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Abstract 

Since the earlier 2000s China has developed multilateral institutions with 

developing countries.  In 2012 a new institution focusing on Eastern Europe 

was introduced: the China-CEEC Cooperation or the 16+1 Initiative. This 

cooperation posed as no novelty in the sense that it followed the ongoing 

Chinese foreign policy trend to create such mechanisms to improve 

relations with other countries. However, the 16+1 Initiative does have its 

own specifics. In this article I will outline the main Chinese motivations 

behind this Initiative to understand the rationale behind it, as well as a brief 

analysis on the topic with the help of the neorealist, neoliberal and 

constructivism theory of IR. 
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Introduction 

Earlier this year it was reported that China was getting a cold shoulder from 
the Central, Eastern and Southeastern European countries (CESEE) that 
compose the then 17+1 Initiative, with Lithuania pulling out from the 
Initiative and six countries not showing up in this year’s summit. The 17+1 
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Initiative, from now onwards the 16+1 Initiative, also known as the 
Cooperation between China and Eastern European Countries (China-CEEC 
Cooperation) englobes sixteen countries from the CESEE, namely: Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, 
Greece, Hungary, Latvia, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, 
Serbia, Slovakia, and Slovenia. China created this mechanism for regional 
cooperation and policy coordination to advance relations. Since China has 
been developing multilateral institutions with developing countries such 
mechanism is not a novelty in the Chinese foreign policy. However, the 
16+1 Initiative is a new experiment due to its specifics.  

These Chinese led institutions have entered the debate on China’s foreign 
policy as an important means to better understand it. This article aims to 
introduce the 16+1 Initiative by focusing on the Chinese rationale behind it, 
both the material and the ideational. By rationale it is meant the reasons and 
though process behind this Initiative.  To accomplish that a brief overlook 
about the 16+1 Initiative, the Chinese foreign policy, and the importance of 
the CESEE will be done. Followed by a pluralistic analysis with the help of 
three different IR theories: neorealism, neoliberalism, and constructivist.  

1. The 16+1 Initiative  

The 16+1 Initiative was institutionalized in 2012, at the Warsaw Summit. 
This cooperation was unconventional since the Prime Ministers of these 
countries gathered all in the same venue for the first time and the 
cooperation was shaping the regional makeup, as opposed to other 
cooperations where China uses the pre-existing regional partnerships. The 
outcome of this summit was the agreement on the “China’s twelve 
measures for promoting friendly cooperation with Central and Eastern 
European Countries”. It created a Secretariat established in Beijing as part 
of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, to coordinate and facilitate 
different activities and contacts among various institutions from the 
participating states. China also promised to establish a USD 10 billion 
special credit line for cooperation projects like infrastructures and a 
commitment to increase trade, investment and people-to-people exchanges 
(Dimitrijević & Jokanović, 2020; Musabelliu, 2017; Pepermans, 2018; Šabić, 
2018; Vangeli, 2017). 

Since the institutionalization, a complex and decentralized web of 
intergovernmental institutions has evolved and several mechanisms aiming 
to enhance the cooperation have been put forward, giving birth to a diversity 
of institutions with multiple concerns. Besides the complexity of the 
cooperation, to advance the initiative yearly summits where all leaders meet 
in a joint session have taken place (Jaklič & Svetličič, 2019; Richet, 2018; 
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Vangeli, 2017). The main purpose of the initiative was to facilitate economic 
cooperation. China argues that the Initiative benefits all participants, using a 
win-win, equal treatment, and common development rhetoric (Mitrovic, 
2019; Musabelliu, 2017). Although, just as mentioned by Jaklič & Svetličič 
(2019, 85) the balance of the cooperation is often summed as “hot politics, 
cold economics”, since the trade and economic goals have not been 
reached, especially when compared with other areas of Europe. For 
example, the goal to reach USD 100 billion trade by 2015 was not achieved, 
in 2017 the total volume of trade reached EUR 57.3 billion and represented 
only 10% of the total EU-China trade. Moreover, the 16+1 initiative has been 
transformed into an institutional mechanism predominately of bilateral 
cooperation. The choice of bilateralism reflects the absence of a Chinese 
vision in the region and its heterogeneity (Budeanu, 2018; Dimitrijević & 
Jokanović, 2020; Richet, 2018;). The members of the Initiative can be 
divided into different geographic regions and differ in terms of size, 
population, development, and institutional affiliations with some being EU 
and NATO members (Richet, 2018). As argued by Budeanu (2018) two 
common concurrent features appear to link these countries: a socialist past 
and a current pro-European orientation. Nonetheless, excluding former 
soviet countries such as Moldova, Belarus, or Ukraine. Furthermore, with 
the addition of Greece in 2019, the heterogeneity of the group grew.  

The Initiative gained a new dimension with the introduction and 
implementation of the “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI), announced one year 
after the 16+1. Since then, the BRI started to be promoted within the 16+1 
and quickly became a mechanism for the implementation of the BRI, 
consequential with the trend of Chinese diplomacy to add the BRI to existing 
policies (Musabeliu, 2017; Vangeli, 2017). Both initiatives seemed to merge 
and added confusion to the 16+1’s already poor comprehensiveness while 
some of the projects under the 16+1 became elements of the BRI, like the 
construction of the Belgrade-Budapest railway (Mitrovic, 2019). As 
mentioned by Pepermans (2018, 4), it is emphasized that both projects 
follow the same spirit, namely cooperation, inclusiveness, and mutual 
benefit, creating a balanced regional economic cooperation architecture that 
benefits all. 

2. China’s Foreign Policy 

As argued by Chang-Liao (2016), Ferdinand (2016) and Poh & Li (2017) 
China has kept a low profile in international affairs following Deng Xiaoping’s 
guideline: hiding capabilities, biding our time, keeping a low profile. 
However, it was during Hu’s presidency that China begun to strive for a 
more proactiveness by contributing more to UN and taking a lead in multiple 
multilateral organizations. The “Go Out” policy also known as “Go Global” 
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policy, and the “peaceful development” have also been two defining 
characteristics of China’s foreign policy. The first aimed to turn Chinese 
companies more globally competitive by promoting the expansion of foreign 
investment and the liberalization of the Chinese economy. The second was 
used to reassure other countries about the peaceful intention and 
consequences of China’s ascendence (Szunomár, 2018; Zhang, 2015).  

Xi Jinping served as Hu’s Vice-President from 2008 and Vice-Chairman of 
the CMC from 2010, becoming the leader of the Chinese Communist Party 
in 2012 and reaching the country’s presidency in 2013. Upon his arrival as 
President, Xi introduced a new vision, the “China Dream”. This vision aimed 
firstly a material goal, to make China a respectable well-off society, and an 
ideational one, to turn China into a fully developed country. To realize this 
vision China needs to secure imports of commodities, be a dominant player 
in world trade and have the military power to deter others states from 
challenging its interests (Barrass & Inkster, 2018; Musebelliu, 2017).  The 
“China Dream” became a somewhat abstract concept connecting multiple 
ideas and rhetorics. On the one hand it had to fit people’s material 
expectations, ideals and hopes, and connected them with the state into a 
common fate. On the other hand, China wished to share its development 
experience and philosophies with all countries by realizing the “China 
Dream” and recalling the fine civilizations of the other countries (Ferdinand, 
2016; Zhang, 2015). Another diplomatic concept under Xi is the “community 
of common destiny” with the aim of strengthening China’s relationship with a 
broad range of countries, especially its neighboring countries. Already used 
under Hu’s presidency, it became a key diplomatic agenda but also the aim 
of concrete actions, especially under the BRI, another novelty of Xi’s vision 
(Zhang, 2015).  

The BRI indicates that the China’s foreign policy will pursue an advance 
westward, which also helps China to expand its peripheral reach. China’s 
westwards gaze allows it to secure energy and food, improve connectivity 
and infrastructures, deepen interdependence between Central Asia and 
China, develop its western areas, such as Xinjiang, but to also enhance 
European, and consequently Eurasian relations, while creating new 
investment alternatives. The BRI leads to a “Great Neighborhood 
Diplomacy”, which englobes countries close to China but also the CESEE 
region, due to their geographical importance for the BRI. The BRI takes 
China’s opening-up policy to a new stage, where China strives to adjust its 
economic structure and existing industries by transferring production factors 
to the interior of the country and abroad (Chang-Liao, 2016; Fallon, 2014; 
Ferdinand, 2016). Xi’s vision to improve connectivity between China and 
Europe will promote development, interdependence, boost intercontinental 
trade, attract foreign investment and thereby enhancing stability and 
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security. It intends to give rise to a new form of regional economic 
community and a “sense of common destiny” whilst achieving the “China 
Dream” by injecting new vitality into ancient trade routes and highlighting the 
symbolic capital of this common heritage (Fallon, 2015; Dimitrijević & 
Jokanović, 2020; Šabić, 2018; Vangeli, 2017). 

This new vision aims to help China recover its rightful place as a great 
power by promoting good relations and reassuring others of its benevolent 
intentions, encouraging them to hitch themselves to China’s development 
bandwagon (Dimitrijević & Jokanović, 2020; Chang-Liao, 2016; Poh & Li, 
2017;). At the same time, it aims to protect China’s national interests, mainly 
the maintenance of a peaceful external environment conducive to China’s 
rise and the development of the western areas of China (Ferdinand, 2016). 
Chinese leaders continue to be preoccupied with sustaining China’s 
economic growth and mounting domestic problems. Additionally, China’s 
capabilities and opportunities remain slightly limited compared to that of the 
USA, especially in the Asia-Pacific region, were relations are still plagued 
with conflicting economic and security imperatives (Poh & Li, 2017). 
Therefore, behind these new concepts and plans it also lies a concern to 
strategically compete with the USA (Chang-Liao, 2016; Barrass & Inkster, 
2018; Fallon, 2015; Ferdinand, 2016).  

3. The importance of the CESEE  

Despite the small size of its economy, the CESEE is still a market of almost 
100 million consumers, a passage to the EU-15 and an area where 
infrastructures are needed, making it one of the most important regions for 
China’s new diplomacy and the advancement of the BRI. It symbolizes the 
shift of China’s perception on different areas of the world and reflects a 
broader process of China’s evolving global role. For example, China-CESEE 
relations have been labeled one of the highlights of China’s new diplomacy, 
since the region is of strategic importance for the BRI, especially for it to 
take hold in Europe. Furthermore, the first countries in Europe with whom 
China signed memorandums to join the BRI were the CESEE countries 
(Richet, 2018; Vangeli, 2017). While it remains puzzling what was the 
criteria to pick these countries, it seems that economy, geopolitics, the 
foreign policy goals and historical ties played an important role. Thus, China 
was aiming at economic and geopolitical gains by building, financing, 
investing, trading, and spreading Chinese culture, but to also implement the 
“China Dream” (Mitrovic, 2019). 

The 16+1 has served as a tool for multiplying, strengthening, and building a 
stronger Chinese presence in Europe. Moreover, it supplements China’s 
relation with Europe by diversifying them and fostering a new economic and 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
working paper #118 

abril/2023 

 

6 
 

trade pole. Europe has had a pivotal role in China’s foreign affairs in terms 
of economy, since EU is one of China’s biggest trade partners. It also 
provides an opportunity to learn and adjust to the European regulations at a 
lower cost (Deng & Liu, 2018; Dimitrijević & Jokanović, 2020; Zhao, 2016).  
Europe poses as a strategic resource: a market for Chinese goods, a source 
of advanced technology and food security (Fallon, 2014). Chinese 
investment in the developed world, including Europe, increased significantly 
in the past decade, especially after the economic crisis. The main reason is 
that through these investments Chinese companies can have access to 
important technologies, successful brands, and new distribution channels. 
China was looking mostly into “old Europe” investments, but the EU 
membership of some of the CESEE allows them to be a backdoor to other 
EU countries (Fang, 2015). Other important factors are the diversification 
strategy, market opportunities, qualified but cheaper labor, the size and 
feedback of the Chinese ethnic minority, investment incentives, possibilities 
of acquiring visa and permanent residence permits, privatization 
opportunities, the quality of political relations and government’s willingness 
to cooperate (Szunomár, 2018). The CESEE is also relatively more 
technological advanced and with more mature markets than other areas 
where China collaborated. These countries can serve as complementary 
markets where a fruitful cooperation can happen. China could advance 
production capacity, moving from supplying low-cost, low-end commodities 
to export integrated manufacturing supply chains, which span the full range 
of products, from technological to capital management to services, as well 
as boost consumption potential in the CESEE and create demand for 
Chinese-produced high-end goods. Together China and CESEE are fully 
capable of providing cost effective products that meet the needs of third-
party markets (Deng & Liu, 2018; Fang, 2015; Vangeli, 2017).  

Another economic opportunity is the need for infrastructures, opening for the 
possibility of infrastructure diplomacy, mainly in the Balkans. Chinese public 
firms are on overcapacity and have the technological know-how and 
financial assets to invest. However, other areas such as 
telecommunications, nuclear industry, and traditional industries like mining, 
are also of great importance. The construction of infrastructures not only 
opens the possibility for the region’s development and future cooperation 
but also the advancement of the BRI (Musabelliu, 2017; Richet, 2018; 
Vangeli, 2017). Therefore, besides economic interests, China’s interest in 
the CESEE is guided by the interests within the BRI to connect the EU 
market through new intermodal transport channels and logistics passage. 
Hence, transport, energy and infrastructure investments have been China’s 
priority for the CESEE (Jaklič & Svetličič, 2019). The CESEE area is at the 
crossroad between different areas of interest to both the Eurasian Land 
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Bridge Economic Corridor and the maritime routes, thus serving as route to 
enter in the European Market, providing the vital link for the success of the 
BRI and China-EU relations (Richet, 2018; Vangeli, 2017; Weiwei, 2019).  

Lastly both the CESEE countries and China were both part of the global 
socialist community, but the two sides grew further apart in the 1990s. 
During this period, the CESEE countries adopted ideologized foreign policy 
that was often antagonistic towards China, so ties or cooperation were 
almost non-existent before 2012 (Vangeli, 2017). Therefore, China has been 
less engaged in the region and only since the beginning of the past decade 
did it became more involved, emphasizing the attempt to give equal chance 
for cooperation compared to the rest of Europe, and, thus, to balance 
relations with Europe as a whole (Fang, 2015; Richet, 2018; Vangeli, 2017). 

4. Theoretical Approach 

The main motivations behind China’s rational appear to be close to 
economic and geopolitical gains sustained by its foreign policy rhetoric and 
goals. In the following segment we will analyze through the IR theories.  

4.1. Neorealism 

The realism theory of IR borrows from political realism its main core, 
especially a pessimistic and conflictual view of the human nature, which 
translates to the international scene as a struggle between great powers for 
domination and security, meaning that states seek national security and 
survival. Although realism is not a monolithic theory and can be divided into 
three main strands: classical realism, neorealism or structural realism and 
neoclassical realism (Jackson & Sørensen, 2010). In this article we will 
mainly follow neorealism, most precisely as described by Waltz for being the 
main central work of this theory.  

While still borrowing some considerations from classical realism, Waltz 
departs from the tradition by giving no account to human nature, instead he 
is heavily influenced by the rationalistic economic models. Waltz’s main 
concern is to explain the international system and predict states’ action, in 
which the anarchical structure takes a central role (Jackson & Sørensen, 
2010). For Waltz (1979) the international system is anarchical, meaning that 
there is no higher authority above the state to impose order and in which 
conflict is always a possibility, making cooperation very difficult to happen. 
In such a system power and security have a primacy in the political life 
because anarchy assures the centrality of the struggle for power and states’ 
concerns with survival since states live in a self-interest and self-help world. 
Each state is a unitary actor with similar functions and whose minimal goal 
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is their own survival and the maximal goal is dominance. The differentiation 
between states comes from their capabilities, which can help us estimate 
state’s power, and the distribution of these capabilities can alter the 
structure of a system. Therefore, international change occurs when a great 
power rises or falls, and the balance of power shifts accordingly. In this way, 
the distribution of capabilities and the balance of power have an important 
role in the analysis (Donnelly, 2005; Waltz, 1979).  

To ensure survival states must maximize their power, particularly their 
military power. The power of others is always a threat in the environment of 
anarchy because power works as a zero-sum game, an increase in the 
power of one state necessarily produces a decrease in the relative power of 
another. Thus, states are concerned with relative gains, they consider not 
only if they gain but if the gains outweigh those of others, who are always 
potential adversaries, in such conditions a security dilemma can happen. 
States can balance against each other, preventing others from upsetting the 
current balance of power (Jackson & Sorensen, 2010). This balancing can 
be internal, like improving one’s economy or hard power, or external, by 
forming allies or other informal agreements and increasing their international 
influence but internal balancing is more reliable (Waltz, 1979, 168). States 
can also bandwagon, but it is usually done by weaker states.   

It is argued by the bibliography that China has been pursuing a more active 
and assertive role in IR. The BRI or the “China Dream” and “community of 
common destiny” can be analyzed in that sense: China is seeking a more 
predominant role whilst securing its national interests. Since China is one of 
the most populated countries and the world’s second largest economy, its 
power is especially asymmetric when compared with the CESEE countries. 
Therefore, China can be described as a Great Power crafting relations and 
navigating cooperation with other states based on its might and in pursuit of 
its own interests. This willingness to expand influence and project its power 
can be analyzed to fulfill survival but also to ensure the maximal goal of 
dominance. Moreover, with the advancement of this Initiative China is also 
signaling that it behaves as a global power capable to advance its own 
agenda, leaving out no region of its zone of influence while also 
demonstrating confidence in projecting its own concepts and visions, 
especially in an area that has been dominated and closely supervised by the 
western world since the 1990s. Furthermore, it can also give China an 
indirect say and leverage in the European affairs, especially due to the 
infrastructure diplomacy and loans that encourage the CESEE to join to 
China’s development (Ferdinand, 2016; Šabić; 2018).  

On the other hand, the China-CEEC initiative must be considered in the 
framework of the struggle of power between China and the USA. As argued 
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by Ferdinand (2016, 954) China’s opening westwards helps to rebalance the 
China-USA relations. The China-USA relations in East Asia and the Pacific 
area are working as a zero-sum game and China does not have 
opportunities to play a leading role. China’s capabilities in this region remain 
limited when compared to that of the USA and China’s relation with some of 
these countries are still plagued with conflicting economies and security 
issues. Moreover, in November 2011, the USA announced its “pivot” to East 
Asia, where it would invest and focus more on the relations with these 
countries, leaving a space in other areas of the world, like Europe, allowing 
China to respond by strengthening its own position in the region. The 
“Marching West” strategy announced by the scholar Wang Jisi signals this, 
as well as China’s quest for security in energy, food, and connectivity 
(Fallon, 2014, 178). In West Asia, Central Asia and even Europe, China has 
more possibilities to expand trade and political power. This expansion of 
influence not only helps China to rebalance against USA but also to expand 
its power in other areas of the globe, pushing China to a more global power 
as opposed to an Asian power. On the other hand, it also diversifies some of 
its overdependence on USA imports, especially food, important to ensuring 
its survival. At the same time, it strengthens the relations with Europe and 
rebalances them, by diversifying and even creating the possibility for 
division due to the heterogeneity between the CESEE and the EU15 (Jaklič 
& Svetličič, 2019). In short, the rationale behind the 16+1 initiative can be 
analyzed in the scope of a struggle for power and survival, where China 
aims to increase its influence in the CESEE, with economic incentives, 
which will help balance against USA and EU while also ensuring its 
economic survival and security of energy and food.  Moreover, because this 
theory believes that cooperation is limited the news reported earlier this year 
do not come as a surprise but as a proof that cooperation is difficult to 
happen in an anarchical system.   

4.2. Neoliberalism 

As opposed to realism, liberals have a more positive view of human nature, 
while still acknowledging that individuals are self-interested and competitive. 
However, cooperation can happen, mostly based on mutual interests. 
Neoliberalism is one of liberalism’s strands and it was founded by Keohane 
and Nye, and in a way, it can be argued that neoliberalism adds to 
neorealism. Both theories apply the rationalist economic models to IR and 
neoliberalism accepts the core premises of neorealism: states pursue their 
interests under conditions of anarchy. Therefore, it accepts that states are 
the main actors, they are self-interest, their power matters and the 
international system is anarchical. However, the main difference lies in the 
fact that Keohane and Nye put forward the complex interdependence 
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theory, meaning that this theory focuses on how cooperation can happen 
(Jackson & Sørensen, 2010; Reus-Smit, 2005).  

In liberalism IR theory the transnational actors, economy, institutional 
instruments, and the liberal values are thought to add new dimension to 
states’ relation, meaning that the military power emphasized by realists 
stops being the focus. Moreover, for liberals the states are more worried 
about low politics of welfare instead of high politics of national security. 
Because economy starts to have a more predominant role, it matters to 
states not on the domestic scope but also externally (Jackson & Sørensen, 
2010). As economy becomes more globalized it increases the 
interdependence between states and consequently works as a dissuasion 
effect on conflict. Cooperation and peace are necessary for the economy to 
run smoothly and for states to increase their gains since “interdependence 
refers to situations characterized by reciprocal effects among countries or 
actors” (Keohane & Nye, 1977, 8). On the other hand, states are not just in 
relation via their leaders, but also by multiple branches and actors, and 
international organizations increase and have a more dominant role.  

As it was already mentioned states continue to be the main actor, but 
interdependence alters the nature and effectiveness of the state’s power. 
States’ interests start to intertwine, if states have common interests, then 
they do not have to worry about relative gains, making cooperation possible 
and more likely. Therefore, the existence of mutual interests is a 
prerequisite for international cooperation, but it can still be difficult to 
achieve. For cooperation to happen it is necessary that states are more 
worried about absolute gains, as opposed to relative gains, which 
neorealists believe to pose an obstacle for cooperation. Absolute gains drifts 
from the zero-sum game, since both states can gain, and states are not so 
worried about if the other does better if both win something (Jackson & 
Sorensen, 2010). Another important and closely related concept is the Nye’s 
soft power. Although the concept does not necessarily belong to 
neoliberalism, as it is more of a form of power, but due to the criticism it 
received from realism it makes sense to be introduced here. Soft Power 
describes the attractive capacity of culture, values, and politics (Nye, 2004).  

The neoliberalism theory adds to the discussion by enhancing the economic 
aspect. If neorealism argues that the rationale behind this cooperation is 
one of expanding influence and a struggle for power, neoliberalism 
emphasizes the economic and financial returns. Both the 16+1 initiative and 
the BRI reflect the Chinese’s leaders concerns with sustaining the economic 
boom, but other concerns such as developing the west of China, secure 
access to energy and raw materials. By exploring how to tap into the 
complementary advantages of other countries, finding new markets and 
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preserving existing ones China seeks to maintain a balanced internal 
development and create interdependence (Ferdinand, 2016; Zhao, 2016). 
Moreover, the economic aspect is highly expressed in both initiatives since 
China seeks to meet mutual interests of both sides for fruitful win-win 
cooperation (Musabelliu, 2017; Vangeli, 2017). Therefore, China, as a 
rational and primary actor in IR invests in cooperation with the CESEE, also 
considered as rational and primary actors, to nurture mutual trust and 
enhance cooperation, especially when such an asymmetry of power exists 
(Šabić, 2018). China understands this and that is why the rhetoric used is 
always one of win-win cooperation, equal treatment, common development, 
peace, and mutual benefit to enhance that such cooperation benefits all 
participating states’ economic welfare. 

Besides the willingness and necessity to maintain the economic boom China 
is highly dependent on foreign trade. Since the economic crisis of 2008 
China seems more eager to shape world’s economics, to expand its ties and 
diversify them, thus going global. Since Europe is one of China’s biggest 
trading partners and considered to be a strategic one, noting an 
interdependence, it seems natural to improve connectivity with the other 
states in the area. Furthermore, upon the creation of the cooperation China 
emphasized that all European countries should be treated equally 
regardless of their size, economic and political strength (Dimitrijević & 
Jokanović, 2020; Vangeli, 2017). Just like argued by Šabić (2018) from a 
neoliberal point of view China has no intentions to divide Europe with this 
initiative since it would undermine its economic interests given that EU has 
been China’s biggest trading partner. Just like Ikenberry and Deudney 
(2018) argue if interdependence continues to grow states will be compelled 
to cooperate. Therefore, this initiative highlights China’s rhetoric of 
economic progress and shared prosperity and reflects a Chinese trend of 
increasing cooperation with different countries and regions and 
complementing its economic approach with institution-building and policy 
coordination focusing on absolute gains. It incorporates the “Go Global” 
policy, since the state is compelled to craft relations to protect the interests 
of these companies but also the peaceful development rhetoric, the “China 
Dream” and the “community of common destiny”, since a stable external 
environment benefits China (Barrass & Inkster, 2018; Zhang, 2015). 

Therefore, the cooperation arises from common political will and mutual 
demand for close cooperation in different fields, covering both policy 
coordination and people-to-people exchange to stimulate trade (Dimitrijević 
& Jokanović, 2020). On the other hand, this cooperation enhances China’s 
soft power, achieved through the people-to-people events as cultural events 
or bilateral high-level diplomatic dialogue in the area. Soft power allows a 
positive image of China to be projected onto others, allowing the 
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continuation of good relations with other countries and future cooperation 
(Pepermans, 2018). In sum, for the neoliberal theory the rationale lies in the 
importance of China’s concern with its economic boom, China’s growing 
economic interdependence, and a focus on absolute gains, in which this 
initiative helps to build a stronger cooperation and trust whilst building 
China’s soft power and maintaining a stable external environment.  

4.3. Constructivism 

As it was already mentioned neorealism and neoliberalism share some 
common ground. The most important point for constructivism critique of both 
theories is that they are rationalistic and materialistic. They consider actors 
(states) to be atomistic, self-interest, rational, and pre-social, meaning that 
their identities and interests are exogenous, and society is perceived as a 
place in where states pursue pre-formed interests. However, for 
constructivism the social world, the ideas, beliefs, and identities of these 
actors are the focus of the analysis. The states are interpreted as social 
beings, and it is due to interaction, socialization and intersubjective 
knowledge or common understanding that the system is constituted – by 
ideas and not by material forces. Therefore, the world is a social 
construction, it is a human invention (Reus-Smit, 2005; Wendt, 1992). 

Constructivism puts an emphasis on the ideational structures, or systems of 
shared ideas, beliefs, and values and only through them can material 
aspects acquire meaning for human action. Moreover, it is these ideational 
structures that shape and constrain the identities by informing and shaping 
interests and consequently our actions. The actor’s identity and these 
structures are also mutually constituted. States do not exist with a pre-
defined set of preferences, but they are shaped by what surrounds them 
and they can also shape their own reality. This means that interests are 
endogenous instead of exogenous, they are a consequence of the 
construction of one’s identity as a learned process of communication, 
reflection on experience and role enactment, where society is a constitutive 
realm. This theory allows us to investigate change, when Wendt (1992) 
wrote “anarchy is what states make of it” it is opening room for change in the 
anarchical system described by neorealist and neoliberals. Anarchy only 
has the meaning that states want to give it, if states start to think in new 
ways about themselves and others then the system can change, and for 
example cooperation can happen. Wendt introduces three cultures of 
anarchy: Hobbesian, Lockean and Kantian. The first is the most hostile, 
where states worry about relative gains and negatively identify each other. 
The second some cooperation can happen, and states worry about absolute 
gains. The third is the most peaceful where states positively identify with 
each other. Therefore, it matters not only the material power that states 
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have but how they perceive others, their ideas, their beliefs, and identities 
which inform their behaviours, actions, and interactions, which are mutually 
constitutive. This means that Wendt does not see states as unitary actors 
like Waltz, his theory aims to analyze them and understand their ideational 
components whilst looking at states’ interaction and socialization and how 
they mutually constitute, shape and restrain each other and their interaction 
with their context (Jackson & Sørensen, 2010; Reus-Smit, 2005; Wendt, 
1992).  

A constructivist analysis on this topic would focus on the analysis on China’s 
identity, on the political power and how it shaped China’s interests and 
willingness to cooperate with the CESEE. Such analysis would be too 
extensive for the scope of this article, but some conclusions can be reached. 
It is argued by Chang-Liao (2016) and Jones (2012) that after the global 
financial crisis of 2008 the Chinese foreign policy started to evolve and 
emphasizing that the country should “strive for achievements” becoming one 
of the main themes of the Chinese diplomacy. Furthermore, the shift to a 
China more willing to take risks and Xi’s “Chinese Dream” is a product of 
such evolution that shapes how China perceives itself, how it wants to be 
perceived and its behavior. Besides incorporating the “peaceful 
development” China hopes to bring the “China Dream” to its periphery and 
creating a “community of common destiny” based on shared norms and 
identity. China’s political discourse started to emphasize that China is the 
largest developing country and a respectful regional power with increased 
global influence and soft power. While remaining consistent with the 
implementation of the “Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence” it 
demonstrates a more confidant position in IR by wanting to shape global 
economy, especially through the implementation of the BRI (Dimitrijević & 
Jokanović, 2020). Therefore, an identity of a proud nation with an optimistic 
peaceful goal for the world is projected. The implication of this evolution is a 
new focus on Eurasia, mainly Central Asia and the CESEE. The 16+1 
Initiative and the BRI combine several elements that define China’s new 
global role: a strong practical and normative link between its domestic 
development and its global orientation, a shift from keeping a low-profile to 
striving for achievements in its foreign affairs, a willingness to expand 
cooperation with governments of different geographical areas and ultimately 
transforming from being a good global game player to a global game maker 
(Vangeli, 2017). Moreover, this vision aims to protect China’s national 
interests as already emphasized to achieve the “China Dream”.  

As it was already mentioned most of the CESEE did not have close relations 
with China before this initiative. However, despite some hostile perceptions 
due to the communist past some of these countries still developed ties 
based on historical or economic rationales. Serbia and Hungary are both 
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examples of that. China relations with Serbia have deepened since the 
episode of the bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade in 1999, and 
Hungary has historical good relations homing the largest Chinese diaspora 
in the region (Budeanu, 2018). However, the relations with Croatia or 
Slovenia are not as good since both countries follow EU’s criticism and 
Croatia also tries to distance itself from Serbian allies (Šabić, 2018). 
Therefore, the constructivism theory can also help us explain how relations 
between China and these countries can grow or not. As Mitrovic (2012) 
argues treating these countries like the same has causes some 
dysfunctionality and lack of coordination inside the cooperation, so looking 
at the relations separately can shed a better light on the specifics of the 
relations and then on understanding how the initiative can advance. 
Moreover, the only contact that these countries had with China was during 
the Cold War, which means that there is not sufficient compatibility to form a 
community since in terms of politics, economics, and society indicators, as 
well as cultural traditions and ideologies the countries have grown further 
apart after the 1990s. Most of the CESEE countries are still unfamiliar with 
China or view it unfavorably (Fang, 2015). Although this initiative is a 
beginning to build a relationship, shaping expectations and the perceptions 
of these countries. China needs to continue presenting with this “dreaming” 
and peaceful intentions and signaling the desire to continue this 
cooperation.  

In sum, the advancement to a more risk taker attitude and Xi’s “China 
Dream”, the “community of common destiny” and the BRI shaped China’s 
interest and willingness to cooperate with a new geographical area. In this 
light the CESEE countries were reinterpreted as an area of interest to 
China’s new goals and global vision. The initiative with these countries aims 
to build a trusting relation and proves that anarchy can be shaped and 
changed. It can be argued that China and the CESEE are in a Lockean 
culture of anarchy. Before this initiative, the relations between China and 
most of the CESEE were few or unfavorable, now political, and economic 
cooperation have grown and pave the way for future relations.  

Conclusion 

Throughout this article a diversity of motivations that can explain the 
Chinese rationale behind this initiative were outlined. These motivations do 
not seem to create a coherent vision but rather a web of rhetorics and 
material incentives to facilitate cooperation, trade, and influence within the 
CESEE. Even though the BRI was presented one year after the 16+1, the 
latter seems to more of a means for the materialization of the first. 
Moreover, the continuation of a pursuit for a peaceful and stable 
environment, building relations with a broad range of countries to achieve 
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the China rise is also an important factor. Xi’s “China Dream” and the 
“community of common destiny” give a brand-new vitality to this rhetoric and 
material pursuit where China aims to recover its rightful place. Therefore, 
the ideational rationale can be found close to the Chinese foreign policy 
rhetoric that emphasizes peaceful and fruitful relations with the whole world, 
clearly reflected on the “China Dream”, the BRI, the “community of common 
destiny”, and the “peaceful development”. As for the material rationale the 
“Go Global” policy, economy and geopolitics seem to have an important 
role. China aimed to obtain economic returns, such as employing its 
overcapacity, secure resources, and explore new opportunities and markets 
to maintain its economic boom. Finally, the location of the CESEE and its 
relations with the EU give it an important status.   

With the theoretical approach it is emphasized how each theory could 
analyze the topic and the main differences between each. For neorealism 
states exist in an anarchical system and IR function as a zero-sum game. 
Therefore, the struggle for power with USA and to the fulfilment of the 
national interests are two lines for analysis. Neoliberalism emphasizes the 
economic aspect, interdependence, and absolute gains, focusing on how 
they can craft cooperation to fill the anarchic environment and promote win-
win economic relations. Constructivism gives emphasis to the ideational 
aspects. China advanced into a more risk-taking attitude while keeping the 
“friendly” identity and which Xi takes it to a next level with his “China Dream” 
and the BRI. Constructivism allows us to dive into the rhetoric that shifted 
the interpretation of this area while allowing us to understand how the 
relations can grow and be sustained.  

Future endeavors could build on the importance of the CESEE within 
China’s foreign policy, the implication and importance of the 16+1 for the 
CESEE countries and for the EU, analyze the prospects of cooperation 
inside the initiative within the scope of relations between each country or 
even question if the cold shoulder that China is receiving is due to China’s 
attention deficit and/or a lack of strategy for the CESEE.  

Acknowledgements  

I would like to thank Dr. Rui Henrique Santos, from Faculdade de Ciências 
Sociais e Humanas da Universidade Nova de Lisboa (NOVA FCSH), for the 
advice and attention that helped me in the writing process of this working 
paper.  

 

Bibliography 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
working paper #118 

abril/2023 

 

16 
 

Barass, G. & Inkster, N. (2018). Xi Jinping: The Strategist Behind the Dream. Survival, 
60(1), 41-68. 

Budeanu, A.I. (2018). 16+1 in China-EU Relations: A vehicle for a sustainable connectivity 
platform. In X. Chen & Z. He (eds). 16+1 Cooperation and China-EU 
Relationship(pp. 56-69). Budapest: China-CEE Institute Nonprofit Ltd.  

Chang-Liao, N. (2016). China’s new foreign policy under Xi Jinping. Asian Security, 12(2), 
82-91. 

Deng, J. & Liu, X. (2018). Deepening the “16+1 cooperation” relationship to foster the new 
growth pole of the Sino-Eu Trade. In X. Chen & Z. He (eds). 16+1 Cooperation and 
China-EU Relationship(pp. 70-79). Budapest: China-CEE Institute Nonprofit Ltd.  

Deudney, D., & Ikenberry, G.J. (2018). Liberal world: The resilient order. Foreign Affairs, 
97(16), 16-24. 

Dimitrijević, D., & Jokanović, N. (2020). CEEC’s-China mechanism of cooperation and the 
belt and road initiative: From idea to institutionalisation-six years 
later. Medjunarodni problemi, 72(2), 311-336. 

Donnelly, J. (2005). Realism. In S. Burchill; A. Linklater; R. Devetak; J. Donnelly, M. 
Paterson, C. Reus-Smit & J. True  (ed.). Theories of International Relations (2nd 
ed., pp. 29-45). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Fallon, T. (2014). China’s Pivot to Europe. American Foreign Policy Interests, 36(3), 175-
182.  

Fallon, T. (2015). The New Silk Road: Xi Jinping’s Grand Strategy for Eurasia. American 
Foreign Policy Interests, 37(3), 140-147. 

 Fang, X. (2015). The Belt and Road Initiative: connecting China and Central 
Europe. International Issues & Slovak Foreign Policy Affairs, 24(3), 3-14. 

 Ferdinand, P. (2016). Westward ho – the China dream and ‘one belt, one road’: 
Chinese foreign policy under Xi Jinping. International Affairs, 92(4), 941-957. 

Jackson, R. & Sørensen, G. (2010). Introduction to International Relations: Theories and 

Approaches (5th ed.). Oxford: University Press.  

Jaklič, A., & Svetličič, M. (2019). China and Central and Eastern European Countries within 
‘16+ 1’: Group or Bilateral Relations?. Entrepreneurial Business and Economics 
Review, 7(2), 83-100. 

Jones, D.A. (2012). China’s New Grand Strategy for Europe. Transnational Corporations 
Review, 4(4), 85-97. 

 Keohane, R.O., & Nye, J.S. (1977). World Politics in Transition.Little, Brown and 

Company.  

Mitrovic, D. (2019). Six Years of ‘16+1’ Framework of Cooperation – In Between EU, 
Expectations and Limitations. Global Economic Observer, 7(1), 205-214. 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
working paper #118 

abril/2023 

 

17 
 

Musabelliu, M. (2017). China’s Belt and Road Initiative Extension to Central and Eastern 
European Countries – Sixteen Nations, Five Summits, Many Challenges, Croatian 
International Relations Review(CIRR), 23(78), 57-76. 

Nye, J.S. (2004). Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. Public Affairs. 

 Pepermans, A. (2018). China’s 16+1 and Belt and Road Initiative in Central and 
Eastern Europe: economic and political influence at a cheap price. Journal of 
Contemporary Central and Eastern Europe, 26(2-3), 181-203. 

Poh, A. & Li, M. (2017). A China in Transation: The Rhetoric and Substance of Chinese 
Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping. Asian Security, 13(2), 84-97. 

Reus-Smit, C. (2005). Constructivism. In S. Burchill; A. Linklater; R. Devetak; J. Donnelly, 
M. Paterson, C. Reus-Smit & J. True  (ed.). Theories of International Relations (2nd 
ed., pp. 188-212). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Richet, X. (2018). The 16+ 1 Format: Chinese presence in fragmented markets on the 
periphery of Europe. In X. Chen & Z. He (eds). 16+1 Cooperation and China-EU 
Relationship (pp.4-23). Budapest: China-CEE Institute Nonprofit Ltd.  

Šabić, S.S. (2018). China in Southeast Europe: Detecting a Trend. In X. Chen & Z. He 
(eds). 16+1 Cooperation and China-EU Relationship(pp. 199-217). Budapest: 
China-CEE Institute Nonprofit Ltd.  

Szunomár, A. (2018). Driving Forces behind the International Expansion Strategies of 
Chinese MNEs in East Central Europe. In P. Huang & Z. Liu (eds). 16+1 
Cooperation and Chinese Investments in CEEC (pp.19-47). Beijing: China Social 
Sciences Press 

Vangeli, A. (2017). China's engagement with the sixteen countries of central, East and 
Southeast Europe under the belt and road initiative. China & World 
Economy, 25(5), 101-124. 

Waltz, K. (1979). Theory of International Politics. Addison-Wesley Publishing Company. 

 Weiwei, J. (2019). Interconnection Cooperation Between China and CEECs under 
the Belt and Road Initiative. Global Economic Observer, 7(1), 269-274. 

Wendt, A. (1992). Anarchy is what States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power 
Politics. International Organizations, 46(2), 391-425. 

Zhang, J. (2015). China’s new foreign policy under Xi Jinping: towards ‘Peaceful Rise 2.0’?. 
Global Change, Peace & Security, 27(1), 5-19. 

Zhao, M. (2016). The Belt and Road Initiative and its Implications for China-Europe 
Relations. The International Spectator, 51(4), 109-118. 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
working paper #118 

abril/2023 

 

18 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OBSERVATÓRIO POLÍTICO 

Rua Almerindo Lessa 
Pólo Universitário do Alto da Ajuda, 
1349-055 Lisboa 
Tel. (00351) 21 361 94 30 
geral@observatoriopolitico.pt 

 
Para citar este trabalho/ To quote this paper: 

RAPOSO, Patrícia. «An introduction to China’s rationale behind the 16+1 Initiative: 
a pluralistic approach », Working Paper #118, Observatório Político, publicado em 
abril/2023, URL: www.observatoriopolitico.pt 

Aviso: 

Os working papers publicados no sítio do Observatório Político podem ser consultados e 
reproduzidos em formato de papel ou digital, desde que sejam estritamente para uso 
pessoal, científico ou académico, excluindo qualquer exploração comercial, publicação ou 
alteração sem a autorização por escrito do respectivo autor. A reprodução deve incluir 
necessariamente o editor, o nome do autor e a referência do documento. Qualquer outra 
reprodução é estritamente proibida sem a permissão do autor e editor, salvo o disposto em 
lei em vigor em Portugal. 


