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Abstract

This piece examines and critiques the massive literature on China’s ambitious Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI). It details how research currently seems stuck on the road to
nowhere. In addition, it identifies a number of the potholes that collective research
endeavors are hitting such as that they are poorly synchronized. It also stresses that
lines of analysis are proliferating rather than optimizing, with studies broadening in
thematic coverage, rather than becoming deeper. It points out that BRI participants are
regularly related to the role of a bit player in many analyses and research often is
disconnected from other literatures. Among other things, this article recommends
analysts focus on the Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI) or Silk Road Economic
Belt (SREB) in specific regions or countries. It also argues for a research core that
focuses on the implementation issue (i.e., the issue of MSRI and SREB project
implementation), project effects (i.e., the economic and political costs and benefits of
projects), and the translation issue (i.e., the domestic and foreign policy effects of
projects) and does work that goes beyond the usual suspects. On a related note, research
need to identify, more precisely, participants and projects, undertake causal analysis,
and take into account countervailing factors. Furthermore, studies need to make more
extensive use of the Chinese foreign policy literature. Moreover, works examining
subjects like soft power need to improve variable conceptualization and
operationalization and deliver more nuanced analyses. Finally, studies, especially by
area specialists, should take the area, not the China, perspective.
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Introduction

In a few years, it will be a decade since Chinese President Xi Jinping announced the
Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) and Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI), collec-
tively known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Most commentators see the
People’s Republic of China (PRC/China)‘s breathtaking scheme, promulgated in
2013, as a gigantic connectivity venture which, through land and sea routes, will
expand China’s linkages westward to Europe. Following its birth, China’s eye-
catching initiative has drawn substantial and continuing interest because of what were
believed to be its earthshattering political and economic implications [2, 45, 106]. As
will be discussed, it has provoked many anxieties about its implications for participants,
third parties, and the international order. This is not surprisingly given the BRI’s
estimated (often exaggerated) financial scale, the number of regions, countries, and
actors involved, its geographic scope, and the fact the SREB and MSRI are seen as a
signature initiative of President Xi’s, with the BRI incorporated into the Chinese
constitution, no less!

It would be false to say “academic” materials on the BRI are sparse.' Indeed,
searches of various university library catalogs and Google Scholar indicate there are
thousands of BRI-related academic articles, books, briefs, conference papers, and
reports, with, in the words of one writer, “scholars dancing to China’s tune” soon after
the promulgation of the BRI in Kazakhstan and the MSRI in Indonesia [119]. As far as
books are concerned, the vast majority are edited volumes, typically involving scholars
from multiple countries and/or disciplines [90, 99, 102, 125, 132, 143]. Quantity,
though, does not equate to quality. An extensive review of the BRI literature reveals
many studies suffer from some very serious problems.” To list a few (many discussed
later below), researchers seem stuck on a road to nowhere or in an infinite loop,
meaning newer works frequently offer nothing new or keep exploring the same
questionable topics.® In addition, collective research projects are not coordinated or
synchronized. Furthermore, lines of analysis are proliferating rather than optimizing,
with studies covering an increasing number of topics, rather than delving into topics in-
depth. Moreover, BRI participants are regularly related to the role of a bit player in
many analyses. As well, research often is disconnected from other literatures, quite
ironic given the most prominent aspect of the BRI is connectivity. This article’s
purpose is to review and critique the BRI literature, with focus on academic works
(particularly from political science and international relations) between 2016 and 2020.
More importantly, it offers suggestions for improving the literature on the BRI and
identifies several promising research directions.

! Herein, “academic” includes not only research pieces by scholars, but also think tank reports and works by
researchers at international government organizations (IGOs) such as the World Bank.

21 have examined more than 200+ articles, books, and reports as the organizer of five conferences and
workshops on the MSRI, the editor of three books and three special journal issues on the MSRI; the author or
co-author of numerous articles and book chapters relating to the MSRI and/or SREB, and a reviewer of many
BRI-focused journal and book submissions.

3 Many writers make the claim that BRI-topic XYZ has not been adequately studied to justify their research.
This claim, however, often reflects a failure by the relevant researcher to exploit the extant literature rather than
the existence of a genuine empirical or analytical lacuna.
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It is critical to put BRI studies back on the right track before the credibility of this
line of research is undermined and because high-quality BRI research has substantial
value for academics, businesspeople, and policymakers. Regarding the latter point, all
three groups have an interest in knowing what actually is transpiring. As for academics,
well-done analyses can inform debates in comparative politics, foreign policy, geopol-
itics, international business, and the political economy of national security (PENS),
among others. In addition, richer studies can give China specialists a better understand-
ing of inter alia the drivers of Chinese foreign policy, the role and impact of domestic
actors such as state-owned enterprises (SOEs) or provinces, the political impact of
Chinese economic ties with others, China’s effect on regional and global governance,
Chinese soft power, China’s impact on global finance, investment, and trade, and
China’s future place in global power structures. Turning to businesspeople and
policymakers, they need to know what is facilitating or impeding project implementa-
tion so that they are more aware of how to enhance or accelerate progress or, if they
opposed to the BRI, how to slow or block it. Furthermore, they require information
about the benefits and costs associated with MSRI and SREB endeavors since such
information can enable better understandings about the ultimately impact of the BRI
Beyond this, their planning and programs profit from knowledge about the actual
impact of BRI initiatives on participant and third-party domestic and international
economic and political policies.

In lieu of findings, which appear throughout this article, I would like to highlight
five of the various recommendations present in this piece. First, BRI analysts should
focus on the MSRI or SREB in specific regions or countries. At a minimum, this will
allow for more careful identification of MSRI and SREB participants and projects and
more in-depth treatments of the situation on the ground. Second, BRI researchers
should focus on the implementation issue (i.e., the issue of MSRI and SREB project
implementation), project effects (i.e., the economic and political costs and benefits of
unfinished, modified, completed, or terminated projects), and the translation issue (i.e.,
the domestic and foreign policy effects of projects) and do work that goes beyond the
usual suspects. On a related note, they need to identify, more precisely, participants and
projects, undertake causal analysis, and take into account countervailing factors. Third,
BRI studies need to make more extensive use of the Chinese foreign policy literature.
Fourth, BRI works focused on topics like soft power need to improve variable
conceptualization and operationalization and deliver more nuanced analyses. Finally,
BRI studies, especially by area specialists, should take the area, not the China,
perspective.

This article consists of eight sections. The next (second) section looks at commen-
tary on general BRI themes. Another overview of the BRI is not needed since they are
widely available [5, 15, 89, 141, 147]. The third highlights some of the potholes that
works on the BRI, especially edited volumes on the BRI, seem to be hitting. The fourth
through sixth sections delve into areas that should represent the core of the BRI
research agenda since researching them is critical for understanding the BRI’s progress
and ramifications. The fourth concentrates on the “implementation” issue, noting some
avenues researchers have explored and where they might head. The fifth tackles the
“project effects” issue, examining areas that analysts have studied and what can be
done. The sixth focuses on the “translation effects” issue. The seventh describes a
myriad of hot BRI research themes, identifies their limits and specifies areas to pump
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up the quality of work. The eighth represents the conclusion. It summarizes the piece,
specifies some of the policy and theoretical relevance of the article, and offers some
concluding remarks.

The Baffling BRI

When China first announced the BRI, it was vague about its purpose. Not surprisingly, then,
analysts spent considerable time speculating about its “true” rationales [36, 44, 69, 110,
114]. For some, it is borne out of China’s domestic economic needs which include bigger
markets, improved resource security, and opportunities for Chinese multinational corpora-
tions (MNCs) [5, 20, 35, 43, 126, 130, 141]. For others, it represents a PRC quest to
dominate Eurasia, the global order, or standards [20, 81, 126, 133, 141]. In contrast, some
have painted the BRI as a device to build relationships and reduce instability abroad [5, 20,
130]. For yet others, it is a soft power endeavor [35, 66, 150]. There are those that have
pointed to its domestic political value such as overcoming parochial provincial actors or
building Xi’s legacy [56, 138, 139, 141]. Given no researchers, at least to this author’s
knowledge, have had the opportunity to interview Xi, with whom the BRI is intimately
associated, peruse PRC Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Politburo Standing Committee
minutes, or sit in on meetings leading to the drafting of the “Visions and Actions on Jointly
Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21%-Century Maritime Silk Road” (hereinafter
“Visions and Actions”) it is puzzling some are so confident as to attribute the BRI to one
or several rationales [105]. While contemporary Chinese foreign policy making is, by all
accounts, very top down, multiple motives likely drive the BRI even if the initiative is
entirely Xi’s given he runs a huge country with innumerable needs and, like many leaders,
has many goals. Even when multiple goals are enumerated, we are too often told, at length,
exactly the same things others have noted for years [3, 30, 107]. It should be questioned if
there is value to this. After all, the BRI evolves, insider leaks are absent, and the BRI will
have effects regardless of China’s “real” intentions due to the actions of Chinese MNCs,
BRI participants, and various politico-economic dynamics [52, 70, 100]. Regarding this last
point, it is, as the PRC is fond of saying, a symphony, not a solo [32].

Another common line of inquiry for those researching the BRI is whether or not it
truly represents anything “new.” For many it does not. We are told that it builds upon
China’s previous development initiatives for its west and southwest, that it draws upon
transportation corridor schemes for Central or South Asia, that it advances other
Chinese policy doctrines such as Jiang Zemin ‘s “Going Out” (£ 2%) policy, or that
it simply rebrands many projects already under way or, in some cases, already
completed [63, 67, 74, 93, 126]. For others, it is indeed new because of its ambitious-
ness, the signal it sends that the “keep a low profile and bide your time” (#F)67EH)
principle is dead, or the fact it represents a new grand strategic narrative [51, 100].
Regardless what is the case, it can be questioned if the amount of ink spilt on this issue
illuminates much given BRI participants are drawn to and other parties anxious about
the BRI for reasons having nothing to do with its newness or lack thereof. Moreover,
one would be hard pressed to show the BRI’s newness (or not) affects its realization or
subsequent effects.

The amount of money the BRI involves is rarely debated, but routinely asserted.
Figures range from the hundreds of billions of dollars to USD $1 to $4 trillion and even
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the astounding sum of $8 trillion. One would search in vain, though, to locate a detailed
breakdown of the MSRI and SREB components totaling to such sums. Worse,
commentators seem to use terms such as costs, financing, and foreign direct investment
(FDI) interchangeably, even though $1 trillion of costs, loans, or FDI hardly are the
same [48, 77, 103]. In any event, conventional practice is to cite the following entities
as the sources of the massive funding required to implement the BRI: China’s foreign
currency reserve war chest, Chinese policy banks such as China Development Bank
and China Export-Import Bank (China Ex-Im Bank), Chinese SOEs such as the
Industrial and Commercial Bank of China (ICBC), the Silk Road Fund, the China
Investment Corporation (CIC), and, last but not least, the Asian Infrastructure Invest-
ment Bank (AIIB) [15, 23, 63, 122, 141]. The problem with this “laundry list” is the
fact that it often is ignored that these sources are not freely exploitable (this is the case
with China’s foreign currency reserves); have proffered statements of intent rather than
concrete commitments to fund BRI projects (e.g., ICBC); or have many other emphases
besides the BRI (e.g., the AIIB) [71]. The “funding” issue is not a small one. A
“smaller” BRI is likely to raise far less worries as an immense one. A smaller BRI
ceteris paribus is more likely to be implemented than a huge one. And a smaller BRI
ceteris paribus will have different ramifications than a large one.

For several years, it was a relatively simple matter to identify all BRI countries.
Authoritative documents such as the “Visions and Actions” listed their names. Key
Chinese decisionmakers highlighted them in public statements or treated them as BRI
participants at high-level meetings. They signed BRI cooperation agreements or were
noted on lists of BRI participants by leading Chinese think tanks. Scholars found BRI
maps with dots in or lines to them. China Belt and Road Forums (BRF) outcomes lists
mentioned them [134]. Over time, labeling has become increasingly difficult with the
expansion of the BRI to every conceivable realm such as cyberspace and every
geographic realm including outer space, the Arctic, and Latin America. According to
some counts, there are nearly 140 countries participating in the BRI [55]. Regardless,
there are many countries such as India, Japan, and the United States (US) that do not
participate in the BRI; other countries that are part of the MSRI only or the SREB only;
and yet other countries like Vietnam that are but superficial BRI participants [59]. Yet
insufficient attention is given to ensuring that countries are accurately categorized as
MSRI or SREB participants or determining if they are meaningfully involved in the
BRI

A final general theme that almost all BRI studies address is the features of the BRI. It is
widely reported that hard infrastructure such as airports, bridges, highways, railways, and
seaports is an essential part of the BRI [7, 10, 15, 25, 80]. This is quite appropriate given the
BRI’s focus on connectivity. Other non-connective, but hard projects such as commercial
real estate developments, mining developments, power generation facilities, satellite mon-
itoring stations, and special economic zones (SEZs) are not infrequently deemed BRI
projects, too [40, 77, 87]. Unfortunately, in treatments of the BRI generally or the BRI in
specific regions or countries, no metrics are usually provided to substantiate the determina-
tion of a project as a MSRI or SREB project and it is not difficult to find studies listing any
Chinese project as a BRI project. It needs to be acknowledged that “soft” infrastructure—
examples include bilateral investment treaties (BIT), custom clearance agreements, civil
aviation accords, free trade agreements (FTAs)—also constitutes part of the BR1[7, 23, 116,
121, 129]. After all, hard connectivity infrastructure likely will do little for flows if the legal
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and regulatory walls against them are too high. Strangely, though, there are but a few
analyses of the initiation, terms, and implications of BRI BITs, FTAs, and other soft
infrastructure [97].

In order to address some of the aforementioned deficiencies, researchers first should
avoid looking at the BRI in its entirety. It is too big and comprehensive and high-
quality data absent. Instead, researchers should focus on the MSRI or the SREB. Better
yet, they should focus on individual MSRI or SREB regions or MSRI or SREB
countries [6, 9, 54, 78, 137]. This would allow for more precise identification of
participant countries, BRI features, and the BRI’s scale (i.e., costs, FDI, or loans). In
tandem with or a priori to this, they need, as mentioned, to develop replicable
methodologies that allows for a proper labeling of MSRI and SREB participants as
well as MSRI and SREB projects [13, 14, 28]. Lastly, BRI analysts really need to
revisit if it is worthwhile to persist in discussing at length the BRI’s real purpose or
newness when there are so many other topics (many highlighted below) that are
deserving of more sustained attention.

“The Bridge is Out” Problem Facing Edited Volumes

It was pointed out earlier that edited volumes constitute the largest proportion of BRI-
themed books. In concept, this is quite logical given the multitude of regions (e.g.,
Southeast Asia, South Asia, and Central Asia, to name a few) and types of actors (e.g.,
states, private security contractors), subnational actors, MNCs, international organiza-
tions) involved in the BRI. Beyond this, the BRI touches upon a myriad of issue areas
such as global power structures, global governance, transportation infrastructure, global
trade flows, high-speed rail, the environment, social movements, government account-
ability, cinema, and even wave and wind power that require diverse disciplinary
expertise for proper analysis [24, 136, 140, 147, 148, 150]. Many edited volumes are
quite poor, however, and not worth the time or cost. This section highlights some of the
common shortcomings associated with edited volumes on the BRI, many of which
afflict articles or reports on the BRI. Throughout, it also proposes various solutions,
some easier to implement than others.

Too many chapters in volumes about the BRI cover exactly the same content; Viz.,
its origins; its configuration; features; purposes; and implications. This is problematic
even if it is the case that some readers will only peruse one or a handful of chapters in
some volumes. First, it limits time and space for the relevant chapter contributor to
cover the areas in which he or she has expertise. Second, it devalues the book
introduction, which has, among other things, the function of laying the foundation
for the book. Third, it undermines the notion that an edited volume is a collective
enterprise. Repairing this problem is a fairly easy matter. Editors should strongly
discourage chapter writers from providing general background on the BRI in their
chapters unless the writers offer new information or disagree with the facts or inter-
pretation provided in the introduction.

Another common problem with edited volumes is that chapters frequently fail to
contemplate the same analytical or empirical issues or do so superficially [31, 85, 88,
115, 128, 132, 142]. Of course, not every case allows this and a volume that addresses
multiple themes can reach a broader audience. However, when there is a missing
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bridge—as represented by a dearth of focus on similar themes—between chapters, the
potential for edited volumes to patch (definitively) gaps in empirical or theoretical
knowledge is much reduced. As the editor of multiple MSRI publications, I fully
appreciate being an editor can be a thankless task. However, if editors care about the
value of their work for advancing BRI studies, they need to push chapter contributors
onto similar tracks—going as far as providing detailed, focused checklists of appropri-
ate themes throughout the process—and to ensure that chapter authors address these
themes.

An issue related to the one noted above is that chapters almost never speak to one
another. Indeed, one can scan hundreds of pages in some books and not find a single
instance where one chapter cites another chapter or comments on material in another
chapter. This happens even when the same theme, region, or country is examined [3,
22, 47, 118, 120]. This problem of nodes rather than networks, to use BRI-type
terminology, as with the first shortcoming noted in this section, undermines the
collective enterprise that an edited book represents, hinders knowledge accumulation,
and prevents the heuristic benefits that might flow from such engagement (e.g.,
increased awareness of areas of disagreement or relevant explanatory factors). In an
ideal world, contributors would read all the other chapters in an edited volume and
engage with them. This, frankly, is not realistic so editors should spend time building
such bridges themselves, inserting citations or material in other chapters (with contrib-
utor approval of course) that helps to ensure that chapters will, in some measure, speak
to one another.

There are sundry other problems commonly witnessed in edited volumes on the
BRI. One is the failure to update chapters that flowed from papers presented at a
conference or workshop [39]. This means, in some instances, readers will be reading
facts and figures that are not just two to three years old (a common turnaround time for
many edited volumes), but three to five years old since conference or workshop papers
themselves often are not be based on the most current information. A second is the
absence of a serious effort to define key terms such as economic development, global
governance, or regionalism, even when the central focus of a book is the BRI and one
of these or another concept [29, 148]. This results in publications where contributors
are not talking about the same thing, limiting comparative analysis and knowledge
accumulation. Certainly, many concepts are contested and contributors may not agree
with the editor’s conceptualization, but this cannot be assumed prima facie. Moreover,
the failure to specify definitions in individual chapters (when appropriate) foregoes the
learning opportunities that flow from disagreements. A third issue worth highlighting is
that some edited volumes have no proper introduction or conclusion [3, 30, 39]. Indeed,
some introductions will provide chapter abstracts without any effort to highlight
common themes, areas of disagreement, or future research directions implied by the
contributions in the edited volume.

To some extent, the aforementioned problems associated with edited volumes about
the BRI are challenges confronting all edited volumes. We should not be so quick to
dismiss them, however. As highlighted in this essay, the BRI literature and the BRI
itself offer a set of common themes that provide a solid basis for surmounting some of
the pathologies of edited volumes.
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The Implementation Issue

The implementation issue encompasses two sub-issues. First, what actually is happen-
ing with respect to MSRI and SREB projects. Second, what are the domestic and
international political and economic factors, among others that have facilitated or
blocked their completion or resulted in project transformations. Knowledge about the
former is absolutely essential for making proper judgements about the progress of the
MSRI and/or SREB. A deep understanding of the latter facilitates explanations of the
state of the MSRI/SREB and permits reasoned forecasts about where the MSRI and/or
SREB will head in regard to particular sectors, countries, or regions.

As for what is happening, there are too many BRI analyses drawn to the same set
of cases—e.g., the high-speed railway in Laos, Gwadar Port in Pakistan, and
Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka—as if that was sufficient to understand the state of
affairs with respect to all projects in those countries or the situation with respect to
the entire MSRI or SREB in particular regions or globally. There also are too many
treatments which assume newspaper headlines, Memorandums of Understanding
(MoU), and joint communiqués or public statements represent reality. Even if there
is an actual project associated with these sources of information, it is not uncommon
to find research that improperly distinguishes between costs, funding, and require-
ments. To illustrate, some analysts equate project costs or loans to FDI. Further-
more, quite a few studies are plagued by the questionable assumption that projects
automatically will come to fruition even though numerous articles, book chapters,
and think tank publications make clear this is not the case. To be fair, it should be
noted that one can find studies that suffer from the opposite problem, which is to
assume a project will not happen merely because of a negative headline, public
statement, or a report of societal opposition. This happened after Mahathir
Mohamad began Malaysian Prime Minister (for the second time) in 2018 and
“terminated” a number of BRI projects including some pipelines and the East Coast
Rail Link. As for causal analysis, it is often absent. Unfortunately, those studies that
undertake it frequently are superficial. They do not consider systematically dynam-
ics within the BRI participant state (typically analysts pay homage to “domestic
politics” without actually investigating it), isolate factors having a greater causal
import, or consider the role played by contextual factors.

To improve investigations of the implementation issue, five steps can be followed
beyond classifying MSRI and SREB projects more carefully and looking at a more
comprehensive range of projects. First, as for providing accurate information about the
BRI, the proverbial 1st Mover Advantage often is not. It often is desirable to wait to see
how projects develop or how news stories unfold before making conclusions about the
state of the MSRI or SREB. Second, researchers should consider if the situation on the
ground tracks with expectations [10, 13, 61, 113, 135]. Third, following in others’
tracks, BRI observers should strive to explain why witnessed outcomes obtain and why
they have departed from or exceeded expectations [27, 28, 41, 93, 104]. Fourth, BRI
analysts should give due attention to BRI participant dynamics (e.g., state characteris-
tics and domestic politics within the state) and context (e.g., regional or global political
or economic dynamics) when engaging in explanation [11, 18, 54, 58, 98]. Fifth, to the
extent possible, researchers should attempt to isolate which variables have the greatest
causal impact on project advancement.
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The Project Effects Issue

As mentioned, the project effects issue pertains to the direct and indirect benefits and
costs of the BRI. These can be global, regional, sub-regional, national, or sub-national.
INlustrations of potential benefits include increased economic growth, higher trade
levels, better infrastructure, industrialization, greater productivity, technology transfer,
higher energy production and better energy availability, job creation, poverty allevia-
tion, reduced transportation costs and times, and regional economic integration [33, 57,
64, 92, 94, 109]. Understudied potential costs include higher trade deficits, de-indus-
trialization, FDI displacement, increased competition for local business, the abrogation
of sovereignty, the loss of domestic and foreign policy independence, increased
pollution or environmental degradation, or social dislocation [65, 77, 131]. These
issues are not just of interest to economists, development specialists, environmental
scientists, international business scholars, or infrastructure experts. They merit the
attention of those specializing in political science, international relations, and related
disciplines. Knowing the benefits and costs associated with BRI projects helps us judge
if BRI effects, on balance, track with the BRI’s high-minded rhetoric. Such information
also can illuminate which BRI projects should be embraced or adjusted, where
mitigation measures are required, and what political and/other factors influence the
costs and benefits of BRI projects. Finally, it aids us in better understanding the actual
“stimuli” confronting the decisionmakers in BRI participant countries when they make
their domestic and foreign policy choices (a topic soon to be addressed).

A fair proportion of studies about BRI project effects are not about the effects of
specific projects, but rather statistical analysis, largely by economists or business
specialists, about the prospective benefits of the BRI writ large [38, 42, 50, 91, 108].
Such studies typically have three shortcomings. First, they take it for granted that BRI
projects will be completed as planned [38, 50, 79]. Second, given data limitations, they
often are based on short time frames or use debatable proxies for unavailable data [42].
Third, numerous studies lack sufficient control variables or awareness of the actual
setting on the ground. Regarding the latter, one analysis assumes India and Vietnam are
BRI participants, which is wrong with respect to the former and problematic (as noted)
with respect to the latter. As for qualitative studies, they rarely analyze comprehen-
sively or comparatively the benefits of BRI projects. They do highlight, among other
things, job creation, training, technology transfer, connectivity, and industrialization
associated with BRI projects. Industry sector, country, or region wide studies are rare.
Moreover, only a few give the distribution of benefits attention [51, 72, 79, 96, 101]. I
am not aware of any large-N studies that look at the costs of the BRI in terms of
increasing trade deficits, promoting deindustrialization, or promoting sectoral lock-in.
In contrast, there are many qualitative studies that highlight downsides associated with
the BRI. As with case studies that look at positives, analyses of costs usually draw upon
a handful of cases. We are informed of environmental problems along the Mekong,
Cambodia’s reduced foreign policy autonomy, Sri Lanka’s loss of sovereignty; land
seizures in Ethiopia, and the abuse of unions or failure to use local labor in Greece and
Saipan [18, 34, 58, 73, 131]. Ultimately, though, we obtain no understanding of the
BRI’s total costs for a given industrial sector, country, or region.

Better work on “project effects,” first and foremost, requires a clear identification of
MSRI and SREB projects. Second, quantitative work needs to adopt more realistic
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assumptions, use better data sets, find ways to take into account the context, consider
the costs, benefits, and limits of the BRI. Third, qualitative researchers need to consider
a wider range of cases, work on producing more comprehensive studies, and consider
both costs and benefits. Both qualitative and quantitative researchers need give due
attention to the distribution of benefits. Lastly, both quantitative and qualitive re-
searchers need to pay attention to the increment associated with the BRI. To illustrate,
infrastructure such as hydropower and power generation projects and resource exploi-
tation activities such as energy extraction and mining are intrinsically threatening to the
environment, social groups, and government accountability. If costs are identified, it is
a legitimate question to ask if the problem is the nature of the activity itself rather than
the BRI, China, or Chinese MNCs per se. This is a matter of using reasonable rather
than unattainable benchmarks to judge the impact of the BRI. In this vein, it might be
beneficial to take a comparative look at the effects of projects by countries like
Germany, Japan, or Korea, too [37].

The Translation Issue

The translation issue relates to the political effects, typically on BRI participants, of
MSRI and/or SREB projects. Potential foreign policy effects might include the embrace
of Beijing’s China favored domestic or foreign policies, coordination with or acquies-
cence to China in international organizations such as the UN or Association of
Southeast Asian Nations, and the dilution or termination of relations with third parties.
In the past, analysts have noted countries such as Cambodia, Ethiopia, Greece, Hun-
gary, and Sri Lanka as reflecting these dynamics [18, 58, 60, 73, 127]. Possible
domestic policy effects in BRI participants could entail the promulgation of policies,
laws, and regulations tailored to the needs of Chinese national actors or MNCs, the lax
enforcement of regulations that might adversely affect Chinese actors, or crackdowns
on groups opposing BRI projects. The core presumption in such studies is that
decisionmakers are iomo economicus and that the economic allure of the BRI, perhaps
magnified by other trade, FDI, and aid ties with China, will prove irresistible, bringing
political alignment and deference in its wake.

The PENS literature, though, has long called into question the thesis that there is a
one-to-one correspondence between economic stimuli and political behavior [12, 17,
75]. After all, economic relations often entail both positive and negative economic
stimuli. In addition, decisionmakers must weigh not just economic factors, but political
ones at the national level (e.g., a loss of territorial integrity or national economic
independence) or within their countries (e.g., a reduction in support among key
constituencies). It is entirely possible these political costs may offset the political
effects of positive economic stimuli. Furthermore, it is a mistake to assume that
economic costs and benefits and political costs and benefits are entirely derivative of
the bilateral dynamic given other countries, IGOs, and MNCs commonly acting to
influence them. As for the BRI specifically, it is a mistake to assume all projects will be
completed as designed and will deliver the net positive benefits, and that these net
benefits have unadulterated effects on BRI participants [8, 11, 13]. Another related
issue is that it is quite regularly assumed that “pro-China” behaviors are attributable to
the BRI and other economic stimuli when the reality might be that other powerful
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political motives propel a country’s behaviors. Such motives include a leader’s desire to
ensure his or her domestic political position, fend off external political pressures, or to
find new security allies [18, 27, 53, 58, 80, 123].

In order to address the translation issue better, researchers need to tackle the extensively
discussed implementation and project effects issues well. They need to know whether or not
BRI projects have been completed and what net political and economic costs and benefits
they actually deliver. They further need to investigate if there are political and economic
considerations that might offset the net stimuli flowing from the BRI. On a related note, the
role of third parties in shaping this calculus needs due attention. Even if researchers find a
correlation between political behaviors and this BRI economic stimuli, they should not
automatically assume that a BRI participant’s observed foreign or domestic policy behaviors
is a function of this economic stimuli. They need to probe if there might be other variables
contributing to the observed behavior.

Beyond the aforementioned issues, one growing area of research that pertains to effects is
the effect of the BRI on Chinese foreign and security policy. This research looks at themes
like the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)‘s military posture, hardware acquisition activities,
naval basing plans, use of private security forces, collaborations with overseas police forces,
and even the development of political risk insurance [1, 26, 112]. Most studies along these
lines are very “guns and bombs” oriented and could broaden their areas of investigation to
other realms such as how the BRI has or has not influenced how China prioritizes regions or
countries, how it has affected tenor and content of Chinese diplomacy, and how it has
reshaped CCP committees or government ministries. Regarding the last point, we know for
example that China has created a CCP small group on the BRI. We also know that it has
created a governmental coordinating body [56]. However, there has been no research on the
operations of these bodies or their impact on BRI policy specifically or Chinese foreign
policy more generally. This research tends to be highly descriptive and, indeed, often
speculative, and the tools are not provided to judge either what is likely to transpire or what
the ultimate implications of what transpires actually will be.

Roads Needing Further Travel

Earlier I noted the problem of lines of analysis proliferating rather than optimizing.
While advocating that researchers concentrate their energies on the implementation,
effects, and translation issues discussed above and also believing that BRI analysts
should avoid trying to cover too many BRI topics (which prevents knowledge accu-
mulation), there are several roads that need to be further traveled, partly because, to mix
metaphors, the ship has already sailed with numerous articles, books, and think tank
reports on these themes already having appeared. One route is the study of Chinese
subnational and nonstate actors involved in the BRI. A second ties to the analysis of
Chinese foreign policy. A third relates to research on the BRI and PRC soft power. A
fourth pertains to the study of the BRI, China, and global governance. The fifth links to
the study of the BRI (and China) in the context of certain countries or regions. Another,
which I do not discuss below due to space constraints and a desire for focus, is more
work comparing China’s BRI to the infrastructure endeavors of other countries.
Journeying along these routes has the value not only of enhancing our knowledge
about the MSRI and SREB, but also should enrich debates about Chinese policy
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making, the drivers of Chinese foreign policy, the factors shaping Chinese outward
FDI, Chinese soft power, and China’s impact on international and regional orders.

As many have observed, there are multiple actors involved in the BRI [5, 56, 124].
Focusing just on China, these include Chinese ministries, Chinese policy banks, the
PLA, Chinese subnational actors such as provinces and cities, and Chinese MNCSs,
both SOEs and private. There is almost no work examining carefully the role played by
these entities in influencing the BRI projects, geographic areas (inside and outside
China), and MSRI and SREB realms (e.g., energy, telecommunications, or transporta-
tion) that get attention, the specific policies and projects that are embraced in particular
BRI regions or countries, and the implementation of BRI policies and projects. We also
lack information about how disagreements are resolved, players supervised, and policy
problems rectified. Admittedly, these areas are not easy to investigate given the opaque
nature of the PRC government and the CCP. Regardless, it should be possible to obtain
data with respect to some of these dynamics. Indeed, the ship may be coming in areas
such as the study of Chinese subnational actors and MNCs and the BRI [82, 83, 86].

There is a very rich and large body of theoretical work on Chinese foreign policy. It
tries to identify the players shaping Chinese foreign policy; contemplates the extent to
which individual-level factors such as ideology, culture, and perceptions matter;
ponders the impact of domestic factors such as Chinese state-capitalism, Chinese
nationalism, factions, the PLA, and Chinese public opinion; looks at the role of
systemic factors such as international power balances, global norms, and international
organizations; and assesses the salience of China’s historical relations with the relevant
counterparty, economic interdependencies, and CCP-to-counterparty ties [4, 68, 76,
111, 144-146]. This literature, however, is almost entirely invisible as far as BRI
studies are concerned. This needs to change not just because, as implied above, an
opportunity is foregone to enrich existing debates, but also because past theoretical
work can help researchers identify variables that matter in particular BRI cases.
Furthermore, one can use these existing theoretical tools to explain outcomes witnessed
in particular MSRI and SREB cases.

Turning to the issue of soft power, it seems to be taken for granted that the BRI will
deliver increased soft power for China. While the logic rarely is made explicit, the
thinking seems to be that the BRI casts China in the light of an economic benefactor, a
great power, or public goods provider and thus will bolster is image. Alternatively,
those in a country receiving BRI FDI or a BRI project will view China more positively
because of the scale of such projects, the evidence projects give to China’s ability to
“get things done” at low cost and quickly, and the legitimacy ruling elites derive from
the BRI which allows them to deliver political and economic goods to supporters and
their publics. As with studies about Chinese foreign policy, there is a voluminous
literature on Chinese soft power. One would not know this, though, from perusing
commentary on China, the BRI, and soft power. In any event, those studying this topic
need to, at a minimum, be attentive to the following: the precise conceptualization of
soft power, the development of measures to operationalize it, the aggregation of soft
power effects (which have positive and negative elements), the refined identification of
soft power targets, and the precise measurement of attitudinal change that actually takes
place and its foreign policy effects [16].

China, the BRI, and global governance is another topic garnering continuing
attention. The predominant object of study to date for those studying this theme has
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been the AIIB and its formation. Putting aside the issue of whether or not the AIIB
really is a BRI bank (something that has not been proven), many analysts do not spend
the time to investigate if and how much the AIIB’s norms or structures actually
challenge the existing global order. Indeed, some have shown the challenge is not so
great [84]. More generally, a very serious issue with studies in this vein is that a large
proportion lacks a conceptualization and/or operationalization of the term global
governance. Beyond this, empirical work needs substantial improvement. It often is
implied the BRI is notably affecting global standards based on weak proof such as a
China Daily story that some railway has used “Chinese” hardware, technologies, and
standards or an aspirational statement by a Chinese official that China will use the BRI
to promote Chinese standards [20, 49, 95]. Finally, given that the subject of global
governance is huge covering IGOs, international law, and international norms in realms
such as lending principles, environmental protection, arms proliferation, international
labor standards, and tax, researchers should be cautious about leaping to the conclusion
that what transpires in one realm is indicative of what is transpiring in all. Yet again,
focused studies may be better than grand sweeping ones.

The BRI has its origins in China; China is the locomotive of the project; and China is the
BRI’s track designer, layer, and financier. It does not surprise, therefore, that most write
about the BRI from the China perspective, highlighting China’s goals, China’s funding
mechanisms, and the BRI map according to China. Indeed, where the BRI is concerned, it
would be fair to say that “everyone’s a China specialist.” There are many intriguing tracts by
those with expertise in Southeast Asia, South Asia, Central Asia, Aftica, and the Middle East
yet often there is little in-depth and/or systematic analysis of the goals of BRI participants in
these regions, the domestic and international political and economic factors that drive
decisionmakers in these countries to embrace and implement the BRI, and how the embrace
and/or implementation of the BRI actually has affected participant foreign and domestic
policies (the “project effects’ issue noted earlier) [46, 62, 117]. This is disheartening because
such area specialists have, in concept, the ability to interview participants and exploit local
government documents and media sources in a way that China specialists cannot. Moreover,
they presumably have an awareness of a BRI participant culture, history, language, and/or
context that should enrich our understanding of what is transpiring beyond what a China
specialist could do. The point is hardly that area specialists cannot take the China perspec-
tive, but rather that it is desirable to see more pieces such as Africa in the BRI which are
largely about the latter and not the former. This way area specialists can exploit connectiv-
ities or their comparative advantages.

Conclusion

One goal of this article has been to review and critique the academic literature on the
BRI which continues chugging along, but is at risk of a wreck for reasons extensively
detailed above [21]. A more important purpose is to get the literature on the BRI headed
in a more fruitful direction yielding greater wins. This article began by reflecting on
coverage of some general BRI themes, concluding with some thoughts about ways to
address shortcomings in this coverage. It then turned to a treatment of problems
frequently associated with edited volumes on the BRI, offering suggestions about
how these defects might be surmounted. Following this it delved into the
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implementation issue, a theme commonly addressed, albeit not necessarily well. In
tandem, it noted some ideas for improving research on this topic. The next section of
the article tackled the project effects issue, enumerated various deficiencies seen in
related research, and identified various routes to enhance the literature. Subsequently,
the article looked at the translation issue and stressed the need to make use of insights
from the PENS literature to produce more informative analyses. The final section
looked at several hot areas in the BRI studies field, some of their limitations, and steps
that might be taken to ensure smoothly sailing. In the balance of this section, I look at
this article’s policy and theoretical relevance and then end with some final
observations.

This review and critique is relevant for policymakers because it demonstrates that
the literature on the BRI still has substantial limitations. In light of this, decisionmakers
and policy analysts should be careful about relying unreservedly on all or a subset of
the literature to make judgements about the progress of MSRI and SREB projects, the
political and economic effects flowing from these projects, and the domestic and
foreign policy implications of these effects. More importantly, if circumstances allow,
they should avoid making significant policy choices unless they have access to high-
quality studies or have taken into account fully the shortcomings detailed in this piece.
As far as businesspeople are concerned, the same cautions apply. They should avoid
consequential trade, investment, and operational decisions unless they can exploit
analyses which avoid the enumerated defects or they are fully cognizant of the
literature’s limits. As for scholars, the implications of this article are both positive
and negative. The positive is that there remain many routes where analysts can embark
on more rigorous studies. The negative is that, like the BRI, much hard work will be
needed to bring research projects to full fruition with all the attendant benefits.

The progress of the BRI has become bumpier, even though it continues to move
forward slowly [19]. This is the case for BRI research, too. There are “conductors” as
far as BRI research is concerned, but many publishers, journal and book editors, and
reviewers seem more content with an increasing number of passengers rather than
making sure the research train ends up at its desired destination. The full benefits of
BRI research, however, only will be realized when there is more focused study, more
attention to the infrastructure underpinning social science analysis, better project data
gathering, more connections along the various pathways that analysts have embarked,
and the full use of existing tracks from the diverse realms the BRI encompasses.
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