Sun Tzu's Arts of War (HPHI5906/6906)
How does China’s ‘One Belt, One Road’ strategy link with Sun Tzus teachings?
By Matthew Simpson
Introduction
For many years China has been touted as the next rising superpower to challenge American hegemony on the global stage. With a population of just over 1.4 billion, it is the most populous nation on the planet and the potential for China to become a more influential power on the world stage is clear. In 2013 a year into Xi Jinping’s reign as China’s supreme leader, a new initiative was launched which was called, “Project of the century[footnoteRef:1632]” by Xi, One Belt, One Road or BRI (Belt and Road Initiative). The BRI was launched not only to unite China’s traditionally more isolated western proveniences but also to create a new economic belt along Old Silk Road and maritime routes. Through a vast range of development and investment initiatives Xi aims to significantly expand China’s economic and political influence. Many western analysts are critical of these new initiatives as they see it as an extension of China’s rising power not just economically but politically, culturally and more concerning for the region militarily. [1632:  President Xi] 

The projects funded through the BRI range in size and cost and have touched multiple industries and technologies, but all have the common goal to extend Chinas influence on global affairs and usher in a new era of Chinese dominance. Some of these projects include airports, high speed rail, pipelines, roads, power plants, industrial parks, data centres, undersea cables, economic zones and more.
The project has been estimated to cost between 4-8 trillion US dollars but with no clear limitations it's difficult to scale such an undertaking. Currently the BRI has spanned three continents and has touched around 60% of the global population, its purpose is to essentially re-route global trade and help China achieve its ambitions of becoming the world's next superpower. As the old saying goes, “all roads lead to Rome”, in the new 21st century model “all roads now lead to Bejing[footnoteRef:6632]”. [6632:  Frankopan, Peter, The New Silk Roads, p117, bloomsbury publishing 2018] 

The rise of China has been a glowing success and a great movement of GDP over the last 25 years and as Peter Frankopan has reported, “Has seen 800 million people lifted above the poverty line in China alone since the 1980’s”[footnoteRef:1962]. The growth and rise of China are an astonishing success in a relatively short space of time. Frankopan in ‘The New Silk Road’ clearly illustrates the expansion of Chinese GDP over the last 25 years.  [1962:  Frankopan, Peter, The New Silk Roads, p25, bloomsbury publishing 2018] 

“In 2001 China’s GDP was 39 per cent of that of the US; that rose to 62 per cent by 2008. By 	2016, Chinas GDP was 114 per cent that of the US, measured on the same basis – and is 		likely to rise both further and sharply in the next five years”[footnoteRef:3181] [3181:  Lauren A Johnston, Belt and Road, Article] 

With the US recently looking more inward and with European powers unable to form an effective counter to the BRI, has enabled China to shift the global economic dynamics to serve a more suitable future for them.
BRI Strategy
China is developing six overground routes linking Asia to Europe and a maritime route stretching to East Africa. 60 countries have so far signed up to these projects and this has propelled China as the single largest creditor and has replaced the US as the main lender of developing countries. The strategy is not only to aid in the development of these countries' infrastructure but to also spread Chinese influence in a patient accumulation of political, economic and military leverage. 
“ BRI is an agenda via which China plan to play an enhanced global role”[footnoteRef:18246] [18246:  Lauren A Johnston, Belt and Road, Article] 

What makes Chinese investment more appealing is the lack of conditions compared to more traditional western lenders. One of the few demands China has requested for these projects is to involve Chinese contractors and around 70% of the projects to have Chinese workers on site. There has been a larger uptake of BRI investment in more authoritarian governments such as Belarus, Azerbaijan and Saudi Arabia to name a few. The success of BRI in these countries can be accredited to several factors which appeal to Chinese lenders;
· Authoritarian governments offer greater political stability and centralized decision-making processes which facilitate faster loan approvals and project implementation.
· Alignment of interests enable these governments to find common ground with China due to shared interests in terms of governance style, development goals, or geopolitical considerations. This alignment makes it easier to cooperate on large-scale infrastructure projects such as the BRI.
· Authoritarian governments may not have as many alternative sources of investment or funding for large-scale infrastructure projects. China's willingness to provide funding for such initiatives through the BRI can make it an attractive option. 
China has both geopolitical and economic motivations behind the initiative and Xi has promoted a vision of a more assertive China and assistance to the developing world. It doesn’t only benefit them but also develops China INSERT QUOTE. One of the main targets for Xi is to “Exorcise the evil of poverty”[footnoteRef:21944] and while America is becoming more isolationist, China is expanding its foreign investments and aid building and preparing for the continuation of future globalisation. The expanded international use of Chinese currency will only assist in China’s overall development and rival the dollar as the primary global currency in the future.  [21944:  President Xi – Xinhuanet 2018] 

This economic success of China can be clearly seen shown with the below information from ‘The New Sil Road’. In 1990 spending of Chinese tourist abroad amounted to 500million USD, by 2017 that figure rose 500 times to more than 250billion USD, twice as much as the US.[footnoteRef:13243]  [13243:  Frankopan, Peter, The New Silk Roads, p28, bloomsbury publishing 2018] 

The main BRI strategy can be broken down into five key areas that will assist in an agenda to aid China to play an enhanced role in global development and to increase China’s sphere of influence.
1) Co-ordinating development policies
2) Forging infrastructure and facilities networks
3) Strengthening investment and trade relations
4) Enhancing financial cooperation
5) Deepening social and cultural exchanges
The BRI has enabled China to not only assist the developing countries, but also it has enabled China to secure its own internal borders and link Western China to the more economically and populous regions of the east in a unification of the One China policy. With this economic growth we can also see a direct correlation in the spending on the military and infrastructure, this deeply concerns the local geographical region and the wider global audience. With this growth has come the need to expand, modernise and assert a greater Chinese military presence particularly along its maritime and land routes. The huge investment and acquisitions of land for military bases throughout South China Sea and the Indian Ocean helps to project and control trade and prevent future interruptions of export and imports. Western scholars and strategists have described this as a ‘String of pearls theory’, it suggests that the ring off naval bases are surrounding the Indian subcontinent. This theory warns of an encircling of the Indian subcontinent which will potentially lead to a greater projection of Chinese power in the region and more instability. Justin Lin mentions that the BRI is more like, “One belt, one road, one continent.”[footnoteRef:18634] [18634:  Lin, Justin, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/app5.265] 

This next section I will look at three case studies that are essentially extensions of Chinese power; Cosco’s purchase and controlling stake of the main shipping port of Greece, Piraeus, the BRI joint project with Pakistan on the building and development of Gwadar Port and finally the rail project to link Nairobi to Mombasa.
In the aftermath of the world financial crisis in the late 2000’s Greece was struggling to manage its debt to GDP ratio and the Euro zone was pushing for greater restrictions on public spending in Greece much to the dismay of the population. Greece's economic and political ties with Northern Europe became strained and China saw an opportunity to invest in a European Union and NATO member. In 2009 the Chinese company COSCO, world’s 3rd largest container ship company, took advantage of Greece at a time when they had to privatise state owned assets to help manage their debt repayments. To assist with the debt China hired port facilities from the state which enabled Greece to repay EU loans. The mutual success of COSCO and the port led to further investment, and this accelerated in 2016 with the purchase of a controlling stake in one of Europe's busiest ports. China now owned a gateway into the very heart of the European markets and is one of China’s BRI shining success stories.
“In 2008, Piraeus moved fewer than 434,000 containers; in 2018 it moved 4.9 million. The 	port is increasingly interconnected with a growing Chinese-run logistics network in Eastern 	Europe”[footnoteRef:20659] [20659:  Eyck Freymann - ] 

Gwadar Port in southern Pakistan is a huge BRI joint project which started in 2002 and has accelerated in progress and scope since 2013. The port holds immense strategic importance due to its proximity to the Strait of Hormuz and the Arabian Sea. The development of Gwadar Port is a key component of the broader Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) that has enabled China to secure its energy imports from the Middle East and Africa and essentially helps circumnavigate US controlled domains. This project forms a substantial part of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) initiative and helps form just one of the links to China via the BRI plan. 
China’s investment in the Standard Gauge Railway, a 600km stretch of rail network linking Kenya's capital and the strategic important port of Mombasa, is the largest infrastructure project undertaken since Kenya's independence. The strategic importance is clear and infrastructure projects, such as the Mombasa–Nairobi SGR, contribute to China's broader strategic interests by expanding its influence in Africa. By investing in critical state infrastructure, China can build diplomatic and economic ties with African countries and assists in the overall goal of the BRI. At present China is attempting to negotiate with several landlocked African nations to extend the line to cross international borders and crucially link raw material rich nations to the port.
These BRI projects are all helping China not only expand its influence but also to penetrate new and emerging markets. It also consolidates the goal of China to shift the global status from West to East. It's important to understand China’s specific interest in these projects, at a time when these countries had straining relations with Europe and America, China has proved to be a willing investor. The failure of Europe and America to have a clear and concise plan to counter China’s rise has enabled China to take the initiative on a global scale and place solid foundations to successfully create a new world dynamic.  As Eyck Freymann said, “The longer it takes Europe to settle on a strategy, the harder it will be to drive the eagle from its nest.”
 These BRI projects essentially link raw material rich nations and assist China becoming less dependent on American controlled resources. These plans will enable China to form and strengthen its own sphere of influence and weakens the US dominance. If America and Europe are not able to effectively coordinate a joint response to China, then this trajectory will only lead to one outcome, the question is how long will this shift in global dynamics take?

BRI strategy and the Art Of War
In the Art of War, Sun Tzu placed economic affairs and management among the most important strategies. Sun Tzu mentions the importance of such endeavours especially when we are looking at extended indirect conflicts of interest as we are witnessing now. While the text itself is not a treatise on economics, some of Sun Tzu's principles can be applied metaphorically to economic strategies and competition and China’s BRI program is testament to that. 
Xi as a leader has managed to unite the Chinese people and lift hundreds of millions of people out of poverty. His actions have enabled the Chinese economy to grow at an expediential rate and has increased the purchasing power of the people. ‘The Art of War’ places huge emphasis on a strong leader and some Chinese and western scholars have commented on Xi being the most influential leader since Mao. The elimination of maximum of two term reign of leaders has enabled Xi to consolidate power and form his legacy projects. The rise and success of his authoritarian leadership has enabled BRI strategies and initiatives to quickly and efficiently be implemented with little ‘red tape’ contributing to its rapid success and expansion.
Sun Tzu places great importance on economic affairs and a strong economy enables the Chinese to raise its profile in all aspects of the global community. ‘The Art of War’, stipulates that to fight a long war you must have the finances to support such endeavours. The projects mentioned previously all contribute to a very patient accumulation of strategic advantage which Sun Tzu holds in high regard. The circumnavigation of American strength has enabled China to exploit weaknesses in American foreign policy and their isolationist agenda. The BRI investments have not only linked other nations to China through land and maritime routes for economic purposes but also helps to pull these nations away from western influences and draw them more into a Chinese sphere of dominance.
One of the most neglected aspects of the BRI is the psychological impact it has on the Americans and Europeans. The elevation of China on the global stage as an economic powerhouse not only assists in raising people out of poverty but also helps to build bilateral co-operation which strikes fear into the current world establishment. The negative psychological impacts on western thinking on the success of China is perpetuated throughout western media channels. The fear of Chinese investment in maritime and overground routes is only the tip of the iceberg. Western media and governments raise negative narratives concerning Chinese telecoms and social media platforms penetrating western markets and being able to capture the population culturally. This all stems from an overall fear of America losing control of the hegemony which they have enjoyed since WW2. The failure of western nations to fully understand and incorporate China into a more global society has been a failure of our own making. The fear of the unknown has exacerbated the psychological impact that the BRI projects have had on the west. The BRI may be a trojan horse into Europe and the American backyard or it may be China’s genuine attempt to continue globalization and assist all nations to prosper.
COMPARABLE GLOBAL INIATIVES
There are multiple comparable initiatives currently in place globally, but none are on the scale or complexity of the Chinese BRI program. The sheer size and economic power offered by China makes it extremely difficult to compete with. America and Europe are the only nations which can mount a serious challenge to China’s potential dominance. The concern is that European countries are unable to unite and form a cohesive counter strategy to China and that has played into the BRI's initiative. Despite these setbacks there are some effective economic plans being laid that are expected to focus more locally and regionally rather than globally. Japan's Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) Strategy is an excellent example of a regionally effective economic initiative that has been promoting infrastructure development and economic partnerships in the Indo-Pacific region. The FOIP aims to enhance relations and connect nations to attempt economic piety and to counterbalance China's influence. The scope of this plan is smaller, but a cohesive combination of similar initiatives may help to counterbalance China’s BRI operations. The United States also has an initiative called the Blue Dot Network. The BDN, led by the U.S., Australia, and Japan, seeks to promote quality infrastructure development with a focus on transparency, sustainability, and adherence to international standards. We can see again the scope is smaller, but the aim is clear, to counter the influence of China especially in the South China Seas. This program is specifically designed to aid the US pivot away from Europe and towards the East at a time when China’s power if unchecked or challenged will lead to a hastening of a new Chinese lead world order. Although this American plan has been successful, it still alienates developing nations and focuses on solidifying existing ties with developed nations.
If nations within the American sphere of influence were more open to the possibility of bilateral trade and cooperation with China an economic race may not be necessary. If Western powers were more willing to shift their focus on achieving better relations with developing countries instead of continuing to exploit them, they would see America as a viable option to China. Unfortunately, America and the European nations’ history of exploitation and colonialism has pushed developing countries away from the establishment and into the arms of the BRI initiative.
To combat the rise of China, a more unified global response is needed with a clear strategy that unites not only developed nations. To achieve this the US may need to move away from its recent isolationist agenda and unite the worlds people under a common goal that not only appeals to the wealthy but is all encompassing.
Conclusion
This short essay touches upon some similarities between Sun Tzu’s Art of War and the strategies being implemented by the Chinese government. We can see a clear parallel between the two when we look at the implementation of the BRI. The ‘String of pearls’ effectively encompassing the Indian Ocean, expansion into Africa and investment in Europe shows the encirclement strategy favoured by Sun Tzu. Although there are parallels and similarities you can also find these commonalties in many other western initiatives. We can see tactics being used within the BRI makeup that utilises many indirect methods for eventual global domination, the issue is how will the current world powers cope and deal with this changing of the guard? That has yet to be seen.
China’s expansive project of a maritime and over ground silk road explicitly seeks to attempt to reconfigure not only the contemporary global economy but potentially the current global dynamic. These changes that we are witnessing have huge socioeconomic and geopolitical implications for every country involved. The BRI has the potential to create an alternative world order that reflects universal values, that doesn't want a restoration of an old order but a new inclusive international model. China is endeavouring to become a different world leader still with many hurdles to overcome the future is looking promising. 
By Matthew Simpson
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