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Abstract 

Research on geopolitics primarily focuses on nation-state actors and how geographical factors 

affect their policy towards other actors in international relations. The EU, as a non-state actor and 

a normative power, has been understudied through the lens of geopolitics as scholars believed that 

this Union was unlikely to apply geopolitical thinking in their foreign policy. This thesis aims to 

explore to what extent and under what circumstances an actor, notably a non-state actor, applies 

geopolitical theories in the foreign policy. The paper argues that geopolitics theories, both classical 

and critical ones, have been increasingly able to explain the external relations of the EU, 

particularly after 2013 when the Chinese government launched Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

Furthermore, geopolitics theories also add more values to understand the complexity of the EU’ 

foreign policy, given the fact that there is no single theory that can explain it comprehensively. As 

explanatory research, qualitative methods, including discourse analysis, content analysis, and 

process tracing, will be used to examine how the EU has responded to BRI. The thesis first reviews 

the scholarship on geopolitics and EU's foreign policy. Next, it investigates how China applies 

geoplitics in BRI. Last, it focuses on how the geopolitical lens has been used to examine the EU's 

response to BRI. The findings show that geopolitics theories shed light to understand why the EU 

acted more geopolitically towards China. Among geopolitical factors, the infrastructural nature of 

BRI is the main reason why the EU has been adopting a more geopolitical approach towards China 

in the period of 2013-2019.  
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Introduction  

Geopolitics has been considered salient in examining the interactions of two or more actors in 

international relations. However, the existing literature on geopolitics until now primarily focuses 

on the geopolitics of the nation-state, while the non-state actors have been understudied. Therefore, 

the thesis aims to apply the well-known geopolitics theories to a new case, EU-China relations, in 

which one of the actors involved is not a nation-state. It thereby seeks to answer the question, “To 

what extent have the geopolitical theories been applied to the EU's response to China's Belt and 

Road Initiative?” It contributes to the scholarship of geopolitics by applying both classical and 

critical theories to a new case. 

Geopolitics explores how the projection of power in different realms, such as ideological, cultural, 

economic, and military, is influenced by the geographic and political landscape where it operates 

(Flint, 2006). Kelly and other classical geopolitics scholars such as Mackinder (1904) and 

Spykman (1944) emphasize the importance of traditional ideas about territoriality and sovereignty. 

They pointed out that tangible factors, such as borders, locations, population size, infrastructure, 

and resources, are crucial to a nation-state, notably great powers1 with sufficient economic and 

military strengths to increase their influence in the international hierarchy (Schwarzenberger, 

1964, p. 115). In other words, a country is likely to approach a geopolitical approach when it has 

the capacity and ambition to test or change its status in the system.  

Until the late 1990s, critical geopolitics scholars such as Tuathail (1992) and Dalby (1991) 

challenged the simple understanding of geopolitics based on physical factors. They argued that 

 
1 Great power is a complicated concept and there are many definitions of a great power. This thesis uses the 
understanding of great powers of G. R. Berridgeand and J. Young (1988), in which they pointed out that “great powers 

dispose of great power, in particular, great military power”.    



 

geopolitics could be analyzed from both material and discursive perspectives. As such, their 

analysis concerns more about discourses and texts of national leaders, policy-makers, and national 

foreign policy. The critical school became more relevant in the current international politics 

because the West, particularly the EU, has expanded its literal trade agenda and the multilateral 

system. In this system, the authority has been vested in transnational rules and rule-compliance 

rather than coercive physical force.  

Nevertheless, similar to the classical school, critical geopolitics scholars also tend to emphasize 

more the foreign policy of a nation-state actor rather than a non-state one. Only a few of them tried 

to see the EU under the lens of geopolitics (Bachmann, and Sidaway, 2009; Mamadouh, 2020). 

There are two reasons for this. First, the EU is a supranational actor, so identifying its territory, 

borders, and military strength is not evident as a nation-state actor. Secondly, the EU has been 

viewed as a normative power2 in which norm expansion is the main objective of the foreign policy, 

not physical expansion like great powers (Crombois, 2017). Besides, while examining the EU's 

foreign policy, scholars often consider both the approaches of the EU and its member states as a 

part of the supranational and intergovernmental processes. Although the EU is an actor itself, its 

foreign policy is constructed by member states and EU institutions by uploading national interests 

to the EU's foreign policy and downloading European interests to the national foreign policy (Hill 

and Smith, 2017). While other scholars generally examine the EU as a global actor, this research 

explicitly explores the EU's response to China's largest geopolitical project, Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). The study contributes to the knowledge on EU's external relations and understands 

how the EU, as a normative power, adopts a more geopolitical approach.  

 
2 a normative power, or a civilian power. a non-military power: an actor who is committed to pursuing particular 
values and principles in international relations rather than using material incentives or physical force (Duchêne 1972) 



 

The research particularly focuses on the EU's response to China. Within the framework of BRI, 

China started to build railways, ports, roads, and later technology infrastructure in the neighboring 

areas, such as Southeast Asia, South Asia, Central Asia and later reached out to Western Europe 

as the final destination (Cai, 2017). The EU's response to BRI has drawn significant attention from 

researchers on EU-China relations. However, what is lacking in the current literature is whether 

the EU has been becoming more like other powers after the BRI, or it has always been in part 

geopolitical. To answer this puzzle, analyzing the response through a geopolitical lens is needed. 

Since there are several factors and explanations on why and how an actor in IR chooses to adopt 

geopolitical strategies, this research follows an explanatory and qualitative nature to investigate 

which geopolitical variables matter to a supranational actor like the EU. This research uses 

qualitative research methods, namely content analysis, discourse analysis, and process tracing. As 

for content analysis, the thesis will analyze both official documents from China and the EU. 

Regarding discourse analysis, which is particularly useful for critical geopolitics analysis, the 

research will examine the speeches and discourses of politicians on media from both sides, 

particularly Xi Jinping, EU Commissioners, France’s President Emmanuel Macron, and 

Germany's Chancellor Angela Merkel. Lastly, process tracing allows the author to examine 

diagnostic evidence in light of the research question and design.   

Regarding case study selection at the national level, the EU's foreign policy is a two-way process. 

Hence the thesis analyzes the EU's approach to BRI at both the European level and member states' 

level, particularly France and Germany. First, both countries have been playing an essential role 

in the European Union’s foreign policy and calling for a unified China policy. Besides, Germany 

is a normative power, while in contrast, France has been continuing to act as a great power. By 



 

comparing the two different cases, the research contributes to the understanding of the EU's foreign 

policy towards China. 

The thesis proceeds as follows. The first section focuses on two main directions in the literature 

on geopolitics, classical theories, and critical theories, to develop a theoretical framework of 

analysis and explanatory factors. Following this, the second part is the main features of the EU's 

foreign policy, which answers why the thesis will include both foreign policy at two levels, namely 

the European and the national level. The next part investigates the geopolitical features in BRI and 

explains why BRI is the reason for a geopolitical lens being more relevant in the case of EU-China 

relations. Last, the thesis examines the extent to which geopolitics theories have been applied to 

analyze the EU's response to China's BRI. The findings show that geopolitics theories do shed 

light on understanding EU-China relations and the EU's response to China. Among geopolitical 

factors, the infrastructural nature of BRI is the main reason why the EU has been adopting a more 

geopolitical approach towards China in the period of 2013-2019. 

1. Geopolitics: An overview and primary theoretical debates 

Geopolitics is an analysis of the geographic influences on power relationships in international 

relations and foreign policy. It concerns the boundary-drawing practices of states and how they 

define the inside and outside, here and there, domestic and foreign (Flint, 2006, pp. 1-3). 

Throughout history, geography always has a considerable influence on the policy-making process 

of a country. The geopolitical ideology influenced the construction and implementation of 

American policies since World War II, such as George Kennan's War-prevention Strategy. The 

European school and the American school, which emphasize the importance of land power and 

sea power respectively, are two dominant schools in the scholarship of geopolitics.  



 

China has been considered as the typical case for geopolitical studies. China is a great power and 

views itself as the center of the world by defining the center-periphery circle in Chinese 

philosophy. Foreign policy to China, as such, is the tool to draw the line between foreign and 

domestic, and the boundary-producing political performance (Laffey, 2000, pp. 429-433). 

From the 1980s, the concept of critical geopolitics had emerged as classical theories failed to 

address the structural changes at that time. Scholars started to consider geopolitics not only as a 

manifest and legible reality but rather as the social, cultural, and political practice in international 

politics (Walker, 1993). The EU is an essential factor that leads to the theoretical addition of the 

scholarship on geopolitics because it fosters the liberal globalization process and expands the 

concept of territory (Białasiewicz, 2011). 

There are two main types of geopolitical variables. Tangible variables are often linked to the 

classical, realist, traditional theories on geopolitics and hard power. Geographic position, such as 

location, size, topography, rival, borders; military strengths; and resources, including 

infrastructure, population size, human resources, and natural resources, are fundamentals in 

geopolitics. As such, how an actor, whether non-state or state one, uses tangible factors to change 

the existing infrastructure and physical reach in the chessboard is classical school (Brzezinski, 

1997). The second type emerging in critical geopolitics is the intangible variables, including 

technological development, political, economic, and social structure, structural changes in the 

world, and the international strategic position. Examining the intangible aspect is increasingly 

necessary because it helps explain what tangle variables and classical theorists cannot, for 

example, the development of human perception of distance, spaces, and even borders due to 

digitalization and globalization.   



 

1.1. Classical geopolitics theories 

1.1.1. Land power - European School 

The literature on classical geopolitics is divided into two leading schools. As for the European 

school, Mackinder is a leading scholar who creates the Heartland theory. His prediction “Whoever 

governs Eastern Europe owns the ‘Central land’, whoever rules the ‘Central land’ owns the 'World-

Island'” still holds value for foreign policy analysis in the present time (Mackinder, 1904, p. 301). 

The Central land in Mackinder's study stretches from the Volga to Yangtze River, from Himalaya 

to the Arctic Ocean. The ‘World-Island’ includes Asia, Europe, the Middle East, and Africa 

(Brzezinski, 1997, p. 45). States need to conquer the ‘Central land’, which combines the inner 

crescent - China, India, Germany, and Turkey to become the land power in Eurasia. (See Appendix 

no.1) 

Zbigniew Brzeziński (1997) in ‘The Grand Chessboard’ also shares the same view. He believes 

that a country that dominates the Eurasian continent will control Africa and turn the Western 

Hemisphere and Oceania into the periphery. He concludes that geography determines the 

immediate priorities of all states. If the economic, military, and political strength of a country 

steadily increase, its geopolitical interests will go beyond its neighboring areas and its expansion 

strategy will include Central land and World-Island (Brzezinski, 1997, p. 39) 

1.1.2. Sea power - American School 

American scholars focus more on the role of sea power. Sea powers like the U.S. or the U.K. are 

focused more on the ‘outer crescent’ (Sloan, 2008, pp. 16-23). Alfred Mahan, the famous 

American geostrategist, successfully raised awareness of American national leaders about the 

importance of geography in researching and practicing foreign policies. Mahan focuses on the 



 

importance of geography to the balance of power and the role of the sea in national security policy. 

By listing six characteristics of sea power, including geographical location, physical shape, 

territorial extent, population size, characteristics of the people, and characteristics of government, 

he correctly predicted the United States as Britain's geopolitical successor. (Manship, 1964, pp. 

17-28)  

Agreeing with Mahan, the American scholar Nicholas Spykman argues that both land and sea 

power are important. According to Skypkman, Eurasian continental control lay in the management 

of the ‘inner crescent’ - which included continental Europe, the Middle East, South Asia, and East 

Asia. Spykman has since coined the concept of Rimland which encompasses Western Europe, the 

Middle East, South Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Far East. He asserted that “Whoever controls 

‘Rimland’ will control the Eurasian continent, and who controls Eurasia will control the fate of the 

world” (Holmila, 2020, pp. 952-960). (See Appendix no. 2) However, Skykman also noted that 

geography is only one of the materials constituting foreign policy, and geopolitics researchers 

should not assume that foreign policy merely originated from tangible variables. This statement 

leads to the birth of another school in the literature, critical theories. 

1.2. Critical geopolitics 

Gearoid (1996) argued that critical geopolitics does not simply treat geography as the singularly 

important factor affecting foreign policy-making and practices. Rather than just reading the world 

political maps, scholars of this school produce their cultural and political assumptions based on 

the multiplicity of geographical variables. It is true that every foreign policy is shaped by 

geographical location and informed by understanding global geography. Still, today geography is 



 

not a fixed substratum but a historical and social form of knowledge about the Earth (Tuathail, 

1996, 6-13). 

Critical geopolitics is categorized into four main domains: formal, practical, popular, and 

structural geopolitics, in which the role of intellectuals, institutions, diplomats, and other political 

forces shape geopolitical thinking. Former geopolitics of Halford Mackinder focuses on the 

geopolitical thought and geopolitical tradition, in which intellectuals, institutions, and their 

political, cultural contexts play the most crucial role in designing and executing foreign policy. 

Practical geopolitics is all about the everyday practice of foreign policy. It investigates how 

geographical understandings and perceptions shape foreign policy-making and implementation 

processes. Through discourses, practical geopolitics create the identity, geographical and 

historical consciousness not only within the country but also to the international community. 

Thirdly, popular geopolitics refers to the situation in which media in popular culture affect politics, 

and the center of research is the social construction of the identity of the actor and geopolitical 

visions of the politician leaders. Lastly, structural geopolitics examines how structural processes 

and tendencies influence how an actor in IR practices their foreign policies. Notable processes are 

globalization, informationalization, techno-scientific civilization (Tuathail, 1999). 

The framework of critical geopolitics, including the formal (classical) type, will be the core 

framework of analysis because it is essential to know how ideas matter in the perception of 

territory, location, power, etc. Previous research from Chaban et al. (2013) or Nitoiu and Sus 

(2018) pointed out that it is particularly relevant to how this Union constructs its geography and 

borders to give legitimacy to its external relations and norms promotion in other geographical 

spaces (De Zutter, 2010). Hence, the EU has a clear division between ‘us’ and ‘otherness’, and the 

borders of the EU will not be defined by geographical proximity but by norms and values. It means 



 

if a country rejects the EU's values, it will be categorized as ‘others’. China with BRI does not 

align with the EU's preference and norms, which leads to a confrontation between two parties 

physically and ideationally. Many papers are examining the EU's response to this project. Still, 

seemingly not so many scholars tried to view it under the geopolitical lens, as it requires both 

classical and critical theories to understand the complicatedness of Sino-EU bilateral relations. The 

next part, therefore, concerns the development and main characters of EU’s foreign policy to 

investigate whether the EU has always been in part geopolitical but has not spoken out until 2019 

or it has been consistently acting as a pure normative power.  

2. EU’s foreign policy: Development and main features 

2.1. Main characteristics of EU's foreign policy  

There are three major theories in the literature on EU foreign policy, namely Realism, 

Institutionalism, and Social constructivism. In Realism, the changes in power distribution at both 

regional and international levels motivate intra-cooperation in terms of increasing the capacity of 

the EU in projecting power outside Europe and minimizing the influence of the U.S. (Seth, 2007, 

pp. 18-22). However, this approach is criticized because it rules out other factors like economic, 

cultural, and political ones. Regarding the Institutional approach, Smith (2003) pointed out that 

applying realism theories is not sufficient to explain the Common Foreign and Security Policy 

(CFSP) as the EU's foreign policy-making process has not only been affected by external threats 

from major powers in the international system. CFSP has also been constructed by 

institutionalizing habits and patterns in cooperation and consensus between member states and 

requiring their governments to consult and discuss their foreign policies with other EU member 

states rather than executing unilateral actions. The last theoretical stance is social constructivism, 



 

which emphasizes common interests, values, priorities, perceptions on foreign and security issues. 

By sharing the same perceptions, the EU can develop a convergent CFSP to deal with external 

threats. However, it is unclear how to measure or report the strategic and shared value in practice 

(Thomas, 2011, p. 3). Indeed, there are drawbacks in all dominant theories used to explain EU 

foreign policy. Therefore, the author starts to include geopolitics theories in the analysis 

framework, both classical and critical ones, to investigate how EU foreign policy has changed to 

deal with threats and opportunities from outside, in this context, BRI.  

The EU has been identified as a ‘civilian power’ or a ‘normative power’. It means EU's 

attractiveness and power do not come from military strength or other physical means but from its 

norms and values, including a shared sovereignty, rules of laws, liberal trade, and fundamental 

rights of humans. Normative has long been believed as the nature of the EU and its foreign policy 

because it operated based on normative principles (Gerrits, 2009, p. 27).  

There is a commonly accepted concept about the EU's foreign policy, in which scholars view it as 

the linkage between the internal integration and policy-making process versus the external 

dynamics of the international community. The EU is currently considered as one of the economic 

superpowers and a major player in the field of global governance, diplomacy, and soft security. 

Hence the external actions of the Union are comparatively weak in terms of geopolitical issues. 

Furthermore, it is unclear whether the EU operates as an intergovernmental organization or a 

European state in the realm of foreign policy. According to Wallace (1983), it might be something 

between these two statuses; hence the central question in the literature is which functions of a 

nation-state this Union embraces and which functions are distinct from other powers in the system. 



 

The ‘European’ in EU’s foreign policy can be understood as either a supranational or 

intergovernmental process (Tonra, and Christiansen, 2004, p. 39). The European Commission 

(EC) acts on behalf of the member states on many issues related to trade and humanitarian aid. 

Intergovernmental cooperation can include all member states or some member countries such as 

the Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern European Countries (the 17+1 

Framework). Besides, in many negotiations, France, Germany, and the U.K. often take the lead 

throughout the process. Hence, governments of member states need to balance national and shared 

interests. 

Furthermore, all external positions, decisions, and actions of Brussels result from complicated 

interactions in a multilevel mechanism between member states and EU institutions. However, 

except for economic-related policies where member states gave up their authority to the EU, the 

Union has been struggling to develop a common position in other aspects of external actions. Since 

national and European policies have been developing simultaneously, member states rarely want 

to give up their control on critical issues like security.  

Therefore, first, CFSP is a two-way process, namely uploading and downloading. Apart from the 

top-down process where member countries are urged to adapt their foreign policies based on the 

common demands in a non-legally binding way, they also take advantage of their participation in 

CFSP to include their national interests. Uploading the national preferences into the supranational 

levels requires an extension of geographical scope in national foreign policy. This is particularly 

true in the case of the major players like Germany or French which have a significant influence on 

the EU's foreign policy-making process. For instance, Germany always tries to include military 

crisis management, while France reengages Indo Pacific in the European agenda (Miskimmon, 

2007, pp. 64-68). Because of these differences, the Franco-German tandem has always been a 



 

complicated relationship. On the one hand, they both have great motivation in fostering EU 

integration as in the joint text signed by French Foreign Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault and Federal 

Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier in 2016, ‘Our two countries share a common destiny 

and a common set of values [...] We will therefore move further towards political union in Europe 

and invite the other Europeans to join us in this endeavor’ (Federal Foreign Office, 2016). On the 

other hand, each of them has been trying to embed their interests in the common policy, and most 

of the time their national interests are not aligned with each other. However, the UK's referendum 

on its EU membership in 2016 is a turning point for the German-Franco relations and for the EU. 

First, it undermines the image of a united union and the ability to act as one toward external parties. 

Besides, Brexit also weakens the EU's values, as the reasons for leaving the EU of the UK are what 

the EU claimed as their values, including the lack of accountability, lack of democracy, and lack 

of representativeness (Lehne, 2021). It both narrows down the border of the EU physically and 

challenges its notions of borders and territory based on norms and values. Therefore, it brings these 

two countries closer to deal with internal instability and external threats, notably from China. The 

year 2016 indeed marks a significant change in the EU's approach to ‘otherness’, which leads to 

the adoption of a more geopolitical foreign policy.  

It leads to the second characteristic, reflexive. Throughout history, the EU tended to respond 

reflexively to an external threat. Gourevitch's (1978) concept of ‘The Second Image Reversed’ is 

also related to this character. The main argument refers to the fact that the participation of the EU 

in global affairs has had huge influences on the internal process and dynamics. That is the reason 

why it took time for the EU to coordinate an increasingly assertive and coherent response to BRI. 

For instance, the EU Global Strategy (2016) proves that EU leaders finally realized the importance 

of security and defense capacity to act as a credible member of the global community and thereby 



 

adopted a geopolitical approach towards other actors in the system. Certainly, it was a significant 

shift in the self-image of the Union, from a normative power to a more political power whose 

external actions have been guided by ‘principled pragmatism’ (European Union, 2016, p. 8). 

Furthermore, the continuing enlargement has extended the geographical scope and led to new 

items in the foreign policy agenda. In a broader sense, the European idea consistently links to the 

(re)making and space claiming action, and a big part of the EU's foreign policy is to turn less 

European spaces into entirely European areas. Therefore, European ideas, norms, and values play 

an essential role in shaping foreign policy (Hill and Smith, 2017, 3-21). That is why later when 

China started to increase its influence in Europe and project its values, primarily through 

investment and trade, within the territory of member states, it posed a severe threat to the EU not 

only in terms of tangible and material factors but also the spatial idea of the Union. 

In general, it can be concluded that although the EU has traditionally tried to deny all types of 

geopolitical interests and realpolitik, its foreign policy still embraces some geopolitical characters, 

which were gradually revealed when dealing with the geopolitical ambitions of China. The EU has 

its own geopolitical area and space, and at the same time, promotes its interests and norms to the 

less European spaces. Nitoiu and Sus (2018) in their article about the EU’s Neighborhood Policy 

called it a ‘soft version of geopolitics’, in which territory and space are still salient to EU leaders, 

but the ultimate goal of EU's foreign policy is to advance its norms originated from its spatiality. 

Moreover, not all member states see benefits from behaving as a normative power and try to upload 

geopolitical interests to the common policy. In light of that, the next part examines whether the 

EU's foreign policy towards China before the announcement of BRI in 2013 represents all of the 

above-mentioned characteristics?  



 

2.2. EU's foreign policy towards China before 2013 

Before Xi Jinping was elected as the President of China, the EU's approach towards China can be 

considered normative, and it is hard to detect any geopolitical character when it comes to the policy 

on China. First, the dominant characteristic of bilateral relations was cooperative rather than 

competitive, with economic cooperation located in the center of partnership. Secondly, without 

BRI, the reach of China to Europe was weak, and China at that time did not have sufficient power 

and resources to challenge the current system, norms and values created by the West.  

During the 2000s, the relationship was in a honeymoon period because of the speed and level of 

engagement. In the high-level strategic document in 2006, a Communication from the European 

Commission to the European Parliament emphasized the ‘Closer Partners, Growing 

Responsibilities between two stakeholders’. The EU at that time supported the domestic transition 

of China towards a more open and plural society with the hope of turning China into a more 

European space (European Commission, 2001). 

However, from 2009, bilateral relations gradually went down. During this phase, economic 

benefits were the main driver of EU-China bilateral cooperation, in which the EU provided China 

with capital and technology, and China in return provided cheap labor and low-priced goods. 

However, the two parties increasingly competed with each other, as the overlap in exports has 

increased from 15% to 35% in just ten years. Therefore, the relationship had turned into a balancing 

act between competition and cooperation (Brown, 2016). Moreover, the EU leaders believed that 

the EU and China shared a similar view in multilateralism and some global affairs, such as climate 

change, counterterrorism, and peace-building.  

The political leaders in the EU also became increasingly skeptical about the rise of China not only 

in terms of economic development but also in other fields. Unlike the U.S., Beijing was perceived 



 

as a challenge now after the EU realized that it was nearly impossible to impose European values 

and norms because China has a very different history, culture, political system, and type of market. 

As James Hoge has pointed out, integrating China into the existing order will be far more 

challenging than Japan years ago (Hoge, 2010, p. 74). Besides, two parties might agree on 

sustaining the current rule-based order and promoting multilateralism, yet how China and the EU 

understood these concepts and how the political leaders aimed to achieve them are also 

incompatible. The EU defined multilateralism as the rule-based management of economic 

interdependence and political integration, notably the sovereignty of supranational organizations. 

At the same time, Beijing only prioritized the national sovereignty and integrity of national 

territory (François, and Vasselier, 2017). It reflects the classical geopolitics way of thinking of the 

Chinese government and a starting point for the EU to expand the European space to its 

neighborhood. 

Another milestone that signaled the significant change in the relationship is the Cooperation 

between China and Central and Eastern European Countries (China-CEE or 17+1 Framework) 

(Ministry of Culture and Republic of Lithuania, 2021). which was established in 2012 in Warsaw 

to foster cooperation between China and CEE countries. This mechanism became the starting point 

of China's divide and rule strategy in BRI, and touched on the core interest of the EU, including 

the European spatial expansion to the East and the EU's unity.  

It can be concluded that the EU's foreign policy towards China still followed the normative 

orientation and did not reveal geopolitical characteristics much. Therefore, the empirical analysis 

will examine how BRI as a geopolitical strategy of a great power affects the EU and triggers the 

geopolitical part in its foreign policy. 



 

3. Methodological approach and rationales for methods selections 

The thesis discusses research design, including methods selections and data sources, before 

moving to empirical analysis. Given the scholarship on geopolitics and the EU's foreign policy, it 

can be seen that the EU-China relationship is not a typical case that is usually examined in 

geopolitics studies. Since it is understudied, the research will be explanatory and qualitative to 

investigate the current manifestation of the EU’s response to China’s BRI. Qualitative methods 

bring significant advantages to the internal validity and deep scope of the proposition. It embraces 

the diversities and variations of different geopolitical factors that force the EU to act more like 

other powers. It is, thereby, helpful in generating uncovered and unexpected hypotheses in the 

findings. There are three qualitative methods in this thesis, namely content analysis, discourse 

analysis, and process tracing.  

Firstly, regarding document analysis, the research reviews and evaluates related documents, 

including joint statements, background papers, books, journals, maps, reports from both China and 

the EU. From the China side, the thesis primarily examines official documents under the 

framework, notably contents related to the EU and its member states. These historical documents 

contain maps, as well as documents adopted within the China-CEE framework, such as the 

Dubrovnik Guidelines for Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern European 

Countries (2019). From the EU’s side, the most critical documents are ‘Elements for a New EU 

Strategy on China’ (2016), ‘EU-China - A Strategic Outlook’ (2019), along with other documents 

such as ‘EU's Global Strategy’ (2016), ‘EU-Asia Connectivity Strategy’ (2018), and other 

documents from European institutions. Regarding bilateral documents, ‘Joint Statements of EU-

China Summit’ from 2010 to 2019 are analyzed to track the changes in the relations.  



 

The second method is discourse analysis, which is also particularly useful in critical geopolitics. 

The thesis concerns official speeches, declarations, diplomatic documents, interviews, and 

newspapers as data sources. Notably, speeches, declarations, and interviews of China's President 

Xi Jinping, EU Commissioners, France's President Emmanuel Macron, and Chancellor of 

Germany, Angela Merkel, are the focus of the analysis. 

Last, in terms of processing tracing, the research examines a wide variety of evidence in light of 

the research question. This is particularly useful in both classical and critical geopolitics. By using 

it, the research aims to understand why there are changes in the EU's response to BRI throughout 

the 2013-2019 period, particularly in trade-investment, infrastructure, and politics-security - the 

three key domains in Sino-EU bilateral relations. 

4. Geopolitics of China's BRI and its impacts on the European Union  

4.1. Geopolitical narratives in the changing China’s foreign policy  

Since 2013, China, under the leadership of Xi, has made significant changes in foreign policy. 

BRI, as a multi-continent and multi-ocean infrastructure strategy, reflects the increasing ambition 

of the Chinese government in strengthening its control over Eurasia3. Several Sinologists believe 

China does not aim to completely reorganize the existing geopolitical structure to foster economic 

growth and domestic stability (Sahan, and Sefika, 2017; Colin, and Zhang, 2019). Yet, many 

researchers, especially geopolitics scholars, have another way to explain this phenomenon. 

 
3 Eurasia in the thesis refers to Asia and Europe spaces, stretching from Portugal to the Bering Strait, from Lapland 
to Malaysia in the Grand Chessboard of Zbigniew Brzeziński (1998) 



 

First, the rise of China currently, according to Beeson and Li (2015, p. 94), is instead a re-

emergence. Throughout history, apart from ‘hundred years of shame’ colonized by the West, this 

country has been the most important center of trade and had huge impacts on Asian countries in 

terms of culture and politics (Beeson, 2009, p. 98). In the past, Deng Xiaoping had to announce 

the strategic guideline in which China needed to hide capacities and bide time to avoid conflict 

with the U.S., prevent the risk of being encircled by other countries and create rooms for economic 

development and social stability. Three decades later, along with China's re-emergence, Xi Jinping 

confirmed in the media that Beijing moved away from the low-profile foreign policy and started 

to follow the ‘fenfa youwei’ (striving for achievement) strategy in foreign policy (Xi,  2013). Later, 

in 2014, the Chinese President asserted that China is now a major power (Jun, 2014). 

Applying the geopolitical lens, it can be seen that geopolitics theories, particularly the classical 

land power theory and sea power theory, have been guiding the foreign policy of China. In 1904, 

Mackinder predicted that China would become a threat to existing great powers, as China had both 

sufficient resources and advantages to become a land power and sea power. With a 9,000-mile 

temperate coastline and many favorable natural seaports, China has the great potential to serve the 

next sea and land great power (Mackinder, 1969). Indeed, a century after, Beijing is expanding its 

influence on the sea and land from Asia to Europe and Africa. 

Second, it is necessary to understand the Sinocentric concept called ‘The Middle Kingdom’. 

During the feudal period, the kings of Chinese dynasties perceived China as the center of the world, 

and the surrounding countries were vassal states. Later, those thoughts still seemed to be present 

in maps of the People's Republic of China, in which Central Asia, East Asia, and Southeast Asia 

were claimed as lost territory. It re-established the logic of past feudal maps by zoning neighboring 

territories as part of China's ‘Jiangshan’ (Territory). Beijing's 1927 map listed 15 ‘vassal states’, 4 



 

‘territorial concessions’, and 14 ‘lost maritime territories’. Some of them, like Hong Kong and 

Macau, actually belong to present-day China. Yet, the rest, including Southeast Asia, Central Asia, 

Korea, Far East Russia, and small countries of the Himalayas in South Asia, are not (Callahan, 

2009, pp. 142-150). This affects both Chinese conceptions of sea and land, as well as its ambitions 

to extend their influences to neighboring areas of Central Asia, which is Europe. That is why the 

ending points of both the Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) and the New Maritime Silk Road 

(NMSR) are in Europe (Le Corre, 2020). 

On the one hand, European scholars of land school power often focus on the role of the border 

areas in foreign policy and national security strategy. China in the past had to follow the ‘Hide and 

bide’ strategy to avoid encirclement from neighboring countries. That is why with BRI, China has 

been trying to take control by establishing new infrastructure to avoid the risk of being encircled 

again. Furthermore, the strength and size of the army are important to a land power. China's army 

power is also overgrowing in both quality and quality. Overall, until 2020, the People's Liberation 

Army Army (PLAA) is the most significant standing ground force globally with more than 900000 

active-duty personnel. In terms of military equipment, China has 6300 battle tanks and 78 

combined arms. Beijing's military modernization has also taken place very rapidly to keep pace 

with expansionist policies. In short, China is now a land power in the international system based 

on the size and quality of the national army (Office of the Secretary Defense, 2020, pp. 38-43). 

On the other hand, American researchers primarily examine the new way of thinking of the sea 

power of China. Empirical findings prove that China is continuing the path of great powers in 

history by modernizing naval power. China has adjusted its maritime strategic objectives based on 

Mahan's doctrine on the influence of sea power on the great power status (Seth, and Arthur, 2013). 

Dynasties in history only included coastal waters, contiguous zones, and exclusive economic zones 



 

in their definition of the sea. In the late 19th century, it started to notice the benefits of international 

sea routes and ocean resources. Currently, the People's Liberation Army Navy has been building 

its sea power by letting the navy patrol the sea, exploit marine resources, protect critical maritime 

routes, and impede the ability of adversary navies. China currently has the largest navy in the world 

with 350 ships, submarines. Furthermore, it also facilitates shipbuilding and modernization 

projects, including aircraft carriers of the People's Liberation Army Air Force and land-based 

nuclear and missile forces of the Rocket Force (Office of the Secretary Defense, 2020, pp. 2-8). 

Accessing the military and security development of China, particularly the technological 

development, Beijing clearly aims to realize its geopolitical and global ambitions not only in the 

economic realm but also in security and infrastructure. 

Lastly, Eurasia has become increasingly salient in the foreign policy of China, and BRI was 

described as China's Eurasian pivot (Zhang, 2017, p. 295), a Eurasian power (Mayer, 2018), or 

China’s Eurasian Century (Rolland, 2017). Eurasia, in many research papers, refers to the whole 

continental land including Asia and Europe from a geographical perspective (Zheng, 2020). The 

key concept of BRI is connectivity, in which the SREB, NMSR, and Digital Silk Road aim to link 

a network of roads, railways, sea routes, and technology infrastructure respectively. Notably, 

China has been trying to improve digital connectivity by establishing the 5G infrastructure to 

overcome the drawbacks of hard infrastructure.  

To conclude, China’s BRI does embrace outstanding geopolitical characters in the literature of 

classical geopolitics and some of the classical geopolitics. In the multilateral system and 

globalization era where territory and spaces have been considered less important, China has 

brought classical geopolitics to the attention of researchers and policy-makers. This time, the 

impacts of China do not limit within Asia, but also to other regions across the world. Europe is 



 

one of the essential parts of Eurasia; hence the EU-China has been affected significantly since 

the launch of BRI. The next part explicitly focuses on how the EU has been involved in BRI 

projects and how BRI makes geopolitics more relevant in the case of EU-China relations.  

4.2. The EU’s involvement in BRI projects: China's geopolitical approach towards a 

normative power 

There are three main types of projects within the framework of BRI, including investment-trade, 

infrastructure, and diplomacy. All of them have security and political implications on the EU and 

its member states. The research will apply geopolitics theories to detect the geopolitical factors in 

bilateral relations and examine which factors lead to the changes in the EU's policy on China.   

It is worth mentioning that China, since 2013, has been trying to increase influence on both the 

EU and its member states. The umbrella approach of Beijing’s policy towards the EU is ‘pick and 

choose’. China has been trying to ‘divide and rule’ by developing the bilateral relationship with 

each member state rather than the EU as a political actor, as well as to work on its interests and 

neglect EU norms. By doing so, China can avoid confronting the EU directly and keep sensitive 

issues off the dialogues (Godement, and Vaisselier, 2017).  

First, regarding trade, before 2020, Beijing was currently the second-biggest trading partner of the 

EU (Lo, 2021), yet the nature of EU-China trade is problematic. With BRI, China has been able to 

improve further the connectivity between the two continents and the flow of goods by land, sea, 

and air in Eurasia, where China is located at the center. However, since China's goods and 

investment flow into the EU market, it has not only increased the physical connectivity between 

member states but simultaneously deepened the internal rift between them. Some countries, such 



 

as Germany, benefited from BRI projects, but many others received fewer benefits and even faced 

trade deficits (European Parliament, 2020, pp. 6-17).  

Moreover, the fundamental difference is that while the EU sees its power in the regulation of 

products sold, China seeks technical knowledge and technological transfer gained in return for 

their market access. Due to the differences in rules, cultures, and expectations, there is a clash 

between the cores of market economies. China's Vice Foreign Minister Fu Ying remarks that CEE 

countries have the ideal procedures for Chinese government and companies, while the EU 

economic norms and values are hindering Chinese investment (Embassy of the People's Republic 

of China in The Republic of Bulgaria, 2011). China, by forcing foreign companies to conduct 

technology transfers and move their servers and storage to the territory of China, can create its 

own trade rules; and most of the Chinese regulations are different from the commonly accepted 

UN trade laws. As authority now vested in rule-compliance, especially rules and norms led by the 

EU, Beijing has intangibly reshaped the EU's space in the trade realm.  

Second, in terms of infrastructure investment, China has constantly been investing in infrastructure 

and transportation projects. Until early 2020, among more than 150 members of BRI, seventeen 

EU member states, eleven of which are CEE countries, joined the BRI. The 17+1 Initiative 

between China and these countries operates independently from the EU to strengthen the influence 

of China on EU members and candidates, as well as the ability to act unilaterally towards China-

related issues. This is where classical geopolitics theories are applied perfectly. 

Starting to implement NMSR and SREB, China does not hide its ambition in becoming both land 

and naval power. Major companies like Cosco Shipping Ports and China Merchants Port Holdings 

have purchased stakes in several ports of European countries, notably in CEE, such as Piraeus in 



 

Greece, Valencia in Spain, Zeebrugge in Belgium, Rotterdam in the Netherlands (Mayer, 2018, p. 

166). Statistically, China’s state-owned enterprises own roughly 10% of European port capacity 

(Johnson, 2018). Ports controlled by China allow China to affect the maritime trade routes and 

arteries between Asia and Europe. It is still uncertain whether China can turn infrastructure 

ownership into a military base. Nevertheless, so far, this is the most visible manifestation of 

Chinese geopolitical ambitions. 

Regarding investment in transport on land, in the Vision and Actions document, China states that 

the main focus of BRI is the Eurasian Land-Bridge and China-Europe corridor (China National 

Development and Reform Commission, 2015). The 17+1 framework also allows China to launch 

the Trans-European Transport Network and New Eurasian Land Bridge, as well as new pipelines 

across Central Asia to sustain the energy demand of China. Not only hard infrastructure like 

railways but the Digital Silk Road also provides financial loans with investment in the technology 

sector, which will strengthen the land power of China within Europe physically and affect the EU's 

space. Among all the technological infrastructure suppliers, Huawei, a communication and mobile 

phone corporation, has penetrated markets in almost all EU countries. However, technology in 

China's FDI is not limited to investment, but it is also related to defense and security, which blur 

the line between civilian and military purposes. It raises a question related to security as hardware 

and software produced by this company can track data and access customers' voices (McCaleb, 

and Szunomar, 2017). It reflected structural geopolitics in which China adapted its strategy based 

on the 4th Industrial Revolution to redraw the geopolitical map. Hence, it has a significant impact 

on the EU as it traditionally took advantage of foreign direct investment to promote the Western 

norms and values across the world and turn less European countries into entire European spaces. 



 

Lastly, when it comes to diplomacy, China has caught up with the EU in terms of using the media 

to construct its national identity and space. After 2013, Xi Jinping declared many times in 

international dialogues and media that China will ‘become a global leader in composite national 

strength and international influence’ (Zhang, 2017). It is linked to the intangible factor of its 

geopolitics strategy, international strategic position. However, although China has made several 

commitments in their discourses and in international dialogues to sustain the rules-based, yet 

Beijing has never signed anything legally binding. Therefore, the EU leaders still consider China 

as the ‘otherness’, no matter how Chinese national leaders and diplomats declare that they want to 

sustain multilateralism. 

Furthermore, the 17+1 Framework reflects perfectly the geopolitical thinking of the ‘divide and 

rule’ strategy of China. This platform started with a business forum in Budapest in 2011 and was 

later formally held in Poland. Although it has been branded as a multilateral forum, it focuses on 

the bilateral meetings between China and each member. Additionally, Beijing created a track-two 

diplomacy China, the China-CEEC Think Tanks Network, reflecting the formal geopolitics branch 

in critical geopolitics. There are special BRI projects for the participating countries, such as 

railways in Macedonia which connect Greece, Hungary, Serbia (Chang, and Pike, 2018, pp. 318-

325). Port deals and infrastructure-building projects already lead to the political concession and 

goodwill of many EU member states. For example, Czech Republic became less vocal on the 

Tibetan issue, or Slovenia supported China's position in the South China Sea issue (Johnson, 2018). 

The newest member of the 17+1 Initiative, Greece, blocked the EU statement on the Chinese 

human rights record in 2017. Hungary, one of the largest recipients of China's investment, has 

blocked several statements on China (Emmott, and Koutantou, 2017). 



 

It can be witnessed that China has been applying geopolitical thinking vastly in different fields 

that are closely related to each other and have substantial impacts on the EU's security, economy, 

and unity. Among the factors mentioned above, infrastructure is seemingly the most obvious 

evidence of the geopolitical nature of BRI and the geopolitical ambitions of Beijing the most, as it 

has been reshaping the material reach and range of China and forcing the EU to alter its response 

to BRI. The next part examines how the EU, without the military strength of a great power, together 

with its two important member states, Germany and France, react to BRI.  

5. EU's response to BRI: An analysis from a geopolitical perspective 

Previously, references to geopolitical interests were very few in official documents of the EU. The 

increasingly important role of the EU in the international stage and the establishment of EEAS and 

the EU High Representative in late 2009 have helped the EU achieve the foreign policy goals 

easier than before. However, many of them are not considered normative goals but geopolitical 

goals. For example, the spatial planning of leaders in Brussels typically has the Europeanization 

motivation behind it. This notion perfectly fits with the core of critical geopolitics which treats 

geography as a historical and social form of knowledge, not based on the physical substratum 

(Tuathail, 1999, pp. 107-120). 

Furthermore, the EU by expanding liberal trade agenda and constantly turning less European 

spaces into entirely European ones. Structural changes like globalization or techno-scientific 

civilization have developed the understanding of territory. The EU with its market power proves 

that authority is vested more in transnational rules and rule-compliance than any coercive force. 

Therefore, if China brings back classical geopolitics, the EU has been an actor that applies critical 

geopolitics well, even when it completely avoided the term ‘geopolitics’ until 2019. Analyzing the 



 

EU-China relations also leads to how different critical and classical schools view geographical 

elements and revisit key concepts in geopolitics.  

As examined in the EU’s foreign policy section, although the thesis aims to expand the application 

of geopolitics from a nation-state actor, to a non-state actor, analysis of the EU’s foreign policy as 

an intergovernmental actor and supranational actor still requires consideration of its member states. 

The research selects two members with two different approaches in their foreign policies, namely 

Germany and France. First, these are the two countries that have significant influences on the 

Union. Second, they are the most different cases because France has never given up the idea of 

great power and geopolitics while Germany identifies itself as a civilian power rather than a 

geopolitical power. 

5.1. EU’s response to BRI - an increasingly geopolitical approach at the European level  

It is argued that the EU always has a geopolitical part in its policy; hence the geopolitical project 

like BRI is likely to develop the geopolitical dimension in EU's foreign policy, at least towards 

China. By examining the EU's response in the same domains, the thesis will be able to understand 

the extent to which the EU adopts a geopolitical approach like other powers in the system. 

Until the end of 2019, the most comprehensive and direct response of Brussels to BRI is the 

announcement of ‘Connecting Europe and Asia - Building Blocks for an EU Strategy’ in 2018, 

which focuses on transportation, energy, and digital networks (European Commission, 2018). In 

this document, EU leaders committed to strengthening the relationships of its neighboring 

countries and Asian partners in three ways, namely a) transport corridors and digital links, b) 

partnerships for connectivity-based commonly agreed rules and standards enabling better 

governance of flows of goods, people, capital and services; and c) address the sizeable investment 



 

gaps through improved mobilization of resources, reinforced leveraging of EU’s financial 

resources and strengthened international partnership (European Commission, 2018, p. 7). From 

those three pillars, it is evident that the EU is competing with the key areas in BRI, namely 

infrastructure, trade, and investment. European Commission aims to limit the massive investment 

in the infrastructure of Beijing, which can potentially turn into political independence and 

reluctance to issue a common position on issues related to China. It will also prevent China from 

encircling the territory of member states and redraw the geopolitical chessboard in Europe. 

Moreover, it also shows the concern of Brussels on the geoeconomics impact of flows of goods 

through land and sea routes and its determination to come up with a joint agreement in the 

principles on investment. In general, this connectivity strategy represents the idea of geopolitics, 

in which the EU started to compete on the same chessboard with China. 

The analysis will follow the exact key domains of EU-China. First, trade-investment is arguably 

the only field the EU can deliver unified actions and tangible outcomes because member states 

handle their powers and authorities to the EU. Furthermore, the EU has been using its economic 

power to promote European norms and values in other countries, regardless of their location and 

geographical proximity. Hence, the EU has to prioritize the protection of authority in this field. 

From 2018, FDI from China started to decelerate, partially because EU member states improved 

their national screening mechanism (Skala-Kuhmann, 2019). The EU also considered China an 

“economic competitor in the pursuit of technological leadership” in the 2019 EU-China - A 

strategic outlook document. Economic interest was the center of the bilateral EU-Sino relations, 

yet the EU has taken a more aggressive step towards China by labeling it the ‘economic 

competitor’.  Follow that, Phil Hogan, Trade Commissioner in early 2020, stated that due to the 

“complex web of challenges in relation to trade and geopolitics”, the EU will frame a ‘coherent 



 

European strategy for dealing with China’ and be more ‘assertive in promoting our values and 

defending our interest’ (European Commission, 2020). Geopolitics started to be mentioned 

officially, reflecting the shift in EU foreign policy from a normative power geopolitical actor, not 

only in actions but also in their discourses. It is in line with how both parties understand 

geopolitics. China focuses on traditional territory and physical expansion, so infrastructure 

represents its geopolitical ambitions in the most obvious way. On the contrary, the EU is able to 

expand its space through trade and investment; hence this is the first thing the EU has to protect, 

and perhaps also the only thing the EU can adopt a relatively unified approach.  

Second, in terms of infrastructure, the EU has not developed a common and effective approach 

towards BRI. Only until 2018 in the EU-China Summit that EU leaders begin to mention the 

determination to ‘continue to forge synergies between BRI and the EU’s initiatives, including the 

EU Investment Plan and extended Trans-European Transport Networks, and to promote 

cooperation in hardware and software connectivity’, which raise hopes for a more geopolitical and 

assertive towards infrastructure projects of China (European Council, 2018, p. 3). However, no 

concrete projects operated within this platform, leading to the criticism of the rhetoric nature of 

the EU's statement. 

Seemingly, technology infrastructure is the only type of infrastructure the EU has built with 

concrete and tangible responses. The EU launched investment screening to regulate any investment 

related to technology to ensure security and public order, in the ‘a foreign direct investment is 

likely to affect projects or programs of Union interest’ (EUR-Lex, 2019). Technology becomes the 

key to evaluate the implications on the stability and security of the EU member states. As such, 

EU leaders and national leaders both call for a common position in the cybersecurity of technology 

infrastructure. From a diffuse approach towards China's tech companies and tech-related 



 

conditions in investment and business, in March 2018, MEPs finally adopted the EU Cybersecurity 

Act to deploy actions at the EU level on Chinese cybersecurity threats (European Parliament, 

2019). By doing so, the EU can prevent the growth in the physical reach and range of Beijing in 

Europe. 

Viewing these two fields from the geopolitical perspective, the EU certainly realizes the 

geopolitical implications of China's trade policy and investment loans on security. However, 

instead of using the same geopolitical mindset and strategy in classical theories, Brussels uses 

practical, popular, and structural geopolitics in critical approaches. It means the EU focuses more 

on geopolitical discourses on media and everyday practice of foreign policy to deter the influence 

of BRI and draw a clear boundary between China as an external actor and CEE countries as a part 

of the Union. It is because the EU lacks fundamental characteristics, resources, and legitimacy to 

fully apply classical geopolitics in their response to BRI. 

Last, in terms of politics and diplomacy, Brussels finally named China a ‘systemic rival promoting 

alternative models of governance’ in 2019 (European Commission, 2019a, p. 2). This is another 

evidence that the EU leaders believe China is leaning towards a great power way of thinking. 

However, the EU still struggles to find a common approach to counter China's efforts in BRI 

mainly due to the 17+1 framework. It has been trying to portray China as the ‘otherness’. The EU 

should coordinate all EU member states in this framework to ensure that everything is ‘in line with 

EU law, rules and policies and that the overall outcome is beneficial for the EU as a whole’ 

(European Commission, 2016, p. 4). However, there is still little progress from the EU institutions 

tackling the core-periphery cleavage, notably when Hungary still blocks any negative statements 

of the Union related to China. Nevertheless, given that Poland and the Czech Republic became 



 

more critical of China, and other countries began to be worried more about the geopolitical 

implications on their security (Lau, 2021). 

Furthermore, the EU consistently emphasizes the rule of laws and multilateralism in all the joint 

statements of the EU-China Summit as a condition to sustain the cooperation between BRI and 

EU's Connecting Europe and Asia ‘The EU and China reaffirm [...] their commitment to 

multilateralism, and respect for international law and fundamental norms governing international 

relations, with the United Nations (UN) at its core’ (European Commission, 2019b, p. 1). It 

demonstrates the consistency in the EU’s approach, but it also shows that the EU understands 

China is not adhering to the fundamental values in governance, trade, and values of the EU, and 

there is the need to engage China in the system to minimize its geopolitical ambitions.   

It can be concluded that the EU has been acting more geopolitically, notably in investment 

screening and cybersecurity. Its response to BRI has gradually become a more concrete, unified, 

and defensive approach. Nevertheless, since the EU identifies itself as a normative power and does 

not embrace the characters and resources of a nation-state, its response indeed reflects critical 

geopolitics rather than classical geopolitics like China. In the light of that, how do Germany and 

France, two major players in the EU, and also the most prominent economic partners of China, 

conduct their foreign policy from a geopolitical viewpoint? 

5.2. German and French foreign policy - the national responses to BRI  

First, it is worth mentioning that both Germany and France agreed that it would be better to focus 

on EU-China relations rather than bilateral agreements to respond to BRI projects. Both French 

and German national leaders reaffirmed in 2018 that they would not deal with BRI on a bilateral 

basis. In the economic realm, German Economy Minister Peter Altmaier delivers a similar point 



 

as the Trade Commission, in which he calls for a supranational framework with China when it 

comes to trade, investment, and multilateralism. Germany also emphasizes the common 

connectivity strategy, in which the EU can compete with the new infrastructure investment of 

Beijing in Central and Eastern Europe (Daly, 2019). France, similar to Germany, consistently calls 

for a joint response to BRI based on the principle of ‘strong multilateralism’ and ‘fair and balanced’ 

trade. Macron in the EU meeting 2019, asserted that the ‘time of European naïveté’ in China had 

come to an end because ‘for many years we had an uncoordinated approach and China took 

advantage of our divisions’ (cited in Fuentes, 2019). It is a firm declaration that Paris is adapting 

to China's ‘new WTO’ project by acting more geopolitically. (Godement and Wacker, 2020). 

However, their national approaches to China are still different. Many theories can explain this 

phenomenon, and the thesis argues that the fundamental difference is the contrast between a 

normative power and a great power. 

5.2.1. Germany’s normative approach 

As a country that applied geopolitics thinking well in the last century, it is not hard for Berlin to 

realize the real aims of China behind massive infrastructure buildings to create the Middle 

Kingdom in Eurasia. However, Germany today is acting differently than it did in the past, as it 

avoids direct and similar confrontation through applying the same geopolitical thinking as Beijing 

does. Germany has been trying to multilateralizing its approach by working with China more in 

multilateral and supranational framework, not only the EU, but also AIIB, OSCE, and G20. Merkel 

claimed that the EU-China relationship was the top priority of her government, and she aimed to 

keep a ‘crucial, constructive’ dialogue with China. The German leader sticks with the 

rapprochement that by deepening economic relations with the West, Beijing might move towards 

liberalism and respect to the EU's norms and values (The Federal Chancellor, 2020). 



 

It leads to the second salient aspect, economic cooperation. Both Beijing and Berlin have the 

economic power to pursue their interests. However, while China has been using its economic 

power to challenge the current norms and trade rules, Germany, in contrast, does not deploy a 

similar approach like BRI to gain great power status (Kundnani, 2011). That is why European 

Union is salient to Germany in sustaining its national interests because the EU has been promoting 

its values and norms as the normative power to gain more space.  

Besides, Berlin also actively advocates for EU-China connectivity to avoid negative impacts and 

diffusion in investment recipients from various European countries, together with the new working 

group on Eurasian connectivity under the EEAS (Harnisch, 2017). From 2016 onwards, the 

German government eventually became more skeptical towards the geopolitical projects and 

realized how dangerous the investment from China could be not only to national security but also 

to the EU. Nevertheless, the economic values from investment and projects of BRI are so 

significant that Germany itself has been struggling in managing to restrict the rise of China’s 

influence within the country, not to mention the whole Union. Germany currently makes up 50 

percent of EU exports to China; hence the economic interdependence is significant (Ciesielska-

Klikowska, 2018, pp. 102-105). The largest ports in this country, namely Hamburg and DuisPort, 

have expressed Germany’s interest in cooperating with China since early 2017. In terms of 

railways, several railways were established between two countries, for example, Hamburg 

Zhengzhou in 2013 or Nuremberg - Chengdu railway link in 2015 (Gaspers, 2016). That is why 

Germany has been hesitant to vocalize against China. 

Moreover, rather than having a consistent political stance on the Chinese 5G network, Berlin has 

chosen a two-part assessment mechanism that still allows China technology suppliers to operate 

in its territory. Even though Nils Schmid, foreign policy spokesman for the Social Democrats, 



 

reaffirmed the decision of Germany in his speech, ‘The German Parliament requires the legal 

means to be able to exclude untrustworthy suppliers like Huawei from the 5G buildout’, the level 

of restriction is much less intensive than the U.K. and other EU member states (Chazan, and Flides, 

2020). Therefore, the call on a common position on Huawei technology and BRI, in general, has 

not been converted into concrete actions. 

In short, Germany faces the same difficulties as the EU has been dealing with, yet it is also one of 

the main actors which constrain the EU from adopting a more geopolitical approach to China in 

many fields.   

5.2.2. France's geopolitical response 

It is easier to detect the geopolitical thinking in French foreign policy than the German one. France 

has more substantial navy power than Germany, which leads to better involvement in the security 

realm and security cooperation in Asia-Pacific to counter China's BRI. France has been working 

on security cooperation with important Indo-Pacific players like Japan, Singapore, Australia, and 

India with the hope to include more EU member states, but so far there is no successful engagement 

on the EU level yet. 

Moreover, France lately has surpassed Germany in terms of open statements related to geopolitical 

issues with China. For example, this country insists on cooperating with China only when Beijing 

shows improvements in respecting the norms and values of the EU (Lau, 2021). This is particularly 

true when Emmanuel Macron came into power, which aimed to redirect French foreign policy to 

a ‘start-up power’ (Belin, 2018). It means France can play great power politics while still 

supporting multilateralism to promote European and national interests. France thereby can 

confront BRI more directly and in more fields. 



 

France is among the few countries that have not signed an MoU within the BRI framework with 

China. It is because BRI lacks transparency, stating that French Prime Minister Edouard Philippe. 

It prefers BRI projects to be executed by multiple EU member states to gain more benefits while 

avoiding giving China too much influence within the European space and its territory 

(OBOREurope, 2018). However, France has less sense of identification and ability to lead the EU-

China relations as it still prioritizes its geopolitical interests over the EU's interests.   

In conclusion, the differences between the two major players in the EU lead to the hybrid character 

of the EU's foreign policy. Their foreign policies foster a geopolitical approach when it comes to 

BRI, yet at the same time prevent the Union from confronting China in the classical realm of 

geopolitics, especially in the infrastructure field. Indeed, the misfit in the way Germany and France 

prevent the EU from coordinating a European response in an effective way.  

 

  



 

Conclusion 

The analysis of the EU's response to the Belt and Road Initiative through the lens of geopolitics 

theories sheds light to understand the extent to which a normative, supranational actor adopts a 

more geopolitical approach towards an external actor. Although it is not common in the literature 

to use both classical and geopolitics to examine the EU's foreign policy, it does help to explain the 

changes in foreign policies and the rationales behind this. By applying the well-known geopolitics 

theories to a relatively new case, China-EU relations, in which one of the involved parties is not a 

nation-state. The thesis, therefore, is an investigation into the value added by the application of 

geopolitics theories. This is the main contribution of the research to the scholarship of geopolitics 

studies. 

The EU is usually associated with multilateralism, norms, and values, which do not fit well with 

what geopolitics traditionally concerns. However, the geopolitical features and the nature of the 

Belt and Road Initiative do make the EU act more like other powers in the international system. 

Drawing from the literature, BRI embraces both tangible and intangible geopolitical factors that 

are useful to explain the changes in China-EU bilateral relations.  

As a qualitative and explanatory research, the thesis uses content analysis, discourse analysis, and 

process tracing as the data collection methods to find a wide variety of evidence in light of the 

research question. As it is an understudied case in the literature, qualitative methods bring 

significant advantages to the internal validity and deep scope of the proposition, thereby generating 

uncovered and unexpected explanations in the findings.  

The findings show that BRI is a geopolitical project embracing the majority of features in classical 

geopolitics and some of the classical geopolitics. In the rules-based order where multilateralism 



 

and liberal trade agenda overshadow geopolitical concepts, China with BRI brings back geopolitics 

to the attention of researchers and policy-makers. There are three main types of projects under 

BRI, namely investment-trade, infrastructure, and diplomacy, and all of them have security and 

political impacts on the EU and its member states. Among them, the infrastructure nature of BRI 

is the most relevant evidence in the case of EU-China relations, as it redraws the physical reach 

and range of China in the chessboard, as well as making the Union change its response to BRI 

from a normative to a more geopolitical one.  

Facing the geopolitical threats from China, the European level, the EU’s foreign policy has been 

more geopolitically, particularly in trade-investment because the EU has been using the economic 

and investment advantages to promote its values and expand the European spaces across the world. 

On the one hand, BRI reshaped the physical and material reach and range of China’s infrastructure 

to Europe on land, sea, and cyberspace, which resulted in the changes in the foreign policy of both 

the EU and its member states to battle on the same chessboard with China. For example, the EC 

has worked on an investment screening that applies to China's investments to avoid the security 

threats from China’s investment and the 5G network. By labeling China as “the economic 

competitor in the pursuit of technological leadership”, the EU has been deploying a much more 

aggressive trade policy on China than in the past. On the other hand, BRI also forces a shift in 

ideational geography, or the critical viewpoint on narrative and perception of geographical 

concepts, such as distance, space, territory. As such, Brussels considered China “a systemic rival 

promoting alternative models of governance”. As a result, the common response has gradually 

become more concrete, defensive, and coherent than before, both in their discourses, official 

documents, and foreign policy practices. However, as a normative power that does not share the 



 

same characteristics as a nation-state, how the EU reacts to BRI still reflects critical geopolitics 

rather than classical geopolitics.   

Furthermore, at the member states' level, the difference in the foreign policy and national interests 

between Germany and France lead to the hybrid character of the common policy, in which it started 

from a normative nature and then moved towards geopolitical nature. Although both countries 

have been advocating for a common EU approach towards China, there is a fundamental difference 

between France, a great power, and Germany, a normative power. While the German government 

still believes that it can engage China by economic cooperation and multilateralism, France 

chooses a confrontational and geopolitical approach against China.  As such, there is a mismatch 

between them when they upload the national interests to the EU foreign policy. This division 

explains why the China policy of the EU, especially when it comes to the Belt and Road Initiative, 

is not united.  

In general, while BRI brings back classical geopolitics and makes it more relevant in international 

relations and in the case of EU-China relations, the EU’s response also proves that intangible 

factors are increasingly important in the current rules-based and liberal world order.  

As a reminder, the primary contribution of this research is that it allows us to look beyond the 

traditional consideration of nation-state actors in the literature of geopolitics. Research in this 

direction may advance the research design and arguments to other non-state actors in international 

relations, for example, ASEAN or the African Union, which are also dealing with BRI. 

Furthermore, the EU's foreign policy is very complicated, and no single theory is adequate to 

explain it thoroughly, including geopolitics. Therefore, another key benefit is understanding the 

EU's foreign policy through a new theoretical lens besides other popular theories. The research, 



 

on the other hand, extends a new research direction to the EU-China relations, especially in the 

COVID and the post-COVID world after 2019, in which the EU strengthens its geopolitical 

approach towards China. On the other hand, it also suggests that geopolitics theories can be applied 

to the case of the EU and other countries like Russia or Turkey, which share borders with member 

states. Sharing physical borders is an essential factor in geopolitics and it is not applicable in the 

case of EU-China relations. As such, examining EU-Russia relations or EU-Turkey relations will 

potentially overcome the limitations of the thesis and make classical geopolitics more relevant.  
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