
nario (scenario 5), China would be in a much more powerful position to set 
the terms of lending and to shape concrete infrastructure projects. I find the 
prospects of a decoupling more likely than outright regionalization due to the 
bipartisan support such policies currently enjoy in the United States and in-
creasingly in Europe. I do not believe that COVID-19 has signed the death sen-
tence of globalization as a whole, and automation in production is not devel-
oped sufficiently to justify the localization of outsourced production opera-
tions yet. 

All in all, the domain of geoeconomic order, which I have referred to as the 
infrastructure order is increasingly centered on China in Asia, and China’s 
maritime periphery is also improving its connection to global markets in gen-
eral and to China specifically. While the pattern resembles a hub-and-spokes 
in many ways, it still bears stronger resemblance to a hegemony than to an 
empire, since other hubs remain important to China’s periphery, even if these 
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links are weaker than the ones to China. The consequence of this infrastruc-
ture pattern is that the movement of goods and people to and from China will 
be easier than to other cores or peripheries. This will have important implica-
tions for regional trade, which is already China-centric, and perhaps for other 
domains of geoeconomic connectivity, such as investments.  

Imperial Money 
Studying currency competition and internationalization through the ideal-
typical lens of an empire highlighted the relationship between currency ties 
and political power in international relations, and it demonstrated how cur-
rency relations involve asymmetric interdependence. It also showed how 
metro- and pericentric factors shape the positions of periphery countries in 
currency questions, underlining the interconnectedness of economic and po-
litical considerations. Finally, it revealed how current developments towards 
digitalized currencies only seem to strengthen these dynamics, as digital cur-
rency issuers enjoy even stronger panopticon and chokepoint effects. The fol-
lowing first reviews the theoretical usefulness of the ideal type before moving 
on to my empirical analysis and argument. 

The ideal type contributes to the theoretical literature by organizing sev-
eral dynamics of monetary policy and currency internationalization into a sin-
gle framework. In my theorizing, I relied on the work of Benjamin Cohen,778 
particularly when addressing the relationship between monetary policy and 
international power. Cohen’s work within International Political Economy 
(IPE) might well be labelled classical realist for its state-centrism and focus on 
great power competition, and I have especially drawn on the way he incorpo-
rates two faces of power, capabilities and the structure of relations, into his 
analysis of currency power and currency statecraft.779 The following reviews 
ways in which my work adds new important dimensions to Cohen’s theoretical 
framework, allowing for a more complete study of currency affairs in Interna-
tional Relations. 

My work places greater emphasis on the context in which a currency may 
or may not internationalize, as opposed to a narrow focus on the issuer alone. 
Cohen theorizes the benefits, and risks of internationalization to the issuer, 
which he frames as “currency statecraft.”780 He distinguishes three policy op-
tions for the currency issuer (proactive in favor of internationalization, proac-
tive in opposition to internationalization, and passive) and shows how these 
materialize in different stages of a currency’s lifetime (youth, maturity, and 
                                                
778 See review in chapter 6. 
779 Cohen, Currency Power, chap. 2. 
780 Currency Statecraft, chap. 3. 
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decline). Neither in his theory nor in his analyses does he include considera-
tions on the options available to foreign users of an international currency. It 
seems implied that they merely react to the policies of the issuer, placing most 
of the agency with the issuing state. This is particularly noteworthy since Co-
hen himself acknowledges that, “In currency matters, […] outcomes are deter-
mined not on the supply side of the market but on the demand side, where the 
decisions are made about what money to use.”781 Does the user have a strong 
domestic currency, or does it rely on foreign money for domestic exchange? 
Does the user have strong historical ties to a specific issuer and its currency? 
Does the user feel geopolitically threatened by a currency issuer, making it less 
likely to adopt its currency? Cohen acknowledges the importance of questions 
such as these, stating that “Effectiveness […] will be most directly determined 
by the reactions of two sets of actors: currency users and competing govern-
ments.”782 Yet, the issue appears more as an afterthought in the final pages of 
his conclusion. 

By speaking of metro- and pericentric drivers and impediments to impe-
rial expansion, my framework helps provide a terminology to describe the con-
siderations of the foreign users of a currency. This is especially important 
when considering the influence of competing currencies. The presence of a 
strong alternative, as is the case with the dollar today, will severely circum-
scribe the prospects for internationalization of another currency. This is not 
necessarily because the issuer of the competing currency actively employs 
monetary policies to contain the rise of a peer. It is more likely the rational 
calculation of the periphery user, who continues to benefit more from holding 
the incumbent rather than the new currency. Most actors on the currency mar-
ket benefit from having a single shared currency to deal in, and this entrap-
ment effect will make periphery governments hesitant to adopt a new foreign 
currency. It takes two to tango in currency internationalization, and studies 
hereof cannot be limited to analyses of the issuer, as is too often the ten-
dency.783 

Moreover, just as context matters in relation to periphery governments, it 
also matter in relation to the historical and technological context under inves-
tigation. Cohen’s typology of currency statecraft varies only in accordance with 
the stage of currency internationalization (youth, maturity, and decline). It 
does not include many considerations on the different historical contexts of 
currencies, e.g. between the early twentieth century and the globalized and 

                                                
781 Ibid. p. 174. 
782 Ibid.  
783 E.g. Helleiner and Kirshner, The Great Wall of Money: Power and Politics in 
China's International Monetary Relations, p. 2; Subacchi, The People's Money. 
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digitized currency markets of the twenty-first century. My study has sought to 
address this shortcoming in three ways. 

First, I present a terminology to discuss manifestations of empire. Partic-
ularly relevant here is the difference between a formal and an informal empire. 
The British pound was internationalized to the colonial periphery through for-
mal rule. In contrast, China will have to rely on informal means to persuade 
peripheries to adopt the renminbi. Second, I include a review of the changing 
modes of currency interaction in chapter 7 to underscore how this area of in-
ternational relations is continually changing. The history of international cur-
rency systems is not merely the history of changing leaders in an ongoing 
game of currency affairs. The rules of the game have changed fundamentally 
over the years, and we should expect it to continue to do so. For instance, the 
distinction between maritime and continental empire may grow less im-
portant in currency affairs, as globalized, internet-based investment instru-
ments make it easier for capital holders anywhere to choose their favored cur-
rency in which to store their wealth. As a means of trade settlement, geography 
will still play an important role, since the exchange of goods continues to be a 
process bound by fundamental geographic factors. The point here is again that 
my ideal-typical theory including its typology of manifestations helps describe 
different patterns of currency affairs and how they may develop. Third, my 
study demonstrated how currency internationalization is a much stronger ge-
oeconomic tool in the digital age, as the panopticon and chokepoint effects are 
much stronger in digital currencies. With the DCEP, China will be able to mon-
itor all digital transactions and control the financial asset of all the users of the 
currency. These important dynamics of power between issuer and user of dig-
ital currency are well captured by the logic of the hub-and-spokes. 

A China-Centric Currency Order? 
Our empirical understanding of the current and future position of the 
renminbi is also enhanced by studying it as one among several competing cur-
rency orders. By looking at both metro- and pericentric drivers of currency 
internationalization, we realize that the continued growth of the Chinese econ-
omy is not enough to ensure that the renminbi will be the dominant currency 
in China’s region—let alone in the world. Its appeal remains limited by China’s 
own restrictive financial system, lack of financial transparency and rule of law 
in China, by the fear of China’s political intentions, and, most importantly, by 
the availability of an already globally dominant dollar. Chapter 8 argued fur-
ther that even if the economy of the United States will be weakened more than 
the Chinese economy after COVID-19, the current trend suggests that the dol-
lar will maintain its dominant position and that the United States will continue 
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to enjoy significant structural power from this fact, even in the face of a rela-
tive decline in economic size. The ‘power’ of the renminbi clearly cannot be 
reduced to the economic power of China’s economy. 

A China-centric international currency order is not in the making anytime 
soon. This element of geoeconomic relations remains centered on the United 
States’ dollar, even if the renminbi is slowing gaining ground for regional trade 
with China. In its digital form, the Chinese currency does exhibit hub-and-
spokes features, as it lets its issuer enjoy both the panopticon and the choke-
point effect. Moreover, China’s monetary policies have emphasized bilateral-
ism over multilateralism in dealings with other countries. The renminbi is al-
most exclusively used in dealings where China sits at one or both sides of the 
table. Moreover, China has maintained autonomy over its currency as opposed 
to letting its value be liberalized and shaped by international demand. This 
emphasis on bilateralism and on maximizing the core’s control over ties to the 
periphery are familiar aspects of imperial orders. Whether China will be will-
ing to loosen the reigns over the renminbi to promote its internationalization 
remains an open question. 

The argument made in this dissertation contradicts the claims of other 
prominent scholars that the renminbi will come to dominate Asia784 and that 
the global currency order is shifting towards multipolarity.785 Renminbi inter-
nationalization is not bound to follow China’s economic rise, even if such a rise 
strengthens the driving forces of internationalization. Moreover, despite some 
of the hype around the DCEP, currency digitalization is unlikely to alter the 
internationalization trajectory of the renminbi substantially. China’s periph-
ery simply does not have sufficient reason to shift from the dollar to the 
renminbi. A disastrous handling of COVID-19 in the United States leading to 
an economic crisis (as discussed in scenario 2 of chapter 8) could provide such 
a reason. Alternatively, a regionalization of the world economy in the wake of 
COVID-19 (scenario 5) could limit the demand for extra-regional currencies 
in Asia, creating a platform for a regional renminbi order. But in the absence 
of such fundamental shocks, China will have a hard time convincing its pe-
riphery to adopt the renminbi as the foreign currency of choice. 

Why include a chapter on currency connectivity when this does not sup-
port the argument that a China-centric geoeconomic order is emerging, one 
might ask. It is important to recall that the fundamental purpose of this dis-
sertation has not been to prove the emergence of a China-centric geoeconomic 

                                                
784 As argued by Kirshner, “Regional Hegemony and an Emerging RMB Zone,” p. 
240. Subacchi calls the renminbi “Asia’s key regional currency,” The People's Money, 
p. 7. 
785 As also argued by Subacchi, The People's Money, p. 189. 
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order but to study it in its complexity and contradictions. Hence, I am not only 
interested in identifying evidence that supports my theory (a theory-centric 
approach) but rather in understanding China’s geoeconomic position as it is 
(a case-centric approach).786 The contemporary global dollar-dominated cur-
rency order is an important aspect of international geoeconomics, and we can-
not fully understand China’s position in a geoeconomic order without also in-
cluding this in our considerations. Ignoring currency because it does not align 
with the overall argument of this dissertation would be to obscure an im-
portant aspect of the case investigated. 

Moreover, I believe the analysis of chapter 7 has demonstrated the useful-
ness of theorizing currency connectivity in imperial terms, as it helps explain 
structural power dynamics. This study thus also provides a theoretical contri-
bution to future geoeconomic studies of currency relations—especially con-
cerning digital currency, which will become an important theme in future re-
search. 

A China-Centric Geoeconomic Hegemony 
In brief, my analyses have found that a China-centric geoeconomic order is 
emerging as reflected in the domains of trade and infrastructure, though not 
in currency. Moreover, the trajectory for all three domains of the broader ge-
oeconomic order suggests a more central position for China in the future, if 
more so for trade and infrastructure than for currency. Combined, this paints 
a picture of a geoeconomic order with China at its center, which is likely to 
become stronger as China’s economic rise continues and strengthens trade 
and financial flows to and from China. 

Some degree of interperipheral connectivity remains as well as geoeco-
nomic ties to other hubs. The United States and India (and to a smaller extent 
Japan, Russia, and Thailand) remain hubs of trade; Japan is a hub of infra-
structure investments; Russia is a hub of rail connectivity in Central Asia; and 
the United States dominates the currency order as issuer of the dollar. All 
these states thus play important roles within different domains of geoeconom-
ics. However, none of these hubs is as central as China across the different 
domains of geoeconomics. China is by far the most important hub of trade 
connectivity and arguably of infrastructure connectivity, and it rivals Japan in 
infrastructure investment. Only in the domain of currency is China far behind 
the dominant hub, the United States. For these reasons, the geoeconomic or-
der emerging in Asia should be considered China-centric but hegemonic ra-
ther than imperial. 

                                                
786 Beach and Pedersen, Causal Case Study Methods, p. 19. 
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Looking ahead, ties to China are growing stronger than ties to China’s 
competitors due to China’s economic growth and the implementation of the 
BRI, exemplified by the changing rail standards in Southeast Asia. This sug-
gests that the current trajectory points towards a more imperial geoeconomic 
order, as the pattern of connectivity becomes increasingly China-centric and 
hub-and-spokes-like. Different domains of geoeconomic order tend to rein-
force each other, and the strengthening of a China-centric infrastructure order 
will likely lead to a more China-centric trade order. Whether this will be 
enough to accelerate the emergence of a China-centric currency order is as an 
open question. Nonetheless, if China’s rise keeps up the momentum of previ-
ous decades in the decades to come, the geoeconomic order formed around 
China could well become more imperial than hegemonic—especially if global 
value chains retrench and regionalize, as this would leave Japan and India as 
the only real alternative economic hubs to China in the region. 

China’s periphery will have to deal with a greater asymmetry of interde-
pendence with China in the future, and China will have more economic instru-
ments to use for geopolitical purposes. Moreover, China’s periphery will have 
a greater interest in the continued economic prosperity of China, as their in-
terests become more entangled with the hub of the broader geoeconomic or-
der. This last element is important, because it provides China with political 
benefits for which it does not have to use its geoeconomic instruments ac-
tively.  

The empirical findings of this analysis contribute to our empirical under-
standing of China’s international position today by qualifying claims about 
China’s centrality in international orders and what it means for China’s power 
in international relations, and by identifying the central factors shaping the 
prospects of a China-centric geoeconomic order in the future. Analytically 
armed with the empire ideal type and its derived alternatives, we can under-
stand why interstate ties such as currency swap agreements or railroads con-
nect countries closer, and why the larger patterns in connectivity from these 
kinds of ties can be a source of power. It is a way of speaking of “centrality” 
not just as a metaphor but as a function of an ideal-typical pattern that has 
theoretical content and can guide analyses. 

Revisiting the Rise of China 
My study was situated within the large empirical literature on the rise of China 
and its implications for international order in chapter 2. Let us now return to 
that debate armed with an ideal-typical theory of imperial order and with the 
empirical insights from my analyses. The following compares my theoretical 
framework and argument to John Mearsheimer’s article “Bound to Fail: The 
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Rise and Fall of the Liberal International Order,” brought in International Se-
curity in 2019. Though Mearsheimer is often considered a controversial figure 
within International Relations, his article is quite representative of the main-
stream terminology of order and of the consequences of China’s rise today. 
The point of this discussion is to demonstrate how the empire ideal type actu-
ally lets us notice previously obscured things and helps us evaluate empirical 
developments more accurately. 

Mearsheimer presents a theory of international787 and bounded orders. He 
defines order as “an organized group of international institutions that help 
govern the interactions among the member states,” and he defines institutions 
as “effectively rules that the great powers devise and agree to follow, because 
they believe that obeying those rules is in their interest.”788 This exemplifies 
two commonly shared theoretical assumptions—the equating of international 
order with formal, legal institutions and the idea that orders should be con-
sidered tools of great powers—and it marks important and consequential dif-
ferences to my theory. 

Instead of seeing orders as institutions, I theorize them as structures of 
connectivity. Two states can be closely connected without having their inter-
actions being guided or circumscribed by a legal framework. Formal organi-
zations and legal documents may guide the nature of connectivity, e.g. by out-
lawing certain practices and reducing the transaction costs of others, but they 
are not the interactions themselves and must not be confused with them. A 
trade deal is not the actual trade, but an agreement to regulate it. 

These nuances have important implications when applied to the analysis 
of the rise of China. First, a legalistic perspective leads to an overemphasis on 
China’s behavior concerning international institutions, while neglecting 
changes to the asymmetric interdependence between China and its periphery. 
As an example, this explains the alarmism arising from the establishment of 
the Asian Infrastructure Bank (AIIB) in 2013.789 The AIIB cannot be consid-
ered a threat to the established institutional order in any meaningful sense. As 
                                                
787 Mearsheimer defines an “international order” as one that includes “all of the 
world’s great powers.” I refer to such an order as a “global order” because I consider 
that term more intuitive and consistent with my use of “international” throughout 
the dissertation. Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail,” p. 11.  
788 Ibid. p. 9. 
789 Mearsheimer refers to the AIIB as a “prominent example” of China creating “new 
institutions that reflect its growing power ibid. p. 46. Another example is Ji-Young 
Lee. “South Korea’s Strategic Nondecision and Sino-U.S. Competition.” In Strategic 
Asia 2020: U.S.-China Competition for Global Influence, edited by Ashley J. Tellis, 
Alison Szalwinski, and Michael Wills. pp. 75-102. (Seattle/Washington, D.C.: 
National Bureau of Asian Research, 2020), p. 76. 
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of 9 July 2020, the AIIB had only approved 83 projects in total.790 28 of these 
projects were approved in 2019. In comparison, the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) approved 332 projects in 2019.791 In 2020, the AIIB only approved a 
single project compared to ADB’s 415. If the AIIB is a “prominent example” of 
the consequences of the rise of China, the rise seems quite overblown. One 
might of course argue that the AIIB is still findings its feet and that the threat 
it poses is long-term rather than short-term, but such an argument is specu-
lative. For the near future, the AIIB while be dwarfed by the other multilateral 
development banks on the market. 

AIIB alarmists have an important point: Developing countries are increas-
ingly dependent on China for development loans, and this may become a 
source of power for China. But by insisting on the emphasis on formal institu-
tions, they miss the simple fact that most of China’s development financing is 
done bilaterally and not through a multilateral regime, as discussed at length 
in chapter 6. The conclusion is correct but for different reasons than can be 
identified through an institutional ontology. If we instead theorize orders as 
structures of connectivity, we get a far clearer picture of the consequences of 
China’s rise for international power dynamics and development financing. 

The focus on formal agreements in the mainstream approach to interna-
tional order can also lead to an overestimation of the consequences of China’s 
rise. As mentioned in chapter 7, China has launched thirty-two currency swap 
agreements with other countries to ensure the international liquidity of the 
renminbi. This could suggest an impressive renminbi circulation. Yet, the in-
ternational use of and demand for the renminbi remains miniscule. Even if 
the formal components of a currency order is coming into place, the sub-
stance—international use of and demand for the renminbi—is lacking. Im-
portant differences like these are overlooked when order is defined merely in 
formal terms. 

Second, because many studies of international orders consider institu-
tions, and per extension orders, the tools of great powers, small and middle 
powers are considered more or less irrelevant to analysis. In essence, the study 
of world order becomes the study of great powers. This has the unfortunate 
effect of ignoring the massive variation in the behavior of non-great powers 
and neglecting the importance of the context of the expansion of orders. If we 
take the BRI as example, some but far from all periphery states have seen large 
domestic pushback from unhappy populations, leading to the postponement, 

                                                
790 Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, “Project Summary.” updated 17 July, 
2020.  
791 Asian Development Bank, “Projects & Tenders.”  
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renegotiation, or cancellation of infrastructure projects. Moreover, in South-
east Asia, countries like Laos and Cambodia have eagerly sought closer ties to 
China for economic rewards, while the countries that are embroiled in territo-
rial disputes with China have been reluctant to support a China-centric order 
and have instead opted for a hedging strategy. These differences should not be 
neglected since the smaller Southeast Asian countries play a key role in keep-
ing the United States militarily active in the region. It would be difficult to 
imagine the United States continuing their containment policy of China in the 
absence of support from countries in the region. The simple but too often ne-
glected point: Small and middle powers matter to international order and to 
the behavior of great powers. They are analytically relevant. 

Policies for the Future 
Mearsheimer argues that the future will witness a combination of three or-
ders; “a thin international [global] order and two thick bounded orders—one 
led by China, the other by the United States.”792 The global order will be con-
cerned with arms control, the global economy, and perhaps climate change, 
while the two bounded orders will be engaging in security competition with 
each other. Trade will continue to flow between the two orders, and it will be 
regulated by the institutions that make up the thin global order. China will 
probably seek to reshape these global institutions to reflect its growing 
power.793 

Based on this expectation, Mearsheimer proposes that the United States 
strive to “maximize its influence in the economic institutions that will make 
up the emerging international order”794 to help ensure that the global system 
runs in accordance with the United States’ interests. He further advocates the 
creation of “a formidable bounded order that can contain Chinese expan-
sion”795 through the establishment of new economic and security institutions 
in Asia and the Pacific. This will leave the United States in the best possible 
place to shape the global order and lead the competition between the bounded 
orders. Again, this view aligns with that popular discourse in the United States 
as well as the Biden Administration.  

The following demonstrates two shortcomings of this analysis and why the 
empire ideal type provides a more useful account. First, China does not inhabit 
a bounded security order if order is defined in terms of formal institutions and 
treatise. Unlike in the Cold War, there is no blocks in East and Southeast Asia, 
                                                
792 Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail,” p. 44. 
793 Ibid. p. 46. 
794 Ibid. p. 50. 
795 Ibid.  
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but a host of countries most of which are simultaneously cooperating with and 
hedging against China.796 If the United States approaches China’s rise as two 
competing blocks, it will likely force some of its current Southeast Asian part-
ners into the arms of China by forcing them to swear fealty to either great 
power. This would run against the interests of many of the United States’ small 
state partners and could damage the relationship with them. 

Instead of seeing the strategic landscape as two competing blocks, it is 
more useful for the United States to consider themselves and China cores of 
different orders. As a core, Washington may still court China’s periphery to 
strengthen political and economic ties within various domains. The point is 
not to sever the ties between China’s periphery and China but rather to present 
an alternative in everything from investment to military collaboration. As long 
as these domains remain contested rather than China-centric in the ideal-typ-
ical sense, China will be unable to enjoy the benefits of asymmetric interde-
pendence that stems from being the core of a hub-and-spokes. 

Second, one of the main pillars—if not the main pillar—of the global econ-
omy is the global dominance of the United States’ dollar. The dollar is not an 
institution but is better described as a hub-and-spokes order wherein the 
United States takes the central position as the issuer and core. Even if China 
wields greater power capabilities to reshape some international institutions, 
e.g. by getting the renminbi included in the IMF’s as a global currency reserve, 
the Special Drawing Rights, as achieved in 2015, the dollar is still the domi-
nant medium of international exchange. This again relates to the difference 
between the formal institutions and arrangements, and the actual interactions 
in world politics. 

The global dominance of the dollar is not just a thin global order and the 
momentary outcome of the struggle of great powers. It is a central element of 
the global economy with important consequences for every national economy 
in the world. In this respect, the United States is the core of a global order with 
all the benefits that entails. They could use this to ensure that China’s periph-
ery continues to find the dollar more attractive than the renminbi. Part of this 
may mean avoiding using monetary sanctions, as has been done against Iran 
and Russia, since this raises fear among other states of becoming future tar-
gets, which in turn may spark diversification. Part of this may mean ensuring 
digital platforms for transactions. In short, thinking in bounded orders may 

                                                
796 Goh, “Understanding “Hedging” in Asia-Pacific Security “; G. John Ikenberry, 
“Between the Eagle and the Dragon: America, China, and Middle State Strategies in 
East Asia,” Political Science Quarterly 131, no. 1 (2016); Kuik, “How Do Weaker 
States Hedge?" 
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actually cause the United States to overlook one of its greatest assets, a glob-
ally dominant currency.  

A World of Orders 
The discussion so far also makes it abundantly clear that treating “order” as a 
single thing, as done by Ikenberry and much of the liberal literature,797 is mis-
leading and analytically unproductive. Different domains of connectivity op-
erate at different levels, many of which are regional in nature. China is both 
partaking in global institutions built by Western states and gradually becom-
ing the core of geoeconomic orders, namely in trade, financing, and infrastruc-
ture connectivity. As also argued by Iain Johnston, orders form around differ-
ent issue areas and they should be treated separately.798 Moreover, not only 
do orders differ by domain, they also differ by geographic scope, as multiple 
orders may coexist within a single area, such as trade. 

China’s rise in economic power is undeniable, and China has already be-
come the largest trading partner for a host of countries in Asia and beyond as 
a result. As asymmetries of dependence grow between China and weaker econ-
omies, two kinds of Chinese power emerges. One is the possibility of weapon-
izing asymmetric interdependence through sanctions that hurt China’s pe-
riphery re/latively more than China, i.e. the chokepoint effect. Note that the 
power here lies more in the latent threat of sanctions than in the actual use of 
them. The other and more important kind of power China enjoys is structural. 
As interdependence links the interests of core and periphery, the latter will 
usually find itself behaving in ways that suit the interests of the core, simply 
because it is the path of least resistance. Economic interdependence means 
the prospect of co-prosperity. A country trading with China will benefit from 
China’s economic growth, since that will mean greater exports, and China’s 
benefits from the growth of its peripheries for the same reason. If another state 
pursues policies that are harmful to China, it may have indirect negative con-
sequences for itself if the two are bound by interdependence.  

This structural power is self-perpetuating and a key element in explaining 
the willingness of peripheries to connect themselves closer to China. Moreo-
ver, it explains why ties of one kind will often lead to the strengthening of ties 
in other areas, making China the center of more and more domains of geoeco-
nomic order. If China is the main trade partner of another state, that state will 
enjoy greater benefits from connecting itself closer to China (e.g. through us-
ing the Chinese currency or through improved infrastructure) than it would 
from tying itself to less important trade partners. As such new ties reduce 
                                                
797 See review in chapter 2. 
798 Johnston, “China in a World of Orders." 
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transaction costs for trade between the other state and China, trade relations 
are likely to prosper as a consequence—providing even stronger motivation to 
strengthen other economic ties.  

This is particularly evident in the, albeit still weak, currency order around 
China. The periphery states that use renminbi do so to trade with China. It 
also translates into infrastructure connectivity. Better infrastructure means 
more profitable trade, which in turn provides more avenues for using the 
renminbi. Though the different kinds of orders are intimately connected, they 
must nonetheless be kept analytically distinct because they are shaped by dif-
ferent metro- and pericentric factors. The emergence of a China-centric cur-
rency order happens in the shadow of a global dollar-based order, which 
places limitations on the demand for renminbi in the periphery. In contrast, 
the emergence of a China-centric infrastructure order has no global rival to 
contend with, only a few smaller regional hubs of connectivity (primarily Rus-
sia) and a handful of competing international financers (multilateral develop-
ment banks and policy banks of other economic powers). 

China’s rise will thus have the most immediate effect on areas where there 
is a periphery demand and where international competition is week. Develop-
ing countries have a strong demand for foreign currency, but the dollar is far 
more attractive than the renminbi. Hence, China’s rise has not had great im-
pact on the global currency order so far, and changes will be slow and might 
require a fundamental shock to the credibility of the dollar, such as a down-
grade in its creditor rating by one or more major credit rating agencies. At the 
same time, China’s rise has sparked a reorganization of infrastructure connec-
tivity in Asia, paving the way for a future of increased structural power over 
China’s neighbors. If globalization begins winding down as a consequence of 
COVID-19 (as well as higher wages in Asia and advancements in automation, 
which make domestic production more price competitive), the economic ex-
change may become fragmented into multiple regional orders with their own 
ties of trade, infrastructure, and currency. In such a scenario, China is poised 
to become the undisputed core of an international economic order in Asia, 
possibly stretching further to include countries in Africa and Latin America as 
maritime peripheries. 

Rather than asking if China is becoming the regional hegemon in a realist 
sense, we learn more from asking: “Within which domains is China becoming 
the center of international connectivity in the region?” Today, China resem-
bles a regional hub in trade, in infrastructure connectivity, and in part in de-
velopment financing. It does not resemble a core in currency affairs and 
wealth storage, in military alliances, or in institutionalized diplomacy. Future 
research can take on these and innumerable other topics to make a more exact 
assessment of China’s regional role today and in the future. 
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Asking Different Questions 
I believe an important contribution of my research is the different set of ques-
tions raised by using the empire ideal type. The rise of China has been the 
subject of innumerable articles, books, reports, and debates already, and in 
such a crowded field, certain lines of inquiry and discourses tend to achieve 
dominance. Since the turn of the millennium, the mainstream approach to 
China’s rise (explicit or implicit) within both academia and Western policy cir-
cles has been guided by power transition theory (the incumbent versus the 
rising great power and the idea of great power competition).799 This is also the 
position represented by the Mearsheimer article, discussed above. The domi-
nance of these lines of inquiry have resulted in the overemphasis on some fac-
tors and the negligence of others. In contrast, the ideal type of an empire shifts 
our analytical attention to factors that are sometimes overlooked. 

First, thinking in terms of orders broadens our perspective from focusing 
on the rival great powers to including weaker states in the periphery as well. 
This is important because the periphery forms the immediate context for im-
perial expansion, be it economic, military, or in other forms, as argued above. 
Second, theorizing orders as patterns of connectivity moves us beyond a focus 
on capabilities (GDP, military spending etc.) to the ways in which capabilities 
translate into concrete power through interactions with other states. In this 
light, the establishment of new and strong ties between China and periphery 
countries may say more about China’s rise than whether its GDP increases by 
5 or 7% a year. The two are of course related, but the ideal type contributes by 
emphasizing what China is doing with its economic and military power rather 
than merely assessing its quantitative growth. 

Third, the ideal type helps us assess many different drivers and impedi-
ments to the expansion of Chinese power within different domains. This helps 
us understand why different periphery states will react differently to China’s 
rise, and why an increase in Chinese capabilities may not translate into a more 
China-centric order. In a nod to the realist line of argumentation, the termi-
nology here also helps us understand how power balancing can look in prac-
tice today, as periphery governments or other great powers may seek to create 
stronger ties between each other to weaken a hub-and-spokes structure cen-
tered on China. In this way, the empire ideal type can help elaborate realist 
arguments by demonstrating power balancing in infrastructure connectivity, 
currency affairs, and a host of other domains. This is also one of the contribu-
tions of my work in comparison to that of Jeffrey Reeves, discussed in chapter 

                                                
799 For a criticism hereof, see Nexon, “Against Great Power Competition: The U.S. 
Should Not Confuse Means for Ends". 
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2, whose theorization of empires and imperial structures say little about the 
significance of competition among cores. 

Fourth and more broadly, adopting terminology and ideas from the liter-
ature on empires can provide new perspectives for future studies by empha-
sizing different elements of China and its context. For instance, drawing on 
Galbraith, I have argued that one driving force of imperial expansion through-
out history has been unstable frontiers harming the security and commerce of 
the empire. In this light, we can conceive of China as surrounded by relatively 
unstable countries posing threats to most of its borders. This perspective sees 
the BRI and development investing more broadly as steps to stabilize much of 
an entire region, manifesting developmental ties between core and periphery. 
I leave it to future studies to assess whether the BRI will also pave the way for 
greater security in China’s periphery. 

Overall, the ideal type gives a broader view of the dynamics of China’s rise 
than is offered by the dominant perspectives in the contemporary debate. The 
ideal type can also be used for studies of specific bilateral relationships be-
tween China and its periphery states, or of the consequences of particular 
changes to the expansion of imperial relations. For example, if the BRI were 
to be redesigned in the future to be more transparent and ensure greater local 
benefits, this would likely weaken pericentric impediments to the develop-
ment of an empire (weaker local resistance), hence making infrastructure ties 
to China more likely in the future, albeit at an increased cost to China. The 
theory presented here provides a toolbox of concepts and dynamics that can 
be mobilized to study particular developments. It is my hope and belief that 
the work presented in this dissertation will help students of China’s rise pose 
slightly new questions and create new insights. 

One Size Fits All? 
One might criticize my theoretical approach for being overly broad and vague. 
What does the ideal type not cover? Is it not so general as to be applicable to 
everything and hence of little analytical value? If everything is empire, do we 
not need narrower categories to say anything useful? There are several coun-
terpoints to this criticism. 

First, everything is clearly not empire. I have argued for the emergence of 
a China-centric hegemony rather than an empire, and I have presented two 
other alternative configurations of international connectivity, the contested 
order and the nonhierarchical order. Nor is China bound to end up as the core 
of an empire in the future.  

Second, the point of framing my study in “imperial” terms has not been to 
prove the existence of empires, but to use its theoretical logic and dynamics to 
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study China and to derive alternative orders. Clearly, some empirical domains 
are more hub-and-spokes-like than others, and the concept of empire helps us 
understand these. While I concluded that the China-centric geoeconomic or-
der is more hegemonic than imperial today, I reached this conclusion by stud-
ying the theoretical pattern of imperial hub-and-spokes. 

Third, I actually do believe that many great powers tend to form hege-
monic or imperial orders around themselves as they interact with weaker 
states in asymmetric ways. But rather than discrediting the ideal type, this 
suggests a great potential to provide new insights. Much of the thinking on 
great powers in International Relations has been dominated by a neorealist 
preoccupation with power capabilities. Ideal-typical research on different 
kinds of international orders could move the research agenda in ways that let 
us distinguish great powers and international orders more clearly from each 
other. 

Empire beyond China 
The ideal type presented in chapter 4 is inspired by and constructed to help 
understand history’s great powers. This dissertation has focused on some ele-
ments of contemporary China, but I believe the theoretical framework can 
contribute to studies of other domains, as well as other geographic and histor-
ical contexts. The hub-and-spokes structure is itself the result of different his-
torical studies of empires and of imperialism, as demonstrated in the works of 
Galtung, Motyl, Nexon and Wright cited throughout this dissertation. I have 
gone a step further than these authors have by explicitly theorizing the differ-
ent manifestations of the imperial dynamics across three spectrums: formal-
ity, geography, and the logic of exchange. I believe these distinctions can help 
qualify comparative research of historical empires, both the empires about 
which countless volumes have already been written (e.g. the Roman and Brit-
ish Empire) and the ones that have so far been neglected in the International 
Relations literature (e.g. Southeast Asian, Pre-Columbian American, and Af-
rican empires). The inclusion of more non-European empires in the literature 
would also indubitably lead to new usefulness distinctions in theorizations of 
the manifestations of empires. 

The lens can be applied to other contemporary studies of the United States 
or of regional powers such as the European Union, Russia, India, Brazil, and 
South Africa. The future of the international position of the United States is 
one of the most discussed topics in contemporary International Relations, and 
the question has already been addressed in terms of the hub-and-spokes ideal 
type, as reviewed in chapter 2. However, theorizing the future of the United 
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States’ international role in terms of metro- and pericentric drivers and im-
pediments could restructure some familiar arguments and provide new in-
sights. Is there a demand for American leadership in the developing countries? 
Is the United States increasingly relying on bilateral ties rather than on mul-
tilateralism? Will the presidential shift from Trump to Biden result in a more 
multilateral and less bilateral approach to economic cooperation? Will the US-
dominated security architecture in the Asia-Pacific be transformed from a 
hub-and-spokes to a multilateral enterprise led by the Quad countries to-
gether? 

Another avenue for future research is to abandon the state-centric ontol-
ogy of this dissertation and study non-state hub-and-spokes. States are not the 
only entities that are connected in various patterns resulting in asymmetric 
power relations. Companies can equally create hub-and-spokes patterns of 
connectivity. A contemporary example could be American technology giants 
like Google or Facebook who dominate different aspects of the online world. 
While these companies connect their users, they do so through their own plat-
forms leading to an asymmetry of information about their users (the panopti-
con effect), and a context of structural power in which it may be costly for an 
individual to exit the network even though it does not face outright coercion. 
These companies do not have to apply force to their users to gain information 
about them, they simply ensure that user have an interest in providing infor-
mation to the digital platforms in return for tailor-made content.800 

A different avenue of future research would be to focus more exclusively 
on the different periphery states and how they handle themselves as part of an 
imperial system. Do periphery governments threaten their core with the pro-
spect of establishing new ties to other cores? In what ways are their interests 
redefined as a result of the structural power of the core? Are there differences 
in the formal or informal manifestations of empires today, and is China taking 
steps to formalize aspects of its imperial ties? Questions such as these could 
make for both single and comparative case studies of the country-specific con-
sequences of China’s rise in Asia and beyond. 

The Road Ahead … to Empire? 
The concept of an “empire” is contested, to say the least. History books about 
the rise and fall of empires attest to the vast differences between the historical 

                                                
800 For a recent discussion, and critique of the business model of Facebook, Google, 
Amazon, and Apple, see Shoshana Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The 
Fight for the Human Future at the New Frontier of Power (New York: Public Affairs, 
2019). 
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societies we today refer to as empires. It may be difficult to find common de-
nominators between all the so-called empires, except, perhaps, that they were 
all powerful. The history of empires is usually a history of military conquest 
and the subjugation of other societies, which we may depict on maps in bold 
colors. Because of this, the term “empire” may seem an odd fit with the con-
temporary international system. After all, grand schemes of territorial expan-
sion seem like a thing of the past. But even if territorial conquest has grown 
rarer and more subtle—think of little green men in Ukraine and island build-
ing in the South China Sea—power remains a persistent theme of international 
politics. To many, the term “empire” still has an intuitive appeal when describ-
ing the greatest of powers on the world stage. One of the central purposes of 
this PhD dissertation has been to theorize this intuition and turn it into an 
analytical tool, which I then used to study the perhaps most important devel-
opment in international relations today: the rise of China.  

In the ideal-typical sense, China will never be an empire—just as a We-
berian state with a complete monopoly on the legitimate use of physical 
force801 has never existed. But the international orders in which China is a part 
may increasingly resemble empires, that is, be structured as hub-and-spokes. 
Within trade, as well as roads, railways, and ports, an international network is 
increasingly materializing with China at its core, allowing China to enjoy the 
benefits of centrality. Regarding currency, the renminbi may be gradually in-
ternationalizing, but it remains at a level far below the dollar and several other 
foreign currencies. It is therefore not meaningful to speak of a renminbi em-
pire anytime soon. 

The BRI may well become China’s (belt and) road to empire. Though in-
frastructure investments abroad have been a theme of China’s foreign rela-
tions at least since the ‘Going out’ policy of the late 90s, the BRI has acceler-
ated the process and given it a stronger conceptual—if not outright philosoph-
ical—foundation. Today, new lines of connectivity are being built to tie much 
of the developing world to China, through railroads and economic corridors in 
Asia and through railroads to ports in Africa, the Middle East, and Latin Amer-
ica. This new infrastructure will enhance China’s already dominant position 
in trade with many of these nations, providing economic growth for both while 
increasing the asymmetric interdependence in China’s favor. 

In the absence of active competition from other great powers, I expect 
more and more domains to take on a hub-and-spokes structure in Asia with 
China at the core, since resisting the pull of a neighboring core is immensely 

                                                
801 Max Weber. “Politics as a Vocation.” Translated by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright 
Mills. In From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, pp. 77-128. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1946). 
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difficult for a smaller power without external support. New ties will include 
military cooperation, financial ties, policy coordination in diplomatic fora, and 
perhaps in time, currency exchange. Alternatively, the United States, Europe, 
and Japan may step up their engagement with the developing world, particu-
larly in Asia, and provide these countries with alternative partnerships. This 
would not cause a breakdown in the relations between China and its neighbors 
but rather give those neighbors a stronger bargaining position against China, 
leading to more developmental rather than exploitative ties. It would also en-
sure the persistence of a more contested international order in Asia at the 
highest level of aggregation—to the benefit of periphery countries in the re-
gion. 

It has been my ambition with this dissertation to avoid falling into the fa-
miliar normative notion (familiar in the Western world, that is) that the rise 
of China is inherently a bad thing and that the relative decline of the domi-
nance of the United States will result in a more unpleasant and insecure world 
for its inhabitants.802 China’s rise and the formation of imperial structures 
around China will make China more powerful. Whether this power is used for 
good or evil is beyond the scope of my argument. 

It is my sincere hope that Chinese political slogans of ‘tianxia’ and ‘harmo-
nious future’ will prove to be more than just sugarcoated real politics but ac-
tual guiding principles for win-win international relations between China and 
the countries that make up its periphery. Adopting such a mindset would en-
able China to cross the Augustan threshold to a more durable international 
order, I believe, by sharing benefits and stakeholdership with the periphery. 
At the same time, the United States and Europe should present themselves as 
alternative partners to the developing world, encouraging sustainable devel-
opment globally. Moreover, Western companies and donors should find ways 
to collaborate with their Chinese counterparts on development projects. This 
could heighten the standards of projects while diversifying ties of dependence 
to stakeholders from multiple countries rather than just China. Moreover, 
identifying avenues for cooperation would help both the United States’ and 
the Chinese government move beyond purely zero-sum relations,803 ideally 
towards more developmental projects, rather than a reproduction of the ex-
tractive practices of empires past.  

In the contemporary climate of escalating tensions between the world’s 
leading powers, multilateralism should be encouraged where possible. A de-
coupling of China and the United States does not have to mean a Cold War of 

                                                
802 For a version of this critique, see Acharya, The End of American World Order. 
803 Nexon, “Against Great Power Competition: The U.S. Should Not Confuse Means 
for Ends". 
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rival bounded orders. Smaller powers will still seek to establish ties to both 
great powers, and this should be considered an opportunity for collaboration 
rather than competition between great powers and the developing world—
serving the interest of both. 
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English summary 

China’s economic rise has sparked a debate about whether a China-centric ge-
oeconomic order is emerging today. The dissertation explores this question by 
comparing contemporary empirical developments in infrastructure connec-
tivity, international currency use, and trade with the ideal type of an empire, 
a particular configuration of international connectivity in a hub-and-spokes 
structure. I combine the ideal type with a theorization of different manifesta-
tions of imperial relations—formal or informal, continental or maritime, and 
extractive or developmental—and of the different metro- and pericentric fac-
tors that may drive or impede the formation of imperial orders. Three alterna-
tive patterns of order are also presented—hegemony, contested order, and 
nonhierarchical order—all of which are logically derived from the imperial 
hub-and-spokes. This theoretical framework is used to study Chinese infra-
structure investments abroad, captured in the Belt and Road Initiative, the 
internationalization of the Chinese renminbi, and the regional trade order in 
Asia. I argue that a China-centric geoeconomic order has developed within 
trade and infrastructure, as states here are being connected more closely to 
China in these areas. This fosters asymmetry of interdependence between 
China and its periphery, placing China in a privileged position as the core of 
its own international order. Meanwhile, a China-centric currency order is not 
in the making today, due to the limited international appeal of the renminbi 
and the continuing global dominance of the dollar. My findings are also dis-
cussed in relation to the possible economic consequences of the global COVID-
19 pandemic. Finally, I discuss the contribution of my findings to the broader 
debate of the rise of China and great power rivalry in the twenty-first century.  
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Dansk resumé 

Kinas økonomiske opstigning har skabt debat om, hvorvidt en kinacentreret 
geoøkonomisk orden er ved at opstå i dag. Afhandlingen undersøger spørgs-
målet ved at sammenligne empiriske udviklinger inden for internationale in-
frastrukturforhold, valutapolitik og handel med imperium-idealtypen; en 
særlig form for international orden, hvor en række stater er forbundet til en 
enkelt kernestat, der derved fungerer som knudepunkt for hele systemet. Jeg 
kombinerer denne idealtype med en teoretisering af forskellige manifestatio-
ner af imperiale forhold, der kan være formelle eller uformelle, kontinentale 
eller maritime, og udvindende eller udviklende. Hertil kommer en teoretise-
ring af de metro- og pericentriske faktorer, der kan drive og forhindre udvik-
lingen af imperiale ordener. Endelig præsenterer jeg tre alternative idealtyper, 
hegemoni, den omstridte orden, og den ikke-hierarkiske orden. Dette teoreti-
ske rammeværk bruger jeg til at studere udbredelsen af kinesiske infrastruk-
turinvesteringer i udlandet, indfanget i The Belt and Road Initiative, interna-
tionaliseringen af den kinesiske valuta, renminbien, og den regionale handels-
orden i Asien. Jeg argumenterer for, at en kinacentreret geoøkonomisk orden 
har udviklet sig inden for handel og infrastruktur, da lande forbindes stadig 
tættere til Kina inden for disse områder. Dette gør andre lande mere af-
hængige af Kina i forhold til handel og finansielle forbindelser, hvilket placerer 
Kina i en privilegeret position som kernen i sin egen internationale orden. Jeg 
argumenterer dog også for, at en kinacentreret valutaorden ikke er ved at op-
stå i dag. Dette skyldes renminbiens begrænsede appel uden for Kina og dol-
larens fortsatte globale dominans. Disse konklusioner drøftes også i lyset af de 
mulige økonomiske konsekvenser af den globale COVID-19 pandemi. Endelig 
diskuteres bidragene fra mine analyser i forhold til den aktuelle debat om Ki-
nas opstigning på den internationale scene og i forhold til stormagtsrivalise-
ring i det enogtyvende århundrede.  
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