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Creating the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), a multilateral
development bank initiated by the People’s Republic of China, has been one of
the key symptoms of Xi Jinping’s ambitious “China Dream” foreign policy. The
previous studies mainly focused on providing a description of AIIB’s creation
or general motives and context through which they explicated the establishment
of the Bank. Building on the literature focused on strategic culture and grand
strategy, I supplement the general motives of AIIB’s creation by characterizing the
style and process of AIIB’s materialization. I argue that the style (procedure) of
AIIB’s implementation largely resembles the previous Dengian model of strategic
procedure which Deng himself described with the Chinese saying “crossing
the river by touching the stones” which evinces flexibility and “step-by-step”
characteristics in its procedure. This helps to illustrate that China’s engagement
with the international order can be adaptive to a significant degree and China
does not necessarily follow a pre-planned vision of how to take over international
(institutional) order. While China’s foreign policy in some areas is often regarded
as being assertive and rigidly defending its positions, AIIB is a different case to a
high extent. Moreover, analyzing the creation of AIIB indicates ambiguity of Xi’s
foreign policy regarding general aims it wants to achieve and identities on which it
should be based.
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Introduction1
Since Xi Jinping’s accession as a new leader of the People’s Republic of China (China,
PRC) at the turn of 2012 and 2013, China has been pursuing a more ambitious foreign
policy.2 During his first year as the head of the country and the Communist Party of
China (CCP), Xi introduced a very aspirational foreign policy program. His slogan of
“China Dream,” expressing the ambitions of rejuvenating the Chinese nation and its
position in international politics, paved the way for projects which can be regarded
to be unprecedented in China’s foreign policy. The Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank (AIIB),3 a multilateral development bank initiated by China, is one of them and
can be understood as one of the key symptoms of the changing character of China’s
strategic course in international affairs. It was for the first time that China led a process
of establishing an international institution with global reach. Not only was it supposed
to support China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), but also to influence and (co-)define
international order and its institutional structure. As such, the establishment of AIIB
could be understood as a crucial testing case for understanding China’s foreign policy.
Hence, I ask and examine how China’s strategic course evolved in China’s approach to
the establishment of AIIB.
China’s ambitions connected with AIIB’s creation stimulated a debate of whether
China is a revisionist or status quo player in international affairs with many authors
arguing for the former option. In their view, China’s revisionism can be characterized
by some or all of the following aspects: contradicting Western actors’ practices, interests
and diplomatic initiatives; building its own distinctive institutional framework separated
from the existing liberal-order institutions; limiting the influence of Western actors;
becoming more assertive; and following a specific blueprint based on the previous
points.4 However, a few authors have problematized such a view. Wilson5 and de Jonge6
draw our attention to the evolving relationship between the Bank and liberal order
as they show that both entities have been influencing each other. Hameiri and Jones7
point to the role of multiple Chinese actors that tried to influence AIIB and link up their
interests with AIIB. This paper aims to contribute to the latter stream of literature. These
works indicate that a closer inquiry into the evolution of AIIB in connection to China’s
foreign policy is needed and imply that explaining AIIB’s creation through stressing
China’s general (strategic) motives, as it is done in various papers, is not sufficient by
itself.
To understand AIIB’s role in international affairs and explicate AIIB’s significance
as well as the process of its creation, this paper examines the strategic course of China’s
foreign policy (mainly represented by the top political elites) in relation to the process
of AIIB’s implementation. Being inspired by the literature of grand strategy and
strategic culture, I will argue that the style (procedure) of AIIB’s implementation largely
resembles the previous Dengian model which Deng himself aptly described with the
Chinese saying “crossing the river by touching the stones” (mozhe shitouguo he).8 It
follows an incremental attitude towards forwarding the state’s strategic direction and
evinces “step-by-step” characteristics. This helps illustrate that when it comes to AIIB,
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China’s engagement with the international order has been adaptive and conciliatory to a
significant degree and has not necessarily followed a coherently sustained plan.
Whether coming from an academic, policy or think thank environment, authors who
previously explained AIIB usually focused on providing a description of AIIB’s creation
and/or general motives and context through which they explicated the establishment of
the Bank.9 However, witnessing how AIIB developed from an initial proposal in 2013
to its ceremonial launch in January 2016 as well as how it operated during the first
three years after the inauguration, i.e, from 2016 to 2018, we might ask how the Bank’s
form and shape evolved and might want to complement the general motives of AIIB’s
creation by characterizing the process of AIIB’s materialization. Examining these topics
will indicate some ambiguity of Xi’s foreign policy regarding general aims it wants to
achieve and strategic identities on which it should be based.
The paper proceeds as follows. In the next (second) part, I specify my analytical
approach. The third part introduces a structural strategic characterization of China’s
approach under Xi Jinping which sets the stage for the analysis of AIIB’s evolution in
the subsequent parts. The fourth part analyzes the process of AIIB’s creation until its
official launch. In the fifth part, the Bank’s operations during the first three years after
the launch is examined.

Analyzing Strategic Course of China’s Foreign Policy
Drawing on the literature on grand strategy and strategic culture, it is possible to
distinguish three key components which constitute an actor’s strategic course, i.e. the
strategic path it follows. These are grand strategy, strategic (international) identity and
strategic style. While the literature on grand strategy and strategic culture does not
usually connect all the mentioned elements into one analytical framework, it suggests
linkages among all of them.10 Being inspired by Colin Gray’s strategic culture for
context and his view on a nexus between ideas and behavior, 11 I try to connect structural
(relatively static) dimensions of analysis, represented here by grand strategy and
strategic identities, with a more dynamic dimension of strategic style. While structural
characteristics and motivations connected with BRI and AIIB have been well described
in academic literature, I focus on strategic style to elucidate how China’s strategic course
unfolded through developing AIIB.
Grand strategy can be understood as a bedrock of a state’s policies and development
of itself in international affairs. I analyze grand strategy as an (implicit or explicit)
outline or a plan12 involving key goals and means, connections between them and
preferences about them. As conceived here, a state’s (strategic, international) identity
embodies an understanding of itself, one’s own position in international politics as
well as its relationship to (or demarcation against) others. As such, both grand strategy
and strategic identity are closely related and express different aspects about a state’s
international role. The former expresses a strategic setting proposed by a specific
leadership while the latter relates to broader traditions of a state’s foreign policy. They
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form a background against which AIIB’s actual development will be assessed.
Strategic style relates to the actual implementation of a specific project and, hence,
analytically complements grand strategy and strategic identity.13 I conceive of strategic
style as an abbreviation for a state’s approach to forming strategic issues which captures
procedure and key characteristics of such a development. When analyzing strategic
style, researchers often face a methodological dilemma. While the ideal way would be
to examine actual decision-making including its constraints, it is often impossible to do
so, especially if an analyzed case is very recent and the political regime is authoritarian.
A potential work-around, which is adopted in this paper, is to use auxiliary reasoning,
observing related effects and happenings.14 This will be done through the following
analytical questions.
- How is a specific project (AIIB in our case) related to a strategic setting, i.e. grand
strategic plan and identities? In what ways does it utilize such sources? How is it
related to a broader (international) strategic environment)?
- How is a specific project officially presented and demarcated? What are key shifts
or continuities?
- How does a given actor (China) react to other actors’ reactions to a concerned
project?
Attention to the propensity for conflict, a degree of adaptation and flexibility, consistency
(integrity) of one’s approach or a level of ambitions,15 then, serve to further sensitize the
analytical questions.
Hence, when examining strategic style during the establishment of AIIB (fourth and
fifth part), I firstly discuss AIIB’s development vis-à-vis China’s strategic outline, goals
and means, then its relationship to strategic identities and, partly, to other aspects of a
broader strategic environment. As I move from the very beginning of AIIB to its actual
operation, I also pay attention to Chinese reactions to other actors and their views.

Changes in China’s Strategy Course: A Strategic Setting
This part summarizes changes in China’s political and strategic orientation under Xi
Jinping’s leadership. By addressing China’s strategic identities and grand strategic
vision, it expounds key outlines of a strategic setting from which AIIB unfolds. Because
Xi’s strategy involves reconsideration of the previously established Dengian strategic
consensus as one of its defining features, it will be appropriate to briefly introduce the
Dengian course. Although the reconsideration of the Dengian strategic course partly
evolved even before Xi, it is only during Xi’s rule that it has become fundamental for
understanding China’s foreign policy.16 As I show below, while the Dengian strategic
course was defined by a congruence among strategic identity, grand strategic plan and
strategic style, the interconnection among these elements has been less clear under Xi.
Deng Xiaoping replaced the Maoist understanding of the world based on class
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struggle by the paradigm of development connected with the strategic identity of China
as a developing country according to which the key goal is to pursue its socio-economic
development together with, rather than in opposition to, international order.17 Following
the reorientation of China, Deng came up with the strategy of keeping a low profile.
The strategy presupposes that China should develop peacefully, devote its energy and
resources to economic development instead of confrontation with the West, and find
ways to strengthen its relations with the Western international order. The strategic style
dominant during Deng’s rule corresponded with the character of the strategy. It was
explicitly expressed by Deng with the help of the Chinese saying “crossing the river by
touching the stones.”18 The guideline postulates that it is necessary to make incremental
steps while adjusting one’s course. It is also partly a trial-and-error approach as it
presupposes that some steps will not find support and will need to be corrected. At the
same time, it evinces strong characteristics of incrementalism as it relies on gradual
(sequential) advancement. In short, this strategic style entails a high level of adaptation
to others’ reactions, broader environment and feasibility (profitability) of specific
policies, flexibility, avoiding conflicts and down-playing ambitions. In Deng’s era, the
style of implementation especially influenced the key issue area of economic reforms as
well as a general strategic orientation while some authors argue about its relevance for
other policy areas as well.19
Instead of the single dominant identity present during the times of Deng, it was
possible to distinguish at least three of them at the turn of Hu Jintao’s and Xi Jinping’s
rule. It is remarkable that even during fora that were supposed to provide guidelines for
Xi’s foreign policy (the Work Forum on Chinese Diplomacy Towards in 2013 and the
Central Conference on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs in 2014), Chinese leadership
referred to all three of them.20 Hence, while I introduce their characteristics here, it will
be very important to see how China’s foreign policy built on them when initiating AIIB.
These are: 1) developmental, 2) Asianist, and 3) great power identity.21 1) The
identity of a developing (and developmental) country was strongly established during
Deng’s rule largely stemming from the previous China’s attachment to the third world
(the so-called theory of the three worlds). As partly indicated, the developmental identity
portrays China as relatively weak and under-developed and postulates the need for socioeconomic development together with the Western–led international order. Although the
identity contains a certain level of suspiciousness in relation to the West as the West
is deemed responsible for various kinds of harm and injustice in international affairs,
the West is also seen as a model for modernization in many respects. 2) The Asianist
identity claims that the main framework for China’s actions is Asia. China should pay
the greatest attention to the region even if it might damage or diminish relations with
Western countries. According to its proponents, China should be a leader of the region in
which Asian problems should be dealt with by Asians and security should be provided
by Asians for Asians. 3) The great power (major country) identity sees China as one of
the great powers in international politics influencing the international system, order and
distribution of power. As such, China should act and contribute to political, security and
economic management on a global scale.
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Contours of Xi Jinping’s grand strategy can be introduced generally and in
connection to BRI and AIIB. From the most general point of view, Xi Jinping’s grand
strategy as it has evolved is concentrated around the following aspirations: 1) increasing
China’s power resources including wealth and military power, 2) gaining more influence
in international affairs, 3) improving China’s status and legitimacy recognition as a
significant international player.22 What is connected to these aspirations is a doubleedged relationship to the Dengian strategic approach. While China’s development closely
attached to and benefited from the Western–led international order and win-win relations
are still cherished as a general precondition for China’s continuing rise and a tool for
mitigating others’ (potential) overreaction to it,23 Xi’s foreign policy clearly aspires for
a greater role in international affairs. It “strives for achievement” (fenfa youwei) and
pursues “pro-active” (gengjia jiji, gengjia zhudung) foreign policy.24 Moreover, Xi’s
foreign policy is also set apart from the Dengian strategy by an increasingly vehement
defense of specific Chinese interests as it expressed through the official discourse
interconnection sovereignty, security and development, which has appeared since the late
2000s.25 Shifting China’s strategy was arguably understood as even more urgent due to
Xi’s adoption of the previous analysis of CCP according to which the first two decades
of the 21st century will provide China with a major window of strategic opportunity
for realizing ambitions.26 As such, the Dengian dictum of biding our time turned into an
outdated notion. One of the main tools for achieving the aforementioned general goals
and taking advantage of the window of opportunity was to actively shape the existing
international order through materializing significant and concrete steps.
Considering a more specific side of China’s grand strategy, BRI and AIIB were
intended to be the main steps for realizing the aspirations and achieving the China
Dream. It is necessary to bear in mind that at least initially, AIIB was strongly connected
with the China Dream and BRI. The relationship between them was explicitly
recognized and highlighted by China’s foreign policy.27 They were underpinned by a
couple of mutually supporting rationales. 1) Connecting less developed Western regions
of China with expected international trade routes, BRI should help them with their
economic progress. 2) Establishing an international network of economic partnerships is
expected to help when it comes to China’s overcapacity in some sectors of the Chinese
economy (especially construction and civil engineering) and China’s excess capital as
China’s industrial capacities as well as capital should be exported more easily. 3) By
providing the regional countries with a stronger economic cooperation framework, BRI
might serve as a tool for conflict management especially in relation to the countries in
Southeast Asia with which China has various disputes (often related to the South China
Sea).28 4) It can help counterbalance the U.S. pivot to Asia. 5) Connected with the
previous motives, China probably realizes that a further geopolitical expansion eastward
might be difficult due to its aim to cultivate its westward connections. Because AIIB is
created as a concrete tool of BRI and is expected to finance specific projects within it,
the previously mentioned motives can be regarded as applying to this as well. However,
a few specific ones may be added. AIIB may help to 1) internationalize China’s currency
and 2) increase pressure for reforming global economic institutions (specifically e.g.
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voting shares at IMF).29
Thus, the above structural outline suggests that China could be understood as a
(potential) revisionist as argued by literature mentioned in the introductory paragraphs.
New identities, including that of a great power or an Asian leader, coexisted with Xi’s
general aspirations to increase China’s power, influence and legitimacy, his more active
approach and specific strategic motivations backing BRI and AIIB.

Creating the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank
AIIB’s relationship to the strategic setting (grand strategy and strategic identities) and
its official presentation at the initial stage of its development (around 2013 and 2014)
shall be introduced first. Initiating AIIB could be seen as a concrete step for pushing
forward China’s own visions about regional order with itself at its center.30 China’s own
rhetoric supported this as it portrayed AIIB as a tool for exerting pressure on the West
and contributing to a change in international order. China aimed to “democratize” and
“reform” international (economic). Although China had raised similar claims before,
they were supported by a very specific action (i.e. creating AIIB) this time. Fitting
into Xi’s risk–averse mindset, there apparently was a shared notion within Chinese
policy circles that AIIB would help China achieve an increased degree of impact and
leverage in the non-Western world, making it ready for parallel (not necessarily direct)
competition with the United States.31 Hence, it clearly corresponded with the general
goal of gaining influence. Combined with these aspirations, AIIB was clearly defined in
terms of its geographical focus and scope. It was obvious that China intended AIIB to
be mainly or perhaps exclusively joined by Asian countries.32 This was made even more
apparent by the indicated criticism directed towards IMF and distancing from other
Western–led institutions that accompanied AIIB’s introduction.33
The three key identities which were introduced above, i.e, developmental, Asianist,
and great power identity, played an important role in the process of establishing AIIB.
The initiation of AIIB (and BRI) in 2013 was explicitly connected with a specific and
relatively narrow regional demarcation—the regions of Central and East Asia. In doing
so, China’s foreign policy partly indicated connection with the Asianist identity during
the initial steps. This followed Xi Jinping’s previous emphasis on the same identity
and the Asian dimension of China’s foreign policy articulated at the Boao Forum
earlier that year where economic as well as security issues were discussed or at other
occasions at home.34 However, key references seemed to be made to China’s traditional
developmental identity. China clearly tried to construct a vision of modernization needs
common to developing countries, which could be almost naturally reciprocated by
similar countries mainly, but perhaps not exclusively, in Asia, which would be addressed
by AIIB (and BRI).35 China also explicitly assures the others that it belongs to the same
category of developing countries and, hence, the project would not serve interests of
a (potential) hegemon but rather of all the (prospectively participating) developing
countries together.36
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With regards to further details concerning AIIB’s origins and demarcation, many
gaps appeared. While their existence should not be seen as completely surprising, the
following lines suggest a noticeable degree of adjustment since the very initial stage. At
the time of writing the paper, it may seem natural that AIIB functions as a multilateral
developmental bank. However, there are indications that the purpose and demarcation
of the project were not agreed upon when Xi Jinping announced the intention to create
it in 2013. In the beginning, it was unclear whether AIIB should be an extension of
the successful China–ASEAN Investment Cooperation Fund, which would profile it
differently in terms of the scope of its strategic significance. While outside observers
speculated about that, it might have been an option considered even within China’s
foreign policy decision-making process as well.37 The New York Times’ detailed insight
into the early stage of AIIB establishment indicates that there really were different
opinions about the course of action.38 Chinese decision-makers probably considered that
the project could be an aid agency or a commercial bank.
While China declared early on that AIIB should be built around the values of
equality and inclusiveness,39 it did not pay much attention to specifying particular
norms AIIB should be based on during the initial stage of AIIB’s creation. Moreover,
there was even a less clear relationship between AIIB and the New Development Bank
(NDB) of the BRICS group. It is so despite the fact that both these banks were initiated
as major projects within China’s foreign policy. NDB was created before AIIB and
during the process of NDB formation (the NDB treaty was signed in 2014), it seemed
that China’s foreign policy put great emphasis on the project. However, when AIIB
gained momentum in 2014 and 2015, the importance of the projects shifted as NDB was
getting overshadowed by AIIB from the point of view of China’s foreign policy.40 For
example, in 2014 when the fortunes of AIIB were still unclear, Xi Jinping often referred
to NDB rather than AIIB when trying to develop a positive diplomatic engagement with
(especially) non-Western countries.41 Since then, the relationship between AIIB and
NDB has remained largely unclarified by Chinese foreign policy.
During the later period of AIIB’s initiation and China’s reactions to others’ positions
(until early 2016), we can perceive further important adjustments. While it should
be noted that China started to consider cooperation with some Western states around
mid–2014,42 a key turn for AIIB’s overall development happened in the first half of 2015
when the United Kingdom and then other Western countries announced their interest to
join AIIB. Official Chinese press started to write about China’s “diplomatic triumph.”43
However, it came as a truly unforeseen surprise for China as it did not expect that
AIIB could attract substantial support from Western countries.44 In reaction to it, AIIB
started to evolve from a regional to a global institution. Since then, China has started
to gradually demarcate AIIB as more open to cooperation with Western states and also
other international institutions. Alongside that, a window of opportunity for increasing
its and AIIB’s legitimacy and status opened for China,45 which Chinese foreign policy
relatively quickly utilized. In other words, the emphasis on AIIB’s strategic function
changed from providing influence to increasing legitimacy. It can be hypothesized
that China understood it as an opportunity for making up for a damaged reputation as
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the political regime under Xi faced different types of criticism from the international
community.
Analogously, when international (mainly Western) pressure was increasing during
2014 and 2015 to demand standards of good governance and operation to be followed
by AIIB as well as that AIIB should cooperate with existing (Western–led) institutions,
China was very attentive to that. At the beginning of its establishment, AIIB’s
relationship to the World Bank (WB) or Asian Development Bank (ADB) was largely
unspecified.46 During the spring of 2014 when there was the aforementioned pressure
on China to clarify AIIB’s relationship to these banks, China ensured others that AIIB
was going to be compatible and complementary with them.47 As China was responding
to further queries from (mainly) Western states and as AIIB was being globally accepted
in 2015 and 2016, China’s discourse started to accent that the ADB and WB are models
AIIB can learn and borrow from,48 which contrasts with China’s previous criticism of
the WB and IMF.49
A similar adjustment in China’s position was apparent regarding the normative
profile of AIIB. Following the Western pressure which also called for standards of good
governance and operation to be followed by AIIB, China started to devote more energy
to clarifying basic principles of AIIB. Thus, statements emphasizing that AIIB should
be based on openness, equality but also accountability, transparency and efficiency start
to appear in 2014 and even more frequently in 2015.50 They were accompanied with
China’s discourse, which started to more explicitly and actively mitigate differences
and discrepancies between AIIB and other global institutions and which continues until
today.51
It is also possible to identify shifts taking place alongside the aforementioned
changes. In 2014 and especially 2015, when AIIB was getting global attention to a
largely unexpected extent, China started to present AIIB as a bridge between developed
and developing countries. 52 Emphasizing complementarity of interests between
developed and developing countries (i.e., in fact, great powers and smaller states),
China positively narrates AIIB’s (potential) role and relatively unique position which
is due to the relatively strong position of both developing and developed countries
at the bank. However, China was not perfectly clear about its own identity in such
statements as it partly obfuscated to what extent it sees itself as developed or developing
country. It might be understood as China’s effort to increase its flexibility and room for
maneuvering in the crucial and turbulent period of AIIB’s formation.
The Asianist identity, however, did not truly disappear and continued to be
articulated along with the others although most usually at different occasions or fora.
From 2014 to 2016, China emphasized that Asia should be the space which is led by
the Asian nations as well as that the Asian nations should take responsibility for dealing
with Asian problems.53 It implied a diminishing role of the Western powers in Asia while
AIIB was portrayed as a tool for Asians managed by Asians (with Chinese leadership).54
Yet on different occasions, China relied more on its great power identity (a major
power/country with Chinese characteristics)55 although it is so without reference to its
relationship to the United States, which often serves as a key channel of construction of
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this specific identity.
The above exposition of AIIB’s development before the official start of its operation
reveals that China significantly modified its approach to AIIB, exhibiting a high degree
of adaptation, flexibility, a gradually apparent tendency to avoid conflicts and a relatively
low level of coherence of the project’s key characteristics sustained across time.
Moreover, China’s activities related to creating AIIB highlighted, rather than overcame,
difference in its strategic identities.

The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank in First Years of Its
Operation
The process of AIIB’s creation, which included some surprises for China, might have
gotten AIIB where China did not originally expect it to be. At the same time, however,
China’s foreign policy has adapted to and seems to be relatively comfortable with
this evolution. AIIB’s development after its official launch in January 2016 further
documents the shift from being detached from Western actors and institutions to
cooperating with them. From 2016 to 2018, AIIB established rich cooperation with
other international financial institutions, mainly the ADB and WB. 56 After some
initial tensions, WB’s president endorsed AIIB in 2015. A year later, AIIB and WB
agreed on conditions under which they can co-finance projects and AIIB also signed a
memorandum of understanding with the ADB which has opened space for their mutual
cooperation.57 This resulted into rich collaborative interactions between AIIB and other
international financial institutions. At the same time, AIIB has become largely dependent
on the cooperation with these institutions. From 2016 to 2018, the majority of AIIB’s
projects were co-financed by other actors while AIIB usually played the role of a junior
(minor) contributor.58 It is also striking that AIIB joined the majority of these projects,
rather than it initiating them in the first place. “In short, the AIIB was wholly dependent
on other [multilateral development banks] to supply it both bankable projects and the
technical expertise to execute them.”59
Not only does it suggest AIIB’s genuine internationalization, but it also points to an
emerging gap between AIIB and BRI, i.e, a gap in the strategic framework that initially
outlined a close link between AIIB and BRI. Although AIIB provides funding to projects
in countries falling under BRI, AIIB’s dependence on other institutions and actors
diminishes its role as an agency whose function is to materialize BRI.60 Only about
one–third of the funding AIIB spent up until 2017 is unambiguously related to BRI.61
Reacting to that, many other—this time solely Chinese—institutions have become
crucial in funding BRI projects, which diminishes AIIB’s role within BRI.62
In regards to the question of the identity China “invested” into the project, two issues
are apparent. First, China’s identity connected with AIIB continued to be far from neatly
organized. China still worked with the identity of “developed–developing” bridge63
that largely corresponded with the previously discussed shifts of AIIB’s position. While
this identity seemed to get established as the dominant one, this should not be read
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as a definitive conclusion of the identitarian positioning as other identities kept reappearing as well.64 Secondly, and to make it a bit more complicated, China’s post–2016
discourse connected its identity to AIIB less often and less clearly, which correlates to
the discussed internationalization of AIIB and its (partial) detachment from the BRI
framework.
When it comes to further details concerning its demarcation, AIIB’s developments
show its emulation of existing practices of governance and organization typical for
similar institutions. This was accompanied by the effort of China’s foreign policy to
emphasize that AIIB should “supplement” existing international institutions. In other
words, Chinese representatives continually persuaded the international community
that AIIB was not intended to be a tool of China’s influence, and they rhetorically
emphasized compatibility and cooperation between AIIB and related institutions.65
Moreover, as implicitly recognized even by AIIB’s director Jin Liqun, the post–2016
importance of AIIB for China and the weight ascribed to AIIB by China’s post–2016
rhetoric do not match China’s earlier highly ambitious presentation of AIIB.66 And as
commented by one observer, the operation of and bargaining within AIIB could be
described as “normal and boring.”67
Thus, after AIIB’s official launch, China’s approach continued to evince signs of
adaptation and mitigation of conflictual tensions that combined with downplaying its
ambitions in relation to AIIB. China quite clearly realized that the presence of many
Western countries within AIIB meant close supervision from well-experienced actors
that made (potential) Chinese efforts to openly manipulate AIIB to its advantage
untenable or, at least, highly costly. Thus, China’s foreign policy followed the
opportunity to construct AIIB as a legitimation device, rather than building AIIB as a
tool closely interconnected with strategic goals of BRI (as portrayed by China’s official
narratives since 2013 until at least 2015) or as a tool for pressuring Western economic
institutions or forwarding institutional innovations (as suggested in the early phases of
AIIB’s development).68

Conclusion
It is clear that Xi Jinping moved China from Deng Xiaoping’s strategic course more than
two previous presidents ago. Establishing AIIB has been one of the important symptoms
of the change. However, when trying to understand to what extent China’s foreign policy
during the establishment of AIIB resembles Deng’s strategic course, we can witness both
differences and similarities. The current state of strategic identities and grand strategic
vision as structural dimensions of China’s foreign policy suggests that China could be
understood as (at least partially) revisionist as argued by literature mentioned in the
introductory paragraphs. New identities, including that of a great power or an Asian
leader, coexisted with Xi’s general aspirations to increase China’s power, influence and
legitimacy, his more active approach and specific strategic motivations backing BRI and
AIIB.
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However, when examining AIIB’s actual implementation and its style, the conclusion
is rather opposite. China’s demarcation of AIIB’s aspirations, values, role, connections
to China’s own strategic identities and other actors significantly evolved from 2013
to 2018. Moreover, it should be noted that changes in these areas largely, though not
completely, correlated with each other. Despite the initial tendency to portray AIIB as
distanced from and opposed to Western institutions, China significantly modified its
approach to AIIB, exhibiting a high degree of adaptation, flexibility, a gradually apparent
tendency to avoid conflicts and a relatively low level of coherence of the project’s key
characteristics sustained across time. Moreover, China’s activities related to creating
AIIB highlighted, rather than truly overcame, differences in its strategic identities.
Based on these characteristics, I make two arguments. First, AIIB’s implementation
largely resembles Deng’s “crossing the river by touching the stones” guidance that
represents an incremental but also adaptive approach and that was defined by very
similar characteristics as those mentioned above. The point is not that we should be
surprised to see such an approach in Chinese foreign policy or that it is a feature typical
for China only. However, its presence helps realize that the current state of AIIB is
not a foregone conclusion and AIIB might have become something China had not
originally expected. Second, AIIB can hardly be seen as a revisionist project in the sense
as outlined above. By contrast, China’s foreign policy adjusted AIIB as per Western
pressure, cooperated and got entangled with Western actors or exhibited tendencies to
overcome conflicts. Nonetheless, two disclaimers shall apply. First, it was beyond the
scope of this paper to assess whether AIIB could be understood as revisionist in different
terms. Second, I did not aspire to reveal the ultimate ideals of Xi Jinping (or other
Chinese politicians) about the future of AIIB. Although Xi’s desired preferences might
be much more revisionist, it is safe to claim that its evolution affected AIIB in the way
that it has accommodated to the global institutional order more than initially expected
and that it has become a part of the institutional order rather than its (open) antagonist.
During the analyzed period, AIIB underwent at least the following interrelated shifts
that co-defined its strategic course. Strategically, the Bank changed from being a tool for
supplementing the China Dream and BRI to providing China with an option on how to
increase international legitimacy and reputation. Economically (geo-economically), its
purpose moved from putting pressure on the Western–led international economic order
to closely cooperating with its champions like the WB or ADB. Institutionally, China’s
position within the Bank changed from (almost, potentially) having hegemonic power
to being closely observed by other very experienced states and accepting many norms
or principles promoted by Western liberal actors. All of these changes seem to have one
aspect in common. China reacted flexibly to make AIIB more defensible and sustainable
internationally utilizing windows of opportunity which appeared along the way. I do not
claim that this approach which I wish to call incremental is followed intentionally or
unintentionally but argue that it should not be overlooked.
To summarize, China’s strategic course as it developed in the context of AIIB’s
initiation can be characterized by A) a grand strategic position that gradually consented
to a close cooperation with Western actors, utilized AIIB for gaining legitimacy rather
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than straightforwardly competing for influence and tolerated an increasing gap between
AIIB and BRI, B) incoherent strategic identities with the identity of China as a bridge
between developed and developing countries as the potentially, though not completely,
unifying one, and C) the incremental and adaptive strategic style.
The relatively important role of incrementalism in China’s procedure creates
possibilities for other states to influence China’s foreign policy in the discussed area. It
also opens ways for accommodating China’s visions of international (institutional) order
to those of Western states. It illustrates that China’s and Xi Jinping’s current approach to
global order and strategic issues may be more adaptive and flexible than often thought.
The future development of AIIB seems to be open as well, especially as China will have
to balance between 1) different identities and normative promises it connected with the
Bank, 2) using the Bank as its instrument for supporting the ambitious BRI project and
preserving AIIB’s status as a true multilateral institution, or 3) between pursuing its proactive strategic course and receiving diplomatic recognition, while both these elements
together are necessary for increasing China’s status in international politics, i.e. something
Xi Jinping apparently tries to achieve along with his foreign policy endeavors.

Notes
1.

2.
3.

4.

5.
6.
7.
8.

The author would like to thank the professors, researchers and fellows of Peking University,
Renmin University, China Institute of International Studies, Shanghai Academy of Social
Sciences, Shanghai Institute for International Studies, East China Normal University, and
Shanghai Jiao Tong University for interviews in autumn 2015 and spring 2016 which serve as a
background for the paper.
Cf. Zeng Jinghan, Xiao Yuefan and Shaun Breslin, “Securing China’s Core Interests: The State
of the Debate in China,” International Affairs 91, no. 2 (2015): 245–66.
For closer introduction and description of the projects see e.g, Peter Ferdinand, “Westward
Ho—the China Dream and ‘One Belt, One Road’: Chinese Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping,”
International Affairs 92, no. 4 (2016): 941–57; and Yu Hong, “Motivation behind China’s ‘One
Belt, One Road’: Initiatives and Establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank,”
Journal of Contemporary China 26, no. 105 (2016): 353–68.
Cf. e.g., Ren Xiao, “China as an Institution-Builder: The Case of the AIIB,” The Pacific Review
29, no. 3 (2016): 435–42; Justyna Szczudlik-Tatar, “Towards China’s Great Power Diplomacy
under Xi Jinping,” PISM Policy Paper 111, no. 9 (2015): 1–7; Yu, “Motivation behind China’s
‘One Belt, One Road’”; Amitai Etzioni, “The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: A Case
Study of Multifaceted Containment,” Asian Perspective 40, no. 2 (2016): 173–96; Mike
Callaghan and Paul Hubbard, “The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: Multilateralism
on the Silk Road,” China Economic Journal 9, no. 2 (2016): 116–39; and partly Ferdinand,
“Westward Ho.”
Jeffrey Wilson, “The Evolution of China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: From a
Revisionist to Status-Seeking Agenda,” International Relations of the Asia–Pacific 19, no. 1
(2019): 147–76.
Alice de Jong, “Perspectives on the Emerging Role of the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank,” International Affairs 93, no. 5 (2017): 1061–84.
Shahar Hameiri and Lee Jones, “China Challenges Global Governance? Chinese International
Development Finance and the AIIB,” International Affairs 94, no. 3 (2018): 573–93.
Ezra Vogel, Deng Xiaoping and the Transformation of China (Cambridge, London: Belknap

306
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.

25.
26.
27.
28.
29.

Aleš Karmazin
Press, 2011), 2, 391.
Martin Weiss, “Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB),” Congressional Research Service
Report (February 3, 2017); Callaghan and Hubbard, “The Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank”; and Ferdinand, “Westward Ho.”
Iver B. Neumann and Henrikki Heikka, “Grand Strategy, Strategic Culture, Practice: The Social
Roots of Nordic Defence,” Cooperation and Conflict 40, no. 1 (2005): 5–23.
Colin Gray, “Strategic Culture as Context: The First Generation of Theory Strikes Back,”
Review of International Studies 25, no. 1 (1999): 49–69.
Nina Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword: The Three Meanings of ‘Grand Strategy,’” Security
Studies 27, no. 1 (2018): 27–57.
Gray, “Strategic Culture as Context,” 57.
James Mahoney, “After KKV: The New Methodology of Qualitative Research,” World Politics
62, no. 1 (2010): 120–47.
Cf. Peter Thunholm, “Decision-Making Style: Habit, Style or Both?,” Personality and
Individual Differences 36, no. 4 (2004): 932–36.
As noted by Shambaugh, China Goes Global, the Dengian low profile strategy was relatively
consensually recognized as valid even at the very beginning of the 2010s.
Avery Goldstein, Rising to the Challenge: China’s Grand Strategy and International Security
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005); and Shambaugh, China Goes Global.
Vogel, Deng Xiaoping, 2, 391.
Liu Guoli, Chinese Foreign Policy in Transition (London: Aldine Transaction, 2009): 120–21.
Michael Swaine, “Chinese Views and Commentary on Periphery Diplomacy,” China
Leadership Monitor, no. 44, 2014; and Michael Swaine, “Xi Jinping’s Address to the Central
Conference on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs,” China Leadership Monitor, no. 46, 2015.
This demarcation of China’s strategic identities is inspired by Shambaugh, China Goes Global.
Manjari Chatterjee Miller, Wronged by Empire: Post–Imperial Ideology and Foreign Policy in
India and China (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013); and Chang-Liao Nien-chung,
“China’s New Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping,” Asian Security 12, no. 2 (2016): 82–91.
Wang Yi, “2014 in Review: A Successful Year for China’s Diplomacy,” China International
Studies 50 (2015): 5–19.
Wang Jisi, “‘西 进 ,’ 中 国 地 缘战 略的再平衡 [Westward March’: China’s Geostrategic
Rebalance],” Global Times, October 17, 2012, http://opinion.huanqiu.com/opinion_
world/2012-10/3193760.html (accessed December 1, 2018); Yan Xuetong, “From Keeping a
Low Profile to Striving for Achievement,” The Chinese Journal of International Politics 7, no.
2 (2014): 153–84; see also “习近平：加快实施自由贸易区战略 加快构建开放型经济新体制
[Xi Jinping: Accelerating the Implementation of the Strategy of Free Trade Zones and
Accelerating the Establishment of an New Open Economic System],” Xinhua, December 6,
2014, http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2014-12/06/c_1113546075.htm (accessed December
1, 2018).
Feng Zhang, “Rethinking China’s Grand Strategy,” International Politics 49, no. 3 (2012):
318–45.
“试论战略机遇期新阶段内涵与条件的变化 [On Changes of Connotation and Condition of the
New Period of Strategic Opportunities],” CCTB, September 3, 2013, www.cctb.net/llyj/lldt/
qqzl/201309/t20130903_291997.htm (accessed December 1, 2018).
Xi Jinping, “Full Text of Chinese President Xi Jinping’s Address at AIIB Inauguration
Ceremony,” Xinhua, January 16, 2016, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2016-01/16/
c_135015661.htm (accessed December 1, 2018).
See also “海南推 动 博 鳌论坛 成 为 “一 带 一路”重要平台 [Hainan Boao Forum Promotes
‘One Belt One Road’ as an Important Initiative],” Xinhua, September 15, 2015, http://www.
xinhuanet.com/fortune/2015-09/15/c_1116570707.htm (accessed December 1, 2018).
“習近平倡建亞洲基礎設施投資銀行 佈局金融外交 [Xi Jinping Advocates the Creation of
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and the Layout Financial Diplomacy],” Sina, October 9,
2013, http://finance.sina.com/bg/economy/xinhuanet/20131009/2019876674.html (accessed

AIIB and Chinaʼs Strategic Course

307

December 1, 2018).
30. William Callahan, “Dreaming as a Critical Discourse of National Belonging: China Dream,
American Dream and World Dream,” Nations and Nationalism 23, no. 2 (2017): 248–70.
31. Ferdinand, “Westward Ho,” 949–50.
32. Ren, “China as an Institution-Builder,” 438.
33. Cf. Swaine, “Xi Jinping’s Address to the Central Conference.”
34. Xi Jinping, “Working Together toward a Better Future for Asia and the World,” Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of PRC, April 7, 2013, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/
boao_665692/t1030610.shtml (accessed December 1, 2018).
35. “習近平同印度尼西亚苏西洛举行会谈 [Xi Jinping Hold Talks with the Indonesian President
Susilo],” Renmin Ribao, October 3, 2013, http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrb/html/2013-10/03/
nw.D110000renmrb_20131003_2-01.htm (accessed December 1, 2018).
36. Ibid.
37. David Cohen, “China Pushes ‘Silk Road’ Regional Trade on Two Fronts,” China Brief 13, no.
20 (2013): 1–4.
38. Feng, “Deal Set on China-Led Infrastructure Bank.”
39. Yuge Ma, “The Environmental Implications of China’s New Bank,” The Diplomat, December
5, 2014, http://thediplomat.com/2014/12/the-environmental-implications-of-chinas-new-bank/
(accessed December 1, 2018).
40. Swaine, “Chinese Views and Commentary on Periphery Diplomacy.”
41. Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, “Xi’s Op-ed Diplomacy: Selling the ‘China Dream’ Abroad,”
China Brief 14, no. 18 (2014): 1–4.
42. Bree Feng, “Deal Set on China-Led Infrastructure Bank,” New York Times, October 24, 2014,
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/25/world/asia/china-signs-agreement-with-20-other-nationsto-establish-international-development-bank.html (accessed December 1, 2018).
43. “Spotlight: AIIB Attracts More Countries to Join Initiative of Common Development,” Xinhua,
March 19, 2015, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2015-03/19/c_134081194.htm (accessed
December 1, 2018).
44. “How China Successfully Redrew the Global Financial Map with AIIB,” South China Morning
Post, September 19, 2015, http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/1859315/
how-china-successfully-redrew-global-financial-map-aiib (accessed December 1, 2018).
45. Wilson, “The Evolution of China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank,” 5.
46. “亚投行“基本法”的核心命题 [The Core Propositions of the ‘Basis Law’ of the AIIB],”
Xinhua, June 30, 2015, http://www.xinhuanet.com/finance/2015-06/30/c_127965832.htm
(accessed December 1, 2018).
47. He Shan, “China-Led Asian Infrastructure Bank in the Making,” China.org.cn, April 11, 2014,
http://www.china.org.cn/business/2014-04/11/content_32066259.htm (accessed December 1,
2018).
48. Xi, “Full Text of Chinese President Xi Jinping's Address at AIIB Inauguration Ceremony.”
49. “習近平倡建亞洲基礎設施投資銀行 佈局金融外交 [Xi Jinping Hold Talks with the
Indonesian President Susilo].”
50. Ministry of Finance of PRC, “楼继伟就筹建亚洲基础设施投资银行 [Lou Jiwei about Build
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank],” March 7, 2014, http://www.mof.gov.cn/zhengwuxinxi/
caizhengxinwen/201403/t20140307_1053025.html (accessed December 1, 2018); and
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of PRC, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying’s Regular
Press Conference,” March 31, 2015, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/
s2510_665401/t1250815.shtml (accessed December 1, 2018).
51. “Three Major Nations Absent as China Launches World Bank Rival in Asia,” Reuters,
November 5, 2014, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-aiib-idUSKCN0ID08U20141105
(accessed December 1, 2018).
52. Xi, “Full Text of Chinese President Xi Jinping’s Address at AIIB Inauguration Ceremony.”
53. Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, “Dispatch from Beijing: PLA Writings on the New Silk Road,”
China Brief 15, no. 4 (2015): 1–3.

308

Aleš Karmazin

54. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of PRC, “Full Text of Chinese President’s Speech at Boao
Forum for Asia,” March 28, 2015, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/
xjpcxbayzlt2015nnh/t1250690.shtml (accessed December 1, 2018).
55. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of PRC, “AIIB: A Successful Practice of Major-Country Diplomacy
with Chinese Characteristics,” May 7, 2015, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/
zwjg_665342/zwbd_665378/t1261568.shtml (accessed December 1, 2018).
56. Wu Xiaohui, “Friendly Competition for Co-Progressive Development: The Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank vs. the Bretton Woods Institutions,” Chinese Journal of International Law 16,
no. 1 (2017): 41–76; and Wilson, “The Evolution of China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank.”
57. Wu, “Friendly Competition for Co-Progressive Development,” 46–47.
58. Hameiri and Jones, “China Challenges Global Governance?,” 576–78. See also https://www.
aiib.org/en/projects/approved/.
59. Wilson, “The Evolution of China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank,” 20.
60. Ibid.
61. Hameiri and Jones, “China Challenges Global Governance?,” 579.
62. Ibid.
63. “Spotlight: AIIB Should Become Platform for Cooperation between U.S., China—Bank Chief,”
Xinhua, April 26, 2017, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-04/26/c_136235770.htm
(accessed December 1, 2018).
64. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of PRC, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying’s Regular
Press Conference,” January 17, 2017, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/
s2510_665401/t1431223.shtml (accessed December 1, 2018).
65. G. John Ikenberry and Darren Lim, “China’s Emerging Institutional Statecraft,” Brookings
April 2017, https://www.brookings.edu/research/chinas-emerging-institutional-statecraft/
(accessed December 1, 2018).
66. Jane Perlez, “A Banker Inspired by Western Novelists Seeks to Build Asia,” New York Times,
January 13, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/13/world/asia/china-aiib-jin-liqun.html
(accessed May 1, 2019).
67. Sophie van der Meer, “Demystifying Debt Along China’s New Silk Road,” The Diplomat,
March 6, 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2019/03/demystifying-debt-along-chinas-new-silkroad/ (accessed May 1, 2019).
68. Wu, “Friendly Competition for Co-Progressive Development,” 42–45.

Notes on Contributor
Aleš Karmazin is a lecturer and research fellow at the Department of Asian Studies, Metropolitan
University Prague and external fellow at the Institute of Political Studies, Faculty of Social Sciences,
Charles University, Prague. He received his Ph.D. in International Relations from the Charles
University, MSc (Econ) in International Relations from the Aberystwyth University and MSc in
China in Comparative Perspective from the London School of Economics, where he was awarded
the Fei Xiaotong Prize for the best MSc dissertation in the respective programme. He previously was
a visiting research fellow at Peking University. He has written for Politics, Asia Europe Journal and
other journals. He focuses on China’s and India’s domestic and foreign policies, security in East Asia,
theories of International Relations and the issues of the modern statehood and international order.

