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The relationality of geopolitical codes: the example of the Belt
and Road Initiative
Colin Flinta and Hassan Nooralib

aPolitical Geography, Department of Political Science, Utah State University, Logan, UT, USA; bPolitical
Geography, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

ABSTRACT
The concept of the geopolitical code is a useful tool to understand
the multi-faceted nature of a country’s foreign policy, the way in
which global patterns of geopolitics are an aggregation of
geopolitical codes, and moments of geopolitical transition from
one pattern of codes to another. We address the nature of
geopolitical codes through the lens of instrumental and
associative power, and the geography of its modalities. Especially,
we consider the combined logics of power expressed as
economic networks and territorial sovereignty. To illustrate our
argument, we briefly consider a number of regional responses to
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The geopolitical codes of
Russia, India, Japan, the European Union, and the United States
are discussed. By considering the process of the relationality of
geopolitical codes constructed in response to the BRI we see an
intensification in relations and an increasing scope that suggests
the BRI is driving an ongoing geopolitical transition that will
usher in a new geopolitical world order.
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Introduction

It is evident that we are in a period of rising geopolitical tensions, and one driving force of
that tendency is the tension between the United States (US) and China. We offer one way
to think about the situation, without any claims to seeing it as the only valid approach.
The purpose of this paper is to illustrate the heuristic value of geopolitical codes for
understanding the foreign policy decisions of states in terms of their relational position
in the inter-state system and their evaluation of other countries (Taylor 1990, 13). More-
over, we posit the idea that exploring dynamics in the content and relations of geopoli-
tical codes can serve to indicate the moment of geopolitical transition in the world-
economy. A geopolitical transition is driven by the change in geopolitical codes of
countries with regional and global reach. In the past, geopolitical transitions have
involved global wars. Hence, exploring the value of geopolitical codes in relation to con-
temporary dynamics in world politics has conceptual and practical value. We conclude
that the increasing complexity of the relationality of codes suggests we are in such a
period of geopolitical transition.
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The heuristic value of geopolitical codes is illustrated through a discussion of China’s
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and geopolitical projects in response to the BRI. The BRI
has been the focus of global geopolitics since President Xi’s announcement of what was
then called the “One Belt One Road” in 2013 (NDRC 2015). Since this announcement,
the project has passed through a number of geopolitical representations and has
evolved through the construction of a set of transport corridors with specific local mani-
festations and implications (Carmody and Taylor 2010; Mayer and Zhang 2020). The BRI
dominates academic and policy discussions in what are often separate but related conver-
sations: one conversation focused on transport and trade and the other on the geopolitics
of China’s growing power and the response of the US and other countries. Without
doubt, the BRI is a transformative geopolitical project (Schindler, Dicarlo, and Paudel
2022). The BRI has also provoked a number of responses, which is to be expected
given the relational nature of geopolitical codes. It is this relationality, and associated
geographic features, that we discuss in this paper. We argue that a framework for con-
ceptualizing global change, such as ours, is necessary to interpret analytical approaches
at the individual and local scale, while such analyses should allow us to reflect on the val-
idity and efficacy of broader conceptual frameworks. This paper is the elucidation of a
framework rather than an inductive or deductive analysis.

In sum, we can see that geopolitical codes involve entwined economic and political
strategies that involve constructing territorial arrangements and spatialities of connec-
tivity, are multi-scalar, are best thought of as a process, and involve orders of the relation-
ality of power that extend beyond bilateral relations. The framework of geopolitical codes
is useful in understanding how China and countries responding to the BRI combine
actions of territorial control and connectivity through economic and political means.
These actions require a multi-scalar and multi-spatial agency that transforms places
and builds corridors of connectivity in order to re-order regional and global relations.
In combination, the actions of many countries with regard to the BRI are a geopolitical
process that is driving the current geopolitical transition to a new, yet to be defined, geo-
political world order (Schindler, Dicarlo, and Paudel 2022). Simply, the BRI is a driver of
geopolitical change at multiple scales that alters the way places are connected, changes
established economic and political relations, and will likely usher in a new global geopo-
litical order.

We first introduce the idea of geopolitical codes, transitions and orders and then inter-
pret the BRI as the key factor of China’s geopolitical code. We then introduce sets of geo-
political responses to the BRI before arguing that these responses are in a process of
coalescing into a new geopolitical world order. Empirically we recognize that the rela-
tionality of geopolitics is becoming more intense and broader in scope – an observation
that suggests the BRI is the focus of an increasingly antagonistic geopolitical context in
which new alliances are emerging.

Geopolitical codes

A geopolitical code is the framework of policies and representations that a country con-
structs to evaluate its position in the world and design a strategy to maintain and enhance
its security and prosperity (Flint and Taylor 2018, 51–52). The basic elements of a geo-
political code are the identification of existing and potential allies and enemies, the means
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to address allies and enemies, and representations that justify these policy decisions (Flint
and Taylor 2018, 51). Depending on their capabilities and needs, countries will attempt to
construct their geopolitical code at neighborhood, regional, or global scales. Countries
will also emphasize and balance economic, political, military, or cultural means to
match their ability and goals.

Considering geopolitical codes is one way of looking at state policy. One of its
strengths is its emphasis upon geographical calculations that contextualize the concerns
and goals of a country. In other words, the calculations of state interest are “inevitably
geographical because they use encompass variations in the valuation of foreign places”
(Taylor 1990, 13). Using geopolitical codes as an organizing concept allows for a discus-
sion of geopolitics that is both material and discursive. It is material in that the means are
political, military, and economic capabilities. It is discursive in that representations must
be mobilized to justify geopolitical codes, and that the content of a code is the outcome of
viewing other places as security commodities. In addition, evaluating the actions of a
state through its identification of threats and opportunities across the neighborhood,
regional, or global scale requires a consideration of the geographic relationality of
power (Allen 2003).

The means of a geopolitical code are a combination of economic, political, discursive,
and military actions that are entwined, and hence make the terms geopolitics and geoe-
conomics unhelpful and unnecessary binaries (Moisio 2019). Instead, any geopolitical
code is a combination of twin logics of power that simultaneously use economic
resources to achieve territorial results and territorial arrangements to achieve economic
advantage (Arrighi 1990). This specific understanding of the political economy nature of
geopolitics is useful because it does not prioritize or artificially separate (geo)politics and
(geo)economics but illuminates the intertwined nature of economic and political pro-
cesses and the necessary spatialization of this entanglement. A state may enhance its
power through gaining control of territory (annexing a neighbor’s territory, for
example), but can only succeed in this goal if it has the economic ability to fund an inva-
sion and sustain occupation. Similarly, a state may enhance its power by increasing its
economic capacity through establishing new networks of trade and investment that
are beneficial to its domestic economy; however, it is axiomatic that territorial arrange-
ments, or spatial fixes (Harvey 1982), are necessary for rounds of economic investment
and the realization of profits. In other words, and in a heuristic sense, a country may seek
to advance its interests through a geopolitical code that favors economic or political
means but one requires the other. Hence, a geopolitical code is always, to some
degree, a geographic project with both territorial and network calculations.

The concept of geopolitical codes is deceptively simple. At first glance it appears to be
a simplified listing of a country’s worldview and the means to accomplish its goals. In
other words, it can be merely seen as “strategy.” However, strategy may be an inadequate
notion when it is largely restricted to the actions of countries deemed to be “great
powers” and usually refers to a global landscape de-spatialized as a Euclidian “chess-
board” (for example, Brzezinski 1998). Alternatively, geopolitical codes enable a recursive
sense of geopolitics in which actions by all countries (regardless of their capabilities)
interact at the local, regional, and global scales to form an ever-shifting landscape of geo-
politics that is simultaneously made by the actions of countries while also partially
restriction the potential range of actions, or even closing the door some goals while
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opening up new ones. A study through the lens of strategy, in a simple and classical sense,
would focus on a bilateral competition between the US and China. The idea of geopoli-
tical codes focuses on the formation of shifting geopolitical world orders that are the
product of not just a handful of powerful countries, but the many relational (and
often contradictory) decisions made by all countries in the world seeking advantage in
an ever-changing nesting of local, regional, and global contexts.

The means of a code may also be considered through the way power is enacted
through geographies of scale, networks, and territory. Heuristically, we can consider
the mobilization of power in an instrumental or associational form (Allen 2003, 5).
Instrumental power is “where power is something that is held over you and used to
obtain leverage” (Allen 2003, 5). In other words, the use or threat of use of economic
or political means to gain advantage. Associational power is “where power acts more
like a collective medium enabling things to get done or facilitate some common aim”
(Allen 2003, 5). The use of collaboration and connection to achieve a goal that
benefits all, though it may benefit some more than others. For example, the combination
of these two mobilizations of power by China in its relations with Zambia and Sudan has
led to the description of China’s practices on the ground as “flexigemony” (Carmody and
Taylor 2010).

A geopolitical code may operate at a number of interrelated geographic scales. The
code of a few countries may focus on immediate neighbors. However, many countries
make calculations at the regional scale. A few countries, those often labeled as
“powers”, make calculations with global imperatives and goals in mind. The recent
history of Chinese foreign policy has shown a progression towards a greater capacity
to act at regional and global scales (Flint and Zhang 2019). The BRI has been the
central geopolitical means in the ongoing construction of a global Chinese geopolitical
code that fulfills the promises of global engagement that have existed since the period
of Mao’s rule, but was never able to be fully enacted because of the relative lack of econ-
omic means (Flint and Zhang 2019).

The geopolitical codes of countries (and non-state actors) aggregate into a relatively
stable pattern, called a geopolitical world order (Flint and Taylor 2018, 64–65; Taylor
1990). For example, the Cold War was a relatively stable pattern of geopolitical codes
in which individual countries tended not to recalculate their codes; this relative stability
was the product and outcome of a stable world order. But orders do not remain stable
forever. There are historic moments of geopolitical transition in which countries funda-
mentally recalculate their codes and, as result and cause, the global pattern of geopolitical
relations is fundamentally altered.

The context of a geopolitical world order or transition leads us to recognize that any
geopolitical code is constructed in relation to the codes of other countries (Taylor 1990).
A simple way to think of this is a bilateral relation between adversaries or allies, such as
Israel-Iran relations in the case of the former and US-British relations in the case of the
latter. But thinking in terms of these first-order relations is inadequate (Maoz 2010).
Instead, a geopolitical code is formulated in a complex web of relationality in which
the relations between two countries, the US and Britain for example, are made and re-
made in relation to the actions of another country, such as Russia. A further order of rela-
tional complexity is added when we recognize that the US-British response to Russia, to
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continue the example, is likely to indirectly lead to other countries, such as those with
interests in the Arctic region, having to consider their own codes.

In sum, we can see the following attributes of geopolitical codes:

. The combination of economic and political means through inseparable logics of
network and territorial expressions of power

. Multi-scalar goals and capabilities

. Relationality

. The dynamism of countries’ codes

. The aggregation of codes into a global pattern

. The dynamism of the global pattern in the form of a geopolitical transition

. The combination of instrumental and associational forms of power

Geopolitical world orders are periods in which we would expect relative stability in the
geopolitical codes of separate countries, the balance of economic (network) and political
(territorial) means and goals within a country’s geopolitical code, little change in the
scalar scope of geopolitical codes, the patterns of relationality, and the prevalence of
instrumental or associational forms of power. In contrast, a period of geopolitical tran-
sition should see a drift towards changes in all these manifestations of codes, orders, and
power. Our discussion of the BRI, and the responses to it, highlights the degree to which
we see the attributes of geopolitical codes in operation and in motion in a way that
suggests we are in the process of a geopolitical transition.

The geopolitics of the BRI: action and reaction

The BRI is a geopolitical infrastructure project that is the means of China’s geopolitical
code to challenge the existing global geopolitical world order. The project is a combi-
nation of economic, diplomatic, military, and cultural means. China’s overall goal and
approach as an emerging power has been to develop a set of economic relations with
the potential to rearrange existing security arrangements. The BRI is the engine for creat-
ing new geopolitical relations by simultaneously developing maritime trade and access
across Eurasia (Noorali, Flint, and Ahmadi 2022). In 2013, Chinese President Xi
Jinping unveiled a plan which consisted of the twin-component “One Belt, One Road
Initiative” consisting of the Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI) and the Silk Road
Economic Belt (SREB) (Sarker et al. 2018, 624). Subsequently, in March 2015, detailed
plans for the “One Belt, One Road” (OBOR) or the “Belt and Road” Initiative were
laid out in a White Paper (NDRC 2015). These maritime and continental strategies
are combined within the BRI, projected to join approximately sixty countries in Asia,
Europe and Africa through the “Go West” diplomatic agenda (Sarker et al. 2018, 631;
Sum 2019, 13). The transformative potential of the BRI is part of a policy to engage exist-
ing powers in peaceful relations rather than challenging them directly (Noorali and
Ahmadi 2022; Zhang, Zhang, and Xiao 2022, 424–429). The development of economic
relations, driven by the needs to allay concerns about domestic overproduction, is a
form of network geopolitics that necessarily requires the construction of new territorial
arrangements. These new geographies are simultaneously local, regional (through the
formation of corridors), and global. The combination of network and territorial
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arrangements, and the related combination of economic and political means, within the
BRI is a geopolitical expression of glocalization that blurs political and economic
relations that span across localities in an ongoing fashion (Swyngedouw 1997). Hence,
the BRI has proposed to strengthen regional and global economic integration (Mitchell
2021, 1400; Winter 2021, 1376).

The BRI is just one aspect of China’s geopolitical code, but it is central to understand-
ing how China is building a geopolitical code that moves beyond the scale of its immedi-
ate neighbors and the East Asian region to a global code. The construction of
transportation infrastructure, especially in the form of the corridors that are the com-
ponent parts of the BRI, are physical and discursive geopolitical constructs that make
economic, political, and cultural linkages (Schindler, Dicarlo, and Paudel 2022).
Through these linkages China can make connections at the neighborhood, regional,
and global scales (Harvey, Jensen, andMorita 2017, 2; Sternberg, Ahearn, andMcConnell
2017, 6).

Consequently, the geopolitical representations are of China’s Peaceful Rise to make
China’s proposals to re-set global geopolitical relations appear unthreatening (Winter
2021). This representation has failed. Countries such as the US and Japan are skeptical
and concerned about the unspoken yet conceivable geopolitical aims of the BRI
(Tweed 2019, 2). Other countries are fully aware of the BRI’s potential to re-configure
global patterns of trade and investment (Summers 2020). Such transformation would
also alter the current global geopolitical landscape (Blanchard and Flint 2017, 223;
Medcalf 2020). Notably, the BRI would connect the Indian Ocean to the Eurasian con-
tinent. At the least, the BRI would increase China’s influence in East and Southeast Asia,
with implications for geopolitical competition with the US (Flint and Zhu 2018, 1).

Economic, political, and cultural means expressed in fused network and territorial
spatialities are the conduits and outcomes of instrumental and associational forms of
power operating in tandem. (Allen 2003, 5). Investment is, ostensibly, a form of associa-
tional power with the common goal of attaining profits through new spatial fixes.
However, being in debt is simultaneously a form of instrumental power as it empowers
China to have leverage over debtors. Though the instrumental nature of China’s econ-
omic loans is overstated within Western commentaries, there is an unavoidable connec-
tion between the common aims of the lender and lendee, and the ability of the lender to
extract concessions (DeBoom 2020). Though explicit military outcomes have yet to be
seen through China’s associational power relations of economic ties, the fear of future
instrumental outcomes is central to the geopolitical codes of countries such as the US,
Australia, and India (Medcalf 2020). Specifically, the current associational power of econ-
omic ties may result in military relations, especially the use of ports as bases, that increase
China’s instrumental power.

Unsurprisingly, the size and ambition of the BRI are shifting the established notions
and logics of traditional geopolitical competitiveness (Zhang 2018). China sees the BRI as
a form of international collaboration to reinforce global connectivity, communication
and cooperation (Zhang 2018), or a form of associational power. The BRI has been ident-
ified as a plan of economic expansion into targeted regions, with the intention of con-
structing international trade routes for the benefit of the Chinese manufacturing
sector (Cau 2018). This plan would not just benefit China but fundamentally reconstruct
the global geopolitical world order by overturning the relationship between land and sea,
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and placing Eurasia at the center of geopolitical calculations (Jiwoon 2019). In combi-
nation, the BRI is a “mega-project” that furthers China’s process of constructing a
global geopolitical code through the intertwining of political and economic projects
through a combination of connected trans-regional spatial fixes (Sum 2019). However,
there is a big difference between the geographies of actual infrastructure projects and
the way they are represented. Hence, planning the geographies of transportation net-
works and implementing them on the ground are important challenges for the BRI
project (Harvey, Jensen, and Morita 2017, 42; Sarker et al. 2018, 624–626; Van Noort
2021, 18).

Transformations in global connectivity have catalyzed realist geopolitical responses
(Kaplan 2018; Office of the Secretary of Defense 2020). An infrastructure project as ambi-
tious as the BRI has, unsurprisingly, provoked alarm bells amongst policymakers. For
example, Admiral Harry Harris, Chief of US Command in the Pacific, identified the
BRI as part of the superpower rivalry between China and the US. Admiral Harris
described the BRI as a maneuver to encircle key global shipping hubs and therefore mar-
ginalize US global influence (Lin 2019, 1). The geostrategic position of the US has been
based on a blue water navy that can project power across the globe to maintain key mar-
itime trade routes in nearly all geographical regions (Office of the Secretary of Defense
2020). The US is alarmed by China’s attempts, and growing ability, to utilize vital trans-
portation corridors to widen its sphere of influence in many regions of the world as a
reflection of China’s process of creating a global geopolitical code (Noorali and
Ahmadi 2022). The emphasis we would like to make is that such a US response
cannot be made alone. Instead, the emerging geopolitical world order will be an aggrega-
tion of the geopolitical codes of other countries as they also react to the BRI with their
own particular concerns, abilities, and goals.

The relationality of responses to the BRI

Though it is important to briefly outline the BRI as an element of China’s geopolitical
code, our focus is upon how China’s goals and actions create a relational wave of
changes in the geopolitical codes of other countries. This relationality is a process; geo-
political reactions that have emerged in recent years are a relational suite of codes that
originate as national concerns and first-order relations but are steadily becoming a
dense web of relationality that is global in scope. We outline important sets of geopolitical
codes to illustrate the three considerations of 1) the political economy understanding of
geopolitical codes, 2) their relationality, and 3) the operation of codes at three related
scales.

The Eurasian Economic Union
Russia is a partner with China in the development of the BRI. China has intentionally
planned for segments of the BRI to be within Russia to gain the latter’s cooperation as
an economic and strategic ally. To some degree, the BRI is of benefit to Russia, especially
to maintain and enhance trade relations. However, Russia has simultaneously developed
its own Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) to restrict and curb China’s influence in
Central Asia and the Caucasus Regions (Dragneva and Hartwell 2021, 200–203; Kazant-
sev, Medvedeva, and Safranchuk 2021).
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The Russian-led EAEU can be seen as a political-economic combination of territorial
power expressions that serve as a powerful image of what Putin envisions for the post-
Soviet space (Sergi 2018, 52–53). The EAEU, which was formed, ostensibly, for the inte-
gration of its member states (i.e. Armenia, Belarus, Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan and Russia), is
a geopolitical and not just an economic project to counter the regional and global geo-
political codes of competitors through the intertwining of economic and political
means of expressing territorial power. It should also be noted that each country in the
EAEU has its own geopolitical code, and they have separately concluded trade agree-
ments with trading partners (Dragneva and Hartwell 2021, 200–203). Hence, the dyna-
mism of a collection of geopolitical codes may not inevitably lead to aggregation and
coherence.

The EAEU is partly a Russian response to concerns about China’s growing influence
in the Central Asian region (International Crisis Group 2016, 18; Kazantsev, Medvedeva,
and Safranchuk 2021). The “yellow danger”, the fear of the Chinese occupying eastern
Russia, has been a geopolitical trope since the 1880s and remains a motivation (either
real or a justifying representation) behind Russia’s response to China (Bennett 2016,
348). Russia is playing a relational game by simultaneously recognizing the needs and
benefits of acting within the BRI, while building relations with Eurasian states that are
themselves building relations within China (Kuteleva and Vasilev 2021, 585–586).
Although Russia, through EAEU, forms a separate and competing code to China’s
BRI, it tries to represent the two initiatives as coordinated (International Crisis Group
2016, 18; Lukin 2019, 10–11). This relational practice consolidates the codes of Russia
and its allies within the ongoing context of a geopolitical transition.

Russia’s concern and response is a geopolitical code that recognizes and incorporates a
political economy calculation. A territorial concern is China’s growing influence in the
breakaway countries of the former Soviet Union (Kazantsev, Medvedeva, and Safranchuk
2021; Pop 2016, 8–9). This concern is driven by economic concerns that have manifested
in the rejection of China’s initiative to establish a free trade zone among members of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization and the subsequent Russian moves to establish a
Eurasian Union Trade Organization in cooperation with Kazakhstan and Belarus.
China saw this strategic diplomatic move as an attempt by Russia to prevent Chinese
penetration of its traditional sphere of influence within the region (Kazantsev, Medve-
deva, and Safranchuk 2021; Lukin 2019, 10–11; Sergi 2018, 55–59). The relational geopo-
litics catalyzed by the BRI extends beyond the region of Central Asia to the global scale
through the dual connectivity of China and Russia with the European Union (EU), and
the growing influence of China in the Arctic region, considered by the Russians as
another traditional sphere of influence. These relationships are not only about creating
territorial geopolitical spheres of influence, but also about creating networks of trade pat-
terns and sea lines of communication (SLOCs) that will change the dynamic global pat-
terns of political economies within geopolitical transitions.

Russia’s response to the BRI shows how the traditional concerns at the neighborhood
scale can only be understood by the growing global scale of another country’s code –
China and the BRI. Also, a time of geopolitical transition is one in which a country’s geo-
political code contains contradictions in response to dilemmas; Russia must simul-
taneously accommodate and seek benefits from economic relations with China while
being wary of territorial concerns, whether real or imagined.

8 C. FLINT AND H. NOORALI



Indian material and discursive relational codes
India, China’s traditional rival, has taken a negative view of the BRI and has tried to chal-
lenge it by creating a suite of new codes. Project Mausam is a multi-scale and multi-
faceted initiative that intertwines the instruments of territorial power and network con-
nectivity and was announced by Prime Minister Narendra Modi to increase India’s links
with countries impacted by the BRI (Ministry of Culture 2023; Singh 2019, 7). The means
of Project Mausam, as a factor of India’s geopolitical code, are primarily economic and
cultural. Characterized in the Indian press as a “transnational initiative meant to revive
[India’s] ancient maritime routes and cultural linkages with countries in the region”, the
project is a direct response to China’s BRI (Singh 2019, 71). The economic base of the
project is India’s goal to re-establish ties with ancient trading partners and the creation
of an “Indian Ocean World Concept” which puts India in the center of commerce activi-
ties. China’s presence in the Pakistani port of Gwadar as part of the MSRI has been rep-
resented as a “siege” and has raised concerns about India’s geopolitical and geoeconomic
situation. India and China have been longstanding rivals, and this bilateral tension has
been expressed within the countries’ regional geopolitical codes within Central Asia
and the Indian Ocean region (Medcalf 2020). India has readily seized upon the geopoli-
tical representation of China establishing a “String of Pearls” in generating India’s port
investments in the Indian Ocean Region as a response to China’s growing presence
(Ashraf 2017; Singh and Singh 2019, 171). India has classified the MSRI as a means
for China to build a regional geopolitical code by building a network of naval bases in
the ports of the countries of South Asia as a means of advancing the navy to the
Indian Ocean and beyond to the Middle East (Marshall 2012, 1). Increased presence
in the Indian Ocean would increase China’s significant presence along SLOCs, anchoring
its presence in the Middle East (Devonshire-Ellis 2009, 8) and besieging India (Pop 2016,
9).

In the process of building and developing its chain of ports in the Indian Ocean and to
play a greater role in the field of energy, China has considered Sri Lanka as one of India’s
strategic port focus points to further challenge India’s maritime geopolitical position
(Theiventhran 2022). The dynamics of India’s geopolitical codes place the International
North–South Transport Corridor (INSTC), another territorial expression of power in
India’s maritime doctrine to respond to China’s MSRI, in relation to Project Mausam
(Chalikyan and Tashjia 2021; Ranjan 2017, 152). The North–South Initiative is a
multi-purpose project that connects the ports of India, Iran and Russia as a corridor
network and shortens the transportation time of goods as an alternative route to the
Suez Canal. The first train via INSTC departed from Helsinki on June 21, 2021 and
reached its destination twice as fast as the traditional route through the Suez Canal, illus-
trating that the INSTC is a timely and competitive infrastructural project (Chalikyan and
Tashjia 2021; Noorali and Ahmadi 2022).

India’s network projects connect places and regions. They require the Indian Navy’s
capability for global operations and international connectivity, focusing on maintaining
regional maritime superiority by integrating political, economic and cultural calculations
about the strategic value of specific territories (Ashraf 2017, 1–3). To try and assuage
those concerns, Beijing is now pushing for a linkage between Project Mausam and the
MSRI (Tiezzi 2015). However, India’s perception of the threat posed by the rise of
China as a rival regional power has created a growing sense of geopolitical relationality
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that has made it vital to code into a dynamic global pattern within geopolitical
transitions.

A time of geopolitical transition disrupts established and seemingly immutable geopo-
litical calculations. For decades India has assumed that it was the dominant power in the
Indian Ocean region. That this assumption is severely challenged is the result not of
India’s geopolitical or strategic failings, but the economic relations being developed by
China with countries in Africa and the Middle East. The relationality of geopolitics is
that the economic imperatives of other countries on other continents require a re-calcu-
lation of one’s own local and regional codes.

The American silk road for Central Asia
The multi-scalar, multi-actor relationality of EU and Indian geopolitical codes created in
response to the BRI has been significantly enhanced by growing US concerns and actions.
(The EU’s geopoliticical code is discussed in more detail below.) Throughout modern
history, Central Asia has been a region of interest to world powers because control of
the territory has enabled regional and global connectivity through transportation net-
works (Högselius 2022). The so-called “Great Game” arose from the rivalry between
two nineteenth-century superpowers, Britain and Russia, over Central Asia, with an
eye upon British control of India (Mojtahed-Zadeh 2004, 8). From the end of World
War Two, the Central Asia region has been a central concern within the US’s geopolitical
code. Energy resources, competition with China and Russia, and twenty-first-century
concerns about “secure sources” for terrorism are a combination of economic, strategic,
and territorial concerns that have driven the US’multi-scale objectives and capabilities in
the region (Tacconi 2010, 3).

The dynamic political economy of Central Asia, which is based on energy resources
and pipeline routes on the one hand, and territorial transportation networks on the
other hand, has invigorated the consolidation of the codes of competing powers in the
region as an element of global geopolitical transition. As Rustemova (2011) shows, the
analysis of the political economy of Central Asia cannot continue to be based on the sep-
aration of economics and politics in the dynamics of the current world order. Therefore,
it is not surprising that in response to China’s BRI and its growing influence in the
Central Asian region, the US has coordinated its geopolitical codes in territorial connec-
tivity networks. These responses have been piecemeal and were based on the New Silk
Road vision presented by the then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in 2011, a precursor
to the sense of growing competition between the US and China in Central Asia (Noorali
and Ahmadi 2022). The vision was a combination of economic and territorial concerns,
including the security environment in Afghanistan, exploitation of oil and gas resources,
economic relations between South and Central Asian countries to expand local markets
for US allies (particularly India and Pakistan), and reduction of the regional influence of
China, Russia, and Iran. Particularly, the US wanted its New Silk Road to act as a geopo-
litical wedge between China, and to a lesser extent Iran, and countries in the region,
whether as established or potential US allies (Noorali and Ahmadi 2022).

The response of the US to the BRI illustrates the economic imperatives behind stra-
tegic actions. It also shows that even a hegemonic power does not act alone, especially
in a period of relative decline. Instead, the US must increasingly consider the geopolitical
codes of other countries that also respond to China’s actions in a dynamic of coordinated

10 C. FLINT AND H. NOORALI



codes amongst allies. Some elements of the codes of other states will see benefits of devel-
oping ties with China, while others will be wary. A geopolitical transition is a period in
which the declining hegemonic power must come to realize that its own code is no longer
the one that defines the decisions of others, but is a context in which the relationality of
codes (including the less powerful states) partially determines what is possible within a
once dominant global geopolitical code.

Japan’s changing geopolitical code
China’s BRI, and its military implications in the Indo-Pacific region, have led to a re-cal-
culation of Japan’s multi-faceted and multi-scalar geopolitical code into an inextricably
relational and dynamic logic (Jash 2019, 22). For decades, Japan has been a key source of
economic investment in infrastructural territorial networks that interweave a combi-
nation of instrumental and associational forms of power (Ito 2019; Joe 2022; Murashkin
2018). Therefore, the BRI has been a threat to Japan as one of the largest traditional infra-
structure exporters in Asia with multi-scale objectives and capabilities. In the new politi-
cal economy of the region, due to increasing security tensions in the South China Sea,
geopolitics and economics are increasingly intertwined (Joe 2022). The dynamics of
Japan and China’s separate codes within geopolitical transitions calls for infrastructure
investment competition for greater economic influence in Southeast Asia.

Japan is concerned about maintaining access to Central Asian and Middle Eastern oil
and gas resources. In October 2013, Shinzo Abe (then Japanese Prime Minister)
expanded the geopolitical scope of Japan’s geopolitical code by advocating for an
Asian-European commercial partnership. Prime Minister Abe remarked that Tokyo
was the starting point for a new Asia-Europe Silk Road. Japan’s geopolitical code has
had to emerge as political-economic in terms of its means because of the constitutional
restrictions upon building offensive military capability. Hence, Japan has vigorously
engaged Pacific and Indian Ocean coastal countries to strengthen its armed force attend-
ance. These initiatives are to reinforce the “Defensive Line” policy to restrain China’s
penetration (Liu 2017, 136).

The catalyst for Japan’s geopolitical code is relational: a set of trading relations with
regional countries and energy exporters. At a time of geopolitical transition, Japan is
recognizing the limits to its established geopolitical code, especially its defensive
agenda within a local scale that was established by its relations with the US and its
role as hegemonic power. In sum, Japan’s new geopolitical code is responding to a
new context of relationality that is being driven, largely, by China’s agenda of creating
a regional and global code. Emphasizing relationality forces us to consider that these
dynamics have nudged Japan to build a code that must also reflect relations with the
EU, a key market for Japan.

Dynamics of relationality codes of the EU
The EU geopolitical code has always combined economic and political instruments in a
project whose very nature is the belief in the efficacy of associational power. However, its
geopolitical code, especially when it prepares to respond to the geopolitical codes of
others, sees power practices as inevitably territorial and at times instrumental to achiev-
ing its goals (Cianciara 2020; Rhinard and Sjöstedt 2019, 8). Associative forms of power
are manifest in the construction of network corridors of transportation. At the moment,
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the territorial aspects of the EU’s code are largely separate. However, the twin challenges
of forging an economic relationship with China while dealing with the Russia-Ukraine
war on its doorstep mean a dynamic construction of codes. The EU is attempting to inte-
grate a set of national codes within a changing global context while attempting to main-
tain the priority of its associational goals through the construction and maintenance of
land and sea transportation networks. The moment of geopolitical transition is partially
being formed by, and partially catalyzing, the EU’s introduction of three network initiat-
ives. These initiatives include the geopolitical imagination of reviving the Silk Road, the
TRACECA (Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia), and the Global Gateway, whose
main goal is to respond to China’s initiative.

The BRI will have far-reaching implications for China-Europe relations (Zhao 2016,
1). China intends to use the BRI to engender greater political trust, expand shared inter-
ests, and seek closer cooperation with Europe, thus reducing the barriers to economic
exchange between them. However, to date, a concrete mechanism of multilateral
cooperation is still missing in the promotion of the BRI (Li and Schmerer 2017, 210),
though the establishment of institutions such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank, and a series of BRI summits, are steps in that direction. The security and economic
implications of the BRI in Europe can be assessed in three general categories: 1) impact
on European unification, 2) impact on European security, and 3) competition for trade,
investments and access to European and Asian free markets (Mohan 2018, 2). EU
member states developed concerns that the BRI will gradually eradicate the internal
cohesion and political alliances of the Union. Hence, European stakeholders proposed
an alternative project. In 2009, the EU proposed a new Silk Road Project to strengthen
its affairs with Central Asia and neighboring countries in the fields of energy, trade, per-
sonal exchange, and information. The project included the Nabucco West Project, which
was based upon the construction of a natural gas pipeline. As with the other geopolitical
responses we have discussed, the means of the EU’s geopolitical code combined econ-
omics, culture, and security. The EU intervention aims to balance US and Russian
influence in Central Asia while accepting some level of economic relations with China
while acknowledging that China’s increasing role in Central Asia is not necessarily
advantageous (Liu 2017, 135).

TRACECA, a multi-faceted project of networks connecting multiple territories, is part
of the geopolitical imagination of the new European Silk Road. This corridor was devel-
oped in order to integrate the continents of Europe and Asia by connecting them through
the Black Sea and the Caucasus. This transport network includes the EU and 15 member
countries of Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia, facilitating the connection of
Central Asian republics to European ports (Keser 2015, 163; Noorali and Ahmadi 2022).
This geopolitical project, a potential competitor to BRI’s land route, will be complemen-
ted by a new project in 2021. Hence, the EU recently launched the Global Gateway, a
multi-faceted network of connectivity (Lau and Cokelaere 2021). In another expression
of associational power, the Global Gateway is portrayed as a sustainable project through a
commitment to the highest environmental and labor standards, and sound financial
management to help reduce the global investment gap around the world (European
Commission 2021).

The rationale behind this project is to counter China’s influence in the Global South
through the BRI (Lau and Cokelaere 2021; Tagliapietra 2021). The project represents the
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latest set of actions, policies and declarations in the EU policy framework designed to
reflect and produce a clean and viable alternative to the BRI (Kuo 2021). The Global
Gateway is a further illustration that development assistance is an element of the EU’s
geopolitical code; and that it is seen as being necessary in relation to China’s role in
the Global South.

Each member state of the EU has constructed a local and regional geopolitical code
with the means and ends of the economic and political integration of the continent.
However, these codes, and the overarching EU code, have been forced to adjust to
China’s goal of developing stronger ties to the EU in general, and to particular countries.
Hence, we see the tension between separate geopolitical codes that are entwined in the
relational projects of the EU. For example, the benefits for Greece through China’s
role in the development of the port of Piraeus; at the same time, there are security con-
cerns across EU countries regarding the use of Chinese internet technology and possible
transfer of user data to Chinese government agencies. The current period of geopolitical
transition will test the established code of regional integration, and whether the economic
benefits of interacting with China’s global economic agenda will produce internal EU
tensions that create friction between member states: In other words, whether global econ-
omic relations put a strain on a decades-long tradition of geopolitical codes of European
cooperation.

Towards a coordinated response

The initial responses of India, Japan, the EU, and the US have developed with a growing
concern about the influence of China’s BRI. Though the responses of each country or
bloc have been relational in the sense that they involved calculations and actions
beyond bilateral actions, the initial pattern of relationality has quickly merged into
new sets of aggregated relationality. In other words, the already tangled web of geopoli-
tical relationships has become denser and its geographical scope become more coherent.
The process has involved a fusion of instrumental and associative power using a blend of
territorial and network approaches.

One manifestation of the process of deeper and wider relationality is the resumption
of the quartet security dialogue, or Quad, after ten years between 2007 and 2017. The aim
of the dialogue between the US, Japan, Australia, and India is to confront China in the
Indo-Pacific region (Khurana 2019, 20; Medcalf 2020; Smith 2021; Zhu 2018). Some
believe that although this alliance has a direct appearance as a security alliance, its
genesis was a joint regional infrastructure plan to counter the BRI (Zhu 2018). Several
economies in South, Southeast, and East Asia, and Pacific Islands (including Vietnam,
New Zealand, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and others) have expressed interest in joining
the Indo-Pacific Group in the Quad (Khurana 2019, xxiii). This has expanded the rela-
tionality of opposition to the development of the BRI. Quad members have represented
the dialogue as a form of economic cooperation to reduce tensions with China, a discur-
sive technique that recognizes the web of economic relations with China within which all
member states are embedded (Khurana 2018, 28). Although China has represented the
initiative as an Asian NATO, it has also tried to downplay its potential impact by ignoring
the Quad (Sarkar 2020, 110).
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The political economy, and associational, nature of the new relationality of geopoliti-
cal codes is evident in the Quad’s concept of an “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP).
This concept encompasses US-aligned powers in the region (Weisbrode 2021). In fact,
former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe believed in the Quad’s power to guarantee
this idea and sought to convince the Trump administration of the value of the coalition
(Smith 2021). In a geopolitical mirror to the BRI, the Quad has developed cooperation
between the countries of the Indo-pacific region to create and maintain linkages from
the east coast of Africa to the west coast of the Pacific (Khurana 2019, 12). Hence,
freedom of navigation and support for FOIP communities have been common in
Quad 2.0 meetings, the term used to refer to the 2017 revival of Quad. These goals
reflect the region’s important SLOCs and its richness of natural resources, such as oil
and natural gas in underwater reserves (Sarkar 2020, 116).

Another recent reaction to the BRI is the Blue Dot Network (BDN). The BDN was
announced by the US, Japan and Australia in late 2019 at the India-Pacific Business
Association in Thailand (Kuo 2020). The initiative, which, like other recent US initiatives
in the Indo-Pacific, has been launched with its regional allies, is an infrastructure project
at heart, with the added appeal of claiming to foster environmental sustainability, another
expression of associational power. It seeks to add new members in the future, including
the EU and India (Kuo 2020). A new response to China is the creation of a new military-
security alliance known as “AUKUS” between the three countries, the United States, the
United Kingdom, and Australia in the Indo-Pacific region (Rajagopalan 2021; Saikia
2021). This security pact, primarily an expression of instrumental power, is aimed at
further restraining China and clearly links the BRI with the potential for China’s military
expansion through the development of a blue water navy.

The BRI has initiated a process of change in the geopolitical codes of many countries.
This process of change is multi-faceted and relational. In combination, the Quad, BDN,
AUKUS and Global Gateway illustrate that the newly forming geopolitical codes are best
understood as political-economic in nature, as their means and goals are entwined econ-
omic and political actions utilizing a mix of instrumental and associational power. This
combination is not surprising given the political-economic nature of the BRI. Further-
more, the webs of relationality have deepened through the formation of the Quad,
BDN, AUKUS and Global Gateway, as has the scope of the geopolitical response. The
process of deepening and widening geopolitical relationality amongst countries in
response to China’s BRI is evident in a new geopolitical representation: “China Contain-
ment” (Larson 2021). Although these initiatives to contain China have not yet become
universal and become a major alternative or competitor to the BRI, the process is
ongoing and likely to entwine ever more countries in a relational geopolitical order
that is centered upon the BRI.

Conclusion

From the beginning of the present century, China has proclaimed a doctrine of a peaceful
yet gradual emergence to eliminate the perception of the country as a threat by the US
and other countries. The BRI has been the central feature of China’s geopolitical code
as it moves through a process of constructing a code global in scope. If China was to
succeed in that goal, the result would be the construction of a new geopolitical world
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order. Many countries have reacted to the BRI and formed new sets of geopolitical
relations that have intensified their commitments to each other and, as a result, led to
an aggregation of codes that has broadened the geographical scope of each country’s cal-
culations and actions. It is this process of intensification and increased scope of relational
codes that is driving contemporary geopolitics that has been labeled a “new Cold War”
(Schindler, Dicarlo, and Paudel 2022). Our contribution to this discussion is a focus on
the process driving geopolitical change within a period of transition that can only be
understood by focusing on the nature of the relationality of geopolitical codes.

The theoretical contribution of the paper is to reinforce current analyses that empha-
size the entwined political economy nature of geopolitical change (Mayer and Zhang
2020; Moisio 2019) that marks a return to understandings of political geography that
emerged in the 1980s, namely, a political economy approach to geopolitics (Taylor
1982). Our approach brings focus to the dual entwinement of instrumental and associ-
ative forms of power through the construction of network and territorial spatialities
operating at multiple scales (Lin, Sidaway, and Woon 2019). Local, and perhaps contin-
gent, manifestations of political economy are situated within, and help create, a global
geopolitical context. In turn, this changing global picture is the overarching context
within which actions that restructure places take place. The local scale cannot be under-
stood without considering the global scale, and vice versa (Taylor 1981).

Despite these theoretical developments, the state of the art is not predictive. Our
approach is able to identify the moment and processes of a geopolitical transition, but
predicting a particular outcome would be inappropriately deterministic. Nor is our
approach normative. Hence, we cannot conclude what a new geopolitical world order
will and should look like. We leave such things to the classic geopoliticians. But
perhaps it is enough to say that, unlike classic geopolitics, our framework does not
simply identify a threat that must be countered. Instead, we see geopolitics as a
process of relational interaction. In sum, “our” actions are as essential in creating war
and peace as “theirs”.
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