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一带一路 One Belt One Road (OBOR) / Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)





Pax Americana => Pax Sinica
Democracy => Authoritarianism?



The Broader Context of BRI

• 'Rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation' 中华民族伟大复兴 (Not 'Rise of China'!)

• 'Community of Shared Destiny' / 'Community of Common Destiny' 命运共同体, (cf. Greater 
East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere)

• 'New type of great power relations' 新型大国关系

To ease worries, President Xi Jinping has emphasised “Three Noes Policy三不政策 ”

(1) No interference in the internal affairs of other nations

(2) China does not seek to increase the so called “sphere of influence”

(3) China does not strive for hegemony or dominance

The BRI MoU does not comes with conditionalities concerning the type of government...

No open and direct influence of BRI on democratisation processes



Competing Interpretations of BRI (IR)

1) Rise of a new global power, (new) type of imperialism
Reeves (2018) Imperialism and the Middle Kingdom (TWQ), Huotari, Gaspers, Eder, Legarda, 
Mokry (2017), Legarda (2017, 2018), Embong, Evers and Ramli (2017) 

 Clear prediction of de-democratisation, triggered by BRI 

Benner, Gaspers, Ohlberg, Poggetti, Shi-Kupfer, 2018, Authoritarian Advance (Merics, GPPi)

2) New type of globalisation

• China as a new guardian of global free trade (Hartman, Maening, Wang, 2017) 

• Anti-neoliberal South-South cooperation project (article series from the Chinese Academy 
of Science (CAS), Liu, Dunford and Gao (2018) or Liu and Dunford (2016) 

 No effects of de-democratisation connected to BRI



3) No plan but "initiative 倡议 " – trial and error

4) New Chinese-style paradigm of IR

tributary relations (朝贡体系)

under heaven (天下)
Godehard, 2016, 2017, No End of History? A Chinese Alternative Concept of International Order (SWP), 
Noesselt (2010, 2015) and Mokry (2018) 

 Ambiguous predictions concerning democratisation

5) Beyond IR – need of a different approach

• IR paradigms departing from "state interests" and "state behaviour" do not work
• actors, interest groups and political dynamics beyond the state level
• specific dynamics of change connected to a shift in the World System

• Neo-Gramscian approach, combined with aspects of World-Systems Theory 

 Sinophone Borderlands - Interactions at the Edges



Missellaneous

• Authoritarian gravitation centres
(Demmelhuber/Kneuer, 2016)

• Nature of instructure projects –
• Long-term planning needs

authroitarianism

• Unintended Effects (Kavalski, 2019)



BRI and – Democracy
... towards a comparative research agenda

Political conflicts and dynamics of democratisation and de-democratisation

Three Regions (Southeast Asia, Central Asia, Eastern Europe)

• Thailand (coup d'état in 2014)
• Myanmar (exacerbated ethnic conflict since 2014)
• Bhutan (border conflict and military standoff in 2017)
• Mongolia (hyper-extractivism and anti-Chinese mobilisation)
• Greece (labour conflict connected to Chinese investment)
• Italy (authoritarian populism with Chinese backing)



Myanmar
• Since 2010/2012: political and economic

opening

 Cancellation of Mitsone Dam project

 Democratisation process in Myanmar:

Escape China's grip, strategy to diversify
development options / investment partners

• National peace process, Myanmar Peace
Center, supported by the EU

• 2015: National Ceasefire Agreement (21st 
Century Panglong), ...

• 30 March 2016: Aung San Suu Kyi becomes
State Counsellor

Frosty relations with China, but regular visits

• Late 2016: Rohingye crisis deepens



• Federal Political Negotiation and
Consultation Committee (or FPNCC, 
Northern Alliance)

• UWSA demands a Chinese-led peace
process

• January 2018, new KIA leader, N Ban La 
(non-Christian)



Assessment of the political processes: 
• China is back as the most important investor and actor
• The democratisation process is stalled



Thailand: Political polarisation

People‘s Allience for 
Democracy

พนัธมติร
ประชาชนเพืŕอ
ประชาธปิไตย

United Front for Democracy & 
Against Dictatorship

กลุ่มแนวรว่ม
ประชาธปิไตยขบัไล่
เผดจ็การแหง่ชาติ



November 2013 – March 2014: Campaign of the People‘s Democratic 
Reform Committee (PDRC)



Thaivisa.com, 11. Januar 2015



Public Testimony of the Constitutional Court, 
January 2014
"These things, I think that if we are do them, they cannot be done in one night. If talking
about the 2 trillion in order to bring in the high speed [rail] system. If about dual tracks, I 
won’t say a single word about it and we don’t need to waste any time on this. Dual 
tracks are very important. No need to waste time on changing lines/tracks like with
trams in the past […] and the 2 trillion Baht if [Transport Minister] Chadchart dies and is
reborn then even for his children then the money will still not be paid [back] […]

Gravel roads should be gone from Thailand 
first. Make them asphalt or something like 
that first before thinking about high speed
[rail]. For high speed [rail], my personal 
opinion is that is that it is not really necessary
for Thailand...



Thailand, 22th May 2014



From the military coup d'état
to the judicial coup d'état

Frontpage of Bangkok Post, September 2006 and Fotomontage, May 2014



Assessment of the political
processes: 
• The coup d'état was triggered by

elite competition over access to BRI 
projects



BRI and de-democratisation in Myanmar - Thailand

• Reversal of democratisation processes
• Internal conflicts were augmented by Chinese investment, 
• With more or less direct Chinese intervention

but
• Conflicts pre-exist Chinese investment
• No clear preference of China concerning the type of government

 Imperial chain, Primacy of internal factors
(Neo-Gramscian perspective, Poulantzas, 1979, The crisis of dictatorships)



Bhutan – China border dispute



Doklam Standoff

• Bhutan – India relations, 1949, 2007 Friendship
Treaties

• Bhutan – China border negatiations since 1972, since
2000 no progress. Doklam and Bhutanese northern 
border remains disputed

• June 2017: China starts road construction on Doklam
plateau

• 18 June: Indian troops move into the territory to stop
construction

• 29 June: Bhutan declares that it still considers Doklam
Bhutanese territory – after remained silent

• 28 August: Agreement between China and India to
disengange

• July 2018: China-Bhutan border negotiations restarted

Fake news in Indian newspapers





Constitution of Bhutan, 2008, Art. 9: 
„to promote those conditions that will 
enable the pursuit of Gross National 
Happiness“

Democratisation and
elections in Bhutan: 

• Gross National Happiness
as alternative 
development paradigm

• 2008: Promulgation of
the Constitution, Top-
down democratisation
process

• Elections in 2007/2008, 
2013, 2018 lead to
change of the
government

Democratisation, Law and Gross National Happiness 



Development cooperation
between the University of Vienna, 
ADA and the Jigme Singye
Wangchuck School of Law 

Assessment of the political
processes: 
• Rising influence / pressure

from China
• But sustained commitment to

democratisation



Mongolia
• Mongolia‘s bold neo-

extractivist policies: 

- 17-20% economic 
growth

- Handing out shares of 
coal mine to people, 
2011 cash handouts

- Social programmes, basic 
income

• Since 2011: fall of prices 
of raw material

- Public debt reaching 
sovereign debt crisis

- Unequal treaties 
disfavour Mongolian rent 
income



BRI as way out of the crisis



Anti-Chinese and Right-Wing 
Movements



Democratisation in Mongolia

• The only democratic country in Central Asia

• Elections in June 2016, change of the 
government, consolidation of democracy

• MDG #9: Strengthen Human Rights and Foster 
Democratic Governance

• Basis for SDG #16: Peace Justice and Strong 
Institutions



Greece
• Sovereign debt crisis deepens since starting in 

2011

• EU Troika - European Commission (EC), the 
European Central Bank (ECB) and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) - imposes
austerity measures, privatisation of state
assets

• 2008: China Ocean Shipping Company (COSCO 
Group) takes over two container terminals in 
the habour of Piraeus

• 2016: China COSCO Shipping becomes the
primary operator of the habour of Piraeus

• 2017: The State Grid Corporation of China, the
country's biggest utility, said on Wednesday
that it has completed purchase of a 24-percent 
stake in Greece's power grid operator, ADMIE



Effects on Greek Democracy

• June 2017: Greece has blocks a 
European Union statement at the
United Nations criticizing China’s
human rights record

• China welcomed as investor and
competitor to the EU (based
companies, EU conditionalities)

• Unclear long-term effects
• Golden Dawn, right-wing

movement, on the rise, on a 
tide of anti-EU sentiments

• Golden Dawn also close to
unions in Piraeus



Processes of de-democratisation

 November 2011: Giorgios Panandreou, 
annouces a referendum on bail-out plans
of the EU

 July 2015: Alexis Tsipras holds a 
referendum: 61,3% No vote. Result is
ignored by EU.

"The sovereignty of Greece will be
massively limited," Jean-Claude Juncker, 
President of the Eurogroup, Financial 
Times, 3. Juli 2011 



Conclusion

Primacy of internal factors, 
... but regional patterns

1. Southeast Asia: Exacerbation of pre-existing conflicts lead to de-democratisation, more or less
direct Chinese involvement in conflicts

2. (Southern / Central) Europe: China is an alternative for countries are exposed to EU austerity
policy. Cooperation with China enhances bargaining power against EU institutions. 
• De-democratisation (anti-EU sentiment spurs processes of de-democratisation)

3. Sino-spheric sandwich positions (Bhutan, Mongolia, Nepal)
• Democratisation and pointed commitment to good governance as counterbalance to

authoritarian Chinese mode of governance, (anti-Chinese sentiment translates into pro-
democracy)

• This might develop into a broader trend beyond the region (cf. Malaysia ...)


