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The Silk Road: Ancient China for Kids

• The Silk Road began during the Han Dynasty in ancient China. It was 
not actually a road. It was not paved. It was not even a single route. 
The Silk Road was a nickname given to any route that led across 
China to Rome. It was a 4000-mile trip. At one end was China. At the 
other end was Rome. Each had something the other wanted. Rome had 
gold and silver and precious gems. China had silk, tea, and spices. The 
Silk Road was important because not only goods were traded, ideas 
and culture were carried by the traders.



The Silk Road Was Not a Chinese Idea, before 
Ferdinand von Richtofen
• The German terms Seidenstraße and Seidenstraßen ("the Silk 

Road(s)") were coined by Ferdinand von Richthofen, who made seven 
expeditions to China from 1868 to 1872.

• The first book entitled The Silk Road was by Swedish geographer Sven 
Hedin in 1938.

• Before Richthofen there was no corresponding Chinese term(絲路，
絲綢之路) to that idea in the entire Chinese literature and historical 
records.  



張騫使西域
Zhang Qian’s Expedition, from 138 to126BC

• Zhang Qian, dispatched by Han emperor Wudi, for an imperial envoy 
expedition to Central Asia.  

• Visited countries described in Zhang Qian's report.



鄭和下西洋 Zheng He’s Seven Maritime Expeditions 
(Ming Treasure Fleet Voyages), between 1405 and 1433



Pax Islamica and Pax Mongolica, the actual 
Silk Roads rarely mentioned by the Chinese 
• Ibn Battuta 

• Marco Polo



Pax Americana, or Not
• In “Aims of the Conference,” the geopolitical key question is raised as “the 

question whether China supports the existing regional orders or aims to change 
them to its own advantage.” 

• This interesting question could be phrased as “whether China appreciates the Pax
Americana, that has maintained the world order of trade and finance for decades, 
and from which China herself has benefited greatly in the last 40 years? 

• Several papers in this conference have raised relevant concerns. For examples, 
• Tanguy de Struye de Swielande questions China’s role definition within the 

international order; and behind the rhetoric of cooperation and connectedness, 
the possibly concealed coercion, threats, predatory economics, and salami tactics 
in the patron-client relations.

• Alica Kizeková, out of similar concern, urges to involve the EU and USA in an SCO+ 
format for checks and balances of China’s activities under the BRI in Central Asia. 

• Petra Andelová’s intriguing and not yet explained title “Silk Ropes” I believe 
expresses similar concerns that China is different and not willing to be “socialized” 
into the existing international order, and the Chinese initiative based on state-
owned enterprises opens the controversy of neo-colonialism. 



An Homology Misrecognition

• Under the patriotic propaganda of the “Revitalization of the Nation,” 
the Chinese tend to straightforwardly identify the rising China to the 
Imperial Han and Tang, and very unlikely to perceive that this may be 
an homology misrecognition

• In a Bourdieusian field analysis, the Pax Americana may be today’s 
strong Imperial Han, while China today may occupy the position and 
play the role of Xiongnu. They are powerful in different and agonistic 
ways. The latter is defiant and subversive, e.g. trying to undermine 
the U.S. supremacy, split up the EU, and maybe polarize the world, 
while the former has to be strong enough to keep the latter at bay to 
sustain an existing order of trade and finance.



Compare to São Gabriel, the flagship of Vasco da Gama's 
armada on his first voyage to India in 1497-1499

• Posted by Keshav Jain in General Knowledge, Geography, History, Voyages 



Why it was the Portuguese (and not the Chinese 65 years 
before them) conducted the initial thrust for an overseas trade 
empire?
• In the case of Portugal, there seemed to be advantage in the “discovery 

business” for varied social groups — for the state, for the nobility, for the 
commercial bourgeoisis (indigenous and foreign), and for the semi-
proletariate of the towns. 

• In contrast, as Chaunu suggests, one of the things that was lacking to China 
was a lack of “groups with convergent wills” to the enterprise.

• Zheng He’s expeditions launched by the Yongle Emperor had never brought 
about a sea trade feast broadly participated by its people across varied 
strata; likewise  BRI carries a personal signature of Xi Jinping’s ambition, 
appeared to many Chinese as a remote but conspicuously wasteful 
spending spree（大撒幣）, profitable only to an insider circle. 



大東亞共榮圈
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere
• The imperialist concept created and promulgated for occupied Asian populations 

from 1930 to 1945 by the Empire of Japan, declared the intention to create a self-
sufficient "bloc of Asian nations led by the Japanese and free of Western powers".



China’s Marshall Plan?
• The first parallel is the purpose to boost exports: both the 1945 U.S. and the 2013 

China are global leading industrial economies with problems of overcapacity and 
weak demands in global markets, therefore they want to step in to invest in other 
countries to create export demands.

• The second parallel is to broaden the sphere of influence by financial structures:
The Marshal Plan export their currency as the settlement currency for trade; the 
BRI, by lending money to other nations for once-in-a lifetime infrastructure projects, 
China makes these indebted nations more beholden to its wishes. 

• The third parallel is confrontational ideology: the Marshal Plan used economic 
means to counter a rival that was the Soviet Union and communism on rapid rise. 
Although the BRI employed less ideological rhetoric, China today is promoting its 
plan against a structurally declining hegemony, e.g., by intensifying relations with 
traditional U.S. allies in Western Europe, which in turn undermines U.S. influence in 
the region.

• Simon Shen and Wilson Chan, “A comparative study of the Belt and Road Initiative and the Marshall plan,” Palgrave Communications (27 March 2018) 

• Given BRI is China's way of carving out an economic and geo-political bloc for itself, 
with clear implications for RMB internationalization, it is less believable today that 
China can achieve this goal in a way the Marshal Plan had succeeded. 



Another British East India Company?

• Steve Bannon describes China as economically colonizing parts of the globe, such as the 
Pacific and sub-Saharan Africa, “like the East India Company”

• https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/sep/03/steve-bannon-australia-is-on-frontlines-of-economic-war-with-china

• Comparing the East India Company with China is incredibly offensive, from a Chinese 
perspective. The East India Company ransacked India, forced the production and trade of 
Opium, eventually leading into China... Vince C.,2 November 2018 @ 15:06

• Fears in Pakistan that One Belt One Road will make it a Chinese colony. The sheer scale of 
China’s investment is feared to give it control over Pakistan’s land, labor and resources.

• Sri Lanka’s Hambatota port, leased to a Chinese merchant company for 99 years lease 
period to get wavier from loan. Djibouti gave up a port in the strategic Suez Canal for a 
huge loan that it owes to China.

• Malaysia and Maldives resist the “Debt Trap Diplomacy.”



Steve Bannon’s audacious promotion of great 
geopolitical theories for the BRI
• Stephen Bannon, in his December 2017 Tokyo speech, proposed that 

China’s BRI incorporate three geopolitical theories for Beijing’s “hegemonic” 
ambitions to “dominate” the world economy. He said: The audacity of the 
One Belt One Road it combined all three geopolitical aspects into one plan. 

• The "Sea Power" theory raised in 1890 by Alfred Thayer Mahan from the 
U.S. believed those who controlled the sea would control the world. 

• The "Heartland" theory raised in 1904 by Halford John Mackinder from 
Britain believed those who controlled Eurasia would control the world. 

• The "Rim Land" theory raised in1942 by Nicholas John Spykman from the 
U.S. believed those who controlled the rimland would control the world. 



Fictive attribution has actual consequence

• To propose that there is a hidden geopolitical master-thought driven 
China’s ambition for dominating world economy, Bannon’s warning 
against China mirrors more of the US’s desire of counter-moves and 
containments.

• In spite of its being fictive attribution, such imagined perception has 
actual consequence, that the US relations with China since the 1970s 
has went through significant change in recent two years. 

• The new course of strategic rivalry will likely to persist for decades, 
and will not limit in a war of trade tariff, but likely to become an 
economic-technological, and ultimately ideological war. 



The “institutionally built-in corruption” become 
pervasive along the trail BRI connected. 
• BRI is opaque by design
• Limiting outside scrutiny gives Chinese companies an edge in risky 

markets, and it allows Beijing to use large projects to exercise political 
influence.

• To handle huge financial deals opaquely provides more opportunities 
for political leverage. E.g., by agreeing to inflate project costs, Beijing 
can funnel money to its friends in high places. Case in point: 
Malaysian former Prime Minister Najib Razak, who has been charged 
with corruption over 1MDB, by inflating the cost of infrastructure 
projects

• Jonathan Hillman, “Corruption Flows Along China’s Belt and Road,” Center for Strategy and International Studies, CSIS (18 
January 2019). 



The White Gloves（白手套）

• A middleman or outfit that launders corrupt money under a seemingly 
legitimate front. Dirty hands concealed by a pair of white gloves, common 
to BRI projects AND the Chinese Party-State where rampant corruption 
leaked out at all levels of the bureaucracy.

• Another case of Belt and Road deal gone wrong: Patrick Ho, the head of 
CEFC China Energy think tank, was arrested in New York on corruption and 
money-laundering charges allegedly used his United Nations connections 
to attempt multimillion-dollar bribery schemes aimed at securing oil rights 
in Chad and Uganda. 

• Connected with Patrick Ho’s case was the rise and fall of Belt and Road 
tycoon Ye Jianming, who was chairman of CEFC China Energy Co. and was 
named an advisor to Czech President Milos Zeman in 2015.



Project unfinished and abandoned（爛尾工程）

• A bridge lead to nowhere, a port empty without merchant, a high way 
lack of traffic or a high-speed-rail lack of passenger flow to pay back loans, 
will be considered as investment blunders, measured by system of market 
economy.  

• The notorious phenomena of “ghost cities” and unfinished-abandoned 
infrastructure projects illustrate the feature of “planned economy,” which 
is exported from China to BRI projects.

• Furthermore, the state owned construction corporations often 
compulsorily taking BRI bids out of political and strategic objectives that 
trumped the market economy principles.

• When projects are poorly chosen out of political or corrupt considerations, 
they do not generate sufficient returns.

• Recipients struggle to pay back loans; scandals reveal the true 
beneficiaries of these deals, and popular resentment grows. China's 
reputation also suffers. 



Economic headwinds against BRI and the 
legitimacy of Chinese Communist regime:
• Economic slowdown
• Triggered capital flight
• Diminished foreign currency reserve,
• Fast growing debt, 
• Dangerous real estate bubble, 
• Losing impetus of private business
• Pension crisis 
• Approaching fiscal crisis 



The once clamored “China Model” has 
exhausted its potentiality
• There are profound weaknesses that lead the once clamored “China Model” 

exhausted its potentiality: 
• The lack of the rule of law that protects the private enterprises and private 

entrepreneurship
• The lack of democratic check and balance on the budgeting system and 

government spending
• The insufficient reform of market economy, and now retreating
• The expansion of the state-controlled corporations with all the built-in 

mechanism of rent-seeking and institutional corruption in a grotesque 
mixture of planned economy and crony capitalism.

• The hyper-ambition of the 2013 has turned into a panic-stricken unease of 
the 2019. 


