CONFERENCE REPORT – NOVEMBER 2017

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND
CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT
Past, Present and Future

DIIS · Danish Institute for International Studies

DIIS · Danish Institute for International Studies
Østbanegade 117, DK-2100 Copenhagen, Denmark
Tel: +45 32 69 87 87
E-mail: diis@diis.dk
www.diis.dk
Layout: Lone Ravnkilde & Viki Rachlitz
Printed in Denmark by Eurographic
ISBN 978-87-7605-890-6 – Durham OBOR conference (pdf)
ISBN 978-87-7605-891-3 – Durham OBOR conference (print)
DIIS publications can be downloaded free of charge or ordered from www.diis.dk
© Copenhagen 2017, the authors and DIIS

CONFERENCE REPORT

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND
CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT
Past, Present and Future

Edited by:
Lars Erslev Andersen
Anoush Ehteshami
Mamtimyn Sunuodula
Yang Jiang

4

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT

Table of Contents
Conference Synopsis

6

Conference Programme

8

Welcome Speech Grey College Trust and the Stubbs Fund

10

China in Greater Asia: Imagination, Interaction and Influence

13

China’s Emergence as the Gulf’s Leading Trade Partner: 		
Developing Opportunities and Possible
Constraints for the Gulf Cooperation Council

17

China and the Changing Security Environment in South Asia:
Consequences and Perspectives for the Global Balance
of Power in the Region

27

China’s Economic Diplomacy in Conflict Regions

31

Intercontinental ‘Silk Hub’:		
Sino-Emirati Relations and the UAE’s Role in China’s
Trade and Investment with the GCC and Beyond

36

The Silk Road Prior to Imperial Envoy Zhang Qian’s Mission to the West

47

Porcelain Trade and the Reproduction
of World Civilisation in the perspective of ‘One Belt, One Road’

50

Communications of Ancient China
to the West from an Archaeological Perspective

62

OBOR and the Silk Roads

68

‘One Belt One Road’, One Language or Multiple Languages?
Multilingualism and Language Policy along the Silk Road

76

Contributors

84

Tom Allen

Anoush Ehteshami

Tim Niblock

Lars Erslev Andersen

Yang Jiang

Philip Gater-Smith

LIN Meicun

Fang Lili

Ran Zhang

Susan Whitfield

Mamtimyn Sunuodula

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT

5

Conference Synopsis
The last few years have seen a deepening interest in

Other observers have drawn attention to the strategic

China’s relations with Central and Western Asia,

shift of global economic power from EuroAtlantic world

particularly in the context of China’s recent ‘pivot’

to East Asia and the impact of this on China’s regional and

westwards and its main strategic vehicle of the ‘One Belt

foreign policies. Systemic shift is about global balances

One Road’ which is arguably set to define the economic,

but it is also about regional integration, and in the context

cultural and political spaces from China itself to the heart

of the OBOR it can be seen as a process which can bind

of Europe. Debate continues regarding China’s aims and

China and the Middle East together, a trend which can

objectives in Asia and the Indian Ocean world, and these

best be described as the ‘Asianisation of the Middle East’.

cover a full spectrum of issues and concerns; whether
focusing on China’s desire to secure and control its

President Xi also invoked the ancient trading networks

multi-ethnic frontiers by increasing cooperation with its

between China and the West, known as the

western neighbours, or trying to understand China’s

‘Silk Road’ in modern times, linking the past with the

increasing drive to boost its international prestige and

present and drawing parallels between them. The Silk

projection of power beyond its borders.

Road is often selectively associated, by Chinese society at
large and Chinese political leaders, with Chinese strength,

In launching the OBOR initiative, President Xi Jinping set

booming trade, territorial expansion and cultural

out ambitious new goals for trade and economic

cosmopolitanism, especially under Han and Tang

integration in Asia aimed to promote global

Dynasties. The Silk Road also reminds us that not only

interconnectedness of peoples and places into the 21st

goods were transported and exchanged, but rather it

century. The OBOR has been presented as a ‘game-

represented a continuous flow of ideas, cultures,

changer’ by Chinese authorities themselves as much as

religions and languages across vast spaces. This was an

by critical observers. Thus, Francis Fukuyama notes that

equally important part of that exchange. Twenty-four

OBOR ‘represents a striking departure in Chinese policy’

different scripts were used for writing 17 ancient

whereby Beijing is ‘seeking to export its development

languages were unearthed from the Silk Road sites along

model to other countries’ (2016). The OBOR, he further

Tarim and Turpan basin in Xinjiang and manuscripts

asserts, will determine the ‘future of global politics’,

recovered from Buddhist caves in Dunhuang were written

transforming the whole of Eurasia from Indonesia to

in multiple languages and scripts. This indicates the

Poland’ and generating ‘immense prestige’ for ‘China’s

existence of a high level of linguistic exchanges and

form of authoritarianism’ in this enterprise. Not to take the

multilingual populations (Kamberi 2005), while Persian,

One Belt One Road at face value, there are of course

the language of Sogdian merchants, acted as the lingua

reasons to question the viability of the enterprise when

franca of trade and communication in much of the later

set against the profound challenges it faces in the

periods (Millward, 2013). Historical and archaeological

implementation phase. Such challenges are the markedly

findings suggest a high degree of religious diversity and

different political systems, diverging economic situations,

intercommunal influence along the Silk Road, which is

and the often competing and incompatible social and

still very much observable today. Such examples are

cultural conditions dictating national and communal life in

held up as evidence of interaction, symbolising cultural

Asia. When set against China’s unwillingness to intervene

and linguistic diversity as well as religious and ideological

we can see better not only the potential difficulties ahead

tolerance by contemporary authors and politicians. This

in this volatile region, but the ways in which instability,

conference wants to explore these relationships further

conflict and corruption can hinder China’s grand design.

and intends to do so through the lens of the OBOR as a
modern embodiment of the ancient Silk Road.
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By bringing together a distinguished group of international
experts, the conference will examine the OBOR and the

1. What are China’s objectives in launching OBOR and

Silk Road from an interdisciplinary perspective and

how is OBOR seen from Central and Western Asian

multiple viewpoints, including international relations,

perspectives?

political economy, China’s development politics,
archaeological and historical evidence, and transcultural
flows. In particular, the Conference aims to address the
following key questions:

2. To what extent the historical memory and cultural
identities define the success or failure of OBOR and
China’s other initiatives in Central and Western Asia?
How does the current discourse about the historic
Silk Road link with ‘One Belt One Road’?
3. How does Chinese model of development and
modernisation sit with its vision for projection of
power and alleged ‘exporting’ of the Chinese model to
Eurasia?
4. In what ways, economic interdependence and trade
links promote or hinder peace and security in China
and Eurasia region?

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT

7

Conference Programme
会议议程
21 March 2017

Panel 1

One Belt One Road and China’s Westward Pivot
第一场分会：一带一路和中国的向西转向

10:15-10:45

Refreshments and Networking 签到

10:45-11:00

Welcome 致开幕词

		

Professor Thomas Allen (Durham University Law School, Master of Grey College)

11:00-12:00

China in Greater Asia: Imagination, Interaction and Influence

		中国与亚洲地区间的互动：想象，交往和牵动  
Professor Anoush Ehteshami (Professor of International Relations, Al-Sabah Programme Chair,
Director of the Institute for Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies, School of government and
International Affairs, Durham University)
12:00-13:00

China’s Emergence as the Gulf’s Leading Trade Partner: Developing Opportunities and

		

Possible Constraints for the Gulf Cooperation Council

		中国与海湾阿拉伯国家合作委员会成员国之间的贸易伙伴关系：机遇与挑战
		

Professor Timothy Niblock (Professor of Middle Eastern Studies, Exeter University)

13:00-14:00

Lunch 午餐

14:00-15:00

China and the Changing Security Environment in South Asia
中国与变幻中的南亚安全局势

		

Dr Lars Erslev Andersen (Senior Researcher, Danish Institute of International Studies)

15:00-16:00

China’s Economic Diplomacy in Conflict Regions

		中国在冲突地区的经济外交
		

Dr Yang Jiang 江洋博士 (Senior Researcher, Danish Institute of International Studies)

16:00-16:15

Tea Break 茶歇

16:15-17:15

Intercontinental “Silk Hub”: Sino-Emirati Relations and the UAE’s Role in China’s Trade

		

and Investment in West Asia 跨大陆“丝绸贸易枢纽”：中国与阿联酋经贸关系

		

Mr Philip Gater-Smith (PhD Researcher, School of Government and International Affairs,

		Durham University)
18:00		
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Conference Dinner 大会晚宴
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22 March 2017

Panel 2

The Silk Roads and Social and Historical Contexts of OBOR
第二场分会：丝绸之路及一带一路的社会历史背景

9:30-10:30

On the Silk Roads before Zhang Qian’s Envoy to Western Region

		张骞通西域以前的丝绸之路
		

Professor Lin Meicun 林梅村教授 (Professor of Silk Road Archaeology, School of Archaeology

		

and Museology, Peking University)

10:30-11:00

Coffee Break 茶歇

11:00-12:00

Chinese Ceramics Trade along the Silk Roads and Its Cultural Impact on the World Civilizations‘

		一带一路’上的瓷器贸易与世界文明再产生
		

Professor Fang Lili 方李莉研究员 (Director, Institute of Art Anthropology,

		

China Academy of Arts, Chairman, China Society for Anthropology of Art)

12:00-13:00

Communications of ancient China to the West: Archaeological Evidence on the Chinese Imperial

		Porcelain Relics
		中国古代与西方的交流：以御窑瓷器为依据
		

Dr Zhang Ran 张然博士 (Researcher, Department of Archaeology, Durham University)

13:00-14:00

Lunch 午餐

14:00-15:00

Inscribing and Expanding the Silk Roads: From UNESCO to OBOR

		铭刻和拓展丝绸之路
		

Dr Susan Whitfield 魏泓博士 (Director, International Dunhuang Project, the British Library)

15:00-16:00

One Belt One Road, One Language or Many Languages?

		一带一路上的语言文化
		

Dr Mamtimyn Sunuodula 苏诺博士 (Acting Director, Centre for Contemporary Chinese Studies,

		Durham University)
16:00-16:30

Tea Break 茶歇

16:30-18:00:

Exhibition of Professor Zhu Legeng’s Ceramic Art and an Illustrated Talk by Professor Zhu

		朱乐耕教授陶瓷艺术展
		

(President, Creative Art Academy, China Academy of Arts, renowned Chinese ceramic artist)
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Welcome Speech

GREY COLLEGE TRUST AND THE STUBBS FUND

Tom Allen, Master
Grey College, Durham University
The Grey College Trust was pleased to be able to support

West, and Chinese views on Western influences on its

the OBOR Conference. It did so from its Stubbs Fund, for

own development. Tyzack’s work helps to remedy this gap

which it is grateful to the family of Clifford Stubbs and to

in the scholarship.

Henry Dyson, a fellow of the college, for his support and

10

advice in setting up the fund. The fund was created in

Clifford Stubbs was born in New Zealand, but left in 1910

memory of Clifford Stubbs, who worked at West China

to study for a doctorate in inorganic chemistry at Liver-

Union University in Chengdu from 1914 until his death in

pool University. By this time, Stubbs had already decided

1930. As this note will show, it is appropriate that the

that he would eventually make his career as a missionary.

college should honour the memory of Stubbs through its

In 1913, he applied to the Friends’ Foreign Mission

support for research and exchanges on the historic and

Association, a Quaker missionary group in Liverpool, for a

modern connections between the West and China.

posting in China. The association was looking for qualified

This note is largely based on A Life of Clifford Stubbs:

academics to join the faculty of West China Union

Nearly a Chinese, written by Charles Tyzack and released in

University (known locally as Huaxi), in Chengdu, which it

2013.1 The trust, through the donation from Stubbs’

had established in 1910 with the American Baptist

family, contributed to the cost of producing and publishing

Foreign Mission Society, the Board of Foreign Missions of

Stubbs’ biography, as it makes a significant contribution

the Methodist Episcopal Church USA, and the General

to the research on Quaker missions and the early history

Board of Missions of the Methodist Church of Canada.3

of modern education in China. Indeed, in a recent article,

For both Stubbs and the association, the appointment

Olivia D. Rauss put the question: “Why is there so little

was ideal: Stubbs could offer a combination of scientific

scholarship on Quaker missionaries in China?” In her view,

expertise with a commitment to missionary work that

there is no shortage of primary material. Furthermore, as

would have been very hard to find, and from his perspec-

Rauss pointed out, research could be extremely valuable

tive, it allowed him to use his doctoral training in a way

in understanding the modern conceptions of China in the

that suited his desire for missionary work.

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT

When he arrived in Chengdu in 1914, Stubbs’ first task

recognise. The reasons for the mistrust of Westerners

was to learn Chinese, as the Quakers expected their

were not difficult to see: the privileges accorded to

missionaries to learn the local language, wherever they

European missionaries, their self-imposed segregation

were posted. Most of his first two years in Chengdu were

from the Chinese, and their reluctance to allow Chinese

spent on learning Chinese rather than teaching or

academics into positions of responsibility in their institu-

research. At this point, the opportunity to teach or do

tions were hardly likely to bring about greater trust and

research would have been very limited in any case.

co-operation. This was true at the West China Union

Although the University had purchased land, the construc-

University as well: in the early 1920s, it became very clear

tion of its buildings had been suspended upon the

that European members of the University Senate were

outbreak of the Xinhai Revolution in 1911. The physical

reluctant to admit Chinese academics. Changes were

facilities were almost non-existent and it would have been

compelled by the ‘Educational Rights Movement’ of 1924,

impossible to teach chemistry at the level required for a

which demanded greater Chinese control over education.

university education. In any case, the time spent on

It brought an end to compulsory religious education and

learning Chinese proved to be a sound investment for

worship, and required greater Chinese presence in the

Stubbs, as it allowed him to teach and write in Chinese.

faculty of mission universities. Without compulsion, the

This was consistent with his views as a missionary, as he

European mission institutions, like West China Union

felt, like many Quakers, and other faculty members at

University, might have continued to exercise exclusive

West China Union University, that the Christian message

control.

could be imparted without first requiring potential
converts to learn Western languages or to abandon their

Stubbs recognised these issues. Not only was he deter-

national culture and identity.4

mined to teach and write in Chinese, and to avoid social
segregation, he was also becoming increasingly critical of

This was consistent with the Quaker emphasis on the

the imperialism of European powers and its influence on

‘inner light’, which may be expressed in different ways and

missionary work in China. This was probably another

in different faiths. This dates to the origins of Quakerism in

factor is his conversion, as Quakerism had become

the seventeenth century. David Vlasblom, in ‘Islam in Early

politically more radical in Britain during and after World

Modern Quaker Experience and Writing’, describes how the

War I, and its anti-imperialist approach would have attract-

earlier Quakers shared the belief that ‘inner light’ could be

ed him. Tetsuko Toda reports that, in the United States,

apparent to anyone: ‘Quakers could expect to find brothers

the Orthodox Philadelphia Yearly Meeting of the Quakers,

and friends among all peoples of the world, regardless of

for example, debated at length about continuing its

religious or cultural background’.5 Given the level of

support for its Foreign Mission Board, even though, by

intolerance in Europe at this time, this was truly remarka-

that time, individual members of its community had been

ble. Indeed, the Quakers were sufficiently open that they

working in China for many decades.6 This scepticism was

appointed Stubbs as a missionary, even though he was not

not unique to the Quakers: in the 1930s, Pearl S. Buck’s

a Quaker when he took up his post. He did, however,

attack on the missionary project in China would attract

became a Quaker on an extended trip to England in

great attention in the United States and elsewhere in the

1919/20. This may have been prompted by several things,

West.7 However, it is still worth noting that Quaker

including the Quaker openness to other cultures. He also

missionaries were willing to judge their own methods, and

subscribed to the Quaker belief that missionaries should

their impact on wider political relations. Indeed, Stubbs

not remove themselves from the society in which they

pursued the anti-imperialist theme when he returned to

operated, but work within it. This was seen in the empha-

England in 1926 for a furlough. He found that popular

sis on language. It also meant that the Quakers were

opinion was blind to the impact of European policies on

reluctant to accept the special protection offered by British

China and especially on the rise of anti-foreigner senti-

and European military and police in China. Stubbs some-

ment, and he sought to correct the general perception that

times expressed his own concerns that the deliberate

China had slipped into anarchy or that it needed strong

social segregation practised by many European mission-

control from European powers to restore stability. Stubbs,

aries could undermine their mission. In 1920 Henry

and his fellow Quakers, attempted to show the British

Davidson, a Quaker visitor to Chengdu, noted a strong

officials in London that the Europeans could do more for

anti-Christian element in the student body, which many of

China if they reduced their military and police presence,

the European members of the university had failed to

rather than increase it. He gave speeches, published

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT
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articles and joined a Quaker delegation to the Foreign

He became Dean of the Faculty of Science in 1924, and

Office in an attempt to give a more balanced picture of the

was elected Vice-President of the University in 1925 and

situation.

re-elected in 1928 as joint Vice-President with Zhang
Lingao. After his death, the university named the chemis-

On 30 May 1930, Stubbs was attacked on the grounds of

try building the ‘Clifford Stubbs Memorial Hall’; it was also

the campus. He was discovered by two students and was

known as the Su Daopu Memorial Hall, to reflect the

later taken to the Canadian Mission Hospital. His injuries

Chinese version of his name. The building is still in use as

were severe and he died several days later. Two men were

the Sichuan University West Campus Second Teaching

arrested and quickly executed for his killing, but their

Building.

motives were never clear. His murder may have been
political, as it occurred on the fifth anniversary of the

Whether Stubbs enjoyed as much success as a mission-

Nanjing Road incident, where a British officer ordered his

ary is difficult to say. Despite their prolonged efforts,

men to fire into a crowd of demonstrators outside a police

Christian missions in China attracted few converts and

station in the Shanghai International Settlement. In

had relatively little impact on religious life. The Quakers in

Chengdu, like many other cities, demonstrations were held

Chengdu were no exception. Indeed, in Britain and the

on the anniversary of the incident, and Stubbs’ killers may

United States, the public tended to associate Quaker

have been involved in them. It is also possible, however,

missions with their secular work rather than evangelising.9

that he was the victim of an opportunistic robbery that had

Nevertheless, Stubbs’ aim of demonstrating the Quaker

no connection with the demonstrations. Charles Tyzack

way of thinking may have been successful in another

reviewed the evidence carefully and concluded that ‘the

respect. For Stubbs, the teaching of chemistry, although

killers were probably discontented, semi-employed youths

outwardly a practical subject, was part of the wider

latching on to a political idea, and not part of any wider

religious instruction to which he dedicated himself. He felt

conspiracy’.8 It did, however, produce one consequence

that bringing students to a greater scientific understand-

that would have disappointed Stubbs, as the university

ing of the world would give them a greater appreciation of

decided to construct a wall around the grounds for its

the presence of the divine in all aspects of life. The

protection. The city authorities claimed that they could not

openness of the Quaker element of his teaching meant

protect the university without the wall, but the local press

that his teaching was not exclusively Western in orienta-

criticised it as another example of a foreign enclave.

tion. Charles Tyzack reports that one of his Chinese
students, Stephen Yang, who later became a professor of

Stubbs had been more successful as professor and an

surgery in the medical school, reported that his teaching

academic administrator than as a missionary. The West

was “full of Confucius’ teaching”.10 It would have pleased

China Union University, and its science and chemistry

Stubbs to hear this. He would have seen himself as joining

departments, were eventually absorbed into Sichuan

an intellectual and spiritual Silk Road between China and

University and are still in operation. His chemistry texts, in

the West, where the traffic is not in one direction but a

Chinese, were in use for many years, and were particularly

continuing exchange for mutual benefit.

valuable as scientific texts were often lacking at that time.

NOTES
1

Charles Tyzack (2013) A Life of Clifford Stubbs: Nearly a Chinese (Sussex: Book Guild Ltd). Tyzack’s book is my source for information on Stubbs that is
not attributed elsewhere.

2

Olivia D. Rauss (2016) “Scholarship on Quaker missionaries in China: a sparse past but a rich future?” Quaker History 105(1): 48–64.

3

See http://www.beechchinawest.com for notes from the family of Joseph Beech on the founding of the University; Beech was its first president.

4

This was the case in the medical school: see Bertha Hensman, “The Kilborn family: a record of a Canadian family’s service to medical work and education
in China and Hong Kong”, 97 Canadian Medical Association Journal 97: 471–483 (1967).

5

David Vlasblom (2011) “Islam in early modern Quaker experience and writing”, 100 Quaker History 100: 1–21.

6

Tetsuko Toda (2011) “Conflicting views on foreign missions: the mission board of Philadelphia yearly meeting of friends in the 1920s”, Quaker History
100(2): 17–35.

7

Pearl S. Buck (1933) “Is There a Case for Foreign Missions?” Harper’s 166: 143–155 (January 1933).

8

Tyzack, Clifford Stubbs, 204.

9

Rauss, “Scholarship on Quaker Missionaries”, 54.

10 Quoted by Tyzack, Clifford Stubbs, 210.
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China in Greater Asia:

IMAGINATION, INTERACTION AND INFLUENCE

Anoush Ehteshami, Professor
Durham University
Introduction

that make up China’s strategic priorities in Asia, priorities

Working on the assumption that the OBOR (formally

which combine cooperation with ASEAN as a strategic

renamed the Belt and Road Initiative [BRI]) is a key

imperative, and the strengthening of the Shanghai

element of Beijing’s grand strategy, embedded in its

Cooperation Organisation as a security priority. Together,

strategy of building an international Asian society, it is

it seems to me, these circles form China’s critical sphere

possible to argue that to legitimise Beijing’s drive west-

of influence in Asia. These, in different but complementary

wards it has to articulate the idea of a ‘common destiny’.

ways, contribute to China’s efforts to build security and

But this has to be associated not only with being the

economic bonds across its neighbourhood. Using

founder of the OBOR, but also with being welcomed,

different mechanisms arguably enhances and accentu-

indeed desired, by the countries and communities which

ates China’s strategic reach, as each of these circles has

are to find themselves along China’s new ‘Silk Lanes (on

the material power to change and shape countries’

land, rail and sea). China must be seen as the embodi-

policies and regions well beyond their immediate areas of

ment of the OBOR, and for this to gain momentum it must

attention. Together they multiply China’s policy instru-

create a set of principles and priorities that will drive the

ments and give China a credible, though perhaps not

initiative. The OBOR is a truly ambitious and forward-look-

always a welcome, voice, from the Pacific to the Atlantic.

ing economic project, of immense proportions and with
huge consequences. That China has embarked upon it is

The BRI

a measure of the country’s self-confidence and a public

The BRI is colossal, building six vast economic corridors

expression of its efforts to become the heart of Asia. The

across Eurasia: China–Mongolia–Russia; New Eurasian

OBOR, therefore, should be viewed as part of China’s other

Land Bridge; China–Central and West Asia; China–

strategic priorities. These priorities take different forms

Indo-China Peninsula; China–Pakistan; and Bangladesh–

and manifest themselves differently too. The OBOR (and

China–India–Myanmar. It is set to become the centre-

the associated AIIB) form the latest in the ring of circles

piece of China’s development strategy, according to

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT
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Vice-Premier Zhang Gaoli.1 Combined, these corridors will

founder of the English School) might point to as an

create an intricate network of 56 European and Asian

illustration of being ‘conscious of certain common

countries working alongside each other, generating

interests and common values’.3 Indeed, the Chinese

billions of dollars in investment capital and revenue, and

leadership’s statements regarding the BRI have come very

creating employment opportunities across Asia and much

close to invoking values long cherished by the liberal bent

of Europe and Africa. In the context of the BRI, China

of the international relations community: elements of

today projects its influence westwards through invest-

cosmopolitanism are discernible, for example in the ways

ment, construction, extraction and commerce – through

in which the tendency towards peoples of different

the exercise of soft power on a massive scale. The sum of

countries embracing each other as fellow Asian citizens is

$4 trillion allocated to the One Belt One Road (OBOR) has

being promoted,4 and also the unserved promotion of the

the potential to be transformational in its impact. Inter-

market. So, in March 2015 President Xi strongly promoted

OBOR trade of over $2.2 trillion is anticipated. The OBOR

the OBOR initiative at the Boao Forum for Asia and

is also the focus of China’s direct investment largesse,

articulated a vision of harmony, mutual respect and

which provides the vehicle for the mobilisation of Chinese

cooperation consistent with what he said would be a new

businesses in Asia. In 2015, thus, 44% of China’s engineer-

‘common community’ in Asia emerging in the wake of this

ing projects were in the OBOR countries, and in 2016 the

initiative.5 A community of partners along the OBOR will

figure jumped to over 52%. This will inevitably rise further

emerge thanks to the network of relationships that the

as projects across the initiative’s frontiers get underway.

initiative would give birth to. For the Chinese leadership,

That China has embarked upon it is a measure of the

this will come to represent a ‘chorus of countries’ working

country’s self-confidence and a public expression of its

together along the route (in Bull’s terms, ‘share in the

efforts to become the heart of Asia – to become Asia’s

working of common institutions).6 This will not be,

‘indispensable power’.

President Xi emphasised, a ‘solo of a single country’.

2

Common community and common destiny will go
So, the (BR) initiative should not be taken lightly by

hand-in-hand. The OBOR has envisaged the building of a

outside observers; but nor should it be viewed in isolation

concert of inter-state and inter-communal relations. This

from China’s other strategic policies. These other policies

is a pre-emptive Marshall Plan unleashed on a massive

take different shapes and manifest themselves differently

continental scale, but unlike the post-1945 American

too. The OBOR (and the associated AIIB) forms the latest

Marshall Plan for Western Europe (which the Soviet Union

in the ring of circles in China’s strategic priorities in Asia,

saw as a direct assault on its interests in Europe), the BRI

which combines cooperation with ASEAN as a strategic

has apparently been accepted unopposed by the marginal

imperative, with the strengthening of the Shanghai

states, emerging powers, as well as the established giants

Cooperation Organisation as a security priority, as the

of Asia. In presenting the initiative as an expression of

other. Together, it seems to me, these spheres form

common destiny, moreover, the Chinese leaders have

China’s three circles of influence in Asia. These, in

invoked the cognitive power of the initiative, which

different but complementary ways, contribute to China’s

proclaims common goals without invoking ideology or

efforts to build security and economic bonds across its

notions of superior values. The strategy is not about

neighbourhood. Using different mechanisms arguably

making Asia communist, nor about the imposition of

enhances and accentuates China’s strategic reach, as

China’s values, or the imposition of its (rich) civilisation on

each of these circles has the material power to change

others. It is, rather, about practical inter-state engagement.

and shape countries’ policies and regions well beyond
their immediate areas of attention. Together they multiply

Further, China’s strategy westwards (Central, South and

China’s policy instruments and give China a credible voice

West Asia) should be viewed in the broader context of its

across continents – from the Pacific to the Atlantic.

complex position in the international system and a
relationship which is shaped by the “continual tension in
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Imagination and influence

the dual-identity of China as a rising power and at the

Viewed as a major foreign policy initiative, the articulation

same time a developing country”.7 The notion of a rising/

of BRI and its construction represents a concerted effort

emerging global power – terms which have been used by

to build what the ‘English School’ of international relations

Western leaders and international NGOs alike about China

might term an ‘international Asian society’ based on

– impose certain expectations on China that it simply is

shared norms and rules. What Hedley Bull (arguably the

not, yet, equipped to meet. The conditionalities which
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follow the assumptions regarding major power status

The future beckons

imposed on China, moreover, are expectations which

Cognitively and materially China has opened itself up to

Beijing either does not intend to accept at all – seeing

Eurasia and has taken this risk in order to secure its own

these as a straitjacket – or are simply beyond its abilities

place, to change Asia’s economic dynamics in its own

as a still-developing country to fulfil.8 Furthermore, it is a

favour, to improve the socio-economic conditions of its

big leap of faith to assume that a dominant China in a

western regions, to check other powers’ influence in its

post-American multipolar world order would necessarily

own backyard, and to tie into its own sphere of influence a

act in the same way as its twentieth century Western

whole host of resource-rich countries who can guarantee

predecessors did and develop a ‘vision’ or ‘agenda’ for

the necessary ingredients for China’s maturing economy

global leadership – aiming to reshape the world in its own

for decades to come. The BRI then is not hegemonic but

image.9 China is keen to separate notions of great power

pragmatic. Furthermore, I venture that the initiative and

status from assumptions about hegemony. Evidence,

the AIIA, in this broader context, are not about China

arguably, points to China’s seeking to become Asia’s

looking back, reliving an old ‘China dream’, but rather

‘indispensable power’. Evidence also points to the reality

about looking forward and creating the conditions for the

that China’s rise is so conditioned by its dual identity that

fourth stage of what Kim has articulated as the three

it will continue to devote energy to securing its position

transformations of the ‘evolving Asian system’. The

and interests at the subsystem level in Asia. Surrounding

fourth phase, which China has begun with the BRI, has

areas are China’s first priority. Working on the assumption

put Asia’s new regionalism centre stage.

that the BRI is a key element of Beijing’s grand strategy,
embedded in its strategy of building an international Asian
society, it is possible to argue that to legitimise Beijing’s
drive westwards it has to articulate the idea of a ‘common
destiny’. But this not only has to be associated with being
the founder of the OBOR, but also with being welcomed,
indeed desired, by the countries and communities which
are to find themselves along China’s new ‘Silk Lanes’ (on
land, rail and at sea). China must be seen as the embodiment of the initiative, and for this to gain momentum it

Prof. Anoush Ehteshami PhD, FAcSS, FRSA

must create a set of principles and priorities which will

Professor of International Relations

drive the BRI.
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Introduction

Prospects for the development of the economic relation-

The focus of this paper is on the growing economic

ship, moreover, need to take into account political and

engagement between China and the countries of the Gulf

strategic factors as well as the purely economic. It may be

Cooperation Council. The significance of the shift which is

economic interests that have brought the GCC and China

taking place in the GCC’s global trade, and the likely

together, but this has led on to closer political and

effects which will follow from it, need to be understood

increasingly strategic engagement. In the future, as will be

within the context of the wider Gulf, Middle Eastern and

argued in this paper, the political and strategic dimensions

Arab environments.

of the relationship are likely to be of increasing relevance
to how the economic relationship develops.

The wider environments are inevitably important for China
as a global power with global economic interests. A

The GCC’s relationship with China, therefore, needs to be

consideration of its economic and political relationship

assessed within a framework where China’s policies in the

with any one state or economic grouping needs to take

wider region are taken into account, and where political

account of how the development of that relationship will

and strategic factors form part of the analysis. It will be

impinge on other regional relationships – and on its global

argued in this paper that the GCC could use the develop-

strategies. China, thus, has a concern with the Gulf as a

ing relationship with China to attain a more significant

whole (i.e. including Iran and Iraq as well as the GCC), and

position in the global economic and political orders.

pursues a policy aimed at maintaining close and friendly

Whether the GCC has the will or the intention to do this,

relations with all Gulf countries. The GCC is important, but

however, remains unclear, and current indications are that

so also are Iran (in particular) and Iraq. They too supply

it may not. The opportunities which are available may be

substantial quantities of oil to China. China’s economic

squandered. Failure in this regard will impinge negatively

relationships elsewhere in the Arab world, and with Turkey

on the wider Arab world.

and Israel are also important – albeit less substantial than
those with the GCC countries.
‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT
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In what follows, the writer will first outline the character,

Section 2.1 looks at the 1990–2013 span, with percent-

significance and extent of the transformation which has

age increases focusing on 2005–2013. The reasons for

occurred in the Gulf’s external economic relations,

choosing these years will be explained. Section 2.2 covers

emphasising that this is likely to be a long-term trend

the most recent direction of trade figures for the year

rather than a development which might be short-term and

2015 (compiled by the writer, based on data released by

incidental. He will then examine the ways in which the

the IMF at the beginning of May 2016), with a comparison

Gulf states can benefit from the trend in political and

between those figures and the 2011 statistics. The materi-

strategic terms. Of key importance here are the networks

al presented in 2.1 has been published by this writer

of communications (road, rail, pipelines, telecommunica-

before,1 while that in 4.2 is new.

tions etc.) which are being developed across the Asia
landmass. These are linked to a set of institutions

2.1. Changing Directions of Gulf Trade 1990–2013

(covering not only infrastructural and financial coopera-

Table 1 provides data on how the direction of Gulf trade

tion, but also engagement in political and strategic

changed from 1990, when China and India played

coordination) which constitute a distinct and increasingly

relatively marginal roles in Gulf trade, through to 2013

important pole of global politics. Participation in these

when China established itself for the first time as the

institutions would enable the Gulf states to strengthen

leading trading partner of the eight Gulf states taken

their roles globally, and may also open pathways through

together.2 India’s trade ranked third. Figures for 2014

which they can assume responsibility for their own

show China pulling even further ahead, with China’s total

security needs in the Gulf.

standing at $255.5 billion, and the EU’s at $227.9 billion.3
The significance of this development is best understood

2. The Changing Pattern of the Gulf’s Economic Interests

in an even longer historical perspective. For the two

Evidence of the character and extent of the reorientation

centuries prior to 2013, the Gulf’s external trade had been

of the Gulf’s global economic relations – and data

primarily linked in to Western trading networks – whether

indicating that this is a long-term trend and not the

through direct links to Europe and North America, or

incidental outcome of short-term factors – will now be

through India prior to the subcontinent’s independence.

presented.
The speed and extent of the shift in trading flows can be
Establishing where the Gulf region’s primary economic

appreciated by looking at the rates at which each coun-

interests will be located in the future is not straightfor-

try’s trade has increased. It would not be useful to take

ward. Trade figures are the primary indicator, yet taking

1990 as the start-point for this, insofar as both China and

any run of figures on direction of trade between one year

India would be starting from relatively low levels of

and another (however far spaced out), risks distortion.

economic development, where their trade was not

The annual trade figures for any individual country are

comparable with that of the advanced developed econo-

bound to be affected by developments specific to that

mies. 2005, therefore, has been taken as an appropriate

year. In the case of the Gulf countries, such figures are

start-point, given that by then the two countries were

influenced by major arms deals concluded in a particular

engaging fully in global trade as rapidly-industrialising

year (key to US–Saudi trade, in particular), environmental

states with liberalised trading arrangements. Both were,

factors (such as the tsunami which caused the Fukushi-

by this stage, members of the World Trade Organisation

ma nuclear disaster in Japan, making Japan more

– as also were the GCC states. The figures in Table 2

dependent on imported oil), and financial crises (a major

show that the rates at which the trade of India and China

influence on Gulf trade with the West, in particular, in

with the Gulf states grew between 2005 and 2013 were

2009–10). The underlying trends can best be understood

substantially higher than those of the Gulf’s other major

by taking a long perspective, with multiple ‘sample years’

trading partners – especially the US, Japan and the

within the chosen span, and by choosing a variety of

European Union. Of all the industrialised countries, South

different start and end points when working out percent-

Korea’s trade with the Gulf was a little ahead of the others.

age and gross increases. This is the approach taken here.

India’s lead over China, while it looks substantial, is in fact
not particularly significant. It is explained by India starting
from a lower base, where the process of industrialisation,
development and engagement in global trade had not yet
reached the same level as China’s.
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Table 1: Growth of Gulf Trade with Major Partners (imports and exports combined), 1990–2013 ($ bilion)
1990

2000

2005

CHINA

1.3

11.8

44.9

INDIA

4.4

6.6

JAPAN

33.5

2009

2012

2013

121.4

93.4

203.5

224.4

21.4

119.3

87.9

186.5

183.9

52.0

103.8

176.1

103.7

181.3

171.6

6.1

25.6

53.4

109.7

71.9

142.4

136.1

EU

59.9

66.7

142.5

212.0

156.0

207.4

216.2

US

19.1

33.9

66.0

124.8

71.2

143.7

137.2

SOUTH KOREA

2008

Source: International Monetary Fund, Direction of Trade Statistics, 1990–2013.
Calculated by the writer on the basis of the figures made available in May 2014.

Table 2: Rates of Growth of Trade with the Gulf

Table 3: Percentages of Imports/Exports in Gulf Major

(Major Partners), 2005–2013

Partners Trade, 2013
Imports from Gulf

Exports to Gulf

INDIA

759.3%

CHINA

60.3

39.7

CHINA

399.8%

INDIA

67.1

32.9

JAPAN

83.9

16.1

EUROPEAN UNION

51%

SOUTH KOREA

154.9%

SOUTH KOREA

80.5

19.5

UNITED STATES

107.9%

EU

36.2

63.8

65.3%

US

55.0

45.0

JAPAN

Source: International Monetary Fund, Direction of Trade Statistics,
1990–2013. Calculated by the writer on the basis of the figures made
available in May 2014.

Source: International Monetary Fund, Direction of Trade Statistics,
1990–2013. Calculated by the writer on the basis of the figures made
available in May 2014.

It is sometimes claimed that the high and growing rate of

Taking Iran and Iraq out of the trading picture, the EU

trade between China (and India) and the Gulf states

remained, in 2013, the largest trading partner of the GCC,

simply reflects the growing need of the Chinese economy

but with existing rates of trade growth – and the likeli-

for Gulf oil. While it is certainly true that the import of oil

hood that China and India will in the future have a growing

and gas (LNG) constitutes a significant part of China’s

demand for imported Gulf oil, LNG and petrochemicals

trade with the Gulf, the relationship is in fact fairly well

– suggested that China’s trade was likely to overtake that

balanced. As can be seen from Table 3, the split between

of the EU by 2020. A study of likely GCC trading develop-

imports and exports in this trade was roughly 60-40. Of

ments undertaken by the Economist Intelligence Unit in

the Gulf’s major trading partners, only the EU and the US

2014 stated:

had a larger proportion made up of exports. With regard to
Chinese imports from the Gulf, moreover, these are not
restricted to oil and gas. A growing proportion is made up
of petrochemicals.
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When seen in the perspective of the figures given in Table
By 2020, the largest share of GCC exports will go to China,

4, China’s retreat to second position in the ranking of Gulf

at around US$160bn … China will also dominate the import

trading partners in 2015 is not surprising. Far from

market, providing about US$135bn of goods to the Gulf,

providing reason to re-evaluate expectations of rising

nearly double the value in 2013. China’s increasing share of

Chinese economic strength and presence in the Gulf

GCC exports matches its economic rise, with growth tripling

region, indeed, it adds credence to these expectations.

since 2001 to reach 12% in 2013, and now providing 14% of

This is clear from the last column in Table 4, where the

GCC imports. GCC trade with China grew more rapidly dur-

rates of increase in trade of the major partners between

ing 2010–13 than with any other significant trade partner, at

2011 and 2015 are compared. China emerges as the

a rate of 30% for exports and 17% for imports.

trading partner whose trade declined least (in fact hardly

4

at all) over this period when the Gulf economies were
undergoing substantial change.
Even at present, China is by far the largest trading partner
for Oman, and stands not far short of the EU in trade with

The 2015 trade figures in fact provide a number of

Saudi Arabia.

indications that China’s strong economic presence in the
Gulf is becoming entrenched. Between 2011 and 2015

2.2 Shifts in the Direction of Gulf Trade, 2015

Chinese exports to the Gulf expanded from $65.43 billion

Some of the perspectives stemming from the figures

to $93.77 billion, an increase of 42.5%. European Commu-

covering the years up to 2013 would seem, at first sight,

nity exports expanded by only 12% over this period. In

to be undermined or disproved by the most recent figures

2015 Chinese exports to and imports from the Gulf were

on annual trade flows produced by the International

close to being in balance: exports comprised 49.1% of the
total, while imports comprised 50.1%. China was, moreo-

Monetary Fund, released at the beginning of May 2016.

ver, strengthening its position relative to other Asian

These figures show that in 2015 the European Community

countries over the 2011–2015 period. Whereas India

re-emerged as the Gulf’s biggest trading partner (while

(China’s closest Asian competitor) appeared to be closing

also retaining its significant lead in GCC trade). In terms of

the gap with China over the years between 2008 and

the long historical perspective mentioned at the beginning

2013, in 2015 India’s Gulf trade only came to about

of section 2.1, it would seem at first sight as if history has

one-third that of China’s (see Table 4).

gone into reverse. The reality, however, is more complex.
With regard to GCC trade specifically, China in 2015
The 2015 figures need to be put into the perspective of

retained second position in the ranking of the GCC’s major

the massive changes in the value of Gulf trade which

trading rankings, falling some $30 billion short of the EU.

have occurred in the last two years, stemming in large

As in the broader Gulf context, it pulled further ahead of

part from the fall in the price of oil. The comparison here

the other major trading partners.

between 2011 (when the immediate impact of the global
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financial crisis on Western trading flows had worn off) and

It has been argued by some that trade figures alone may

2015 (which saw the full effect of falling oil prices on the

not give a true picture of the real strength of an economic

Gulf economies) provides some insight into the ‘surprise’

relationship and its significance, and that China’s econom-

figures of 2015. As can be seen from the last line of Table

ic relationship with the Gulf may not be as significant as

4, Gulf trade with the rest of the world declined by 14.5%

the trade figures suggest. Wider dimensions - such as the

over this period – a substantial drop. Those countries

character of the trade, and also the extent of investment

whose trade with the Gulf was most dependent on their

flows and contracting – are certainly worth noting.

imports of Gulf oil generally saw the value of their Gulf

Looked at from a Chinese perspective, Gulf trade only

trade decline by the largest proportions. This accounts for

constitutes a very small percentage – just less than 5%

South Korean and Japanese trade declining in value more

– of China’s total trade. While the trade may be significant

than that of any of the other major Gulf trading partners,

to the Gulf economies, therefore, it is dwarfed on the

as can be seen from Table 4. The value of European

Chinese side by trade with other countries and regions.

Community trade with the Gulf, about two-thirds of which

However, some 35% of China’s Gulf trade is composed of

is constituted by EU exports, recorded a more moderate

imports of Gulf oil, which is critical to the further growth of

decline.

the Chinese economy. It has been estimated that China
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will account for about 43% of the increase in world oil

that there were 140 Chinese companies present in the

consumption over the next decade. The trade with the

country, the bulk of which were in the construction,

Gulf, moreover, makes up about 70% of its trade with the

telecommunications, infrastructure and petrochemicals

Arab world. When compared with the value of China’s

sectors. The value of their projects, he stated, came to

trade with other significant (non-Arab) economies of the

about $18 billion.6 Investment flows in both directions

region, moreover, the value of Gulf trade to China is

(GCC to China and vice versa), have also begun to have an

significantly greater. China’s trade with Israel in 2015

impact. Most of these have been in the field of petrochem-

came to $11.42 billion, and Turkey’s to $21.57 billion.

icals. Up to the present, however, the record here has been

China’s trade with Israel was significantly smaller than its

mixed, with the negotiation process being protracted and

trade with Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Oman, Kuwait, Iraq and

not always leading to a positive result.

5

Iran taken individually, and the trade with Turkey was
smaller than that with Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Iran

The emphasis above has been placed on Chinese trade,

individually.

investment and contracting, mainly because it constitutes
the clearest pattern of development and change. Some

China’s economic stake in this strategically significant

rather similar points, however, could also be made about

region, therefore, is focused very much on the Gulf. It is,

Indian trade, investment and contracting. In specific fields,

also, significant that Chinese trade is spread across all of

India’s economic presence is stronger, as also clearly is its

the countries of the Gulf, rather being concentrated in any

human presence in the region (with some eight million

one state. In this respect it differs significantly from US

Indians living there) and its historical connections.

Gulf trade, approximately half of which is accounted for by
Saudi Arabia alone.

Overall, then, the extent and the significance of the
reorientation in the GCC’s economic orientation over

Chinese companies have, moreover, been winning

recent years is clear. What needs to be established next is

contracts for major construction projects in the region

whether this provides a rationale for Gulf regional

in recent years, such as that for construction of the

cooperation. It will be suggested in the next section that

culturally-sensitive Haramain High Speed Rail Project, and

such a rationale can be found in the infrastructural

for the Waad al-Shamal phosphate plant in Saudi Arabia.

developments currently occurring in Eurasia and around

In 2013 the Chinese ambassador to Saudi Arabia stated

the Indian Ocean, and specifically in the opportunities

Table 4: Gulf Trade in 2015, and Comparison with 2011 ($ billion)
2011

2015

CHINA

192.96

191.14

-0.9 %

INDIA

171.37

129.75

-24.3%

JAPAN

180.64

101.23

-44.0%

SOUTH KOREA

140.84

89.55

-36.4%

EUROPEAN UNION

239.27

199.58

-16.6%

UNITED STATES

119.29

92.99

-22.1%

RUSSIA

5.34

5.81

+8.8%

TURKEY

36.35

32.99

-9.2%

32.8

38.35

+20.0

1567.55

1340.35

-14.5

IRAN (with other 7)
WHOLE WORLD

Percentage Change

Source: International Monetary Fund, Direction of Trade Statistics.
Calculated by the writer on the basis of figures made available in May 2016.
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which these provide for the Gulf region to become integral

Of key importance here are the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India,

to the communications, economic and political networks

China and South Africa) grouping and the Shanghai

which are developing in that area. This would require, at

Cooperation Organisation (bringing China and Russia

least on the part of the GCC, a cooperative relationship

together with the Central Asian FSU states, and now joined

with Iran – initially in terms of infrastructural and econom-

by India and Pakistan). Each of these institutions, in turn,

ic coordination, but ultimately with security dimensions

has a wide range of intergovernmental, inter-societal and

developing. In other words, the means for creating a

inter-institutional committees and fora which exchange

security community would be brought into being.

information, seek to establish common positions on global
issues, propose measures to enhance economic inter-

3. The Development of Infrastructural, Economic and

action, and plan and implement strategies aimed at

Political Connectivity

reforming global financial management. In the case of

As so much of the dynamic in the change in global

BRICS, for example, there are not only the annual summits

economic power (with Gulf trade as part of this) has come

bringing together the heads of government, but also the

from China, it seems appropriate to focus on the significant

regular meetings of the finance ministers, trade ministers,

ways in which China’s economic role relates to the wider

ministers of health, ministers of science and technology,

restructuring of the global order. The emphasis here,

and ministers of agriculture. There is a Financial Forum,

therefore, will be on the manner in which China is develop-

bringing together the presidents of the major development

ing new networks of infrastructural, economic and

banks of the BRICS countries, a Contact Group for

political connectivity – with a focus of the Euro-Asian

Economic and Trade Issues, a Business Forum (govern-

landmass. The One Belt One Road project is crucial to

mental) and a Business Council (private sector), an

this, and will be given primary emphasis here, yet is only

Academic Forum bringing together leading academics

one part of the overall development. The latter comprises

from the five countries, a Think Tanks Council, a Working

a range of institutions and frameworks geared towards

Group of Agricultural Experts, and a grouping of ‘high

strategic and political cooperation. It is worth noting,

representatives responsible for security’ where information

however, that China’s plans for increasing connectivity in

and views on ‘cybersecurity, counterterrorism, transpor-

the Asian region are not the only ones. India also has

tation security, and regional crises’ are exchanged.

significant schemes which it is pursuing, and these are
also likely to be important in the developing world order.

The BRICS organisation (as also the SCO) has been given

Here again there is involvement with new institutions and

relatively little publicity in the Western world, perhaps

frameworks for cooperation. Russia too has a considera-

because some of the component countries (especially

ble relevance with regard to the developing networks.

Brazil, Russia and South Africa) can no longer boast the

China’s infrastructural and communications plans in the

high rates of growth which they had when the term ‘BRIC’

Middle East and Central Asia need to be understood within

was coined by the Goldman Sachs economist Jim O’Neill

the context of China’s overall global strategies. These

in 2001. Yet the BRICS organisation, established initially

operate at different levels. At one level there is a concern

as BRIC in 2009, has never been simply a gathering of

with maintaining workable relations with the United States,

states which have a high rate of growth. From the outset,

recognising that China’s interests (economic and political)

and increasingly over the years which have followed, its

will be damaged by a confrontation with the sole existing

activities and objectives have interwoven political and

superpower. China, it is said, must avoid the mistakes

economic dimensions. A practical indication of how the

made by Germany and Japan in the 1930s, and must seek

range of coordination has expanded over the years is

a global role not by confronting the existing power

found in the length and detail of the final statements/

structures but by integrating China into the system of

declarations which follow the annual summit meetings.

global power and influence. The latter comprises not just

After the first summit in Yekaterinburg (Russia) in

the US and its allies, but also the web of institutions (the

2009, the final statement covered less than two pages.

IMF, UN bodies, the World Bank etc.) through which they

Following the seventh summit, held in Ufa (Russia) in

influence and perhaps control global developments.

2015, the declaration which was issued ran to 43 pages.
Significantly, the annual summit meetings of BRICS and
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At another level, Chinese policies seek to build up alterna-

the SCO in 2015 were linked together, held consecutively

tive networks of coordination and cooperation, within

and with some emphasis on the overlap between the two.

which China can play a prominent if not predominant role.

The security-related concerns of the SCO, therefore, are
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increasingly being integrated into BRICS concerns. China’s

throughout Asia, with implications for African countries

role in both of these institutions is crucial, and indeed has

also. Although the OBOR programme was only made

become ever stronger over the period of their existence.

public in September 2013, substantial progress has

China, indeed, accounts for over half of the combined GDP

already been made in planning of – and in some cases

of BRICS countries. In 2013, the GDPs of the five countries

beginning work on – the necessary infrastructure. The

stood at: China $8.25 trillion, Brazil $2.43 trillion, Russia

location of the main arteries of OBOR have not always

and India $1.95 trillion, and South Africa $27.3 billion. The

been clear, or were left deliberately imprecise until regional

five countries comprise 43% of the global population,

reactions could be assessed. The map provided in Figure

made up 21% of global GDP in 2013, and have accounted

1, however, was issued by China’s governmental news

for more than half of global economic growth over the

agency Xinhua in March 2015 and can therefore be seen

period since 2008.

as representing the official view. In practice, the extent of
the infrastructural connectivity which the Chinese

In addition to the institutions within those bodies which

government is creating is more widespread than the map

have been created to enhance cooperation and develop-

suggests. The OBOR land routes link up with other road

ment (such as the BRICS New Development Bank and the

and rail schemes (planned or under implementation)

Contingent Reserve Arrangement), the Chinese govern-

which link China to its neighbouring regions, such as the

ment has created its own institutions and programmes to

China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (leading from China’s

create a solid basis on which to build cooperative

Xinjiang region to the Pakistani port of Gwadar),7 the

relations in the heartland of its nascent network – East,

Kunming–Singapore Railway (running from China’s

Central and South-East Asia. A key institution here is the

Yunnan province through South-East Asia to Singapore),8

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and the main

and the Bangladesh, China, India and Myanmar Economic

programmes are those of the One Belt One Road (OBOR)

Corridor (which begins in Kunming and ends in Kolkata).9

– the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century

There is also likely to be a ‘northern route’ high-speed link

Maritime Silk Road). Through massive investment in infra-

between Beijing and Moscow.

structure the latter programmes seek to create the land
and sea communications through which China can interact

On the surface, it would appear that the GCC states are

with, and integrate itself into, the Eurasian region overall.

well positioned to form part of the Chinese-led networks
and frameworks which are developing across Eurasia and

The focus now will be specifically on the One Belt One

across the Indian Ocean. As has been shown in section 2,

Road project which constitutes a key element in China’s

there are already significant trade exchanges, involving a

global strategy, and which could have a particular

marked degree of mutual dependence, between the GCC

relevance for the Gulf region. The OBOR programmes

and China. The attempt to conclude a free trade agree-

cover not only construction of the necessary roads,

ment between the two sides (adding to the 15 free trade

railways, pipelines, telecommunications, port facilities etc.

agreements which China already has with countries

but also creation of the industrial and financial infrastruc-

around the world) is an indication that the GCC and China

ture necessary for effective development in the Central

would like to strengthen the relationship further. Also

Asian states (in particular). Such development is needed

significant are the ‘strategic partnerships’ which China has

not only for the Central Asian economies to constitute

concluded with three GCC states – Saudi Arabia, the UAE,

effective regional partners for China, but also to ensure

and Qatar.

long-term political stability in the region. Unstable
regimes, with populations prone to political or religious

Yet in practice the Xinhua map reproduced in Figure 1

extremism, would threaten China’s westward communica-

indicates that the Gulf region is not necessarily conceived

tions and perhaps also create ethnic tensions within

as a key element of the developing communications

China – with a negative impact on the coherence of

network. The roads/routes shown on the map, in fact, do

China’s own polity. This logic would apply to the Middle

not pass through the Gulf (although they do pass through

Eastern region as well as Central Asia.

northern Iran). This applies both to the land routes and the
sea routes.10 The reason for this, presumably, is that at

The scope and importance of what is being developed

present there is no means for such channels of communi-

with the OBOR is impressive, and it will clearly affect

cation to pass through the Gulf: the hostile relations

future patterns of economic interaction and development

between the countries surrounding the Gulf (especially
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between Saudi Arabia and Iran) make it currently impossi-

infrastructural investment (mainly financed by the Kenyan

ble. The creation of major transnational land communica-

government, but with some Chinese involvement) is

tions (combining in this case not only road and rail links

projected, intended to secure easy access to regional

but also oil and gas pipelines) requires close coordination

markets. The most significant of these is the LAPSSET, a

and cooperation between the governments concerned.

project which involves rail, road and pipeline systems

Given the confrontational relations between Saudi Arabia

connecting the new port facilities in Lamu to northern

and Iran, in particular, there is no basis for collaborative

Kenya, Ethiopia and South Sudan, complementing the

planning, collective management or even practical

lines of communication running from Mombasa through

dialogue. While there is much evidence of closer relations

Nairobi to Uganda. Whereas some Chinese companies

between China and the states of the Gulf, in the form of

have in the past used the GCC (Dubai in particular) as a

increasing trade and a number of ‘strategic partnership

stepping stone for their activities in the Western Indian

agreements’, then, the key step towards bringing the Gulf

Ocean, there will in the future be little need for a stepping

region into the integrated network of trans-Asia connectiv-

stone. China will also be able to use the port of Gwadar in

ity has not been – and for the moment cannot be – taken.

Pakistan for transhipment goods in the Western Indian
Ocean region, without the need for its ships to enter the

The Xinhua map also reveals that the major sea lanes of

Gulf.

the Maritime Silk Road similarly bypass the Gulf, albeit
passing through the Red Sea. The main eastward route

The possible marginalisation of the GCC in the OBOR

from China crosses the Indian Ocean and heads straight

initiative does not damage trade in the short term. China

to the Kenyan ports of Lamu and Mombasa. This, indeed,

and the GCC will no doubt remain important to each other

reflects ongoing realities. China is investing heavily in the

economically whatever happens to the wider networks of

Kenyan ports, building up facilities which will serve the

communications. Their existing trade is based largely on

markets of the East African region as a whole. Further

maritime links, and these can continue as before. Both

Figure 1: The One Belt One Road (Silk Road Economic Belt) and the Maritime Silk Road.
Issued by Xinhua News Agency, Beijing.
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sides have a strong interest in continuing their relation-

into a more cooperative relationship in the medium- and

ship. In the two months prior to this paper being written, in

long-term. Both Iran and the GCC would benefit greatly if

fact, there has been a marked increase in the number of

the GCC could be linked to OBOR through Iran. China and

bilateral agreements on Chinese trade with Gulf states

India, having good relations with both Saudi Arabia and

(especially with Saudi Arabia).

Iran and with interests of its own at stake, would be in a
good position to initiate and shape a dialogue. Such a

The possibilities for developing the relationship, however,

dialogue would not just be limited to the resolution of

will be significantly affected if the GCC states do not

existing conflicts, but rather envisage the creation of a

become part of the developing network. To situate

regional framework where differences can be settled

themselves centrally in the new developments which are

among the Gulf states rather than through recourse to

changing the nature and form of relationships across

external military powers.

Asia, the GCC states need to be integral to the network,
and to participate fully in the institutions which are

The scenario just mentioned may not look realistic at a

emerging such as the BRICS New Development Bank and

time when the Gulf region is racked by intense rivalry and

the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. Iran, benefiting

‘Cold War’ conflict. Yet the need to find a new basis of

from its geographical advantage (adjacent to Central Asia)

relations among the countries of the Gulf is more evident

has already positioned itself so as to benefit from these

than ever before. A first step in finding a way forward may

new international relationships: it is poised to become a

be to provide regional states with functional reasons for

member of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, and

cooperating. The growing network of trans-Asian connec-

has welcomed inclusion in the One Belt One Road project.

tivity provides such an opportunity, with the added

Trade between Iran and China, it was announced at the

advantage of opening a path for the GCC states to

end of the recent visit of President Xi Jinping to Iran, is

enhance their role in global politics.

projected to rise tenfold by 2020.11
4. Linking the Asian Dimension of the Emerging Global
Order to Security Issues in the Gulf.
It is clear that Asian powers (not just China, but also India,
Japan, South Korea etc.) in general have little interest in
being drawn into an active military/naval role in maintaining Gulf security. No doubt they may be prepared to
supply military provisions, as indeed they have done in the
past, but the kind of role played by the United States in the
region in recent years is generally viewed as being
problematic – often engendering security problems as
much as providing security. Their preference (as expressed by the Chinese and Indian governments, at least)
would be for a Gulf regional security system, based on
cooperation between and among the eight Gulf states,
rather than anything orchestrated from outside the region.
In the latter respect, the growing trans-Asian connectivity
could perhaps provide a material incentive for improved
relations among Gulf states, thereby laying the basis for a
Chinese or Chinese–Indian initiative to promote a
cooperative pan-Gulf regional security framework. While
the confrontation between Saudi Arabia and Iran makes
the proposal for an OBOR–GCC link difficult in the short
term, in other words, the OBOR project (and the institutions and projects which surround it) could also provide
the critical opportunity for bringing the states of the Gulf
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China and the Changing Security Environment in South Asia:

CONSEQUENCES AND PERSPECTIVES FOR
THE GLOBAL BALANCE OF POWER IN THE REGION

Lars Erslev Andersen, Senior Researcher
Danish Institute for International Studies
China’s strategic interest in South Asia (Afghanistan and

the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF), and in

Pakistan) centres on stability, protection of Chinese

2016–17 it has mounted and sustained its toughest

workers and investments, and countering the threat of

military campaign in years. As Vanda Felbab-Brown from

jihadism against China, as well as of jihadist links and

the Brookings Institution states:

networks between the Middle East, South Asia and
Xinjiang. The strategic interest also focuses on the
establishment of transportation routes and dual-use

Significant portions of Afghanistan’s territory, including the

ports, and in a broader sense, countering India as a US

provincial capital of Kunduz or multiple districts of Helmand,

ally and great Asian power. China has followed develop-

have fallen (at least temporarily) to the Taliban over the past

ments in Pakistan and Afghanistan closely and with

year and half. At the beginning of summer 2016, many other

increasing concern since the announcement in 2014 by

districts and provinces are under serious Taliban pressure.

the Barack Obama Administration of withdrawal of

The influence of the particularly vicious Haqqani network

American combat troops. Due to the continuing problems

within the Taliban has grown. Moreover, the Islamic State

with security in Afghanistan, the USA did not fully with-

(IS) established itself in Afghanistan in 2015, and is present

draw but has reduced the number of troops. However,

in at least seven provinces. (Felbab-Brown, 2016).

more than 8,000 combat troops still remain. Even
though they are directly engaged in combat with various
insurgents, they have not been able to create let alone

The political scene remains fractious and polarised with

maintain sustainable stability.

fundamental structural problems unaddressed and
unsolved. Negotiations between the Taliban and the

The situation in Afghanistan is still characterised by

government are not going well. Big segments of the well-

militant conflicts. Despite internal divides within the

educated youth, the hope for the future of Afghanistan,

Taliban, the Afghan Taliban is still capable of challenging

are disillusioned and trying to get out of the country:
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probably 180,000 of them rode the refugee wave through

Corps’ (bingtuan) was established. This region is currently

‘The Balkan Route’ into the EU in 2015. Around 1000

the location for this quasi-military/business conglomerate

persons a day are internally disposed and refugees are

consisting of more than 2.6 million people, responsible for

being sent back from Iran and Pakistan resulting in an

more than 20% of the region’s GDP (including 40% of its

increased refugee crisis inside Afghanistan. In 2015 the

cotton production and a more than 17% share of the

EU had an interest in staying in Afghanistan in order to

global trade in ketchup). This power is combined with very

keep the refugees from setting out for Europe, but with

tough control of Uighurs (the Economist, 2013). It seems

‘The Balkan Route’ closed, the EU could be tempted to

that this policy has, to a certain degree, led to more

withdraw from the troubled area. As Anthony Cordesman

so-called ‘radicalised’ groups with ties to Salafi jihadists

from CSIS has shown, there is a tendency to reduce

outside China. Especially after 9/11, ties between Salafi

development aid following withdrawal of troops which

jihadists in Xinjiang and al-Qaida (AQ) have developed a

would leave Afghanistan even more exposed to economic

more global approach, with Chinese foreign fighters in

and development problems (Cordesman, 2015). If the

Syria and active media activity similar to AQ: Islam Awazi.

USA leaves Afghanistan, China fears an escalation of

While TIP is very critical of Islamic State (IS), they are

militancy and a possible spillover into Xinjiang and China’s

close to AQ Central and AQ in Syria. Despite TIP’s critique

homeland territory, as well as the emergence of new

of IS, China as well as other intelligence agencies consider

transnational links between jihadi networks resulting in an

IS to be active with regard to Xinjiang, which is supported

increased risk of terrorism.

by public threats from IS (Foreign Policy, 2017) as well as
by the recruiting of foreign fighters via Turkey:

In order to counter the increasing problems in Afghanistan, China has invested heavily in development projects
comprising mining, energy, and infrastructure and has

Anthony Davis of IHS-Jane’s Defence Weekly estimated in

done so in coordination with the US-facilitated negotia-

October that as many as five thousand Uighur would-be

tions between the Afghan government and Taliban.

fighters have arrived in Turkey since 2013, with perhaps

Despite official Chinese denial, the Pentagon is convinced

two thousand moving on to Syria. Moustapha (Syria’s

China has combat troops deployed in Afghanistan

ambassador to China) said he has information that ‘up to

coordinating Counter Terrorism (CT) operations with

860 Uighur fighters are currently in Syria’. (Hersh, 2017).

Afghan security forces (Financial Times, 2017). The
increased Chinese security policy clearly points to a new
approach in China’s diplomacy as documented by

The Chinese response to the jihadi threat has so far been

international scholar Miwa Hirono: ‘China has gone

new counterterrorism legislation in December 2015, the

beyond its traditional approach to diplomacy based on

State Security Law of July 2017 (though it’s not only

government-to-government relations, and has maintained

focused on terrorism), as well as various national and

its relationship with the Taliban in order to safeguard its

local-level regulations, security measures etc., in particular

national interests’ (Hirono, 2016).

after violent riots in Xinjiang in 2009 and a stabbing
incident in Yunnan province in 2014. Although criticised by

Developments in Xinjiang:

many, including human rights organisations, China is taking

The East Turkestan Militant Movement (ETIM), which

up similar tools to those already familiar from Western CT

today is best known as the Turkestan Islamic Party (TIP)

approaches, namely: surveillance and Countering Violent

(though also by various other names), was established in

Extremism (CVE), as well as demonstrating a more activist

1940 and has emerged as a challenge for China. The

approach, both at home and abroad, including deploying

official figure for Muslims in China is 28 million, of whom

combat troops in conflict zones.

approximately 16 million are Uighur. Most are concentrated
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in Xinjiang but the practice of Islam is widespread in the

Although Pakistan has been a strategic buffer from India

country. There are many different sects but most are

and a partner of China for years, China has simultaneous-

Sunni Muslims, traditionally Sufi orientated and peaceful.

ly viewed Pakistan as a nest for and source of terrorism

There is also a small minority who in public discourse are

and jihadism in South Asia, with Afghan Taliban and other

labelled ‘separatists’ or Salafi jihadists. The Republic of

groups located in the troubled areas of Pakistan. This

Xinjiang has conducted a very harsh policy since the

problem has greatly challenged Chinese–Pakistani

1950s when the ‘Xinjiang Production and Construction

relations, as Chinese workers have been attacked or
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kidnapped, and as Uighur separatists have been able to

investments. So far it is estimated to have led to invest-

operate beyond Pakistani control, thereby finding a safe

ments to the amount of perhaps $15 billion. Small writes,

haven for recruiting, training and disseminating jihadists

‘[t]he value of CPEC for China will come from its impact on

into Xinjiang and contributing to instability in the region.

Pakistan’s economy as a whole, the strategic benefits that

With the election of Nawaz Sharif as prime minister (who

ensue from that, the commercial benefits its firms derive

took office in July 2013) Pakistan’s counterterrorism

from the investments themselves and for the growth of

strategy changed. In 2016 the violence in Pakistan had

the Pakistani market’ (Small, 2015). There is also signifi-

decreased significantly and it looked as if the strategy had

cant doubt whether Pakistan, both in economic and in

worked. However, as seen so many times before, harsh

political terms, is able to fulfil its part of the deal.

counterterrorism (CT) and counterinsurgency (COIN)
strategies can produce new supporters and the figures for

The Chinese approach to create stability and eliminate

2017 are not promising! Whether or not Sharif’s strategy

extremism by using a combination of CT and – as a new

actually will succeed is an open question. In 2017

approach – facilitating negotiations and economic

insurgency violence and terrorism have again been on the

development is, to some degree, similar to China’s policy

rise, as documented by South Asia Terrorism Portal,

in Xinjiang. So far the results here have been mixed, to put

which in the first two months of the year counted 128

it bluntly, which could indicate that there are some

civilians killed in terrorist attacks (South Asia Terrorism

obstacles and serious challenges in China’s new security

Portal, 2017).

policy approach. The context in Afghanistan and Pakistan
though is very different to that in Xinjiang; while there are

Thus a change in China’s traditional foreign policy

Han Chinese settlers in Xinjiang who both are in charge of

approach towards an activist one is also to be seen in

and are promoting from the bingtuan project there, the

China’s relation to Pakistan. President Xi Jinping visited

projects in South Asia will to a larger degree be run and

Nawaz Sharif in Islamabad in April 2013. Here they agreed

exploited by locals which probably will make a difference.

on a China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) where
China invests $46 billion in infrastructure projects

Thus China might, with its more activist policy in South

including rebuilding the port of Gwadar and energy

Asia, have a more constructive impact that would be of

development. At the same time military cooperation

mutual benefit for China (with its economic and security

between China and Pakistan has developed. As stated by

interests) and for the locals’ search for stability and

Lisa Curtis, senior research fellow at the Heritage Founda-

development. That would also very much be in the interest

tion, in a hearing in the US Congress: ‘China continue to

of the US and, in a broader perspective, it is very difficult to

focus more attention on building Pakistan up strategically

avoid seeing that China and the US in South Asia de facto

and militarily than it does on convincing Pakistan to crack

have substantial common interests that point more in the

down on terrorist groups that are causing instability in the

direction of future cooperation than conflict.

region’ (Curtis, 2016). This interpretation might mirror a
different approach to CT between the US and China where
the latter focuses more on addressing root causes based
in underdevelopment than on military COIN operations,
which is also supported by the fact that China urges
Pakistan to have a more constructive role and position in
the attempts for peace negotiations in Afghanistan.
CPEC as a part of the OBOR initiative might be seen as an
expression of this different approach by addressing what
are seen as root causes promoting economic development, employment and infrastructure. With its $46 billion
investment plan CPEC is an enormous Chinese commitment. But it remains to been seen if this will be realised.
According to Andrew Small, Transatlantic Fellow, the
German Marshall Fund, it is very difficult to estimate how
far this project will go and its substance in terms of real
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CHINA’S ECONOMIC DIPLOMACY IN CONFLICT REGIONS

1

Yang Jiang, Senior Researcher
Danish Institute for International Studies
The 21st century has seen a drastic expansion of Chinese

significant economic and military capabilities, it has

overseas investment, encouraged and supported by the

become difficult for Beijing to stick to its old diplomatic

state. In developing countries, China has invested heavily

principle of keeping a low profile and not interfering in

in energy and natural resources projects and related

political matters of other countries. The safety of its

infrastructure like oil and gas pipelines and transportation.

expanding overseas assets and citizens is increasingly

A key part of its OBOR initiative is building infrastructure

threatened by local political disturbances, and Beijing

across the Asian, Eurasian, North African and European

pays more attention to its international reputation in an

continents, and the map continues to evolve. With the

effort to build the image of a responsible great power.

expanding reach of the OBOR initiative, China’s pledge to

China’s expanding international economic engagement is

help other countries to build infrastructure and its

accompanied by a growing presence of overseas Chinese

invitations to them to join the Asian Infrastructure

citizens and assets, and the state is obliged to protect

Investment Bank are very attractive too (the AIIB only

them when they are threatened by political and security

lends money to member states), and the promise of

turmoil. Starting in 1990, China has played an increasing

infrastructure has entered into the calculation of some

role in UN peacekeeping missions around the world and

countries when they engage with China in the latter’s

has started to send combatant peacekeeping troops.2

effort to create peace.

Chinese diplomats and leaders are also more actively
involved in conflict mediation, between rival countries and

As part of its old principle of non-interference in domestic

between governments and opposition forces.

politics, China used to try to ‘keep business and politics
apart’— or to do business without getting involved in local

This short paper analyses China’s economic diplomacy in

politics — in countries where it has commercial invest-

conflict regions, using examples from the Middle East and

ments, and to stay away from local conflicts. With China’s

North Africa (sometimes referred to as the ‘Greater Middle

increasing commercial activities around the world and its

East’) in order to explore the following questions: How
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does China use diplomatic means to protect and pursue

security of Muslim regions in West China. Given its energy

economic interests, and economic tools to advance

interests in the Middle East and North Africa, China

foreign policy goals in conflict regions? What are the

defined the Middle East as belonging to its ‘Greater

deciding factors behind China’s current strategy in dealing

Neighbouring Areas’.6 Both economic interests and the

with conflicts where it has commercial interests?

linkage to its own Muslim population determine that China
is affected by events in the region. There have been signs

It is argued that China can no longer follow the old

in recent years of China taking a more active stance in

diplomatic strategy of keeping a low profile and keeping

contributing to resolving overseas conflicts, and the cases

business and politics separate. China’s recognition of its

below demonstrate such an activism out of an need to

entangled economic and political interests overseas

protect Chinese citizens and economic interests. This is

means two things. First, China is sometimes forced to

not to say that China engages itself in conflict resolution

intervene in local conflicts in order to protect its citizens

or mediation only out of economic considerations.

and commercial interests. Second, China is becoming

Undoubtedly it does so for strategic or diplomatic reasons

more resourceful and adept at using economic instru-

too, but this paper focuses on the aspect of economic

ments to facilitate its diplomatic efforts to resolve

diplomacy – the use of diplomatic means for achieving

conflicts. The change in China’s diplomatic strategy, from

economic objectives or vice versa.

passively or reactively ‘keeping a low profile while accumulating material strength’ and ‘never claiming leadership’

Diplomatic interventions to Protect Citizens and

to actively ‘achieving something’ that matches the image

Businesses

of a responsible great power, originates from China’s

The crises in Sudan and Libya made China realise the

understanding of what it can do and is expected to do by

necessity of intervening in local conflicts in order to

both domestic and international audiences based on its

protect its citizens and businesses abroad. So far, the

enhanced capabilities.

forms of China’s intervention have included contributing

3

to UN peacekeeping forces, passing UN Security Council
China’s old stance challenged

Resolutions, and mediating between conflicting parties

After the Tiananmen Square incident in 1989, China faced

via special envoys or high-level dialogues.

international isolation and adopted a diplomatic strategy in
the 1990s of ‘keeping a low profile while accumulating

It was during the Darfur Crisis in Sudan that China made a

material strength’ and ‘never claiming leadership’. Through

clear policy shift from initial non-interference in internal

such pragmatic low-profile diplomacy, China developed

affairs to one that pressurised the incumbent government

commercial relations with a broad range of countries, and

to end the humanitarian crisis and cooperate with the

did not shun countries that had problematic human rights

international community. Even though the Khartoum

records. In response to international criticism that China

government threatened to end its preferential treatment of

supports autocratic regimes by investing there, Chinese

Chinese oil companies in the country, several factors

officials stated that China would not interfere in the internal

induced Beijing to make a policy change regardless:

affairs or sovereignty of other nations. Through its status

international criticism of China’s unconditional support of

as one of the five permanent members of the UN Security

the government, an attack on China’s oil facilities by

Council, China has regularly blocked UN sanctions on some

Sudanese opposition forces, the ongoing humanitarian

governments for their ‘domestic’ political issues.

crisis, Beijing’s concern for its image as a responsible
stakeholder, and also the timing - this immediately

China’s pragmatic, low profile diplomacy is embodied in

preceded the Beijing Olympics. Then Chinese Vice

its Middle East policy, which has been to avoid conflicts

President Xi Jinping even linked a peaceful solution in

with the US and expand its economic interests, by

Darfur with the common interest of China and Sudan.7

freeriding on the US security umbrella there.4 Chinese
analysts even described the long-standing US aircraft

In Libya, China was caught off guard by the Arab Spring

carrier presence there as a ‘public good’.

revolutions. In 2010, before the revolution, China con-

5

sumed 11% of Libya’s oil exports, had outstanding
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After the civil war in Afghanistan in 1996 and the 9/11

contracts worth about $20 billion, and employed 36,000

terrorist attack in 2001, the Middle East began to be

Chinese in the country.8 During the initial upheaval, one of

regarded by China as a ‘strategic extension’ relevant to the

the three major Chinese oil companies, the China National
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Using economic tools for conflict diplomacy

Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), complained that its
operations in Libya were attacked by rampaging mobs.

The legitimacy of the current Chinese state comes not

The rapidly worsening situation came as a shock to China

only from maintaining domestic economic growth, which

as the embassy was not equipped to suddenly evacuate

is slowing, but also from an image of a responsible great

such a large number of workers and had to enlist the help

power that is respected by the international community.

of Greek merchant ships to make the first few rescue

With its economic resources, an army of state policy and

missions.10 The Chinese navy, which was already de-

commercial banks and state-owned enterprises (SOEs),

ployed on a first-time anti-piracy operation in the Gulf of

as well as rich experience of conducting economic

Aden, was then redeployed to evacuate the Chinese

activities under various conditions and with various kinds

citizens from Libya in late February and early March 2011.

of actors, China is becoming more resourceful and adept

Four Chinese military transport planes were also sent to

at using economic instruments to support its diplomatic

assist the evacuation.

efforts to resolve conflicts. It is also a consistent belief in

9

Beijing that lack of socio-economic development is one of
Moreover, China has learned to engage with different

the fundamental reasons for conflicts.

parties to conflicts. China used to mainly deal with host
country governments for diplomatic and economic

Carrots and sticks

relations. It has found out, however, that it is not safe to

Some countries under international isolation (including

put all eggs in one basket; that companies and diplomats

Iran, North Korea and Myanmar before the democratic

alike need to engage with various parties. It is not only

transition in 2011) rely on China as a major destination for

because China would like to facilitate the creation of a

exports and sources of investment. China has been

stable political environment for its citizens and assets, but

criticised by Western countries for supporting these

also because they need to hedge against uncertainties

regimes, and impatience has also grown in Beijing with

brought about by regime change in host countries, and

these countries’ stubborn resistance to collaborating with

sometimes to recognise that certain regions in a country

the international institutions. Sometimes Beijing uses

are under the de facto control of opposition forces. In

economic incentives or punishments for the country’s

South Sudan China pushed rival factions to talk and

behaviour or misconduct for the initiatives that China is

halted negotiations over an arms deal with the govern-

involved in.

ment. In Afghanistan Beijing is now one of the leading
11

actors, working closely with the US, at trying to bring

In recent years, China has firmly opposed Iran’s nuclear

about a political settlement between the Taliban and the

programmes while safeguarding its energy interests in

Afghan government. That is not only because it fears

Iran. Both the ambitious nuclear programme and growing

Afghanistan becoming a safe haven for Uyghur militants,

Islamism in Iran are potential threats to China’s energy

but also because China-invested mines and the China–

interests there and political stability at home. Moreover,

Pakistan Economic Corridor of its OBOR initiative are

China does not want North Korea to possess nuclear

located in Taliban-controlled areas.

weapons, and Iran represents a parallel case at the UN.
China slowed its energy investment in Iran from late 2010

The above signs indicate that China has become more

up till late 2013, which was aimed at easing tension with

active in mediation, supporting UN resolutions and

the US and cutting the risk of Chinese oil firms being hit

contributing to UN peacekeeping in regional conflicts.

by US sanctions. The Chinese government reportedly

There are also signs that Beijing has not developed a

informally instructed its state-owned companies to slow

coherent strategy on international intervention in regional

down after the US imposed unilateral sanctions on Iran in

conflicts. On the one hand, where China struggled to

June 2010.

extract its own citizens from a destabilised zone or lost
significant economic assets, it faces criticism at home. At

Since the Iran nuclear talks made progress in November

the beginning of the upheaval in Libya, domestic public

2013, Beijing has been moving closer to Tehran, provided

opinion in China weighed heavily against Beijing’s decision

that international conditions allow. Chinese oil imports

not to thwart the Western-backed UN resolution on

from Iran surged to 630,000 b/d in the first six months of

Libya. On the other hand, China has largely stayed out of

2014, up 48% from the same period in 2013, thanks in

some regional conflicts, including the civil war in Syria.

part to reduced Western sanctions as part of the interim

12

agreement.13 At the same time, Beijing and Tehran are
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enhancing their diplomatic and military ties. Multilateral

The analysis in this paper has demonstrated the two

organisations sponsored by China, including the Shanghai

following implications of China’s global economic

Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and the Asian Infrastruc-

presence for its economic diplomacy in conflict regions.

ture Investment Bank, are also potential channels for Iran

First, China is sometimes forced to use political and

to break diplomatic and economic isolation imposed by

military means to protect its overseas citizens and

the West.

commercial assets. Second, with its growing economic
power, China has more economic tools at its disposal to

Building dual-use infrastructure

play a role in conflict mediation, peacekeeping and

Thanks to the shock of the emergency to evacuate

diplomatic negotiations. With the OBOR being placed at

Chinese workers from Libya, as well as of the cost of

the centre of current Chinese economic diplomacy, the

abandoning vast amounts of oil-producing facilities, China

promise of enhanced infrastructure and trade relations

is augmenting its embassies and nascent military

with China has entered into the calculation of some

presence in the Middle East.14 China is building infrastruc-

countries when they engage with China in the latter’s

ture and diplomatic ties along the sea lanes from the

effort to propel peace.

South China Sea and the Indian Ocean to the Middle East
and Africa to protect China’s energy interests. Since 2010,
Chinese and Hong Kong companies have completed or
announced deals involving at least 40 port projects worth
a total of about $45.6bn as well as announced a dozen
others without financial details.15 It has become a typical
practice that China first secures commercial ownership
over a strategic trading port and later turns it into military
or dual usage, as it did with Gwadar in Pakistan, Piraeus in
Greece, Colombo in Sri Lanka and Djibouti in the Horn of
Africa.
Conclusion
China’s expanding economic interests in the world are
accompanied by greater political and security risks. In
conflict regions where China has significant presence in
the form of assets, businesses or citizens, it is sometimes
forced to intervene in local affairs, instead of strictly
abiding by the traditional principle of non-interference in
domestic affairs. It can be said that the current legitimacy
of the Chinese state comes not only from maintaining
domestic economic growth, but also from the image of a
great responsible power that is respected and able to
protect its interests in the international sphere. The
international community also expects Beijing to play an
increasing role in maintaining international order and
contributing to peace and stability as well.
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Intercontinental ‘Silk Hub’:

SINO-EMIRATI RELATIONS AND THE UAE’S ROLE IN CHINA’S
TRADE AND INVESTMENT WITH THE GCC AND BEYOND.

Philip Gater-Smith, PhD Researcher
Durham University
Introduction

current role of the United States as a reluctant Gulf

Often categorised as a New Silk Road element, the

hegemon. For now, Sino-Emirati and wider Sino-GCC

growing economic connections between China and the

relations have remained largely apolitical – reducing

Gulf states are now a booming subject matter.1 Yet, thus

potential tensions and direct rivalries in the Gulf. As the

far, theoretical contributions analysing their scope and

four, theory-underpinned, scenarios this paper identifies

wider geo-economic and geopolitical implications are in

demonstrate, change in this regard is not impossible, but

shorter supply. Utilising the framework of complex

remains, for now, unlikely.

interdependence theory (CIT) and, as part of that, its
realist theoretical counterpart, this paper seeks to address

Theory

one small, but important part of that story as a case

The neo-liberal institutionalist theory of complex interde-

study: namely the United Arab Emirates’ pivotal role as a

pendence was coined in direct opposition to realism.

major intercontinental hub for China’s trade and invest-

Keohane and Nye define an interdependent relationship

ment with the GCC, wider West Asia, and beyond.

between two or more states as one that would result in
‘reciprocal costly effects’ in the event of its breakup.

A brief analysis of Sino-Emirati trade and investment

Furthermore, they differentiate between ‘symmetrical’ and

flows demonstrates the UAE’s regional importance with

‘asymmetrical interdependence’, as well as between

respect to China’s New Maritime Silk Road interests, a fact

‘sensitivity’ and ‘vulnerability interdependence’.2

that reduces the level of bilateral asymmetry between the

36

two states and increases the level of China’s stake in the

A wholly interdependent world represents an ideal type at

UAE’s success. Vice versa the paper shows the UAE’s

the opposite end of the spectrum to the ideal type known

growing focus on China as an economic partner. Finally, it

as realism. While realism is strongly ‘state-centred’, sees

briefly addresses the wider nature of the relationship’s

‘force [or the threat of force] as the most effective tool’

diplomatic and geostrategic impact, incorporating the

for securing national interests, and military security
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dominates all other ‘issue areas’, CIT entails a very

demonstrated in Figure 3. After China’s acceptance to the

different structural situation: ‘multiple channels’ connect

WTO in 2001, its GDP galloped forward even more than it

societies across borders, no military force is used

had done already in the preceding two decades. With this

between states, and the complexity of affairs nullifies any

came a growing thirst for energy, especially oil imports, in

preceding ‘hierarchy of issue areas’.3

order to sustain and enhance the industrialisation at
home.5 Despite import diversification measures, the Gulf

These conditions outlined by CIT do not guarantee a world

soon reigned supreme as China’s most important source

without conflict. Nevertheless, political escalation (via

region, supplying around half of its oil imports.6

destructive issue-linkage) let alone military escalations
(via the dominance of security concerns) are usually

At first glance, the picture is the same when it comes to

resisted. An interdependent world, where conflict would

Sino-Emirati trade (see Figure 4). It grew substantially

break those interdependent ties, would see no winner.

between 2000 and 2015, and just as for China and the

Hence, cooperation benefits most participants, whereas

whole GCC, dipped only twice: once in 2009, following the

conflict harms them.

global financial crisis, and again in 2015, following the fall

4

of the oil price and China’s slowing growth. Nevertheless,
As Section 5 of this paper shows, these core assumptions

China–GCC and China–UAE trade growth during this

of the complex interdependence and realist ideal types

whole timeframe has been speedy and substantial

result in highly different implications for the four different,

enough for the term interdependence rather than merely

imagined futures of China-GCC/UAE relations and their

interconnectedness to come into play.

regional impact.
Yet, there is an important difference between this UAE
Trade

case study, and the wider GCC picture in terms of their

Over the last 15 years there has been substantial trade

trade with China. As Figures 2 and 5 show, the trade

growth between China and the GCC members, as Figure 1

balances are reversed. Whereas China in most of the

shows, reaching its hitherto peak in 2014 with a value of

observed years saw a trade deficit with the entire GCC,

$175 billion. In Figure 2 it becomes evident that over the

due to the amount of its oil imports, it saw a trade surplus

last few years, the dominating bulk of that trade consisted

with the UAE. This difference can be explained through

of Chinese imports from the GCC. These were again

the UAE’s unique role as a regional and global trading hub.

heavily dominated by energy exports from the GCC, as

Given President Xi Xinping’s terminology of a New

Figure 1: China–GCC Trade Value
Figure 1: China–GCC Trade
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Source: International Trade Center, Trade Map (MS Excel chart created by author).
Figure 2: China's Trade with GCC
(2001–15, Exports vs Imports in US $ Thousand)
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58.124.073
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recent and likely future maritime ‘Silk Hub’. It is the

role as a trade hub can be said to have had a surprisingly

destination
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Figure 5: China's Trade with UAE
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All in all, therefore, both asymmetries of interdependence
cancel each other out, and despite the more than overwhelming difference in country size, China and the UAE

Saudi Arabia 15%

Others 9%
Kazakhstan 2%
South Sudan 2%
Brazil 2%
Congo 2%

are surprisingly symmetrically dependent on each other in
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In the past decade, China–GCC and China–UAE capital
flows in the form of foreign direct investment (FDI) have

Kuwait 3%

also greatly increased, though on a slower and lesser
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scale than trade. A significant bulk of FDI flows between
Russia 11%

Venezuela 4%

the countries have been conducted by state-owned
enterprises (SOEs), often co-facilitated via credit supplies

Iran 9%
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from their mother countries’ large sovereign wealth funds
(SWFs), but also between private companies.11
Figure 8 and 9 show the distribution of China’s outward
infrastructure investment into GCC countries between

Source: Energy Information Administration

Investment
2005–15)

2005 and 2015. Due to its size and importance as a
clearly only the GCC as a whole, as mentioned above, that

hydrocarbon source, Saudi Arabia clearly dominates the

makes China closer to being vulnerably dependent, but

field, with a Chinese infrastructure investment inflow of

not individual Gulf countries, with the cautious exception

approximately $26 billion – representing more than half of

of the muchUAE
larger
issue area
10,9 Saudi Arabia. In the energy
Oman 1,61

the GCC’s share. The UAE though follows as a clear

therefore, the UAE is more dependent on the Chinese

second, absorbing approximately $11 billion over the

Qatar
4,9
market, than China is on the UAE as an individual
energy

same period, which accounts for roughly a quarter of all

source.

Chinese infrastructure investments in the GCC.

Kuwait 3,09
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investment into the UAE also incorporates the presence of
several established Chinese commercial tech-brands such
as China Mobile, China Telecom, Huawei, Lenovo, and
Xiaomi. More than 4,000 Chinese enterprises are said to
be listed in the UAE.12 In terms of retail business, China
has also already had a significant impact not only on the
UAE’s consumers, but also on regional shopping-tourism
and indeed transcontinental wholesaling. Dragon Mart
Dubai is China’s largest mall outside the mainland and is

Saudi Arabia

also a wholesale hub for the African market.13 Initiated by
China’s Ministry of Commerce and financed by Chinamex,
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it has recently seen an expansion – confirming the UAE’s
importance in China’s trade with the GCC, West Asia and
beyond, as shown above.14
China’s outlook on investment in the UAE is also highlighted by the growing number of Chinese banks there. Since

investments into six Emirati sectors, encompassing

2008, Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC) has

agriculture, energy, real estate, technology, tourism and

welcomed the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China,

transport, with energy and real estate seeing a strong

Bank of China, the Agricultural Bank of China, and the

Kuwait projects were and
dominance. Most of these infrastructure

China Construction Bank. It has been reported that these

UAE

OmanEngineering
are undertaken by China State Construction

four players alone now already account for roughly a

Corporation (CSCEC), others by the likes of China National

quarter of total assets booked in DIFC – itself a growing

Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) or Shanghai Electric.

international financial hub.15

Qatar
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Vice versa, several Emirati state-owned and private

prominent examples of Emirati FDI into China are several

companies have invested increasingly in China, but not

construction contracts by Dubai-based luxury hotel chain

yet to a similarly high degree compared to their FDI in

Jumeirah Group,16 as well as numerous joint ventures by

other countries and regions. Indeed, as Figure 11 shows,

Dubai Ports World in several Chinese ports,17 and an

China ranked eleventh in Emirati outward investment

increased expansion of the UAE’s aviation giants, Emir-

between 2003 and 2015 – representing a mere 3.05% in

ates and Etihad into China.18 Yet, these investments may

the UAE’s global outward investment. Given the size of

point to a future with a much higher and diverse growth

China’s economy and inward investment potential, this is

potential.

a very modest Emirati performance so far. Among the few

RANK

HOSTING
COUNTRIES

COMPANIES

PROJECTS

JOBS CREATED

COST (MILLION $)

1

EGYPT

64

99

44,827

32,378

2

INDIA

135

354

101,083

29,692

3

IRAQ

33

48

17,445

29,135

4

JORDAN

39

59

22,490

15,447

5

UAE

25

26

11,561

15,280

6

TUNISIA

14

16

4,295

14,839

7

SAUDI ARABIA

135

201

32,140

13,489

8

UNITED KINGDOM

55

169

15,410

12,658

9

MOROCCO

25

46

21,120

11,693

10

SYRIA

17

21

22,388

9,275

11

CHINA

42

66
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9,074

12
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21,609

7,897
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19
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7,897
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44

53
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7,308
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PAKISTAN

28

60

15,831

7,202

16
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71
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16,353

6,582

17

UNITED STATES

47

69

12,897

5,395
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TURKEY

24

26

11,013

5,184

19
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81

127

19,013

3,036

20
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14

17

4,459

2,957

21

AUSTRALIA

15

33

4,303

2,754

22

KUWAIT

57

79

10,027

2,620

23

RUSSIA

14

18

7,851

2,204

24

MALAYSIA

25

34

8,837

2,068

25

SPAIN

14

22

3,594

1,943

26

GERMANY

17

26

4,358

1,930

27

PERU

1

2

3,836

1,850

28

SENEGAL

5

7

4,814

1,743

29

DJIBOUTI

4

4

2,545

1,695

30

GEORGIA

7

12

5,353

1,383

504

74,965

30,759

2,456

72,296

297,365

OTHERS
TOTAL
Source: Dhaman Investment Attractiveness Index 2015, 113:
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All in all, as seen above, it has to be said that the level of

cooperative agreements and helped to cement political

investment flows is still relatively low, compared to trade,

synchronisation on global and regional issues. Only in very

and compared to China’s investment in other regions and

recent years, though, have diplomatic relations grown

countries, and the GCC’s and the UAE’s elsewhere too. So

much closer, trailing the growing trade and investment

far, the author observes a rapidly growing interconnected-

flows. A result of the new interconnectedness and

ness that in the future could develop into some form of

growing interdependence has been a rising sense of the

interdependence. Given the number of Chinese compa-

countries’ increased stake in each other’s economic

nies in the UAE, multiple channels additional to govern-

success and thus political stability. The UAE’s ‘Look East’

mental ones are already connecting both societies. The

policy underlines this fact, as does China’s initiative to

UAE is also the Gulf state with the flattest hierarchy of

sign a ‘strategic partnership’ agreement with the UAE in

issue areas in its relations with China. Yet, finance and

2012.22

investment still take a relatively marginal role. Hence, a
hypothetical breakup would not have high costly affects

Yet, so far, these closer economic and diplomatic ties

yet in the area of investment, though that could change in

have not been heavily politicised. This has several

the future, especially for the UAE.

reasons. With the exception of its direct neighbourhood in
East and South-East Asia, China claims, and mostly

China–UAE investment flows have hitherto been marked

shows, a largely apolitical approach to its foreign affairs.

by an asymmetry in interconnectedness. Whilst a stop to

Beijing’s primary interests abroad are business-driven,

Emirati banking in China would have no impact on the

which leaves the matter of (geo)political stability, a

world’s second largest economy, a stop to Chinese

necessary precondition for low-risk trade and investment,

banking in the UAE would have a noticeable, and increas-

as the only relevant one. Despite a violent and highly

ingly painful impact in the UAE, given DIFC’s recent, fast

unstable Middle Eastern region, the Persian Gulf area and

and vast absorption of Chinese capital. However, there are

the UAE have so far managed to remain stable. However,

plenty of untapped markets in China for the UAE, such as

numerous dangers loom, especially the Saudi–Iranian

luxury real estate and Islamic Finance.19 Moreover, China’s

enmity, in which the UAE as a GCC member would have to

One-Belt-One-Road project could, in the future, benefit

pick Riyadh’s side if the conflict escalated. So far though,

from Gulf and Emirati investment participation across

such an escalation into direct military confrontation has

Asia. Thus, the UAE’s and especially the entire GCC’s

been avoided, much to China’s satisfaction, because it

financial importance to China might at least moderately

seeks to remain apolitical and hence not be forced to

increase.

choose economically between Iran and the GCC.23

Since at least the UAE is growing more appreciative of

However, one crucial barrier to a Saudi–Iranian descent

Chinese capital and infrastructure investment, I thus

into war has been the enduring military presence and

conclude that an overall asymmetrical financial inter-

buffer zone of the US Armed Forces, including the US

dependence might take shape between China and the

Navy’s Fifth Fleet in the Persian Gulf. This presence

UAE.

exemplifies the high level of American political engage-

20

ment in Gulf and Middle Eastern affairs. Yet, due to costly
Impact

and unsuccessful military interventions in the previous

Mirroring most of China’s foreign relations and trade, its

decades, and due to the revolution in unconventional

political ties to the GCC countries, including the UAE, are a

energy production at home, that American political

fairly recent phenomenon. After the Chinese Cold War

engagement and military presence in the Middle East and

pivot to the West and China’s economic opening in 1979,

even in the Gulf has been called into question by some

the two countries set up official diplomatic ties in 1984.21

analysts, even though American and GCC security

Bilateral trade was soon launched with a series of

interests are also marked by high interdependence.

agreements between the two governments in the
following years. Since then, there has been a series of

This overall situation at the time of writing leaves four

high-profile state visits between the two country’s leaders

imaginable scenarios for the geopolitical future of the Gulf

and senior ministers on a frequent basis. These visits and

region, that could come about due to or in spite of China’s

exchanges have birthed a widening diverse range of

growing economic impact there.24
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Scenarios One and Two: Successful or Unsuccessful

Conclusion

Access Denial

This paper had the purpose of contributing towards an

A realist logic, where the security issue area dominates,

assessment on the wider economic and geopolitical

could see the US seek to (1) successfully, or (2)

impact of the growing economic ties between China and

unsuccessfully deny China enhanced military access to

the GCC via a case study on the UAE. The theories of

Gulf waters, and especially land bases – something that

complex interdependence and realism were utilised as a

China does not aspire to for the time being anyway,

facilitating framework.

despite its ‘strategic partnerships’ in the Gulf, including
with the UAE. Moreover, for the moment, and the short to

China–GCC and China–UAE economic ties have grown at

mid-term future, China’s military does not have the

rapid speed since the millennium. In terms of hydrocarbon

capability to fulfil a role similar to the current American

trade China and the GCC are already highly interdepend-

one. However, given China’s enhanced stake in Gulf and

ent. The UAE is part of that story, but adds an additional

UAE stability and prosperity, a potential future rivalry with

layer to this condition by serving as China’s West Asian

Washington might force Beijing to upgrade its regional

‘Silk Hub’ – importing and re-exporting a vast amount of

engagement in order to protect its geoeconomic interest

Chinese goods. In trade alone, therefore, CIT would label

in energy and trade.

the relations as moving closer to surprisingly symmetrical

25

vulnerability interdependence.
Scenario Three: Multilateral Cooperation
Since this stake is already growing rapidly – a result of

In terms of investment, there is so far a mere intercon-

increasing interconnectedness and likely interdependence

nectedness, though in the not too distant future, the UAE

– China and the GCC and UAE have a strong interest in

could become slightly more dependent on China than vice

upholding the status quo. This scenario (3) includes

versa, especially due to the huge Chinese energy market

stable and cooperative relations with each other and with

and due to Chinese capital in DIFC.

the US, but also the presence of American military in the
Gulf, on which not only the GCC, but also China currently

CIT is therefore a helpful tool via which to grade China–

‘freeride’. The latter condition resembles CIT’s notion of a

GCC/UAE relations, though it is clear that for now, they are

de-linkage of issue areas for China. It validates several

on balance more sensitive than vulnerable to a breakup.

lines of thought in Keohane’s and Nye’s theory.

This could change in the near future though, because
within West Asia, there are only worse choices than the

Scenario Four: Regional Anarchy

UAE to serve as a ‘Silk Hub’. More importantly, there is a

None of these three scenarios are certain though. For a

large and ever-growing oil demand in China, making an

number of reasons the US might decide to withdraw

increased dependence on the GCC hard to avoid. Chinese

militarily from the Gulf in the not too distant future.

energy security is mirrored by the GCC’s demand security,

Simultaneously, as shown above, China’s interconnected-

although the UAE’s more diversified economy is less

ness with the GCC and the UAE, though moving rapidly

vulnerable than that of other GCC members.

towards sensitivity interdependence, is not extensive
enough for China to be without any other options in

So far China has primarily followed its economic interest

energy, trade, and finance – the issue areas that matter

when enhancing its diplomatic relations with the UAE and

here. A potential lack of either US or Chinese, or other

the wider Gulf. The UAE and the GCC have been doing the

outside powers’ military presence (e.g. European or Indian

same, but arguably only because for now the US has

forces) in the Gulf could then easily result in a new

maintained its Gulf security provision. This absence of

intra-regional anarchy, since no solely intra-regional

issue-linkage/politicisation is chiefly down to the fact that

security framework would seem to have a current chance

China is neither capable of nor willing to replace America’s

of success, given the intra-regional rivalry and enmity that

geopolitical role in the Gulf. Yet, China has arguably only

exists. This scenario (3) would also closely resemble

been able to afford to do so as easily as it does, because

realist dynamics.

the US has linked the issues ‘for’ a freeriding China via its
Gulf military presence.
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Consequently, for now, due to this exogenous variable and
China’s insufficient military capacity, CIT is more accurate
than realism, even though the case study is still far
away from the former’s ideal type. If this status quo is
continued, multilateral cooperation (scenario 3) would
be the most credible outcome. This would ensure that
China and the US wield different kinds of power in the
Persian Gulf.
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THE SILK ROAD PRIOR TO IMPERIAL ENVOY
ZHANG QIAN’S MISSION TO THE WEST

Lin Meicun, Professor
Peking University
China’s economic and cultural exchanges with the West

Alpine zone, within the permafrost, and thus are also

began in the Altai Mountains. They are the location of

called the Pazyryk Frozen Tombs. Russian archaeologists

renowned gold mines and their name, Altai, originates

started excavation at the site in 1856. The tombs are all

from the Turkic word for gold. They were called the ‘Gold

Scythian; there are five giant stone tombs in the Pazyryk

Mountains’ in Chinese during the Han dynasty. A Greek

burial complex all lying in a straight line from north to

poet who travelled to the area in the 7th century BC called

south. Golden artefacts from the Pazyryk Burials have

the people there ‘Gold Keepers’. Han Dynasty Chinese silk

long been subject to illegal excavation and are completely

was discovered by Russian archaeologists in various

exhausted. However, there are still some artefacts

locations across the Altai Mountains and southern Siberia

remaining at the site. Carbon dating of Pazyryk 2 and

in the 20th century, including at Pazyryk, Oglakhty, the

Pazyryk 5 tombs confirms that these tombs arre from 730

Mongolian highlands, and Ilmovayapad. These archaeo-

BC and 300 BC respectively, roughly corresponding to

logical findings indicate that the steppe Silk Road was

China’s Spring and Autumn Period and Warring States

originally collectively pioneered by ancient nomadic

Period. Ancient nomads of the Altai Mountains had

people, including Scythians, Huns, Jiankun people of

extensive contact with other peoples of the Eurasian

southern Siberia and Dingling people from the outer

continent. Special horses were bred, and woollen felt was

Baykal Lake region.

produced in the Central Asian grasslands, artefacts

1

bearing Persian art and mythological themes were
Chu state artefacts discovered at the Pazyryk Burials

produced in ancient Persia and phoenix-patterned

The Pazyryk Burials are located in the Altai republic of the

embroidery and bronze mirrors with the mountain

Russian Federation. Burial sites of ancient nomadic

character pattern were made in Chu state along the

people were discovered there from as long ago as the

Yangtzi River valley. A remnant of a mirror with four moun-

19th century. These giant stone tombs are located in the

tain character patterns was excavated from tomb 6, and
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is now held at the Hermitage museum in St Petersburg.

As far as is known, Chu state bronze mirrors were

Mountain character-patterned mirrors are the most widely

exported worldwide as early as the 4th century BC. A

discovered mirror type from the Warring States period and

feather patterned, four-leaf mirror which was found in

the four mountain character-patterned mirrors are the

the Tomsk region in Russia is very similar to another

most numerous among these, accounting for 70–80% of

patterned mirror found in a tomb from the middle Warring

bronze mirrors excavated in Hunan Province. The

States period in Zixing, Hunan Province.4 The bronze

artefacts excavated in 1981 from the Chu state tombs in

mirrors found in Hunan are the most abundant, number-

Jiangling Mashan in Hubei Province have great signifi-

ing over a thousand.5 In 2005, a completely intact four

cance for research into the history of Chinese textiles and

mountain character-patterned bronze mirror was discov-

embroidery. Two pieces of Chu state silk have been

ered in a Warring States period tomb in Heiliangwan,

recovered from the Pazyryk Tombs; the one recovered

Baojiadian township, Manas county, Xinjiang. It is identical

from tomb 3 with a geometric pattern is the same as that

to the one found in Pazyryk tomb 6.6

discovered in Hubei Jiangling Mashan No. 1 tomb. The
other Pazyryk Chinese silk embroidery was recovered

In 1976–77, Wang Binghua excavated more than 40

from tomb 5 and has exactly the same pattern as the one

animal-patterned pieces of gold and silver jewellery from a

discovered in Mashan tomb No. 1. This demonstrates that

vertical hole wooden coffin tomb in Alagou. Of particular

during the Warring States period, Chu state art was

interest is the image of a lion which is foreign to China.

considered the best example of Chinese art and that Chu

Lions as an image in art originate from ancient Persia.

state had taken the lead in exporting Chinese art to the

Scythians brought Persian art to the Altai Mountains; from

world.

there it reached China’s central plains via Alagou and
Erdos.7

From Yingdu to the Altai Mountains
In 1993 Austrian scientists G. Lubec and colleagues

Additionally, the Westerners also learned about China via

published an article in the journal Nature claiming that

the Scythians. The ancient Greek writer Ctesias of Cnidus

they had discovered traces of silk in ancient Egyptian

(5th–4th century BC) used the term ‘Seres’ for China.

mummies. If this research result is confirmed, it means

Seres is the name originally used by the Scythians for

that Chinese silk had reached Egypt before 1000 BC.2 But

ancient China and is similar to the term ‘Srγ’ used by the

this appears to be an isolated case and there is no other

Sogdians.8

material evidence to suggest that discovery of Chinese
silk in the West predates the silk recovered from Pazyryk

During the Warring States era, Scythians from the Altai

Tombs.

Mountains had trading relations with the inhabitants of
the Yellow River and Yangtze River valleys in China. An

During the Warring States period the production of silk

important evidence of this is the discovery of dragon-

and artefacts centred in Yingdu in Chu state (modern day

fly-eye glass beads in both regions. This type of glass is

Jinan town, Jiangling, Hubei). The remnants of a lacquer

soda lime glass which is different to native, Chinese

vessel excavated from Pazyryk tomb 5 is the same as the

lead-barium glass. It was originally produced in Phoenicia

Big Dipper patterned lacquer vessel found in the Warring

in the eastern Mediterranean. A necklace made of

States tomb in Shuihudi, Yunmeng, Hubei Province. In

dragonfly-eye glass beads was discovered in the tomb of

1976–77, the Archaeology Institute of Xinjiang Academy

the Marquis Yi of Zeng in Suixian in Hubei Province. This

of Social Sciences excavated remnants of a Warring

indicates that the trade route already existed before the

States period lacquer vessel from a vertical hole wooden

4th century BC. Many other similar examples have been

coffin tomb in Alagou, Nanshan mine, Urumqi. The image

discovered in various locations across the Central Plains.

on the remnant indicates that it is a Big Dipper-patterned

This clearly indicates that a transport corridor existed

lacquer vessel produced in Chu state. The remnant of

from Yingdu in Chu state via Luoyi and northern Shanxi to

dragon phoenix embroidery is the same as the one

the Altai Mountains.

3

recovered from Jiangling Mashan No. 1 tomb. A remnant
of mountain character-patterned bronze mirror was also

Route from Qin capital Xianyang to Shendu

found in the tomb in Xinjiang, which as we saw above,

The ‘Monument to Spread of Christianity in China under

were also produced in Chu state.

the Great Qin’ and the ancient Sogdian documents
discovered in Dunhuang, both in Syriac script, use the
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term ‘Khumdan’ for ‘Chang’an’. Scholars agree that this

Conclusion

originates from the Qin capital city Xianyang and that it

Summarising the discussion, we can reach the following

only changed under the Han Dynasty after it became the

conclusions:

dynastic capital. Sogdian documents use the term
‘Cinastan’ for China. It is believed that there was a

■ As early as the Warring States period, Scythians from

significant Chinese migrant population in Central Asia

southern Siberia pioneered the Silk Road from the Altai

before Zhang Qian’s mission there. ‘Qin people’ was the

Mountains to Yingdu (today Jiangling in Hubei).

term used by inhabitants of the Western region for Han

Ancient Greeks used the name ‘Seres’ for China, which

inhabitants from the Central Plains. If the above is the

originates from the Scythian name for Luoyi, the

case, then there would have been Qin inhabitants migrat-

nominal capital of China during the Warring States

ed to the Western region and Mongolian grassland.

period.

‘Cinastan’ as the Sogdian name for China originates from
the Sanskrit term ‘Cina’, a term appearing in a book written

■ In the 4th century BC migration from the Qin Kingdom

in 4-3rd century BC. There were Qin immigrants living in

to the Western Regions began and they were called

the Western region as early as the Warring States period.

Qin people. The Silk Road from Xianyang to Shendu

The most convenient route between Xianyang and

(India) was established.

Shendu state (modern day Indus valley) is the route via
Jiuquan. British archaeologist Marc Aurel Stein found five

■ In the 4th century BC Indian maritime traders opened

corrugated red stones in Xinjiang dating back to 3-2nd

the maritime route to Nanyue (today’s Guangzhou)

century BC. In 1985, a corrugated red stone bead necklace

and Qi state (today’s Linzi in Shangdong). If this is the

was discovered in an ancient tomb at Bozdong in Kona-

case, the Arabic term ‘al-Sīn’ and the ancient Greek

shahar, Xinjiang. It has been dated to the Eastern Han

term ‘Thinai’ are all originated from ‘Cina’, the name

dynasty. Corrugated red stone is a handicraft specific to

used by Indian merchants for China.

the ancient Indus River valley. This tradition still continues
in Pakistan to date. The discovery demonstrates that
there was trading between India and Khotan in the
southern Tarim basin.
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PORCELAIN TRADE AND THE REPRODUCTION
OF WORLD CIVILISATION IN THE PERSPECTIVE OF
‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’

Fang Lili, Professor
China Academy of Arts
Abstract

on several aspects, including traditional art skills, interna-

This paper discusses the Chinese porcelain trade along

tional trade, industrial development, political distress,

the span of the ‘One Belt, One Road’ initiative, reviewing

beliefs of elites, ritual customs and cultural contacts and

the history of interaction of world civilisations brought by

so on. This kind of discussion allows us to see how

the Chinese porcelain trade along the ‘Silk Road’ and the

culture has been shaped historically along the ‘One Belt,

‘Maritime Silk Road’. Such an approach allows us to

One Road’ and also helps us see our way to the future.

redefine the role of Chinese material culture in the
reproduction and reinvigoration of world civilisations and

Keywords: One Belt One Road, porcelain trade, the Indian

its position in cultural history. Trade along the historical

Ocean, great geographical discovery

‘One Belt, One Road’ involved not only tea, spices and silk,

50

but also porcelain. The former were on a one-way journey

The role of Chinese porcelain trade in world history

from East to West. While it is difficult to trace back tea,

China’s ‘One Belt, One Road’ initiative is drawing attention

spices and silk, as they were all consumed upon arrival,

to the ancient land and maritime Silk Roads. In fact,

porcelain, by contrast, has been permanently preserved at

commodities transported and sold along these roads

museums or passed down by families. Therefore, it has

included not only silk, but also tea, porcelain, lacquerware

played a long-lasting, core role in cultural interaction. The

and many other products made in China. Robert Finlay, an

world trade in porcelain had a universal impact on art

American scholar, writes, ‘the first step to globalisation of

images and forms and allows us to see the continuous

human materialistic culture was launched under China’s

interaction and reproduction of images in different

leadership. Throughout most of human history, the Chinese

countries in the world. In addition, porcelain is also a

economy has been the most advanced and developed in

highly sensitive indicator of interactions between people

the world.’1 But today, while we do pay attention to China as

and material objects – more sensitive than any other

a ‘yellow’ agricultural country, not enough attention is paid

commodity in the world – because it records the impacts

to a ‘blue’ China with developed maritime trade.
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Therefore, this paper mainly discusses the Chinese

drove the whole system. Unfortunately, this engine

porcelain trade along ‘One Belt, One Road’ and examines

gradually lost power after the 18th century. So will this

the impact on worldwide cultural interaction of the

engine be started again under the ‘One Belt, One Road’

Chinese porcelain trade on the ‘Silk Road’. This approach

strategy launched by China today? This question is really

will allow us redefine the role of Chinese material culture

worth our thinking.

in the reproduction of world civilisation and its position in
cultural history.

Water transport, canals and trade in porcelain
The foreign trading of Chinese porcelain probably began

China was the first country in the world to discover

as early as in the Eastern Han Dynasty, but it was not

porcelain. Beginning from the Eastern Han Dynasty,

large-scale and did not extend to many countries in Asia

Chinese porcelain production began to develop. During

and Africa until the Tang Dynasty. It took off because of

the Tang Dynasty period Chinese porcelain was sold

the large-scale development of a canal system in China

around the world. For more than thousand years, Chinese

during the Tang Dynasty; it was with the help of these

porcelain has been treasured worldwide. As a material

canals that porcelain products were shipped in large

medium, it has crossed great distances and contributed

quantities to the coastal ports and then transported on to

to the fusion and spread of art symbols, themes and

various countries in the old world.

patterns. However, this history has not received wide
attention from researchers and has rarely been discussed

The canal system in China was conceived in the Sui

from a broader perspective involving culture, politics and

Dynasty and began to flourish in the Tang Dynasty. The

economy. As Robert Finlay says, porcelain is also a

developed water transport in the Tang Dynasty contribut-

highly sensitive indicator of interactions between people

ed to the rapid development of the shipbuilding industry,

and objects because it records traditional art skills,

especially the shipbuilding in the Jiangnan area along the

international trade, industrial development, political

Yangtze River basin. During the reign of Emperor Taizong,

distress, beliefs of elites, ritual customs, cultural contacts

Yan Lide built 500 seagoing ships in Nanchang, Jiangxi,

and so on.2

which later made voyages from the East China Sea and
the Yellow Sea up to Korea. Some merchant ships even

Yet, porcelain has another special feature. While it is more

sailed as far as the Red Sea.3

difficult to trace the impact of other commodities as they
were all consumed upon arrival, porcelain, in contrast,

Matteo Ricci, who lived in China for a time in the Ming

lasts and is preserved in museums or passed down by

Dynasty, claimed that travelling by ship was one of the

families. Therefore, it has played a long-lasting, core role

marvellous experiences of China – ‘composed of natural

in cultural interactions. On one hand, the Chinese art

rivers and artificial canals, the complex waterway system

subjects and patterns on the porcelain were accepted and

in this country can help you go anywhere by ship’.4 Under

embraced by distant societies, then recombined and

such a convenient water transport system, porcelain in

interpreted into decorations on other commodities and

China was carried first along rivers to the coastal har-

eventually returned as ‘exotic’ culture to the place where

bours and continental seas, and then through the Strait of

they were first created. On the other hand, Chinese

Malacca to the Indian Ocean and at last to Europe, Asia

ceramic craftsmen often modified exotic patterns and

and Africa. Of course, in the Tang Dynasty, there was also

used them in their own products, which were then

land transport, but apparently it was much safer to

exported by merchants and returned to their place of

transport the fragile porcelain via waterways.

origin. For instance, one Chinese decorative pattern was
spread to areas half a world away and imitated by local

China in the Tang Dynasty extended its dominion and

craftsman, and these men did not know that this ‘exotic’

attached great importance to foreign trade. In order to

culture that had inspired the Chinese and was imitated by

manage the shipping trade, during the Kaiyuan period (AD

them had actually been created by their own ancestors.

713–741), the government assigned officials to Guangzhou to manage foreign shipping.5 Other trading ports in

China’s ceramic trade linked most parts of the Eurasian

the Tang Dynasty included Quanzhou, Hangzhou and

Continent together, and ultimately connected them to the

Yangzhou, etc. The prosperous Guangzhou and Yangzhou

American continent through Europe. In some sense, China

in the Tang Dynasty can be compared to the Hong Kong

was actually the most important hub and engine that

and Shanghai of today.6
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Chang’an, the capital of China in the Tang Dynasty, was a

Merchants traveling along the land and maritime Silk

central city with a population of nearly two million and a

Roads carried Chinese porcelain to Asia and Africa, and at

gathering place for merchants from the Byzantine Empire

the same time brought the graphic decoration techniques

and various countries in the Middle East. It was one of

and patterns from India, Persia and even Egypt in North

the largest cities not only in China, but in the world.8

Africa to China. Before the Tang Dynasty, art decorations

7

were mostly characters, animals and abstract geometric
At the beginning of the Tang Dynasty, commercial

patterns and a few plant patterns. But in the Islamic and

transportation and overseas trade increased greatly.

Buddhist worlds, all kinds of plants and flowers were the

Guangzhou and Quanzhou became important harbours

themes of their artistic expression. Due to commercial

for the first time. Contemporary accounts by people who

activities, the rhythmic and continuous ‘floral scrolls’, the

visited Guangzhou report that countless ships came from

stylised flowers as well as other floral patterns, for

India, Persia and the South China Sea and that the

example belladonna, palm leaves, peony and lotus from

incense, medicinal materials and treasures carried by

Islamic and Buddhist countries were imitated and applied

these ships were piled up like mountains. After the 9th

by monks and all kinds of artisans in countless cave

century, Chinese sailing ships started to dominate the

temples and giant tombs, and thereby incorporated into

trade on the Indian Ocean and replaced the small ships

mainstream Chinese art and Chinese ceramic decora-

from other countries, and the porcelain making industry

tions, notably in the decorations of the products of

made a fortune out of this.

Changsha kiln that was famous for coloured drawing in

9

the Tang Dynasty. In this way, the flow of people and
In the 7th century the Islamic Empire extended Persia and

goods drove the flow and integration of art and cultural

unified much of modern-day Middle East and Western

symbols.

Asia. This unity made the region increasingly stronger, and
it started to penetrate surrounding countries. In the 8th

The coexistence of ‘yellow’ land transport and ‘blue’

century ships started to arrive in Guangzhou from

water transport

southwest Asia and large numbers of Arabs and Persians

If the Tang Dynasty was the first peak of the Chinese

settled there. Many foreign cargo ships came to

porcelain export trade, then the second peak came at the

Guangzhou every year. Whenever ships arrived at the port,

beginning of the 14th century, under the support of the

the place would be bustling with people.

Yuan Dynasty established by the Mongolians. At that time,

10

the Mongolians ruled the largest empire in the world,
Capital Chang’an was particularly prosperous. Like a big

extending from North Korea in the east to Russia and

magnet, it attracted jugglers, painters, dancers, magicians

Hungary in the west.14

and musicians from various areas.11 There were also
Syrian merchants, Persian priests (including Manichae-

The rise of this powerful empire made the Eurasian

ans, Zoroastrians and Nestorians), Sogdian craftsmen,

continent a safe business channel. Even lone individuals

Jewish doctors, Arab jewellers, Tibetan mercenaries,

could travel across the entire Eurasian continent. At that

Uighur horse dealers, etc. travelling back and forth on the

time Marco Polo with his father and uncle made the

Silk Road and the Maritime Silk Road. Nowadays silver

journey on foot back and forth across the lands between

coins of the Persian Dynasty are often unearthed in

China and Europe. Thanks to this channel, China was

northwest China and the region from the middle reaches

connected to distant Western Europe for the first time,

of the Yellow River to Guangdong province, indicating that

and long-distance trade extended beyond the coastal

Persians were doing business in a lot of places in China at

areas of East Africa and into the interior.

that time. The Islamic Empire, straddling Asia, Europe
12

and Africa, was called ‘Dayi’ in China. Arabs sold herbs,

In the Yuan Dynasty, not only the waterway transport but

spices, jewellery and other items to China, and took silk,

also land transport prospered. Due to the safety and

porcelain, papermaking techniques, alchemy and sericul-

convenience of land transport, a lot of porcelain was

ture and weaving techniques to Europe and Africa. The

transported this way, but water transport was still safer

Arabs were actually the bridge that facilitated the intro-

and faster. Therefore most ceramic trade was still carried

duction of Chinese culture and products to Europe.

out along the sea routes established in the Tang and Song

13

dynasties.
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Of the export porcelain in the Yuan Dynasty, the most

the blue-and-white porcelain of the Yuan Dynasty the

known type is the blue-and-white porcelain from

decorations were presented in a standard Islamic form,

Jingdezhen. However, the major product from Jingdezhen

which were more two-dimensional and abstract and

was originally bluish white porcelain, and the blue-and-

repeated infinitely, hardly leaving any blank space.

white porcelain was not even created until the Yuan
Dynasty. At the beginning, this kind of porcelain was not

Muslims not only introduced the Islamic patterns and

made for the Chinese; it was intended for export to the

decorations into the Chinese porcelain system, they also

Muslim world. From the 13th century to the mid-15th

brought glass and metalware to China. As early as the

century, Quanzhou was the most important port in China.

Tang Dynasty, rooster-headed silver pots were brought to

Muslims living in China, especially those rich Persians and

China from Persia and the eastern Mediterranean and

Arabs in Quanzhou, carried out a lot of business, with the

imitated by porcelain makers in China, making this vessel

Chinese, promoting the communications and exchanges

very popular among the Chinese. A kind of kettle was also

between these merchants and Chinese artists. Persian

carried by pilgrims to China from southwest Asia. This

and Syrian merchants who were interested in ancient

kettle was called a ‘Junchi’, which was a transliteration of

Chinese porcelain introduced the cobalt blue pigment

‘Kundika’ in Sanskrit. It was once popular in southeast

produced in Islamic countries to potters in Jingdezhen

Asia, and later became a common utensil used by

and ordered a great number of blue-and-white porcelain

Muslims.15 It was used by Buddhist monks and Muslims

products from them. These merchants not only provided

as a container to store water. Chinese porcelain makers

craftsmen in Jingdezhen with the material that contribut-

reproduced this kettle in porcelain, products which then

ed to the creation of the blue-and-white porcelain, but also

spread widely in these areas. There were many other

offered a broad market for these porcelain products.

Chinese vessels and tools that were actually imitations by
Chinese porcelain makers of metal vessels from Egypt,

The appearance of the blue-and-white porcelain was a big

Syria and Persia. The samples of these vessels were

event in Chinese ceramic history. Before that, there had

sometimes specially brought to China by Muslim mer-

been underglazed porcelain from Changsha Kiln in the

chants and sometimes provided by Muslim families living

Tang Dynasty and rust coloured porcelain from Cizhou

in Quanzhou and Guangzhou.16

and Jizhou Kilns in the Song Dynasty, but none of the
decorations on these porcelain products were main-

The Chinese blue-and-white porcelain, which was inspired

stream in Chinese porcelain. From the Northern Han

by Islamic culture, reached its zenith in the 15th century.

Dynasty, Wei, Jin , Northern and Southern Dynasties until

At that time potters in Egypt, Syria and Persia all tried to

the Tang and Song dynasties, Chinese porcelain was

imitate this porcelain. However, this was not slavish

mostly monochrome-glazed porcelain. The emergence of

imitation. The potters in these Islamic countries added a

the blue-and-white porcelain brought a change to this

more liberated rhythm into it but kept the Chinese-style

situation, and China entered the era of decorative porce-

vitality and spontaneity. In China, potters borrowed the

lain at that point. So-called ‘decorative porcelain’ refers to

Islamic elements, like the ribbon-pattern decorations and

the type of porcelain on which there were decorative

the neat spatial design. They became good at using the

paintings and patterns applied with Chinese brushes.

southwest Asian-style spatial structure to express their

These paintings and patterns not only enriched the

visual lexicons.17 In this way, the blue-and-white porcelain

content of decorations on the porcelain, but also resulted

became a brand new element in Chinese culture and

in a worldwide communication of images.

developed a new charm, which was irresistible to Islamic
countries and even the whole world.

Islamic style decorative patterns were brought by Persian
merchants to Jingdezhen in China and applied to the

The spread of Chinese civilisation in the world

blue-and-white porcelain produced there. The decorations

The Ming Dynasty ended the reign of the Mongols in the

are similar to those foound in mosques and on Persian

Yuan Dynasty. The Confucian tradition, neglected by the

carpets. Before the Yuan Dynasty, the decorations on the

Mongol rulers, returned to the centre of Chinese culture. In

porcelain had been simple, leaving a lot of blank space,

the eyes of the Confucian ruling class, the most important

and the pictures were mostly free sketches. However, on

task for China was to civilise other groups by introducing
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its language, decrees and regulations, dress, laws, classic

voyages. During the whole expedition Zheng He generous-

writings and art in the form of silk, paintings, porcelain etc.

ly gave Chinese silk, porcelain and other commodities to

to them. All the materials exported were considered

other countries as gifts. He did this not to promote trade

important carriers of culture.

with other countries, but rather to establish the Chinese
position in the Indian Ocean. For just one of the voyages

During the Yongle period of the Ming Dynasty, in order to

the imperial court ordered Jingdezhen kilns to fire 443,500

show the country’s strength and to restructure the

pieces of porcelain. If each time the fleet carried the same

relationships between China and the wider world, the

quantity, it means that during the period from 1405 to

emperor made a very bold move – he appointed Zheng

1433, a total of 3,104,500 pieces of porcelain were carried

He, a eunuch with outstanding military exploits, to lead a

by Zheng He and his fleet to the islands in southeast Asia

fleet consisting of 317 ships and 28,000 crew on a

and countries around the Indian Ocean.21

voyage, sailing out from China in 1405. At that time, such
a big expedition was incredible to the world.

Throughout Chinese ancient history, commerce was never
the main focus. So when the government sent out this

In Chinese history this expedition is called ‘Zheng He’s

fleet to the oceans, it regarded the expedition more as a

Voyages to The Western Oceans’. The mission was

political mission than a business one. After Emperor

completed in seven voyages and took 28 years, starting

Yongle, the Chinese government never again organised

from 1405 and ending in 1433 (in the reign of Emperor

such a large expedition to the oceans because the

Xuande). Emperor Yongle broke the tradition of waiting

national treasury did not have enough capacity to support

passively for various countries to pay tributes and

such luxurious but unprofitable political propaganda

demonstrated China’s strength by using its dominance on

activity.

the sea. This was the first and also the last time that a
Chinese ruler took the initiative to command the maritime

More than half a century after Zheng He’s voyages to the

business of the ‘Blue China’.

western oceans, the Portuguese and Spanish in Europe

18

started their great geographical discovery. Their fleets
Every time Zheng He’s fleet of ships sailed into the

were no match for Zhenghe’s. The Portuguese explorer

harbour of a country, local people would be amazed by the

Vasco da Gama started a voyage in 1497 with only four

scene – brownish-red sails, yellow banners on the rail,

ships and 140 sailors and Magellan’s fleet only had five

huge white sea birds painted on the hulls and masts

ships. However they opened up the contemporary history

reaching to the sky. Thousands of crew would disembark

of human social development, making Europe the most

from the ships and build storehouses on the shore.

advanced region in the world. At the same time, China

According to Wonders Overseas, written by Ma Huan, a

missed just such a good opportunity.

Muslim translator in the fleet, ‘wherever the messenger of
the Ming emperor arrived, the leaders there thronged to

Emergence of globalised porcelain trade

welcome him’.19

Due to their advantages in navigation, the Portuguese and
Spanish became leaders in world trade in the early stage

In the 15th century an Egyptian historian wrote, ‘there was

of great geographical discovery. The Portuguese occupied

news coming (to Cairo) from Mecca that a lot of sailing

Macau and used it as a base for doing porcelain business

ships from China arrived at Indian ports, two of which

with China. They loaded the ships in India and each

anchored in the Gulf of Aden.’ At that time the Sudanese

shipment contained up to 60,000 pieces. After establish-

were eager to do business with China, so they allowed

ing direct trade relations with China, each ship was even

Chinese ships to enter Kedah, which was the nearest port

further loaded, with as much as 200,000 pieces.22

20

in the Red Sea to Mecca.
In the late 16th century investors in other countries began
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On the first three voyages Zheng He and his fleet arrived

to organise their own expeditions to explore the Asian

in southeast Asia, India and Ceylon. On the fourth voyage,

market. Among the countries that followed the Portu-

they arrived in the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Peninsula.

guese into the Indian Ocean, the Netherlands and the UK

On subsequent voyages, they went south along the east

were most outstanding. British and Dutch industrialists

African coast and visited some harbour cities, including

built global business networks. British businessmen were

Malindi in Kenya, the southernmost destination on their

concentrated in India – they established commercial
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ports in Mumbai, Madras and Kolkata, while the Dutch

loaded with 700,000 pieces of porcelain together with silk,

were widely active in Cape Town, Colombo and Batavia

tea, rattan articles, nacre and spice, and the whole voyage

(now Jakarta on the island of Java) and established

took two years and 40,000km. Unfortunately, it sank when

commercial ports there. Compared with their predeces-

it was just about to reach its home port of Götheborg,

sors – the Portuguese and Spanish, British and Dutch

which was a terrible shock. During 1777 and 1778, Dutch,

businessmen possessed faster, cheaper and more

British and other european countries’ East India Compa-

powerful vessels, making them very competitive both

nies sent 22 ships which transported away 697t (i.e. circa

economically and militarily. As a result, British and Dutch

8.7 million pieces) of porcelain from Guangzhou.

businessmen soon replaced the Portuguese and Spanish
dominance at sea.

At that time European merchants did not just come to
China to purchase porcelain. They liked transporting and

At the beginning of the 17th century, British and Dutch

buying porcelain because it was heavy and watertight,

businessmen founded two powerful joint-stock compa-

making it the most useful bottom cargo to keep ships

nies, the British East India Company and the Dutch East

stable in rough seas. In 1672 the representative of the

India Company. Funds raised by individual businessmen

British East India Company stationed in Vietnam reported

supported the start-up of the companies and provided the

to the London headquarters that ‘coarse porcelain is

commodities to trade and the money required for vessels

perfect bottom cargo’. These porcelain products were all

and seamen. Although supported by government, the

shipped to the Philippines and Thailand.25 Not only were

companies were still privately owned. Without any

they used as ballast, they could also be placed together

political resistance, company agents could concentrate

with other goods. ‘Various kinds of Chinese porcelain,

on profitable trade.23

especially plates and dishes, could be packed together
tightly. There were also all kinds of bowls and flowerpots

If we open the history book of China’s porcelain exports,

Any Chinese vessel could be used to contain crops, rice,

we can see that from the Wanli and Tianqi Periods in the

coconut or other more profitable goods’.26 Not only food,

Ming Dynasty on, Dutch colonists followed in Portuguese

but also tea could be put into these vessels. Both the

and Spanish footsteps and vigorously sold Chinese

Dutch and British East India Companies used lead-lined

porcelain. They used Batavia (Jakarta) in Indonesia as

containers to transport tea to keep it fresh, and then put

their base and purchased porcelain in the coastal areas of

the tea containers above the crates containing porcelain.

China, or used Chinese ships to transport porcelain

The porcelain could keep the tea dry while the tea served

directly to Batavia, and then the Dutch East India

as cushioning to minimise porcelain damage. As porcelain

Company transported it to countries in southeast and

could be packed together with a lot of goods, almost every

west Asia and the Netherlands. The freight volume was

ship coming to China would buy some beautiful porcelain.

astonishing. During 1602–1644, the Dutch East India

That is why today we find chinaware in many old houses

Company transported a total of 420,000 pieces of Ming

or when we visit the homes of some families in Europe

porcelain to the Indonesian islands. In 1636 alone, there

and America, passed down by their ancestors .

were about 380,000 pieces transported from Batavia to
other places. The Dutch East India Company also ordered

Jingdezhen – porcelain capital of the world

porcelain form China according to the demand in South-

From the 17th to 18th century, no city was as famous as

east Asia.24

Jingdezhen. People in the world may not have visited
there, but they had all heard of this capital of porcelain.

At that time, the British East India Company competed

Jingdezhen controlled the global porcelain market, not

neck and neck with the Dutch. They stored a lot of stock

only because of the excellent products, but also because

in storehouses in London. Ten years later, a ship of the

of its great production scale and advanced production

British East India Company transported up to 40t (about

organisation. It represented the peak of handicraft

500,000 pieces of porcelain), and in 1721, another four

industry and the greatest achievement of large-scale

ships transported 210,000 pieces. According to a sales

intensive production before the era of machines brought

report of that time, in 1732 a Swedish merchant ship

by the advent of the steam engine. According to Père

transported 499,061 pieces of Chinese porcelain back

d’Entrecolles, at night Jingdezhen was like a furnace

home in one shipment, and another Swedish ship, the

burning brightly – this was not an illusion, but rather the

Götheborg, was even more impressive – in 1745, it was

real scene of daily production in that city.27
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Hundreds of kilns in Guangdong and Fujian also produced

trades, but also to portray images of Roman mythology,

numerous porcelain products that were sold to Korea,

Bible stories and current events in Europe. Since these

Japan and Southeast Asia, but those on the European

porcelain products were customised, they were very

market were mostly from Jingdezhen, and that was why

expensive. A Dutch merchant in Guangzhou told the board

this city was so renowned in Europe. At that time,

of the Dutch East India Company that ‘Porcelain with

Europeans did not have the ability to produce porcelain,

European-style pictures or figures costs twice as much as

and in order to buy porcelain from Jingdezhen, they paid a

that with Chinese local decorations’.62 By making

great many silver coins to China. Europeans who wanted

porcelain products for different countries and classes in

to learn the Chinese porcelain making techniques visited

Europe, craftsmen in Jingdezhen improved their painting

Jingdezhen, trying to find the secret of porcelain making

skills significantly. At that time, the markets that China

in this city.

was supplying included not only Europe but also southeast Asia, southwest Asia, east Asia, north Asia and east

In 1698 Père d’Entrecolles, a priest sent by the French

Africa, but Jingdezhen could not spare any time for these

Jesuits, came to Jingdezhen and served as a missionary

secondary markets and thus gave them to the kilns in the

in a Christian church. His purpose was to acquire techni-

coastal areas like Fujian and Guangdong.

cal materials on porcelain making in Jingdezhen. After
some time, Père d’Entrecolles successfully accomplished

Here we see this reproduction of civilisation again.

this mission.

Originally printing was invented in China, but from the

28

1450s printing started to take hold in Europe. Printers
When Père d’Entrecolles first arrived in Jingdezhen he

gathered all kinds of talents – painters, sketchers,

knew nothing about the porcelain making history in this

sculptors, metalworkers and scholars, in capitals of

city. Besides, as the history of porcelain had never

different countries to work on one product and ultimately

received much attention from Chinese scholars, there was

created a so-called ‘Knowledge Community’ in Europe.31 In

hardly any written material for him to look into. So he had

the late 17th century these European entrepreneurs

no choice but to do a field survey. He visited a lot of kilns,

started to send these printed illustrations to Jingdezhen

observing with his own eyes and asking questions of the

and other porcelain production bases in China as refer-

Christians who were engaged in porcelain making.

ences for the decoration of export porcelain. The illustra-

Apparently, he also received help from a lot of non-Chris-

tions painted by the painters in Jingdezhen were then sent

tians, including store-owners, porcelain makers and a few

to different parts of the world and became the learning

officials, especially Tang Ying, a kiln supervisor at that

target of the people in these places. In this way, patterns,

time.29 Through surveys, he gained an amazing amount of

ornaments and symbols originating from different

porcelain knowledge. He then recorded his findings and

cultures of the world began to enter an era of large-scale

communicated the porcelain making methods in

global exchange. And as a result, generations of potters

Jingdezhen to Father Orry, S.J., Procator of the Jesuit

with exquisite painting skills in Jingdezhen emerged, and

missions in China and the Indies.

this tradition is still going on even today.

During the Yuan Dynasty generations of illiterate painters

The culture of tea and tea pots

in Jingdezhen faithfully copied complicated and beautiful

In the historical ‘One Belt, One Road’ trade, the most

botanic patterns and illegible Arabic calligraphy in order to

important product was tea. At that time, tea was a

meet porcelain orders from Islamic countries. This

fashionable drink, which almost all Europeans were

experience came in handy in the 16th –18th centuries.

obsessed with. Due to their obsession with tea, the

After such a long time in training, they had the ability to

Europeans were also very interested in ceramic tea sets.

imitate anything. At that time the incoming samples were

Among the Chinese teapots, the most well-known and

diverse and complicated. Some were coats of arms of

unique ones are the purple clay teapots of Yixing, Jiangsu.

European noble families and some were symbols of

It is believed that the purple clay teapots are smooth in

different crafts from London or Paris, such fish selling,

texture and thermally insulated and breathable, making

butchery, baking, poultry farming, bricklaying and tailor-

them perfect utensils for drinking tea. But in my opinion, it

ing. To meet the orders from other countries, painters in

is famous not just for its material, but also because of its

Jingdezhen must not only have had to interpret a lot of

profound cultural content. A craftsman named Gong Chun

confusing family heraldry and symbols of crafts and

is said to have invented this vessel. Gong was once a boy

30
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servant in the house of Wu Yishan, a scholar in Yixing.

The Yixing teapot, as a carrier of tea, was not only a

Influenced by this cultural atmosphere, he later brought

utensil but also a symbol of culture in the eyes of

the cultural elements into the teapots he made in his

Europeans. When the Europeans picked up the teapot and

career as a potter. Gong Chun was born in the Zhengde

tasted the tea, they were tasting the elegant, profound and

Period of the Ming Dynasty (1506–1566), but he spent

mysterious Chinese culture. So for the Europeans at that

most of his lifetime in the Jiajing Period, when Europeans

time, it did not matter how much the tea could benefit

were coming to China to buy tea and teapots. Gong’s

their health or how beautiful this teapot really was, what

teapots adorned with Chinese cultural elements immedi-

mattered was that it represented a kind of fashion and

ately attracted the Europeans and the Yixing teapot market

trend.

took off as a result. A lot of European literature refers to
the ordering of Yixing teapots, though there is no official

Spread of porcelain and shaping of material culture

record of that in the Chinese ceramic history books.

The introduction of porcelain also changed Europeans’
lifestyles. Before the 17th century, spoons, cups and plates

In the mid 17th century, the Dutch East India Company

were very rare in Europe, so people shared tableware when

started to transport both tea and Yixing teapots to Europe,

having meals. Going by the genre paintings of that time,

and this kind of teapot became very popular among the

we can see it was common that a group of people shared

Europeans.32 They not only liked Yixing teapots, but also

a cup, a bowl, a plate and a spoon at the table. The

imitated them. Silversmiths in Europe copied this novel

etiquette handbook instructed that ‘before drinking,

design and created all kinds of variants on them. The

remember to clean your mouth and hands with cloth so

famous Queen Ann silver teapots were originated from a

that you will not make the cups dirty, or people at the table

pear-shaped Yixing pot.

would not like to dine with you’.38 Actually this custom is
still preserved in some of the Christian churches today.

One Dutch potter was specialised in imitating Yixing pots.

When finishing the prayer and worship, people still use one

In 1678 he advertised his pots in a newspaper: ‘my red

cup to drink the wine that symbolises the blood of Christ.

teapots are so perfect that they are comparable with
those imported by the East India Company in colour,

As it became common that Chinese porcelain sat on

purity and durability’.33 Yixing teapots were also famous

Europeans’ tables, the dietary habit of sharing tableware

for their naturalistic style – they often looked like lotus

began to disappear from the upper classes. At the same

flowers, melons, pomegranates, gourds and bamboos,

time, concepts of sanitation, self-discipline and social

etc. Western craftsman all imitated this exotic style

etiquette also changed.39 The use of a whole set of

because these designs fascinated their customers. Ary de

Chinese porcelain tableware not only delimited the dining

Milde in the Netherlands, Joseph Elers in the UK and

space for everyone and drove everyone to interact with

Johann Friederich Bottger in Germany all successfully

each other in a particular manner, it also changed the key

imitated the purple clay teapots of Yixing.

point of table manners from ‘how to use shared tableware’

34

to ‘how to use knives and forks to eat beef correctly’. The
Yixing purple clay utensils were an important part of

table culture of one using a whole set of tableware made

Queen Mary II’s collections. Her basement, ‘is filled with

European dietary culture more elegant and healthy.

Chinaware, and her cloak was decorated with Chinese
exquisite red ornaments, which are really amazing’.35 For a

Porcelain was not only used in daily life, but also had

long time, Chinese porcelain making techniques and

cultural-symbolic meanings. Some areas in southeast

materials kept Western people interested. Dutch painters

Asia were home to indigenous tribes when Chinese

always featured this kind of Chinese teapot in their

porcelain arrived. So, coming from a higher culture,

painting works.36 In the 17th century, a Dutch painter

porcelain was endowed with mystery by the aboriginal

painted a still life called ‘Tea Set’, where a Yixing teapot is

inhabitants. Chinese porcelain was used in witchcraft

set on a black table, surrounded by a tea urn, several

ceremonies, to contain offerings or to be danced with.40 It

blue-and-white porcelain cups and a crystal. In another

was also used to treat illnesses as a container for magical

still life painting of his, beside a silvered nautilus, there is

figures and water. Not only in southeast Asia, but also in

also a Yixing teapot, to which a golden cupid is tied,

some African countries, people endowed Chinese

implying that this trendy Chinese drink can work as a love

porcelain with divinity; they decorated city gates, walls

potion.

and columns of tombs with blue-and-white porcelain.41
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Porcelain is also a kind of ritual supply in a culture. When

Chinese porcelain’ at that time. This ‘craze’ actually shows

it reached Japan, Chinese porcelain, together with tea and

the first wave of high respect to the culture of the oldest

Zen, formed Japanese tea culture. Right up to the present

empire outside Europe.

day, Japan still follows the tea culture formed in the Tang
and Song Dynasties. Before offering the tea to guests,

However, such respect was lost before long. In order to

persons use a bamboo whisk to stir the tea paste in the

shake off its economic dependence on China, after the

water and make a green tea soup. The whole process and

17th century Europe began to imitate Chinese porcelain,

skill was time-consuming, involving a lot of work and with

which challenged the industrial strength of China. Eventu-

about thirty kinds of tea sets, it became the central focus

ally Europe achieved commercial success in porcelain

of tea culture. The tea break is very popular in Japan,

production and kicked Chinese porcelain out of the

often accompanied by games and Japanese sake. The

international market. This victory also indicated that the

elegant and quiet tearoom is a separate space, and was

West was about to take the overwhelming dominance in

also used for flower appreciation, poetry writing and

the modern world. Chinese porcelain started to experience

fragrance-smelling competitions. The necessities of

a total collapse in the global market. This happened

the tea space included screens with paintings, scroll

simultaneously with China’s recession in world affairs and

paintings, porcelain bottles, bronze incense burners and

the rise of the Western powers as the world centre.43

colourful brocade. The necessities and the people who
use them together make up the tea culture. This kind of

Porcelain made in China was cold-shouldered in Europe

culture was once Chinese culture in Tang and Song

and that produced in UK and France dominated the

Dynasties, which had disappeared in China, but was saved

international market – showing the huge changeover

completely in Japan. And now, it is a part of typical

between Europe and Asia. At that time, Europe no longer

traditional Japanese culture.

welcomed the idealised images of China and criticised
Chinese porcelain and Chinese aesthetics. Everything

Here we see that the introduction of a material product

about China provoked negative reactions. European

not only changes the way people use a certain tool in their

merchants who were familiar with China started to

life, but also leads to the reproduction of a whole aspect

disprove the idealised images of China descried by

of civilisation and customs.

Jesuits and pointed out in detail the corruption of Chinese
officials. Here we can see how, when Europeans were

The ‘shattered’ Chinese porcelain

crazy about Chinese porcelain, they held China in high

From the time of first entering the Asian market and doing

esteem, but when China fell off the ‘role model’ throne,

business with the Chinese on, Europeans imported

Chinese porcelain was also broken into pieces with it.

Chinese porcelain fanatically, which revealed their
admiration and envy of China, first kindled by reading

For centuries, Jingdezhen, which was known as the

Marco Polo. At that time, the entire upper class of Europe

porcelain capital of the world, had dominated the porce-

were proud of owning Chinese porcelain. Meanwhile,

lain industry. But now it had an invincible rival. Jingdezhen

because of large purchase of Chinese porcelain, tea,

represented the peak of the handicraft before the industri-

lacquerware and so on, European silver coins entered

al revolution. Its labour-intensive approach and large-scale

China. From 1571 to 1821, half of the 400 million silver

decentralised structure had been productive enough to

coins imported from South America and Mexico were

handle the challenges from Japan and southeast Asia.

used to purchase Chinese products, including porcelain.

However, all the advantages disappeared after 1800 when

Indeed, due to a lack of silver coins, King Louis 14th

machines replaced hands, and intensification and

melted large amounts of silverware from his palaces to

large-scale production replaced decentralisation. The

buy Chinese porcelain. The destruction of silver tableware

heart of the world system shifted to countries in western

led silver to China and took the tableware of Chinese

and northern Europe and the era of diversification finally

porcelain to Europe. A French comedy depicts a story

arrived. Adam Smith wrote in The Wealth of Nations that

where a fair lady breaks a piece of Delftware commonly

the discovery of the American continent and the opening

known as Dutch porcelain, claiming that she will only use

of the sea routes to Indies via the Cape of Good Hope are

Chinese porcelain in the future. Europeans loved Chinese

the two most important events in the history of mankind,

porcelain so much that this situation was called ‘craze for

which clearly points out the key premises to this remaking

42

of the world order.
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Indeed, because of these two major events Europe, once a

of the sea. It was only after the mid-Ming Dynasty that the

peripheral member of Eurasia, began to rise and become

elite class started to promote their mainland view. In their

the centre of the world in the early stage of modern

opinion, the sea was a business world, where people

history. It opened up the global sea routes, implanted

pursued profit and ignored principles. It was a strange area

European-style society into southern and northern

out of their control; therefore they saw it as a concern and

America, made the most of Asia, its colony, shaped new

tried to stay away from it as far as they could.47

economic and political systems, and finally accelerated
and dominated the formation of modern times.44 In this

This all started from the end of the 15th century. At that

process Chinese porcelain lost its overseas markets and

time the Chinese retreated from the ocean world, mean-

the cultural competitiveness of China. For a long time,

while Europeans started their great geographical discov-

Westerners were not so much in thrall of Chinese

ery. Thus, a collision between the East and the West led to

porcelain, but rather of Chinese culture and the etiquette

a dramatic change in the pattern of the world. The former

system. When the Westerners did not admire them

was mainland-oriented and built its centre of power on

anymore, Chinese porcelain was abandoned by the

land while the latter was ocean-oriented and carried out

Western world.

its maritime trade backed by military force. In the end, the
latter was the winner. Being defeated by the West has

China’s struggle between ‘yellow’ and ‘blue’.

always been a scar in Chinese people’s hearts. It makes

Though China used to dominate the sea and introduced

us believe that China only has a history of yellow culture

handmade products like tea, silk and porcelain to the

and nothing blue.

whole world, this great contribution was often ignored in
the literary works of Chinese writers because China was a

Today, when we look at the ‘One Belt, One Road’ area

country that encouraged agriculture and restrained

again, we see a blue China that was once as powerful as

commerce. In this country, commerce was always seen

the yellow China. Our ancestors opened the famous Silk

as a ‘doomed industry’. Under this influence, it is under-

Road and Maritime Silk Road with their caravans and

standable that the porcelain trade representing Chinese

fleets. Later, not only our ancestors but also many

commercial culture was finally defeated by the Europeans

outsiders left their footprints on these two roads. But

who, in contrast, stressed commerce. This was a fight

afterwards, we were too afraid to move forward so we

between ‘blue’ and ‘yellow’ cultures, where Europe is the

closed the door. In the end, the outsiders broke into our

representative of the former while China, the representa-

home with gunfire and made this place a semi-colonial

tive of the latter. But if we look back at the history of

country. Today, with the Chinese economy developing, not

China, including the history of the Chinese porcelain trade,

only do we have to open the door, but we also need to

we can see that for a long time, this country had been

start our new journey. But where are we headed? Do we

struggling between ‘yellow China’ and ‘blue China’.45 To put

need to look back at our history? After all, that is the road

it simply, the former, based on the Yellow River and the

we have taken. In my opinion, the history of ‘One Belt, One

Great Wall culture, gave priority to agriculture, promoted a

Road’ didn’t die; instead, it has been constantly moving.

command economy, implemented the Confucian civil

But unfortunately, sometimes we have just neglected its

service system and ignored the marine world, and the

existence and failed to see the vitality inside. That is why

latter, centred around the lower reaches of the Yangtze

now we need to understand the history and wake it up,

River, promoted market economy, self-sufficiency, cultural

and let it guide our way to the future.

interaction and long-distance trade and embraced the
maritime culture.46 I believe that though China tended to

By reviewing this period of history, we find that porcelain

value agriculture over commerce for a long time, it has still

was invented in China and spread out to the whole world,

been a country, where ‘yellow’ and ‘blue’ civilisations

but it also brought other world cultures to China and

coexist. We Chinese people often call ourselves the

nourished this country. Porcelain represents the most

descendants of the Yellow River, but in fact, historically we

advanced handiwork in Chinese history and is the peak of

are also descendants of the Yangtze River. This river is an

agricultural civilisation. Today many traditions, including

important channel leading to the sea. From the Tang

handicrafts, are reviving in this new historic stage.

Dynasty up until Zheng He’s expedition to the West,

Jingdezhen, the famous porcelain capital, after staying

Chinese people had always reached the sea through the

quiet for over a hundred years, is starting to look vigorous

Yangtze River, helping them later become the dominators

again (I have studied this city for twenty years) and
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re-attract the attention of the world. Maybe someday in
the new ecological civilisation, the wisdom gained in the
ancient agricultural civilisation will give us more inspiration. Civilisations in different parts of the world are being
reproduced in this repeated manner. Today it is China’s
invention, tomorrow it will be utilised by civilisations
outside China and the day after tomorrow, it may go back
to where it is born and turn into some another culture.
Throughout history, China has made a lot of important
contributions to world culture, politics, economy and
science. Today, when we start a new journey and set foot
on this ‘One Belt, One Road’ which our ancestors trod over
and over again, what new things and ideas can we bring
to the whole world? This is a question worth our thinking.
Back in the days when porcelain swept the whole world, it
was not really the Chinese porcelain but rather the
Chinese culture, politics, rituals and customs that people
in the world admired. When these things did not get
respect from the world, the porcelain started to break.
Today, when we pick up these broken pieces of porcelain
and look back at the history, what new thoughts do we
have and what should we do? These are the questions I
am trying to figure out and what I want to remind everyone to think about in the future.
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COMMUNICATIONS OF ANCIENT CHINA
TO THE WEST FROM AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Zhang Ran, Researcher
Durham University
Introduction

West (cf. Krahl 1986a, b, c, d; Carswell 2000; Finlay 2010),

Studies of economic and diplomatic exchanges between

and some initial explorations of economic development of

ancient China and the Western world (Indian Ocean area

this historical debate have been achieved archaeologically

and Europe) have become integral to discussions on the

(cf. Guy 1986; Rougeulle 1996; Kennet 2004; Heng 2005;

establishment and development of the so-called

Zhang 2016).

‘world-system’, assuming an increasingly crucial role in
the understanding of globalisation in the premodern

To enhance the archaeological understanding of the

period (for key references, see, for example, Abu-Lughod

issue, this article aims to examine some key, featured,

1989; Huntington 1997; Pomeranz 2000). Historical

Chinese imperial porcelain finds housed in archaeological

resources, as the basic source of information about this

and museum collections outside China, and to explore the

issue, have been very well studied in order to understand

development and change in the economic and diplomatic

the economic development and comparisons (cf. Deng

communications between ancient China and the West

2002; Deng & O’Brien 2014, 2017; Chaudhuri 1985, 1990;

between the 15th and 19th centuries.

Frank 1998), art and geographic knowledge exchanges
(cf. Kadoi 2009; Park 2012), and diplomatic communica-

Background: Imperial Chinese porcelain as the

tions (cf. Zhang & Zhu 1977; Yang 1991).

archaeological evidence
Archaeologically, the study of ceramics as one of the most

62

This historical debate, however, has rarely been dis-

important artefacts for understanding archaeological

cussed by archaeological studies. For many decades, by

chronology and historical contexts is mainly due to

using material cultural evidence, some art historians have

ceramics’ ubiquity, durability, and abundance (Shepard

focused upon this issue to explore the communications

1956, Orton et al. 2010). In the case of Chinese ceramics,

(particularly in art exchanges) of ancient China with the

they have been among the most important archaeological

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT

findings as they are found in high volumes and are reliable

sherds, around 3,500 of which were imports from the Far

indicators for dating archaeological contexts. This is

East (Priestman & Kennet 2002; Kennet et al. 2011:447–

mainly due to the fact that the understanding of the

449). A few sherds with the Chinese imperial porcelain

location and production of ceramic workshops in China

quality were identified. They came from Hormuz Island

has greatly improved over the past 50 years, and the

and south Iran.

information on Chinese ceramic finds can be linked to
shape, decoration, manufacturing methods, and ceramic

The Fustat site in Egypt

materials (Zhang 2016:1–3).

The archaeological excavation of the Fustat site in Egypt
started in the early 20th century. After the Second World

Among Chinese ceramic products, the so-called imperial

War this project was taken over and joined by French,

porcelain has many distinguished features which mean

American, and Japanese research teams. A significant

that it was a type of official ware used by the central

number of earthenware vessels, stoneware/porcelain

court of Ming and Qing in China for official trading, gift

ceramic finds, stone objects, and kiln furniture have been

exchanging or royal awarding. Imperial porcelain ware

excavated. Regarding Chinese ceramic finds, around

was normally decorated with a dragon pattern or imperial

10,000 items have been separately published and

court-authorised design patterns, which were strictly for

reported. A recent work by Japanese scholars published a

exclusive use by the imperial court. As recorded in Vol. 68

classification work on Chinese ceramic finds from Fustat.

of Ming History (明史) (Zhang 1974), “from the 26th Year

Few sherds of early 15th century blue and white imperial

of Hongwu Reign (1393 AD), no red wares, gilding gold

type Chinese porcelain have been published.

wares and dragon pattern wares can be used [on common
objects]”. Furthermore, the Collected Statutes of the Ming

The Arab City of Gedi

Dynasty (大明会典) (Xu et al. 1976) state: “From the 26th

The Arab City of Gedi is located on the coast of Malindi in

Year of Hongwu Reign, the manufacturing of tribute and

south-eastern Kenya. Although Malindi has been well

imperial wares should follow the specific patterns and

recorded in history, there is no written reference for Gedi

designs authorised by the imperial court”. Archaeologi-

(Martin 1970). A British archaeologist, James Kirkman,

cally, it has been confirmed that the imperial ceramic kilns

started undertaking excavation works at Gedi in 1948. The

were established in Jingdezhen in the early Ming dynasty

excavated buildings such as the palace, fort, mosques,

(Wang 2004:126–127, 2011; BJDXKGWBXY et al. 2007).

and residents’ houses have been reported (Kirkman 1954).
Over 1,200 pieces of Chinese porcelain have been also

Imperial porcelain finds outside China

excavated or collected from the research in Gedi. An

The highest-quality imperial porcelain ware has been

examination has been undertaken by Peking University to

referred to as one of the luxuries that were given as a

explore the trade in ceramics to East Africa. Over 300

tribute to the Ming and Qing Chinese central courts and

pieces of early Ming Chinese celadon sherds have been

emperors, and there were very strict limitations on their

examined, including many pieces of imperial celadon

use outside the central palace. They can rarely be found in

sherds (Liu et al. 2012). This might reflect the truth of

archaeological sites in the Indian Ocean area and Europe.

Chinese admiral Zheng He’s visit to Malindi in 1414, and it

The following section aims to introduce some key Chinese

has been recorded that Malindi’s ruler sent a personal

imperial ceramic collections in the Indian Ocean area and

envoy with a giraffe to pay tribute to China (Martin 1970).

Europe.
The Royal Collection
The Williamson Collection Project in Iran

The Royal Collection of Her Majesty the Queen is one of

Between 1968 and 1971, an English archaeologist,

the most significant collections of Eastern arts in Europe.

Andrew George Williamson, undertook one of the most

For many centuries, the Royal Collection has had a variety

extensive and ambitious modern archaeological surveys

of some 2,000 pieces of rich and luxurious Chinese and

in the Gulf. A large amount of Chinese ceramic material

Japanese fine art items consisting of porcelain, jade,

was assembled during this programme of excavations

lacquer, and other works. The earliest Chinese porcelain in

and surface surveys of approximately 900 archaeological

the Royal Collection may date back to the era of Henry

sites in southern and south-eastern Iran (Priestman

VIII; however, it seems that nothing has survived. The

2005:1). The collection includes over 19,000 ceramic

earliest Chinese celadon that appeared in England can be
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dated to 1530 AD by William Warham, Archbishop of

explore the Indian Ocean further (cf. Lo 1958; Abu-Lughod

Canterbury. During this era, the Chinese porcelain had

1989; Brown 2009). This Chinese maritime isolation was

appeared occasionally in the UK, and then it became

mainly due to the first emperor of the Ming dynasty’s

increasingly popular from the late 17th century (Ayers

(1368–1644 AD) concern about coastal border security;

2017). Many pieces of Chinese imperial porcelain can be

he banned private maritime trade between the late 14th

seen in the Royal Collection which were gifts from

century and the mid-16th century (cf. Chao 2012). The

Emperor Qianlong of Qing China to King George III when

official re-opening of Ming China for trade was very

he sent the Macartney Embassy to Beijing on a diplomatic

difficult, but it finally occurred in the late 16th century

mission in 1792 AD (e.g. Ayers 2017: cat. 420–421, 423,

(Twitchett & Mote 1998: 333–336; Chao 2012: 149).

684–685). There were also the visits of the Special

During this period of a trade ban in China, the demand for

Chinese Ambassador, Li Hongzhang, on behalf of Emperor

Chinese porcelain in the Islamic markets was met by

Guangxu, in 1896, and the visit of the Chinese Embassy to

Southeast Asian porcelain production (Brown 2009).

present gifts to Queen Victoria on the occasion of her

Although very little archaeological evidence can be found

Diamond Jubilee in 1897 (e.g. Ayers 2017: cat. 422,

for the trade of both Chinese porcelain and imperial

424–425, 665–666, 669, 670–671, 672–673, 686–687,

porcelain, they had still been sent from China to the

688–689, 690–691, 696–697).

outside world, probably by the smuggling trade (Liu 2012:
87). The archaeological evidence unearthed from south

Discussion

Iran can be seen in the Williamson Collection. It is an

Period 1: late Yuan to early Ming

imperial blue and white porcelain sherd dated to the

The trade of imperial porcelain in the late Yuan to early

Chenghua reign (1465–1487 AD).

Ming dynasty was initially discussed by Professor Liu
Xinyuan. He pointed out that between 1328 and 1352 AD,

Period 3: Gifts to show off China

the exporting of imperial porcelain aimed to cater for the

A short sea ban on private trade occurred again between

overseas market, particularly the Islamic world (Liu 1999:

1655 AD and 1685 AD because of the conflicts caused by

48–49), and in return, gemstones, spices, and gold ingots

the Chinese Ming dynasty being replaced by the Qing

were sent to Yuan China (cf. Liu 1999: 50; Lin & Zhang

(1644–1912 AD) (Zhao 1985). Instead, Western (e.g.

2017:13). Although few archaeological finds of imperial

Dutch) merchants could trade with Bantam, Patani,

ceramics can be discovered from the very early era of the

Taiwan, Japan, and Batavia during this sea ban (Vainker

Ming dynasty, due to the diplomatic crisis between China

1991: 152). After 1684 AD, Chinese trading ports were

and the Mohan court when the trade had been stopped,

generally kept open so that foreign merchants could come

the exporting recovered during the era of the Yongle

to China to trade. Four main trading ports in the cities of

Emperor, the third ruler of the Ming dynasty, because of

Guangzhou, Quanzhou, Ningbo, and Songjiang (present--

his ambitious trade policy to dominate the foreign market

day Shanghai) (Li 1989: Vol. 1), with over 100 sub-

through the official voyages of Zheng He (Lin & Zhang

trading ports (Huang 1986: 155), were opened for

2015). In Jingdezhen in China, a large amount of exported

domestic and foreign maritime trade. Because of the

porcelain was excavated during this period (Liu 1999: 49).

growth in maritime trade from the middle era of Emperor

It has also been archaeologically demonstrated that the

Kangxi’s reign (1654–1722 AD), Jingdezhen-made fine

imperial porcelain was exported to the Indian Ocean area,

porcelain was a booming output in the Indian Ocean,

such as Indonesia, the Philippines, South India, Hormuz

European, and North American markets, satisfying the

Island in Iran, Fustat in Egypt, and Gedi in Kenya (Liu et al.

developing Western taste for chinoiserie (Rowe 2010: 84).

2012; Lin & Zhang 2015; Yuba 2014; Lu 2003).
From 1757 AD, Western (European and American)
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Period 2: Smuggling Trade

merchants were only allowed to trade in the port of

The Chinese maritime economy’s withdrawal, which

Guangzhou, something which has been seen as an

occurred suddenly in the early 15th century (Deng 1995;

important change in Qing Chinese foreign trade policy

Lo 2012), began in 1433 AD and led to a long gap of

(e.g. Li 1986; Huang 1986; Liao 2007). Emperor Qianlong,

almost 80 years. This decline in Chinese sea power

the grandson of Kangxi, was very concerned about

separated the Chinese economy from the prosperity of

coastal border security on the South China Sea, just as

the Indian Ocean trade, and provided an economic

the early Ming Chinese emperors had been, and he

opportunity for both Arab and European merchants to

attempted to restrict the number of foreign traders in the
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port of Guangzhou (the so-called Canton System) (Zhang

foreign country. It is interesting to see a pair of specially

& Yang 2014). Moreover, Emperor Qianlong stated that he

selected porcelain vases with the motif of a Daoist

had little need for foreign trade with Europe, and believed

paradise, in which the Eight Immortals and other gods

that simply keeping Guangzhou open for Western trade

appear celebrating the birthday of Xiwangmu, the Queen

was enough. In 1792, when King George III sent the

Mother of the West (Ayers 2017: cat. 690–691). These

Macartney Embassy to Beijing to request permanent

vases might be a special representation of the best

diplomatic and commercial relations, Emperor Qianlong

wishes from the Qing Chinese court to Queen Victoria.

wrote a letter in reply, stating: “…we have no use for your
country’s manufactures … There was therefore no need to

Conclusion

import the manufactures of outside barbarians in

In this short paper an attempt has been made, based on

exchange for our own produce” (Frank 1978: 160). Due to

some key archaeological evidence and museum collec-

this refusal, the Earl of Macartney’s mission to China was

tions of Chinese imperial porcelain outside China, to

considered to have been a failure; however, he returned

outline the change and the communications of ancient

with a variety of rich and imperial gifts from the Qianlong

China to the civilisations in the Indian Ocean area and

Emperor for the King, including porcelain, lacquerware,

Europe from the 14th century to the late 19th century.

and jades. Many of them are still identifiable and housed

Chinese imperial porcelain, as one of the rarest luxury

in the Royal Collection of the UK (Ayers 2017: 9). These

items in ancient China, could not be traded or used by

gifts from the Qianlong Emperor aimed to send a kind

ordinary markets or people. From the late Yuan dynasty to

answer to the refusal regarding Macartney’s visit, as well

the Qing dynasty this porcelain had special functions as

as to show that China, as the Celestial Empire, possessed

official communities, diplomatic gifts, and special luxury

all things in prolific abundance and lacked no product

items were sent from China to the outside world. It can be

(Zhang & Yang 2014).

seen as the archaeological evidence to gain a further
understanding of the communications between ancient

Period 4: Late Qing Chinese court gifts

Chinese courts and foreign civilisations. The outline is far

In 1840 the Opium War ended with the Treaty of Nanking,

from complete or even satisfactory, and a great deal of

and the British forces not only defeated Chinese armies,

further research is needed to address this topic.

but also damaged the Qing dynasty’s prestige. Following
this, China changed in many aspects. China and the Qing
government changed as a result of the Western shock.
Not only had huge payments in reparations and in
compensation for the destruction caused by the war been
agreed by the Qing government, but also territory, such as
Hong Kong, had been granted to Britain. Furthermore, the
Canton System had been abolished by the treaty (Rowe
2010: 172–173). Although the diplomatic relations
between China and Britain were in crisis due to the war
and the treaty, the Qing had to open the border and
received the British Embassy in the second part of the
19th century. It was not until 1896 that this diplomatic
crisis was gradually resolved, which can be seen when Li
Hongzhang, the Qing Chinese politician and First Class
Marquis Suyi, was sent to Britain as the Special Chinese
Ambassador. With his visit to Britain, Li Hongzhang had a
very strong desire to see the advanced industrial technology to inspire railway development in China. In 1897,
Zhang Yinheng, the Qing Chinese diplomat, visited Britain
again to celebrate the occasion of Queen Victoria’s
Diamond Jubilee (Zhang & Yang 2014). Chinese imperial
porcelain had been sent as gifts to the Queen, which, to
some extent, showed the kindness of Qing China to a
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OBOR AND THE SILK ROADS

Susan Whitfield, Director
The British Library
While the term ‘Silk Road’ has now become ubiquitous,

I would argue that the ‘Silk Road’ concept should not be

some scholars have argued for its rejection because of its

interpreted as restricting discussion to the relations

use in a more widespread popular context and tendency

between two points, China and Rome, East and West,

to simplify what is a complex story. In this paper, discus-

though it is often popularly presented in this dichotomous

sion of the adoption of the term, its original scope and

way.2 Lands (and seas and rivers) in between are just as

challenges will be reviewed very briefly, before considering

much part of the story (Central Asia; south, southeast, and

the concept of the pre-modern ‘Silk Road’ in the context of

west Asia; Arabia), all involved in the interregional

UNESCO and in light of the growing exploitation of the

movement of goods and ideas.3 The Silk Road story

‘Silk Road’ theme in political and economic contexts, most

cannot be told without their involvement, yet, despite their

especially the OBOR initiative.1 For a working definition of

geographical centrality, they have often been treated as

the ‘Silk Roads’, I propose the following:

peripheral to the empires on their borders.4
Given the discussion of OBOR in the other papers in this

A system of substantial and persistent overlapping and

collection and the frequent linking of the OBOR with the

evolving interregional trade networks across Afro-Eurasia

pre-modern Silk Road, it is worth considering very briefly

by land and sea during the first millennium CE, trading in

how this concept of a Silk Road — or Roads — differs from

silk and many other raw materials and manufactured

the OBOR initiative.

items — including, but not limited to, slaves, horses,
semi-precious stones, metals, musk, medicines, glass,

The first point to make — stating the obvious — is that

furs — resulting in movements and exchanges of peoples,

there was no ‘Silk Road’ in the sense that there is an

ideas, technologies, faiths, music, dances, languages,

OBOR initiative. Over the fifteen hundred years or more of

scripts, iconographies, stories etc.

‘the Silk Roads’, no government official nor merchant
across Eurasia would have understood the term ‘Silk
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Road’ or recognised the existence of any single initiative

team. However, as Tamara Chin notes, this diplomatic

encompassing what were numerous complex and

need led Hedin to credit the Chinese with opening up the

evolving trade systems. Many governments were involved

‘Silk Roads’ when he wrote:

in the ‘Silk Road’ trade (although private networks of
traders, such as Sogdians and Radhanites, were also
important) and there was no overarching attempt by one

‘In the year 138 B.C., the great Emperor [Wudi], of the

government to control it. OBOR is, by contrast, a named

older Han dynasty, sent an embassy of a hundred

and recognised initiative in place for little more than a

persons, headed by [Zhang Qian], to modern Ferghana…’8

decade led by a single country, China.
In addition, it must be remembered that during the period

This has remained a persistent part of the narrative since

of the Silk Roads there was often no unified China but

this time.9

multiple states, some with rulers who were not ethnically
Chinese. In pre-modern times, military as well as diplo-

UNESCO was founded a decade later, in 1946, and was

matic and economic means were used to ensure the trade

from the start concerned with historic and cultural links

routes remained open. As other papers discuss here, at

across Afro-Eurasia, framing this in dichotomous terms

present, there is little suggestion of Chinese employing

— East/West, Orient/Occident.10 In 1951 it convened the

military force today to ensure the success of OBOR.

plenary session of a symposium in New Delhi, entitled
‘Concept of Men and Philosophy of Education in East and

However, like OBOR, the premodern Silk Road made use of

West’. In his closing address, Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–

and expanded existing long-distance trade routes by land

1964), then prime minister of India, expressed his dismay

and sea and it extended across Eurasia and into Africa.

at the dichotomous nature in which this agenda was
expressed: ‘I have always resisted this idea of dividing the

To turn now to the evolution of the term, ‘the Silk Road’,

world into the Orient and the Occident.’

there are two points worth noting about its early use. Both
Baron Ferdinand von Richthofen (1833–1905), the original

His opinion was not the consensus however and a

coiner of the phrase in 1877, and Sven Hedin (1865–

ten-year major project followed in 1956 on the ‘Mutual

1952), its populariser, had concerns beyond the scholarly.

Appreciation of Eastern and Western Values’. The joint

Richthofen was funded by European and American

declaration argued for an understanding of the exchanges

5

corporations to undertake geological surveys to assess

between east and west based on history.11 In 1957 at the

the most suitable route for a cross-Eurasian rail route.

‘International Symposium on the History of East West

His personal scholarship was tracing the routes from

Cultural Contacts’, the Japanese National Commission to

Balkh (present-day northern Afghanistan) to the old

UNESCO presented a survey of the extensive Japanese

6

Chinese capital Chang’an (Xi’an) based on accounts in

scholarship in this field.12 The term ‘Silk Road’ was noted

Ptolemy, Marinus of Tyre and the Chinese histories. So

in this report to name ‘the international route of ancient

from the start we have a potential tension between the

times that passed through this area [Central Asia] from

economic and political concerns of two major powers

east to west’.13 It credited the German geographer Albert

— Europe and China — and the Central Asian focus of

Herrmann (1886–1945) with the name.

7

scholarship.
Herrmann had researched the course of the Silk Road for
When the explorer Sven Hedin wrote the introduction to

his doctoral degree in Germany, publishing this work in

his book The Silk Road in the early 1930s, it was against a

1910 as Die alte Seidenstrassen zwischen China und Syrien:

background where foreign exploration of northwestern

beiträge zur alten geographie Asiens.14 This was translated

China was becoming increasingly difficult. One of his

into Japanese in 1944 using the term 古代絹街道 for ‘Silk

intentions was diplomatic, to persuade the Chinese

Road’. This was read as Shiruku rōdo (シルクロード) in its

authorities to let him continue his work. This was

hiragama form.15

successful, certainly in large part because the work
continued as a Sino –Swedish collaboration, the Chinese
archaeologist, Huang Wenbi (1893–1966), joining the
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This interest was not new: as the 1957 report makes clear,

Japanese had started travelling to sites in north-western

the desire to search for the roots of Japanese culture in

China, many inspired by the ten-part documentary, ‘The

China, India and Central Asia had driven the expeditions of

Silk Road’. This aired in 1980, jointly produced by the

Count Otani earlier in the century Post-war this interest

Japanese and Chinese national broadcasters. Among

.16

revived.17 Reports of European explorers contemporary
with Otani, such as Hedin, were translated into Japanese

these early travellers was Ikuo Hirayama (1930–2009), a

using various terms for ‘Silk Road’.18 By the 1960s,

collector and painter of Silk Road themes. He became a

however, the transliterated term Shiruku rōdo had become

UNESCO Goodwill Ambassador in 1989.

the most common.
China started at this time to play a major role. Although
The Japanese report of 1957 made a division into three

they had been a founder member of UNESCO in 1946,

intercultural routes between east and west — steppe,

Taiwan represented China at the UN from 1949 and it was

oasis and maritime. It stressed the importance of Central

only in 1971 that the People’s Republic of China was

Asia, noting that ‘it should not merely be interpreted as a

declared the lawful representative. However, it did not

“corridor” between China and Western Asia’.19 Also, in a

engage in UNESCO cooperation until 1978. This followed

point possibly picked up from Herrmann’s work, it argued

a meeting between the UNESCO Director General and

that the contact with the steppe and the Tibetan plateau

Deng Xiaoping.24 Over the next decade China started

were ‘equally as, or even more remarkable, than contact

cooperation on numerous projects, including the Silk Road

with China’. One of the stated aims of the report was to

documentary. When the Silk Roads Dialogue was estab-

broaden the ‘Silk Road’ to challenge ‘the traditional

lished, China hosted its first conference and expedition

self-superior attitude of the Chinese’.20 At this time China,

and has remained active.25

represented by Taiwan, was not active in UNESCO.
The publication and ‘Integral Studies’ projects involved
UNESCO followed up the concerns on the lack of visibility

hundreds of scholars and conferences in nineteen

of Central Asia with a pilot project in 1966 ‘to make better

countries, so further promoting the ‘Silk Road’ concept.26

known the civilisations of the peoples living in the regions

But a publication in 2004 of a report by UNESCO to

of Central Asia through studies of their archaeology,

assess the representation of World Heritage sites noted

history, languages and literature’. In 1976 it agreed a

that ‘in spite of its remarkable historical background and

major research and publication project, ‘History of the

numerous historic/cultural sites in the sub-region, Central

Civilisation of Central Asia’. A committee was formed and

Asia remain one of the most under-represented regions on

the first volume appeared in 1992. In the preface to the

the World Heritage List.’27 And it was during this period

first volume, the Director-General of UNESCO, Federico

that the idea was raised of a transnational nomination

Mayor, noted that Central Asia ‘tended to be excluded

inscription of the ‘Silk Road’ as a World Heritage site.28

from the main focus of historical attention’.

Consultation meetings were held between 2005 and

21

2009.29 The ‘Concept Document for the Serial Nomination
Following two decades when attention was elsewhere, in

of the Silk Roads in Central Asia and China’ was adopted

1988 UNESCO returned to the theme of intercultural

in Dushanbe in 2007, and an action plan was developed

dialogue across Eurasia with another ten-year project,

during the first meeting of the Coordinating Committee for

‘Integral Study of the Silk Roads: Roads of Dialogue’. Given

the Silk Roads Serial Nomination in Xi’an (November

the growth of the term ‘Silk Road’ in scholarship and

2009). This last meeting identified a need for a thematic

literature by this time, especially in Japan and China, it is

study and this was commissioned by ICOMOS in June

not surprising that this project used the term to replace

2010, to ‘consider whether a case could be made for

the previous east–west dichotomy, but it retained the

considering the Silk Roads as a collection of World

Japanese division into the three routes — steppe, oasis

Heritage properties, linked by a concept, rather than one

and maritime.22

World Heritage property.’30 This was funded by China, and
published in 2014.31 The report used the framework of
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Tourism to foreign countries in Japan, restricted in the

nodes-corridors-sections, seeing ‘civilisation as territorial

post-war period, was fully liberalised from 1964 and grew

output of the flow of goods and people and the encounter

throughout the 1970s.23 But political events in China made

of ideas’ with sections of ‘nodes’ linked by ‘corridors of

travel there difficult at this time. However, by the 1980s

movement’.
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The term ‘corridor’ had been criticised by the Japanese in

before its Silk Road nomination was inscribed, China

their 1957 report as potentially distracting attention from

announced its own initiatives, ‘The New Silk Road

the cultures along these ‘corridors’ in favour of the ‘nodes’

Economic Belt’ and ‘The 21st Century Maritime Silk Road’.

they joined. The authors of the 2014 report addressed this

These are jointly termed the ‘One Belt One Road’ (OBOR)

by stating that the corridor ‘takes a form of surface with

initiative.39 China declared OBOR a central focus of foreign

its overall value outweighing the sum of the nodes.’32

policy in 2015. The opening of train and other transport

These corridors ‘of movement and impact’ could become

routes to Central Asia and Europe have already been

the basis for serial nominations by two or more states.

subsumed under OBOR. But, more importantly for this

33

In the same year, the first Silk Road serial nomination was

discussion, OBOR has also been used to frame many

inscribed, namely the Chang’an to Tianshan corridor,

academic conferences in China, proposals for research

covering China, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzistan.34 Others are

and cultural projects and scholarships.40 This is certain to

now under consideration and preparation.

have an impact on Silk Road studies in coming years, and
potentially to expand the area of study for example, more

As mentioned above, in their report of 1957 the Japanese

into the Arab world. It remains to be seen how much it will

had discussed the tendency for early scholarship in Japan

affect the continuing Sino-centric bias of much of Silk

to centre on China. The emphasis in the report on the

Road scholarship.

importance of the steppe and of Central Asia was clearly
an attempt to ‘reorient’ scholarship from what was seen

While UNESCO interest in the Silk Road and its sponsor-

as a Sino-centric bias. This concern continued. In 1989

ship of events, including academic conferences,

the Japanese government deposited funds in UNESCO:

expeditions and publications, certainly has a role in the

‘The Japanese Funds-in-Trust for the Preservation of the

growing scholarly interest in Silk Road studies, it is only

World Cultural Heritage’. These have been used for

part of the story. In turn, the greater interest in the Silk

various projects connected with the Silk Road, notably

Road has led other countries to see the potential for

two to help Central Asian countries prepare the UNESCO

exploiting the idea of the Silk Road. While Japan’s role

documentation for their corridor bids.35 In fact the 2003

was at least supported, if not actively led, by a foundation

Mission to China had considered a case study proposing

of scholarship, the interest from these European countries

that the initial nomination came from China alone.36

has been led rather by the perceived economic and

However, after the 2006 mission, the recommendation

political advantage of branding projects as part of a Silk

had changed to a transnational nomination within a

Road to give them a higher profile in a new world order.41 It

timescale of 2–3 years. The nomination did not appear

had started by the 2000s, but has been re-energised with

and the first Japanese funding was given in 2011 to assist

China’s OBOR initiative.42

the Central Asian countries in this process, leading to the
first transnational inscription in 2014.

However, although the east European and Baltic states
are now pushing for recognition of the northern routes to

However, Japan is not itself currently part of any of the

the Baltic in UNESCO discussions, the lack of involvement

proposed ‘Silk Road corridors’, despite its attempts to get

by Russia means there is a dissonance between the

Nara accepted as the eastern end.37 It continues to try to

routes of the past and those being developed in the

stress Japan’s role in the UNESCO activities seen for

present.43 While China has very successfully asserted its

example, in a 2014 conference which included a keynote

cultural, political and economic role — past and present

lecture on ‘Japan’s Contribution to the Inscription of the

— in the ‘Silk Road’, Russia has not been as quick to take

Silk Roads as a World Heritage Site’ and a panel discus-

advantage. This is despite its rich tradition of exploration

sion on ‘The Silk Roads and Japan.’ It also continues a

and scholarship on the routes to and in Central Asia. In

very active programme of scholarship to support this

2016, the address by Sergey Lavrov, Russian Foreign

process.

Minister, to the General Meeting of the Commission of the

38

Russian Federation to UNESCO made only one brief
China, meanwhile, has also embraced the Silk Road

mention of the Silk Road project.44 It remains to be seen

concept, realising its political and economic potential for

how this will affect scholarship.

orienting itself as a modern world power. In 2013, the year

‘ONE BELT, ONE ROAD’ AND CHINA’S WESTWARD PIVOT

71

So where are we in our understanding for framing

Despite the excellent foundations laid by 19th and early

research on the Silk Road?

20th century geographers, explorers and scholars — the
Japanese perhaps foremost among the latter — detailed
and serious studies of the ‘Silk Roads’ are still compara-

■

The sinocentrism is still apparent, not least because

tively few. This is especially for the Central Asian region

of the persistence of the thesis that the Silk Road

that lies at the heart of any narrative about the Silk Roads,

was initiated by China following Zhang Qian’s

whether the routes from Scandinavia, India, China or

mission, first proposed by Hedin.

Persia. Michailidis again: ‘As a whole, the region of Central
Asia is prone to being treated with sweeping generaliza-

■

■

The OBOR initiative is further pushing the misleading

tions and frequent inaccuracies.’45 We can only hope that

idea of China having the leading role in the ‘Silk Road’

the new economic and political focus on this region will

story.

help to rectify this

But, both UNESCO and OBOR recognise Central Asia
and its role, and both also recognise land and sea
routes.

NOTES
1

This is a summary of a fuller discussion published in Susan Whitfield, “The Expanding Silk Road: UNESCO and OBOR”, Bulletin of the Museum of Far
Eastern Antiquities 81(2018).

2

Dichotomies simplify our view of a complex world and are therefore always seductive, if inevitably misleading and distorting. See Victor Lieberman
(1997) “Transcending east-west dichotomies: State and culture formation in six ostensibly disparate areas”, Modern Asian Studies 31(3): 463–546 and
Susan Whitfield, “The Perils of dichotomous thinking: ebb and flow rather than East and West”, in Marco Polo and the Encounter of East and West
(papers presented at a conference, University of Toronto Humanities Centre, May 2002), eds. Suzanne Akbari & Amilcare A. Iannucci (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 2008), 247–61. Chin discusses how Hedin stated this dichotomy in his vision of a new Silk Road: ‘It should unite two oceans, the
Pacific and the Atlantic; two continents; two races, the yellow and the white; two cultures, the Chinese and the Western’, Chin, The Invention of the Silk
Road, 217, quoting Sven Hedin, The Silk Road, trans. F. H. Lyon (New York: E. P. Dutton 1938), 223, 233, 234. The background to the UNESCO interest in
the Silk Road, discussed below, is firmly based within a dichotomous framework, as discussed by Laura Elizabeth Wong, “Relocating East and West:
UNESCO’s Major Project on the Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and Western Cultural Values”, Journal of World History 19.3 (2008): 353–358.

3

Including silk, since it was only in the early centuries of Silk Road history that China maintained the monopoly on cultivated silk production. It had spread
into Central Asia by the first or second century CE. For a summary of the development of silk production along the Silk Road see Susan Whitfield, Silk,
Slaves and Stupas: Material Culture of the Silk Road (Oakland: University of California Press 2018), Chapter 8.

4

There is also the issue of being labelled a ‘peripheral’ trading partner in the framework of World Systems Theory. This is not something I explore here but
see the papers in Kristian Kristiansen, Thomas Lindkvist and Janken Myrdal, eds. Trade and Civilization in the Pre-Modern World (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2017), for discussion and alternative models. The issue with using ‘periphery’ is that it assumes a core and is, even if meant
descriptively – as in geographical terms – a loaded term.

5

Chin discusses the adoption of the term by Sven Hedin and the start of its wider usage from the 1930s. See Tamara Chin, “The Invention of the Silk Road,
1877”, Critical Inquiry 40.1 (Autumn 2013): 194–219. See the table of usage in Chin’s fig. 1. Also see Daniel C. Waugh, “Richtofen’s ‘Silk Roads’: Toward
the Archaeology of a Concept”, The Silk Road, 5.1 (2007): 1–10 and “Sven Hedin and the Invention of the Silk Road”, (paper presented at the Sven Hedin
and Eurasia symposium, Stockholm, Sweden, 10 Nov. 2007). The term started coming into general usage in Europe and the United States in the late
1980s, as I showed in a previous discussion, Susan Whitfield, “Was There a Silk Road?” Asian Medicine 2 (2007): 201–213.

6

He was prescient when he noted: ‘Little doubt can exist that, eventually, China will be connected with Europe by rail…’ Baron Richthofen’s Letters,
1870–1872 (Shanghai: North China Herald Office, 1903), 151–152.

7

See Chin, “The Invention of the Silk Road”, for a detailed discussion of this.

8

Hedin 2009: 223.

9

Any single episode such as this, even if a factor, cannot by itself account for the rise of a complex system such as the Silk Road and to ascribe it this role,
as do most popular and even some academic books, is misleading and unhelpful.

10 As Wong points out, this dichotomy was found in the 1946 publication of UNESCO’s first Director General, “Relocating”, 353.
11 UNESCO General Conference Resolution 4.81, Ninth General Conference, 1956. For the political background leading to this and a fuller discussion see
Wong, “Relocating”. I am indebted to her work for this summary.
12 Japanese academics had been involved in the debate from before this. For example, the 1946 ‘Joint Statement on International Tensions’ was translated
into Japanese and published in an academic journal in 1949, accompanied by a statement from Japanese scholars.
13 Japanese National Commission for UNESCO, Research in Japan in History of Eastern and Western Cultural Contacts: its development and present
situation (Tokyo: UNESCO, 1957), 6.
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14 Albert Herrmann, Die alte Seidenstrassen zwischen China und Syrien: beiträge zur alten geographie Asiens (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1910).
His supervisor was Hermann Wagner (1840–1929), who had corresponded with von Richthofen (archive of letters in the Leibniz-Institute für
Läanderkunde, https://www.ifl-leipzig.de/fileadmin/user_upload/Bibliothek_Archiv/Archiv_Findb%C3%BCcher_PDF/Richthofen.pdf). Herrmann and Hedin
also knew each other: Herrmann contributed to volume 8 of Hedin’s series on the geography of southern Tibet (The Ts’ung-ling Mountains: Sweden
1917). This term was picked up by others, including the contemporary explorer, Marc Aurel Stein (1862–1943), who used it in a letter to Hermann in
1926: ‘As I have had occasion to turn my attention again to matters concerned with the ancient “silk route” I should be very grateful if you could kindly let
me know whether you have followed up your very useful publication of 1910…’ (Dated 23 Aug. 1926. Bodleian Library, MS. Stein 84). However, this is a
rare use of the term by Stein.
15 Translated by Osamu Yasutake and published as アルバート•ヘルマン著 ; 安武納訳編. 安武納 (Shiruku rōdo : pamīru kōgen rūto no kenkyū) Tokyo:
Kasumigaeskishobo 1944. Thanks to Selçuk Esenbel who alerted me to this reading and to the reference in Katayama Akio, “Shiruku Rōdogaku no kyō”
(The Present day of the Silk Road Studies) in Aija Yugaku- Intriguing Asia, Special Edition: Shiryō ni miru saishin chūgokushi, Vol. 96 (Feb 2007), (Tōkyō:
Benseisha): 63. For more detail see Selçuk Esenbel, ed. Japan on the Silk Road: Encounters and Perspectives of Politics and Culture in Eurasia. (Leiden:
Brill, 2018).
16 For a summary of the Japanese expeditions see the International Dunhuang Project, “Japanese Collections: The Otani Explorations in Central Asia”.
http://idp.bl.uk/pages/collections_jp.a4d
17 For a summary of Silk Road studies in Japan see Katayama “Shiruku Rodagaku” and Nagasawa, “Silk Road Studies”.
18 Hedin’s work was translated as early as 1939 by Yōkichi Takayama with the title: 赤色ルート踏破記. (Walking Along the Red Route), Tōkyō : Ikuseisha,
Shōwa 14. Incidentally, the term ‘red route’ was one used earlier in the century to refer to a proposed railway through British territory in Canada to link to
routes to Asia, the ‘red’ referring to Britain in this case (R. Douglas Francis, Richard Jones & Donald B. Smith. Journeys: A History of Canada, (Boston:
Cengage, 2009) 284). More pertinent perhaps is its use in the title of a Japanese book, published in 1938 by the political organisation Shinminkai (新民
会) that had been founded in occupied North China with Japanese support (with Japa「支那赤色ルートノ槪況」. (Beiping: Xin min hui zhong yang zhi
dao bu diao cha ke, Minguo 27 [1938]).
19 The term corridor continues to be used in UNESCO and is now commonly found in the discussions of China’s ‘One Belt One Road’ (OBOR) initiative. See
below.
20 Japanese National Commission, Research, 8.
21 Approved at the fourteenth session of the UNESCO General Conference in November 1966. See Mohammad S. Asimov. ‘Description of the Project’, in A.
H. Dani & B. M. Masson, eds. History of the Civilizations of Central Asia: Volume 1: The Dawn of Civilization: Earliest Times to 700 B.C. (Paris: UNESCO
Publishing 1992) 11.
22 Luce Boulnois’s (1931–2009) book The Silk Road (first published in France in 1963 and translated into English in the same year) was translated into
Chinese in 1982. (Interestingly, its 1964 German translation was entitled Die Strassen der Seide not Die Seidenstrasse). For a brief review of the terms
used during this period see Whitfield “Was there a Silk Road?” Other routes were added by the time of the 1988 project, including the Buddhist route. The
East–West dichotomy, unfortunately, continues to appear.
23 Eguchi Nobukiyo, “A Brief Review of Tourism in Japan after World War II”, Journal of Ritsumeikan Social Sciences and Humanities 2 (March 2009):
141–153. www.ritsumei.ac.jp/acd/re/k-rsc/hss/book/pdf/vol02_10.pdf The Olympic Flame for the 1964 Tokyo games was transported via the Silk Road.
24 It was Deng Xiaoping’s visit in 1978 to Japan that also led to the Sino-Japanese collaboration on the TV documentary, “The Silk Road”. See NHK, “The Silk
Road”, 50 Years of NHK Television: 20. http://www.nhk.or.jp/digitalmuseum/nhk50years_en/history/p20/index.html
25 1990 in Dunhuang, exploring the ‘desert route’. UNESCO. Integral Study of the Silk Roads: Roads of Dialogue. August 1990. unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/0015/001593/159313eo.pdf
26 The Silk Road project resulted in 429 academic papers being presented in nineteen countries, see Vadime Elisseeff, The Silk Roads: Highways of Culture
and Commerce (New York/Oxford: Berghahn Books and UNESCO Publishing 2000), 17.
27 UNESCO, “UNESCO Sub-regional Workshop on the Serial World Heritage Nomination of the Silk Roads”, 2–5 June 2008, http://whc.unesco.org/en/
events/493/.
28 F Jing & R van Oers, UNESCO Mission to the Chinese Silk Road as World Cultural Heritage Route. A systematic approach towards identification and
nomination, from 21–31 August 2003. (UNESCO: Paris 2004). For a more detailed summary of this background see Tim Williams, The Silk Roads: an
ICOMOS Thematic Study (Paris: ICOMOS 2014), 2–5.
29 Almaty (November 2005, Kazakhstan), Turpan (August 2006, China), Samarkand (October 2006, Uzbekistan), Dushanbe (April 2007, Tajikistan), Xi’an
(June 2008, China) and Almaty again (May 2009). (Williams, The Silk Roads: 3).
30 Tim Williams, “Mapping the Silk Roads: for the UNESCO transnational serial nomination project” (paper presented at Archaeology of the Southern
Taklamakan: Hedin and Stein’s Legacy and New Explorations, The British Library and SOAS, 8–10 November 2012).
31 Williams, The Silk Roads.
32 Williams, The Silk Roads, 27–28. In the UNESCO Silk Road bids, everywhere is a corridor. But contrast this to the OBOR discourse, which uses corridors
in the old sense – simply as links between two places of importance, China always being one of these places.
33 Fifty-four such ‘corridors’ have currently been identified. At present, these are land corridors – the maritime routes are not part of this initiative.
34 UNESCO, “The Silk Roads: the Routes Network of the Chang’an-Tianshan Corridor”, World Heritage List 1442 (2014). http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1442
35 UNESCO, “Silk Roads World Heritage Serial and Transnational Nomination in Central Asia: A UNESCO/Japanese Funds-in-Trust Project”, http://whc.
unesco.org/en/activities/825/ and a follow up, “Support for Silk Roads World Heritage Sites in Central Asia (Phase II)”. http://whc.unesco.org/en/
activities/870/
36 See Jing & Oers, UNESCO Mission. Interestingly this considered the Xi´an to Kashgar route and proposed a conservation management plan for Kashgar.
When China joined in a transnational nomination, the route nominated bypassed Kashgar, avoiding recent debate about its conservation. See Haiming
Yan, “World heritage and national hegemony: the discursive formation of Chinese political authority”, in A Companion to Heritage Studies. Edited by
William Logan, Miread Nic Craith & Ullrich Kocel. London: John Wiley and Sons 2015: 229–242 (235–8).
37 The decision to make Xi’an in China the eastern end was made at the 2007 ‘International Symposium for the Serial Nomination for the Silk Roads to the
World Heritage’, held in Xi’an. A Japanese report notes, ‘unfortunately, Nara was excluded from this Silk Roads in the nomination. From the side of Japan,
it is considered quite essential to keep discussing, in the nomination process, the geographical and historical definitions of the Silk Roads’. See Yamauchi
Kazuya. “International Symposium for the Serial Nomination for the Silk Roads to the World Heritage”, Tobunken Monthly Report 11 (2007). http://www.
tobunken.go.jp/materials/ektauthor/yamauchi-kazuya Yamauchi Kazuya, Monthly report, 11 (2007). The 2014 ICOMOS report recommends further work
on drawing in other areas, and includes ‘the eastern extent of the routes, into Korea and Japan’ in this. See Williams, The Silk Roads, 63.
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38 Inouchi Chisa, “The Silk Roads as a World Heritage Site: Tracing the Origins of Japan’s International Cooperation in Cultural Heritage”, Tobunken Monthly
Report 27 September 2014. http://www.tobunken.go.jp/materials/ekatudo/205940.html?s=silk+road
39 For a recent discussion of this from a political and economic viewpoint see Balázs Sárvári and Anna Szeidovitz, “The political economics of the New Silk
Road”, Baltic Journal of European Studies 6.1 (2016): 3–27. Also see Tim Winter, “One Belt, One Road, One Heritage: Cultural Diplomacy and the Silk
Road”, The Diplomat 29 March (2016), http://thediplomat.com/2016/03/one-belt-one-road-one-heritage-cultural-diplomacy-and-the-silk-road/
40 For example, a 2014 bi-annual conference on Turfan studies was branded under this and one of the presentations concerned a proposal to build an
international Silk Road Museum in Turfan. Zhejiang University has established ‘The Collaborative Innovation Center for the Cooperation and Development
of the Belt and Road’ and activities include a research project between Zhejiang and Peking University and a 2015 Silk Road conference. See The
International Dunhuang Project, “Zhejiang University: Dunhuang and Silk Road Studies”, IDP News 46 (Autumn 2015): http://idp.bl.uk/archives/news46/
idpnews_46.a4d#section5. A scholarship scheme for students from OBOR countries to study in China was announced in 2015 (Huaxia. “China to Provide
10,000 scholarships annually to Belt and Road Countries”, Xinhuanet 28 March 2015, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2015-03/28/c_134105304.
htm). In 2016 it was announced that 10,000 places would be for students from Arab countries. See Alvin Cheng-hin Lim, “Middle East and China’s ‘Belt
and Road’: Xi Jinping’s 2016 State Visits to Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Iran – Analysis”, Eurasia Review 20 January 2016 (http://www.eurasiareview.
com/30012016-middle-east-and-chinas-belt-and-road-xi-jinpings-2016-state-visits-to-saudi-arabia-egypt-and-iran-analysis/).
41 The proposed trade routes mainly avoid Russia, travelling through Minsk and Ukraine, see Vector News, “Ukraine Offers Alternative Transport Route to
China Bypassing Russia”, Vector News 6 January 2016. http://vectornews.eu/news/business/15011-ukraine-launches-alternative-transit-route-to-chinabypassing-russia.html. However, Russia has maintained an interest, with Vladimir Putin attending the 2017 OBOR summit in Beijing (“Belt and Road
International Forum”, President of Russia Website 14 May 2017. http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/54491).
42 So, for example, Latvia and Lithuania signed several trade deals with China in 2015 and 2016. See Sárvári & Szeidovitz, “Political Economics”, for a recent
very positive analysis of this trend. It is interesting that the train running between Lithuania and Ukraine since 2013 is called ‘Viking’!
43 The UNESCO Silk Road Online Platform (http://en.unesco.org/silkroad/unesco-silk-road-online-platform), a site funded by the Chinese-based Tang West
Market Group, gives a summary of the geographic areas of modern Russia that are connected to the Silk Road, although it does not include the northern
routes to the Baltic as part of the Silk Road: See “Russia” http://en.unesco.org/silkroad/countries-alongside-silk-road-routes/russian-federation
44 ‘As per the instructions of President of Russia Vladimir Putin on creating a permanent venue for Eurasian cultural cooperation, an international
conference ‘Intercultural Dialogue in the Eurasian Space’ will be held in the Republic of Bashkortostan in May. Its agenda includes discussion on
intercultural cooperation in the framework of the UNESCO Silk Road project’, “Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s remarks at the 71st session of the UN
General Assembly, New York, 23 September 2016”. http://www.mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/
id/2468262?p_p_id=101_INSTANCE_cKNonkJE02Bw&_101_INSTANCE_cKNonkJE02Bw_languageId=en_GB.
45 Michailidis, Samanid, 25. Note also the article by Levent Hekimoglu, “The back of beyond: trade, geography and Central Asia’s predicament”, in Traders
and Trade Routes of Central and Inner Asia: The ‘Silk Road’, Then and Now. Edited by Michael Gervers, Uradyn E. Bulag & Gillian Long. Toronto: Asian
Institute, University of Toronto, 2007, 207-214. Of course, this is not to detract from some excellent studies that do not suffer these faults.
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‘ONE BELT ONE ROAD’, ONE LANGUAGE OR
MULTIPLE LANGUAGES? MULTILINGUALISM AND
LANGUAGE POLICY ALONG THE SILK ROAD

Mamtimyn Sunuodula, Acting Director
Durham University
The ancient trade routes that crisscrossed China and the

examine the current challenges to the linguistic diversity

Eurasian continent were also a confluence of diverse

which has developed and survived over many centuries in

cultures and languages. It was not only goods that were

Xinjiang, China. By focusing on language and multi-

transported and exchanged along the Silk Roads, a

lingualism in Xinjiang in the context of ‘One Road One

continuous flow of ideas, cultures, religions and languages

Belt’, I discuss the ways in which cultural and linguistic

were also an important part of that exchange (V. Hansen

diversity and the recent drive to achieve linguistic unity

2012; Millward 2013). Twenty-four different scripts used

impact the new ‘Silk Road’ project.

for writing seventeen ancient languages were unearthed
from the Silk Road sites along Tarim and Turpan basin in

Uyghurs in Xinjiang

Xinjiang and manuscripts recovered from Buddhist caves

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) is home to 55

in Dunhuang were written in multiple languages and

officially recognised ethnic minority groups, in addition to

scripts, indicating the existence of a high degree of

the majority Han. These ethnic groups are very diverse in

linguistic exchange and multilingual populations

terms of history, culture and language, and their relations

(Kamberi 2005).

with the state, with the majority Han and among themselves (Sunuodula, Feng & Adamson 2015; Smith 2002,

These discoveries are often perceived and held up as

2000; Tobin 2013; Yee 2003). They number some 113.79

symbolising cultural and linguistic diversity as well as

million people (National Bureau of Statistics of China

religious and ideological tolerance by contemporary

2011) living in 155 ethnic autonomous areas, many of

authors. The ‘One Road One Belt’ initiative invokes

which are located near the country’s borders to the

memories of the historic ‘Silk Road’ and sets out

southwest, west, northwest, north and northeast (Poston

ambitious new goals for trade and economic integration,

et al. 2015).

promoting global interconnectedness of peoples and
places into the 21st century and beyond. In this paper I
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Numbering some ten million people, i.e. less than 1% of

to Mandarin Chinese at Uyghur schools, with Uyghur, the

the total population and just under 9% of the total

first and primary language of most Uyghur students,

non-Han population in China (XUAR Census Office 2012b),

offered as a second language subject (Wilson 2013). The

the Uyghur are the fourth largest in population size and

second type of ‘bilingual’ education policy, aimed at

most visible non-Han ethnicity in China (Mackerras 1994;

students in Chinese MOI schools, promoted English as the

Attané 2007; Poston et al. 2015). They predominantly

MOI language and elevated its position in education and

reside in Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR)

society to an unprecedented level. Beginning from 2001, a

where they currently account for 46% of the total popula-

series of policy documents were issued by the Ministry of

tion. The Uyghur and the Chinese-speaking Han are the

Education calling for additional measures and enhanced

two principal ethnic groups in Xinjiang in terms of

resources to strengthen the teaching of English at schools

population size and together they account for over 85% of

and universities. The policies contributed to the accelera-

Xinjiang’s population of 21 million (XUAR Census Office

tion of English language ‘fever’ sweeping through the

2012b).

country and a rapid rise of English MOI education, which
was described as necessary for achieving communicative

The Uyghur mostly reside in southern Xinjiang and in rural

competence in the language to conduct foreign trade,

areas where they form over 80% of the local population,

increase China’s interaction and integration with the

while the Han tend to live in urban areas and the popula-

outside world, expand its international influence and learn

tion centres of northern and eastern Xinjiang (XUAR

and acquire advanced Western technological and

Census Office 2012b). The spatial segregation index for

management skills (Le 2011a). As the policies were only

the Uyghur and the Han is the highest among all of

applicable to the ‘national education’ strand in Xinjiang,

China’s non-Han ethnic groups, indicating that Uyghurs

the ‘ethnic education’ strand, to which all Uyghur language

live together in compact communities communicating

MOI schools belong, was left out of the system (Feng &

and interacting with each other in the Uyghur language,

Sunuodula 2009).

often separate from the majority Han (Poston et al. 2015).
Quantitative studies measuring the degree of Sinicisation

Uyghur language

among China’s seven most populous minority ethnic

The modern Uyghur language is used by over ten million

groups show that the Uyghur achieved the lowest score,

Uyghur people living in Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous

behind Tibetans, an indication of visible or perceived

Region of China (XUAR Census Office 2012a: 197). It is

distance of the Uyghur ways living from the majority Han

a Turkic language belonging to the south-eastern branch

cultural and linguistic norms (Attané & Courbage 2000;

of Turkic languages, closely related to other Turkic

Poston et al. 2015).

languages spoken in neighbouring Central Asian countries
and regions, such as Kazakh, Uzbek and Yugur in Gansu

The Uyghur language has been one of the two officially

Province (Jong 2007: 1–2). Uyghurs claim a sophisticated

recognised languages of the XUAR government and public

literary tradition and linguistic accomplishments

institutions along with Mandarin Chinese since the Peace

(Bovingdon 2004).

Treaty of 1946 between the Chinese government and the
Three District Revolutionaries, and its position was

Uyghurs trace their history to the Uyghur Empire that

reaffirmed in 1950 when the region was incorporated into

ruled a vast region from modern-day Central Asia to the

the administrative structure of the People’s Republic of

shores of Pacific Ocean and the Sea of Japan, from 744

China (Benson 1990; XUAR Local History Editorial Office

AD to 840 AD (Rudelson 1997: 5; Mutii 1982; Almas 1989).

2000).

Such a claim is supported in official government publications (XUAR Local History Editorial Office 2012: 387–388).

In recent decades, the intensification of the state’s

Uyghurs trace their written literary language to the oldest

top-down drive for linguistic integration of Uyghurs into

Turkic inscriptions, the Orkhun-Yenisey stone inscriptions,

Chinese linguistic norms and the ascendency of English

that date back to the 8th century (Gladney 1998). Works

as an international language gave rise to the phenomenon

written in old Uyghur include Manichaean, Buddhist and

of dual track ‘bilingual’ education in Xinjiang (Sunuodula &

Nestorian religious writings written between the 9th to

Feng 2011; Adamson 2004). The first type of ‘bilingual’

12th centuries and discovered at ancient sites located in

education policy aimed at minority students demanded

modern day Xinjiang (Naby 1991; Eliyop & Jari 1980; Xoja,

the switching of medium of instruction (MOI) from Uyghur

Yusup, & Ayup 1984). The archaeological evidence also
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points to the fact that Uyghurs were well advanced in their

written language is considered as one of the salient yet

use of printing techniques for mass production of

unconscious or semiconscious embodying acts of Uyghur

Buddhist and other legal texts from at least the 13th

identity. It is part of everyday participation in Uyghur

century on. Wooden movable typeface discovered at

social and institutional practices as habitual, and struc-

Turpan dates back to the Idiqut Uyghur Khanate (605–

tured by socio-historical antecedents and as having a

1250 CE). Medieval Uyghur Buddhist printed documents

reproducing force (Baquedano-Lopez & Kattan 2008).

have been found at almost every site excavated in the

Through education in Uyghur language, the Uyghur

Turpan Basin (Kamberi 1999; Gunaratne 2001). The

novices are inculcated in the language ideology, concept

author of one of the most significant works written on

of legitimate language and linguistic habitus ‘from which

old Turkic languages in the 11th century, Mahmud

the community of consciousness, which is the cement of

Kashgari, was said to have been born and buried on the

the nation, stems’ (Bourdieu 1991: 48). However, Uyghur

outskirts of Kashgar in modern day Xinjiang. His work

education and Uyghur language practices did not exist in

‘The Compendium of Turkic Languages’ was the earliest

a vacuum. They were situated within a web of cultural,

lexicographical work on Turkic languages and grammar

social, and ideological beliefs and practices that shape

and is widely recognised as the foundation of later Turkic

both language practices and the way that these practices

oral and literary languages (Akün 2002; 9–15; Hazai 2013;

are interpreted (Friedman 2010)

Kashgari 1981; Tursun 2013). The other significant
contribution to early Turkic literary language attributed to

A poem attributed to Qutluq Shawqi, who was at the

Uyghurs is Yūsuf K̲h̲āṣṣ Ḥāj̲ib’s Qutad̲h̲g̲h̲u Bilig (‘Wisdom

forefront of the Uyghur renewal movement in the early

of Royal Glory’). Completed in 1069–70, it is the oldest

part of the 20th century, was widely quoted by con-

monument of Islamic Turkic literature. These two

temporary Uyghur intellectuals and other proponents of

classical works of the Karakhanid dynasty (840–1211)

Uyghur medium of instruction education. The short poem

were written within a decade of each other and lay the

has also become a hit song and was sung by one of the

foundations for a Turco-Islamic literary culture (Dankoff

most well-known contemporary Uyghur folk singers,

2013).

Abdurehim Heyit (Shawqi & Heyit 2012). It sums up the
ways in which Uyghurs see and feel about their language.

The Uyghur script was adopted as the imperial writing

The English translation of the poem is as follows:

system throughout the expanding Mongol Empire in 13th
century, and many Uyghur literati were recruited to work
as court scribes, historians, diplomats, technologists and

I salute those who speak my mother tongue,

advisors in the Mongol court and throughout the Empire

I am willing to pay in gold for the words they speak,

(Brose 2005). Through the Mongols, the Uyghur script

Wherever is my mother tongue, be it Africa or America,

was also adopted by the Manchus, who ruled China from

I would go there, whatever the costs and expenses,

1644–1912 (Golden 1998: 16–29; Nolan 2002). Like

Oh, my mother tongue, you are the sacred bequest to us

many other languages in the world, the Uyghur language

from our great ancestors,

has historically been in contact, influenced, and been

With you, I desire to share my pride in you in the spiritual

influenced by, other languages and cultures, including

world.

Chinese language and culture (Chen 2010: 11–39; Li &
Cao 2009a,b; Niyaz & Li 2009; Zhang & Zhang 2012).
However, until the first half of the 20th century, the

Chinese language

Chinese influence paled in comparison to the influences

Confucian style education was first introduced in Urumqi

coming from the Turkic and Persian speaking world (Fuller

and surrounding areas in 1768 (Hening 1968: 219;

& Lipman 2004: 327).

Matniyaz 1994: 223) to educate the children of Manchu
and Han officials who arrived in Xinjiang after the Qing
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Uyghurs today take pride in their linguistic and cultural

conquest of the region in 1759 (Zhu 2013), following the

achievements, seeing them as a source of authority and

success of the Zhungarian campaign (Perdue 2005).

authenticity, and set them as the norms by which to

There were seven such schools in Xinjiang in the 44th

measure their linguistic and cultural behaviour and

year of the reign of the Emperor Qianlong (i.e. 1779) (Zhu

actions (Tursun 2013). Communicative competence in

2013). There were no students from the local population

Uyghur language and culture and literacy in the Uyghur

enrolled in these schools until the second half of the 19th
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century (Zhu 2013). The promotion of education in

education in Chinese language has been one of the key

Chinese language and Chinese classical works among

areas in the central government’s attempt to exert control

Uyghurs was one of the ideals and visions of Han

over the local population in Xinjiang and extend the reach

nationalist figures from Gong Zizhen and Wei Yuan in the

of the Chinese state power to this historic borderland

early 19th century onwards (Millward 2007: 150). Some

since 1949. The state language policy was, in its genesis,

Han proponents of sinicisation called for the schools to be

linked to the state-building efforts in Xinjiang. It has

established to teach the Chinese classical works along

often taken a top-down approach that has reflected the

with the establishment of a provincial administrative

state’s linguistic ideological position and its interests in

system in Xinjiang in the latter half of the 19th century

establishing a unified linguistic space with Mandarin

(Millward 2007: 138). They argued that it would be easier

Chinese as the norm. Underpinning the state’s language

and cheaper for the Manchu court to govern the region

policies in Xinjiang since the turn of the new millennium

after a period of adjustments and even imagined that the

is a monolingual ideology with the ultimate aim to

people of Xinjiang would naturally and willingly adopt the

assimilate the Uyghur population into Chinese cultural,

superior Chinese language and customs (Millward 2007:

linguistic norms and a politically unified Chinese national

246). After the suppression of Yaqub Beg’s kingdom and

identity. The local officials in Xinjiang often view Chinese

re-conquest of Xinjiang by the Qing army in 1876 (Kim

culture and language as necessary and of superior quality

2004), General Zuo Zongtang, who led the military

to Uyghur language and culture and they see it as their

campaign, put forward proposals for Xinjiang’s future that

duty to bring those Uyghurs who are not proficient in the

included promoting Han migration to the region and

language up to speed by assimilating them into Chinese

cultural and linguistic assimilation of non-Han popula-

linguistic norms and cultural practices. For them, Uyghur

tions. He cited the language difference as particularly

culture is backward and Uyghur language is the most

problematic and advocated for an education system for

visible sign of that and a major obstacle to progress.

Uyghur and other indigenous peoples of Xinjiang that is

The traditional Uyghur ways of living are considered

based on the Confucian style education in China proper:

incompatible with the modernisation project and are

Xinjiang has been pacified and demarcated for some time,

viewed in opposition to the central government’s

but Han and Uyghurs are still completely out of tune. If the

objectives and sometimes with contempt (Su 1968:

government officials and local people were estranged, it

64-65; Harrell 1995).

would be difficult to carry out the government decrees.
Transmitting rules and edicts through Uyghur interpreters

The drive for Mandarin Chinese proficiency among the

creates particular impediment. If we wish to change their

Uyghurs and setting of Mandarin Chinese as the ‘national

peculiar customs and assimilate them to our Chinese

common’ language with ‘core’ language status went hand

ways, we must set up free schools and make Uyghur

in hand with the education in Uyghur and other minority

children read [Chinese] books, recognise characters and

languages being negatively and pejoratively defined in

become proficient in the spoken language (i.e. Chinese).

opposition to it. Some policymakers view the Uyghur

(Zuo 1986: 519, author’s translation)

language as entrenching the social, political and economic marginalisation of its speakers, and only through

Until 1949 the region’s successive governments after Zuo

Mandarin Chinese can upward mobility for Uyghurs be

had generally seen their role in Xinjiang as a civilising one

assured (May 2012). The language policies emerged out

(Harrell 1995). In their view, civilisation was characterised

of interplay of actors at different levels, including, but not

by ‘culture’, which refers to the moulding of a person (and

exclusive to, the central government. The promotion of

by extension the community to which the person belongs)

Mandarin Chinese as well as its relation to the state is an

by training in the philosophical, moral, and ritual principles

ideological process. The relative hierarchies of languages

considered constituting virtue in the Confucian tradition. It

in Xinjiang are normatively constructed and maintained by

follows that degrees of civilisation can be measured, with

the state through dominant language ideology which

the most civilised being those who had the greatest

includes the ownership, membership and authority,

acquaintance with the relevant literary works (Harrell 1995).

expressed in statements such as ‘Mandarin Chinese is
“common” language’, ‘as citizens of China, it is only right

The state’s language policies in Xinjiang veered from

and proper for Uyghurs to be able to speak Chinese’, ‘they

being incremental and pluralistic to intrusive and interven-

must be able to speak Mandarin Chinese to find a job’

tionist throughout the history. The promotion of and

(Blommaert 2006).
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English language

learn English or other foreign languages. Insufficient

In the early twentieth century English teaching was

consideration is given to the potential social inequality

undertaken in the ancient Silk Road city of Kashgar by

that can be caused as a result of this policy as English

Swedish missionaries arriving from the west (not from the

becomes a powerful symbol of not only educational

treaty ports on the eastern and southern seaboard of

success, but also economic, social and political

China). Although they mainly taught students from the

advancement.

Han majority, the classes included Uyghurs, and local
Muslims were inducted as teachers in the school (Fällman

Yet the research shows that Uyghur students perceive the

2003). The new education movements that were initiated

importance of the English language, and are highly

in the late nineteenth century, and formed the foundation

motivated to learn it, though they face more difficulties

of modern Uyghur education and identity formation,

than their Han counterparts because of the very limited

advocated the study of languages such as Russian and

provision of English language in education they received

Turkish. But, until the 1950s, only a small number of

in earlier schooling (if at all). While the origins of this

Uyghurs had learnt Chinese, Russian or any other

motivation observed in student interviewees are complex,

languages (Clark 2011; Fuller & Lipman 2004: 334).

students’ strong desire for recognition and equal conditions in education, as well as their willingness to invest,

The rise of Deng Xiaoping to the post of paramount leader

signify that they seek to acquire a wider range of symbolic

in 1978 introduced an era of modernisation that has

and material resources, which will increase the value of

resulted in China becoming a major world economy today.

their cultural capital. The consideration for economic and

In modern China, English is widely used in science and

material gains in second or third language learning is not

technology, mass media, commerce, the tourist industry,

the only factor influencing the second language acquisi-

academia, formal and informal education systems, postal

tion by linguistic minorities (Sunuodula & Feng 2011). The

services, customs, the law and other settings (Gil &

English language carries specific symbolic meaning,

Adamson 2011). Since the beginning of the new millen-

which is culturally and socially constructed within Uyghur

nium the role and status of English have accelerated to

society. The symbolic meaning of English is specific to the

the extent that one government official states the

Uyghur society rather than to the language itself as it is

following:

constituted by social, political, and cultural factors within
Uyghur society. It operates to a great extent at a symbolic
level and is not necessarily dependent on use of the

Here are two interesting statistics: the first is that 400

language, but rather on promotion, discussion, and

million Chinese people have been lifted out of poverty

reaction to the idea of the language in political, social and

over the past 30 years. The second is that 400 million

educational contexts (Seargeant 2005).

Chinese have learned English in these 30 years.
At the first, it might seem that the two figures are

As linguistic groups, Uyghur and Han students are

unrelated. But I believe there are close links between the

situated in an unequal and dynamic power relationship in

two. Without learning from the West, we could not have

the linguistic marketplace, which exerts a significant

raised so many people out of poverty, at least not so fast

influence on how they invest in linguistic capital. While

(Le 2011b).

Uyghur students faced difficulty in adjusting to studying in
their second language, Chinese, they were at the same
time aware that this system put Han students in an

As a result of the dual track minority and national

advantageous position because of their natural linguistic

education system in Xinjiang, the English language in

capital. English, which is a foreign language for both

education policy has not been applied to those students

groups, may therefore provide Uyghur students with a

studying at Uyghur medium of instruction schools. Even

chance of balancing this power relationship. Uyghur

at tertiary level, the English language provision has been

students are aware of this possibility, and many therefore

particularly limited or unavailable for those educated in

invest heavily in the third language. A Uyghur contestant

Uyghur language. For Uyghur students, it was argued, the

at the CCTV English Speaking Contest demonstrates that

overriding priority was to achieve competency in Manda-

enthusiasm clearly:

rin Chinese, and only then it might be possible for them to
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Uyghur language competency is perceived as a key
I have to tell you that people in Xinjiang [are] really

symbol of Uyghur ethnic identity and a prerequisite for

enthusiastic about learning English. Because we have

participation in Uyghur social life as a fully qualified

lots of youngsters who are willing to speak English, who

member of the Uyghur community. Uyghurs are

are willing to learn English. There are lots of ethnic

particularly sensitive to the changes to the status of their

groups in Xinjiang. They are passionate and enthusiastic.

language and any attempt to weaken that status is

They like new things; English is really new and it is like

conceived as a direct threat to their ethnic identity and

new blood in their body (Mardan, 2008).

their way of life.
Research also demonstrates that a significant majority of

The following quote attributed to another Uyghur

Uyghurs support the learning of Mandarin Chinese at

contestant at a more recent CCTV English Speaking

school. This shows that majority of Uyghur students are

Contest illustrates the awareness of power relations in

willing and keen to improve their Chinese language skills

the linguistic market place:

and recognise the growing dominance and economic
value of Mandarin Chinese in the linguistic marketplace.
They are willing to invest their time, financial resources

When we see that (Han) also struggle hard at this and that

and effort to learn Mandarin Chinese so that they can gain

sometimes we can outperform them, we get a huge

the economic capital valued by the Han-dominated

amount of satisfaction with the amount of progress we

economy and polity in order to prepare themselves for the

have made. Also, when we speak (English), our accent

employment market.

tends to be less strong compared to theirs. After having
our Chinese accent judged as a mark of our ‘diminished

Uyghur youth are particularly influenced by the rise of

intelligence’ for most of our lives, it feels like a great

English as an international language and the elevation of

opportunity for us to see that we are actually worth

its symbolic and material value. Their enthusiasm for

something and not as stupid as we have been stereotyped.

learning English is not only motivated by economic and

Instead, it is clear that we are in our current situation

political reasons, but also a strong desire for recognition

because of a range of complex historical, political, and

and equal opportunity.

socioeconomic reasons (Wind 2014; Akün 2002)

Balancing the different dimensions of language practices
and giving full consideration to the significance of
Conclusion

language practices in the social relations of power and the

Linguistic exchange and linguistic diversity in Xinjiang,

role language plays in the construction of Uyghur ethnic

which is one of the most enduring and significant

identity, while structurally integrating the Uyghurs into the

characteristics of this ancient Silk Road region, have

wider economic, political and social development can help

come under increasing pressure in recent years due to

to reduce the ethnic tensions and minimise the potential

perceived necessity of economic development and of

for ethnic conflict in the region. This in turn will promote

building a unified national identity among the diverse

China’s soft power projection in Central Asia, which shares

peoples. Strong minority ethnolinguistic vitality and

ethnic, cultural, linguistic and historical similarities with

linguistic diversity is constructed as an obstacle to

Uyghur people, as envisioned in ‘One Belt One Road’.

economic development and a site of potential ethnic
conflict and political fragmentation in political discourse.
However, language practices are multidimensional and
complex and cannot be reduced to only economic
productivity and value, or to political considerations.
Language has a significant power dimension that has
major implications for social, political and economic
relations in a stratified world. As sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu simply puts it, ‘A language is worth what those
who speak it are worth’.
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