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Alibaba’s discourse for the digital Silk Road: the electronic World
Trade Platform and ‘inclusive globalization’

Maximiliano Facundo Vila Seoane

School of Politics and Government, National University of San Mart�ın, Buenos
Aires, Argentina

The digital Silk Road, which involves the internationalization of Chinese
internet firms across countries that are party to the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), has remained underexplored in the literature. This paper employs a
poststructuralist discourse theory to analyze one of the most important Chinese
internet firms, Alibaba, and its initiative for global trade: the electronic World
Trade Platform (eWTP). The article argues that the eWTP is a counter-
hegemonic discourse that, based on the economic and technological power of
Alibaba and its support of the BRI, attempts to globalize a China-centered and
privately led global digital trade order to challenge the previous wave of US-
led globalization. However, the eWTP has at least five contradictions. First,
despite its criticisms of globalization, the initiative remains essentially
neoliberal. Secondly, it sidelines inherent tensions with the Chinese state-centric
internet governance model. Thirdly, it excludes some social identities and
makes utopian promises. Fourthly, it is unclear to what extent it really will be
inclusive. Finally, unless carefully hedged, it might entrap partner countries in
new types of problematic digital dependence.

Keywords: Digital Silk Road; Alibaba; poststructuralist discourse theory;
eWTP; Malaysia

Introduction
In September 2013, President Xi Jinping inaugurated the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), a landmark multibillion-dollar enterprise to build maritime and land-based
infrastructure projects connecting China with countries in Africa, Asia, and
Europe. According to the official narrative, the BRI would promote a new type
of open and inclusive globalization seeking to benefit all actors involved in the
process (Liu & Dunford, 2016; Xi, 2017). More recently, the BRI has also
incorporated nations from Central and Latin America, including more than 120
partner countries to make the project truly global in reach. As part of the broader
literature examining the rise of China, the breadth and ambition of the BRI has
inspired several recent investigations scrutinizing its implications for the global
order (Callahan, 2016; Fierke & Antonio-Alfonso, 2018), particularly about how
these infrastructure projects might challenge US primacy (Zhou & Esteban, 2018),
and its impacts on the bilateral relationships between China and partner countries
(Liu & Lim, 2018; Rabena, 2018). These contributions are undoubtedly important
for unravelling the effects of the BRI. However, the BRI’s digital element, known
as the “digital Silk Road”, has been underexplored in Anglophone academic

�Corresponding author. Email: mvila@unsam.edu.ar

� 2019 The Centre for Chinese Media and Comparative Communication Research, The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Chinese Journal of Communication, 2019
Vol. 0, No. 0, 1–16, https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2019.1606838

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0134-7714
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17544750.2019.1606838&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-05-03


research (Fung, Aminian, Fu, & Tung, 2018; Shen, 2018), which is surprising
given the importance of the “digital economy” in contemporary global politics.

So what is the digital Silk Road? The term and its variations (e.g. cyber,
electronic, informational, or online Silk Road) have been used in different policy
documents, public speeches, and projects of the Chinese government that reference
the cooperation and business projects of its digital sectors with BRI countries
(Shen, 2018). For instance, the vision of China’s National Development and
Reform Commission (2015) for the BRI identified the construction of an informa-
tional Silk Road as a priority. Likewise, the 13th Five Year Plan published by the
Central Committee of the Communist Part of China (2016, p. 71) includes the
intention to “develop an online Silk Road with the Arab countries and others”
through high-speed fiber optic networks. Similarly, during his keynote speech at
the 2017 Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation, Xi (2017) proposed
to “advance the development of big data, cloud computing and smart cities so as
to turn them into a digital silk road of the twenty-first century”. Chinese internet
firms are without doubt the central actor of the digital Silk Road, which according
to Shen (2018) have willingly joined this state-led initiative for five reasons:
addressing the national problem of industrial overcapacity, internationalizing
Chinese small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), strengthening the national
currency in competition with the US dollar, constructing a China-centered digital
infrastructure, and promoting “inclusive globalization”.

Investigating the digital Silk Road is relevant because it is reasonable to expect
that it may become the backbone of what Thussu (2018) named as China’s “digital
globalization”, therefore paving the way to comprehending the ongoing competi-
tion between China and the USA over the future of internet governance (Schiller,
2011; Segal, 2018). Yet little is known about how specific firms are embracing and
operationalizing the digital Silk Road. This paper contributes to this line of
inquiry by thoroughly exploring the links to the BRI of one of the most important
Chinese internet firms, Alibaba. As a part of its internationalization strategy, its
charismatic founder, Jack Ma, has been promoting a project for global trade since
2016, the so-called “electronic World Trade Platform” (eWTP), which aims to
make globalization far more inclusive than in the past through its digital platforms
and infrastructure. At the time of writing this paper, the eWTP has officially
started projects in partnership with Malaysia, Rwanda, and Belgium, and has
announced future projects in several other countries. Furthermore, the eWTP is
collaborating with international organizations, such as the World Trade
Organization (WTO), UNCTAD, and UNDP. In that sense, it is not just another
business unit of the firm, but a clear and bold initiative to shape global trade that
expresses the growing influence of Chinese internet firms. This eWTP is of interest
to media and communication studies because its expansion depends on repetitive
and sophisticated communication practices by Alibaba and its founder. In this
context, this paper asks what are the features and contradictions of the eWTP?
How does the initiative relate to the BRI? And what are its global implications?

The article argues that the eWTP is a counter-hegemonic discourse that, based
on the economic and technological power of Alibaba and its support of the BRI,
attempts to globalize a China-centered and privately-led global digital trade order
to challenge the previous wave of US-led globalization and its infrastructure. This
analysis uses poststructuralist discourse theory (Glynos & Howarth, 2007;
Howarth, 2009) to explore the texts (i.e. audio-visual, statements, webpages) of the
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eWTP and its first global eHub located in Malaysia (Alibaba, 2016; KiniTV, 2018;
Ma, 2018; MY DEC, 2017a, 2017b, 2017c; Tao, 2018). Although exploratory, the
analysis characterizes and criticizes the articulation of social, political, and
fantasmatic logics by Alibaba to advance its global project. Like the BRI, the
eWTP claims to be inclusive; however, I argue that the initiative has at least five
contradictions. First, despite its criticisms of globalization and the promise of
reform, it remains essentially neoliberal. Secondly, the claim to advance the BRI
sidelines inherent tensions within the Chinese state-centric internet governance
model. Thirdly, the political and fantasmatic logics of the eWTP are problematic
due to neglected identities and utopian promises. Fourthly, it is unclear to what
extent the eWTP will really be inclusive or, instead, just another way of enlarging
social differences in favor of transnational capital. Finally, the digitalization of
trade following Alibaba’s initiative—unless carefully hedged—may entrap partner
countries in new types of problematic digital dependence.

Theoretical approach

To understand the eWTP, I use poststructuralist discourse theory (PDT), which is
a relational, post-Marxist discourse approach which understands that discourses
are relevant not only for interpreting the world, but also for shaping social
relations. PDT postulates that “the construction of any discourse involves the
taking of decisions in an undecidable terrain” (Howarth, 2009, p. 317). These
types of decisions, called “radical acts”, are an expression of power since, accord-
ing to Howarth (2009, p. 309), they “involve the drawing of political frontiers via
the creation of multiple lines of inclusion and exclusion” constituting practices,
policies, and regimes.1 Inspired by the neo-Gramscian literature, hegemony is a
key concept in this approach. In contrast to the realist perspective in international
relations that limits hegemony to states, under this view hegemony considers the
multiple ways in which particular forces of production at the national level extend
influence inter- and transnationally, and have a dimension of both consensus and
of coercion (Howson & Smith, 2008). On the one hand, hegemony is a practice of
coalition-making or -breaking that depends on the use of empty signifiers to asso-
ciate or differentiate demands from different social groups, which Howarth calls
the logics of equivalence and difference, respectively. On the other hand, hegem-
ony is a form of governance that can “elucidate a way in which a regime, practice
or policy holds sway over a set of subjects by winning their consent or securing
their compliance” (Howarth, 2009, p. 317). In this regard, fantasy plays a central
role in understanding how discourses hide the contingency of radical acts and
naturalize different types of domination. This concept, borrowed from Lacanian
psychoanalysis, works either by promising a better future, once some hurdle is
overcome, or predicting a catastrophe, if the challenge is not surmounted
(Howarth, 2009, p. 322).

Howarth suggests five steps to conduct PDT. First, the analyst explores the
different problematizations that may exist in a given policy or regime. Secondly,
the approach uses retroductive reasoning to explain a discourse, which means it
devises an explanandum of a problem in order to comprehend it with a reasonable
explanans. Thirdly, in order to overcome the limits of causal mechanisms, i.e.
natural science laws and hermeneutical approaches that focus on contextualized
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interpretations, this approach aims to unveil the logic of a discourse, which refers
to “the rules that govern a meaningful practice, as well as the conditions that
make the operation of such rules possible” (Howarth, 2009, p. 325). For this aim,
Glynos and Howarth (2007) propose a new grammar of logics, covering social,
political, and fantasmatic logics, which in their view are central to understanding
the emergence, maintenance and change of regimes. Social logics focus on diverse
types of social practices and the rules and norms governing them (Howarth, 2009,
p. 325), whereas political logics consider the moment of creating social practices
or the contesting of previous ones. Fantasmatic logics scrutinize how subjects
accept and identify with a social practice, either preserving old ones or adopting
new ones, specifically by exploring the role of narratives. Fourthly, the analyst
articulates how the different logics link together in a particular explanans, leading
to a synthesis. Finally, after systematizing the contingent social identities and rela-
tions that a given hegemony has or wants to establish, it is possible to map alter-
native forms of organization. Following these steps, the next sections examine
Alibaba and the eWTP.

Alibaba and globalization

In the classic book The Thousand and One Nights, Scheherazade tells the story of
Ali Baba, a poor merchant who became rich after robbing the treasures of 40
thieves by learning the password ‘Open sesame!’ that opened the mouth of a cave
where riches were hidden. Evidently inspired by this story, in 1999, an English
teacher from Hangzhou, Jack Ma, led a group of 18 entrepreneurs and founded
Alibaba. From the outset, Alibaba’s aim was “to make it easy to do business
anywhere” (Alibaba, 2017; Ma, 2017) by using internet technology to enhance the
competitive edge of SMEs, opening the gates for Chinese SMEs and consumers
through the creation of now widely used e-commerce platforms. Although the
company was widely criticized during its first years for being unable to make
a profit, 20 years later, there is no room for such reproach. Indeed, in 2014,
Alibaba made history by becoming the largest initial public offering at the New
York Stock Exchange and at the beginning of November 2018 it had a market
capitalization of approximately 380 billion dollars. These impressive numbers
explain why Alibaba’s authorities claim that the company is in itself a sort of
‘economy’ with half a billion customers. Furthermore, almost 10 million SMEs
use its platforms daily; they have a gross merchandise volume that, if compared to
GDP, would place them as the twenty-second largest economy in the world
(Erickson, 2017).

What does Alibaba do? Nowadays, it has varied and very successful business
units (Alibaba, 2018). Its core business remains e-commerce, which can be divided
into retail commerce in China through the Taobao and Tmall platforms, wholesale
commerce in China with Alibaba, cross-border and global retail commerce
through Aliexpress, Tmall global, and Lazada, and cross-border and global whole-
sale commerce through the Alibaba English portal. All of these digital platforms
need to store, handle, and analyze large volumes of data, so Alibaba developed its
own cloud infrastructure. This technical solution paved the way for the Alibaba
Cloud, the cloud-computing business unit that offers sophisticated technologies to
customers in China and abroad that were developed in-house (Zhang, 2017). The
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company has also expanded to several other sectors through its investments, such
as Youku, UC Headlines, and Alisports in the digital media and entertainment
sector, Ant Financial in electronic payments, and Cainiao in logistics. In the less
than two decades since its foundation, Alibaba has experienced a meteoric rise
from a small, underfunded group of entrepreneurs to today’s successful conglom-
erate of 66,421 employees (Alibaba, 2018, p. 186).

Besides technology development (Ma, 2017), Alibaba plans to continue its
growth through its expansion into rural China and the further internationalization
of the group (Clark, 2016). As part of the latter, Alibaba, and particularly Jack
Ma, have become actively involved in ongoing debates over the future of
globalization at international conferences and international organizations. In order
to comprehend the magnitude of the challenge over the future of globalization, we
have to acknowledge that since the fall of the USSR, the liberal world order that
the USA initiated after World War II has been the predominant form of globaliza-
tion. This order, characterized by the strategic restraint of its hegemon, the
importance of international institutions that created incentives for states to remain
in the system, and the increasing embedding of its liberal principles in states and
other institutional structures (Ikenberry, 1999), was believed to offer more benefits
than hindrances.

Nonetheless, since its emergence, neoliberal globalization has received consider-
able opposition across the world and its consequences have been denounced, such
as increased inequality, unemployment, debt, job insecurity, deindustrialization,
etc. Its detractors include academic critics and social movements that resist “free
trade”, such as ex-World Bank economists, the 1999 Seattle protests against the
WTO, and the opposition of social movements in Latin America to the USA’s
project for a Free Trade Area of the Americas (Saguier, 2007; Stiglitz, 2002).
Since 2016, even the governments that promoted neoliberal globalization, the
USA and the UK, have begun putting globalization and the liberal world order
under serious pressure. Indeed, President Trump’s campaigns at both the national
and the international levels turned against “globalism” and instead promoted an
“America First” policy, based on patriotism, sovereignty, a disdain of multilateral
institutions such as the WTO, and the use of tariffs and sanctions to impose the
preferred position of the nation’s contemporary administration. Along the same
lines, the result of the British referendum to leave the European Union can be
explained partly by the rise of nationalist positions as a challenge to the utopia of
globalized and unregulated markets (Pettifor, 2017), together with a high dose of
discrimination against migrants from continental Europe.

Against this backdrop, Alibaba has problematized globalization differently.
Jack Ma concurs with much of the criticism of the exclusive nature of the
prevailing social logics of globalization, which so far has worked mainly for a few
thousand transnational corporations that benefit from container-based trade
(UNCTAD, 2018). However, Jack Ma states,

The problem faced by globalisation today is not caused by globalisation itself. It’s
because globalisation remains immature and needs further improvement. Our
responsibility today is not to reverse globalisation but to improve it (Ma, 2018).

Accordingly, Jack Ma proposes to advance a new wave of corporate-led globaliza-
tion to empower millions of SMEs to operate globally. As the argument goes,
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digital platforms and trading in small packages could enable this revolution, and
so for these reasons, and in line with the BRI’s narrative, Alibaba speaks of
“inclusive globalization” (Ma, 2017), implicitly in opposition to the previous US-
led exclusive wave of globalization. Nonetheless, the question remains: how will
such inclusive and digitally-mediated globalization be fulfilled?

The electronic World Trade Platform
In this section, I argue that the creation of Alibaba’s eWTP is a radical act that
proposes a new digitally-enabled trade regime for an inclusive globalization. Based
on the results of the PDT analysis, Table 1 synthesizes the main features of the
eWTP, which I detail in this section, together with its first project in Malaysia.

What is the eWTP? At the 2016 Boao Forum for Asia, Jack Ma first commu-
nicated the idea, which was later detailed during the 2016 G20 meetings in
Hangzhou by the B20 SME development taskforce that he chaired. In its final
report, the B20 SME development taskforce recommended to endorse the eWTP:
“a private sector-led and all stakeholder initiative, for public-private dialogue to
incubate eTrade rules and foster a more effective and efficient policy and business
environment for cross border electronic trade (eTrade) development” (B20, 2016,
p. 4). How should such an initiative be implemented? The eWTP envisions that
businesses will create electronic commerce hubs (so called “e-Hubs”), from which,
thanks to the use of digital platforms and government benefits, SMEs will be able
to export globally, with low or no taxes, fast logistics, and an efficient customs
process (Alibaba, 2016). The “global” dimension of the eWTP will then be
achieved by linking each e-Hub and virtual free-trade zone with each other. In
this way, and “through the power of the internet, eWTP aims to build a more
inclusive, free and innovative global trading platform for SMEs and consumers”
(Alibaba, 2017, p. 62), thus building a global infrastructure for digital trade.

Is the eWTP a sort of new global trade governance mechanism? The name
chosen for the initiative might suggest so. According to Alibaba, the eWTP is not

Table 1. Dimensions and features of the eWTP’s discourse.

Dimensions Features

Argument The eWTP is a counter-hegemonic discourse that attempts to
globalize a China-centered and privately-led global digital
trade regime

Social logic � Globalization to date has benefitted mainly just a few
transnational corporations

� Globalization based on container movements
� US-led globalization

Political logic � eWTP as a new type of ‘inclusive globalization’
� Based on the trade in small packages
� Enabled by a new digital infrastructure that speeds up trade
� Part of the digital Silk Road, expands along the BRI
� Logic of equivalence (different groups that are put together):

SMEs, young people and women
Fantasmatic logic � Partner countries will be able to emulate China’s success

� If Jack Ma did it, other entrepreneurs can do so as well
Examples � eWTP in Malaysia, Rwanda, and Belgium
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competing with the prominent WTO; rather, it is “a logical and natural com-
plement” (Alibaba, 2016). However, in other public statements, Jack Ma has not
shied away from expressing his contempt towards the WTO’ bureaucrats who can-
not arrive quickly at a consensus in the way that businesspeople such as him usu-
ally manage to do (MY DEC, 2017a). Of course, Jack Ma is not the first—or the
last—to express such criticism of the WTO, whose negotiation rounds face serious
hurdles (O’Brien & Williams, 2016, p. 116). Nonetheless, the logical consequence
of the eWTP and Jack Ma’s line of argumentation is that business leaders ought
to be the ones leading the new wave of globalization, not governments, which
should be relegated to secondary roles or at most enablers of private-led initia-
tives. Reinforcing these positions, Jack Ma states frequently that there is no need
to regulate e-commerce; instead, the more governments are kept from introducing
regulations, the better for entrepreneurs to innovate (Ma, 2018).

Despite taking such a critical position on states, the rise and expansion of the
eWTP cannot be separated from the Chinese state-led project, the BRI, and specif-
ically its digital Silk Road. On the one hand, in a recent letter to Alibaba’s share-
holders, Jack Ma stated, “the Chinese government’s push for the ‘Belt and Road
Initiative’ presents a unique opportunity for Alibaba to grow our business inter-
nationally” (Ma, 2017). Those countries where the eWTP has advanced are all
recipients of broader BRI projects, such as Malaysia, Thailand, and Rwanda. On
the other hand, the eWTP is handy for Xi Jinping’s vision of China as a cyber
superpower with increased cyber influence on countries across the BRI, which, in
line with previous projects to foster “indigenous innovations” and “network sover-
eignty” (Zhao, 2010), aims to challenge the USA’s cyber-hegemony. By emulating
the BRI, the eWTP also claims to foster a more inclusive2 form of globalization,
which clearly contests the prevailing social logics.

The eWTP intends to achieve such an objective through the benefits of e-com-
merce, particularly for three types of social identities: SMEs, young people, and
women.3 In this discourse coalition central to the eWTP’s political logic, SMEs
are important because Jack Ma believes that if their numbers increase, so will the
middle classes, thereby contributing to more sustainable economies. The inclusion
of young people and women in the discourse coalition seems to target two groups
particularly damaged by neoliberal globalization. The drawing of political bounda-
ries that include these three social identities consists of a logic of equivalence that
links those disparate demands into one, which electronic commerce and digital
entrepreneurship—of course, provided by Alibaba—can address.

The eWTP’s discourse advances a fantasmatic logic that captures “a particu-
larly powerful way in which subjects are rendered complicit in concealing or cover-
ing over the radical contingency of social relations” (Glynos & Howarth, 2007, p.
101). It employs two recurring persuasion strategies: one at the country and the
other at the entrepreneurial level (KiniTV, 2018; MY DEC, 2017a). As regards the
latter, the promise is that any entrepreneur could follow in Jack Ma’s footsteps
and become globally successful. The engaging part derives from Jack Ma, who,
despite his humble origins, several rejections by leading USA universities and
firms, and a lack of sophisticated technological knowledge, was still able to found
and lead one of the most successful Chinese companies in history. His popularity
in China is undeniable, perhaps even that of a “cult hero” (Clark, 2016), and he is
also well-known abroad, which helps to cultivate such fantasy. As regards the
country level, the narrative that Alibaba repeats is that 20 years ago, nobody
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believed that e-commerce would work in China, because there was no internet, no
trust, no logistics, etc.; and yet, precisely because of the “lack of” these elements,
Alibaba was able to succeed by building them from scratch. Accordingly, the nar-
rative suggests that it does not matter how poor a country might be as long as its
entrepreneurs persist, in which case success will not be that far behind. These
inspirational sides of the fantasmatic logic resonate very well in less developed
countries, where entrepreneurs face similarly hard—and very often worse—condi-
tions than the ones China experienced decades ago—something to which entrepre-
neurs in the US can hardly relate. Hence, both strategies pave the way to
identifying with Alibaba’s founder, the trajectory of the firm, and the value prop-
osition it offers.

Malaysia

How will the eWTP operate in practice? The new wave of corporate-led globaliza-
tion from which the eWTP hails originated in 2015 with its first hub in the
Hangzhou municipality where the company is headquartered. This e-Hub is part
of a broader national experiment in China, the so-called “cross-border e-commerce
pilot zones”, which aim to speed up cross-border e-commerce trade through
business processes and technological innovations (Kai, 2016). Yet in order to
comprehend the eWTP’s international dimension, this section synthesizes features
from the first e-Hub that were extended beyond China’s borders, namely Malaysia’s
Digital Free Trade Zone (DFTZ), which was inaugurated on December 3, 2017, by
Jack Ma and Malaysia’s ex-Prime Minister, Najib Razak.

During the inauguration speech, Jack Ma stated that their aim was to digitalize
local partners, support SMEs and young people, and empower them to
internationalize their businesses (MY DEC, 2017a). His speech also reveals the
counter-hegemonic intentions of the eWTP; for instance, he stated,

The difference between our model and the American or traditional model is that we
come here looking for partners, we come here to enable partners, we want partners
to be local king here, as we know only when partners succeed we can be successful,
we come here to work with Malaysian young people (MY DEC 2017a).

Officially, Alibaba expressed two reasons why Malaysia was an important place
to locate the first eWTP e-Hub (Malaysian Chinese Association, 2017). First, the
country is a relevant hub within the broader Maritime Silk Road, which is part of
the BRI. Secondly, Alibaba’s technologies are an excellent match for the demands
of Malaysia’s pre-existing digital development strategy. Other potentially relevant
factors in the selection of Malaysia that are common to Chinese investments in
the country are the strategic relationship between the two nations and the large
Malaysian ethnic Chinese community (Liu & Lim, 2018). The Malaysian govern-
ment’s interest in the adoption of the project is rooted in its pre-existing National
e-Commerce Strategic Roadmap, which aims to boost SMEs’ exports through
e-commerce given that only 20–25% of such firms have presence online (MITI,
2016). Thus, according to ex-PM Razak, the DFTZ would contribute to e-commerce
growth by facilitating billions of traded goods and by creating 60,000 jobs.

The DFTZ brings together different government-related state organizations in
Malaysia with Alibaba business units; for instance, the operational pilot phase is
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based on an arrangement between the Malaysian postal delivery service (Pos
Malaysia) with the Lazada Group, an Alibaba-controlled e-commerce firm operat-
ing in the country. In 2020, the plan is to scale up the project by establishing a
regional e-commerce e-fulfilment hub, i.e. a logistics hub with warehousing facili-
ties, through collaboration with Cainiao and the Malaysia Airports Holdings
Berhad (MAHB). Operationally, the government created a YouTube video of the
DFTZ for entrepreneurs, explaining the basic process that the initiative facilitates
(MY DEC, 2017c). A Malaysian entrepreneur uploads information on his or
her products through Alibaba’s cloud to Alibaba’s online commerce platforms.
This information goes to the Malaysia pavilion, a sub-portal where interested
Chinese customers can acquire Malaysian products. Customers can also interact
with the Malaysia-based vendor on Alibaba, and once an order is confirmed, the
Malaysian seller begins the export process through varied digital facilities provided
by DFTZ’s one-stop e-services, such as logistic services, customs declarations, and
shipment and FOREX facilities for receiving payments. After this step, the prod-
ucts are sent to DFTZ’s hub, after which they are exported to China. In Alibaba’s
view, this process will breed a new type of SME that can sell globally and, in the
process, it will go some way to materializing the vision of a more inclusive form
of globalization.

At the heart of this system lies the platform that digitizes the whole process
and, according to the authorities, has cut end-to-end cargo clearance from six
hours to three hours, significantly reducing trade time. This means that the DFTZ
is advancing a liberal model with almost no tariffs and shaping the export and
import process to reduce any type of barrier as much as possible. This project of
frictionless trade hinges on Alibaba’s data technology provided by the Alibaba
Cloud, which links Malaysian SMEs and consumers with their Chinese counter-
parts. Thus, Alibaba has become the key enabler of Malaysia’s digitalization strat-
egy by offering critical expertise and technical infrastructure for putting it into
practice. Thus, the Malaysian e-Hub could be read as a new type of public-private
(and transnational) partnership for digital trade. In this sense, the eWTP is opera-
tionalizing the strategy of the BRI, which “aims to complement the development
strategies of countries involved by leveraging their comparative strengths” (Xi,
2017). Although the justification for the eWTP is based on challenging the
contemporary trading system and globalization, it is hard not to view the project
as a new form of governance in line with China’s attempts to rewire the world
order in its favor. Therefore, from a critical vantage point, joining the eWTP, and
more broadly the digital Silk Road, can also mean a new sort of developing state
dependence on the emerging China-centered transnational digital infrastructure.

Nonetheless, if we are guided by other BRI projects, it is already known that
even small states like Malaysia still retain certain levels of agency to shape the
potential outcomes in their favor (Liu & Lim, 2018). It is reasonable, therefore, to
believe that this might still be the case with the DFTZ. After promising during the
campaign to review most Malaysian-Chinese projects, Tun Mahatir, who defeated
ex-PM Razak, decided to leave in place the association between Malaysia and
Alibaba, thereby confirming the strategic importance of the project. This might be
explained by the fact that, according to Malaysia’s eTrade Outcome Assessment
2017, six months after the DFTZ’s launch approximately 2600 SMEs joined the
platform, generating RM 52.1 million (approx. 13.43 million dollars) in sales, out
of which RM 18.1 million (approx. 4.67 million dollars) were from exports (The
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Star, 2018). However, the Communication and Multimedia Minister recently
stated that the DFTZ is open to many other firms and not limited to Alibaba,
which suggests that the historical hedging strategy of Malaysia vis-�a-vis China
(Kuik, 2013) might be extended to this project.

Discourse and critique

In spite of the eWTP’s potential for enabling digitalization processes in partner
countries, in this section, I point out five contradictions of such discourse.

First, although the question of whether China’s economic model is neoliberal
remains disputed (Weber, 2018), despite its counter-hegemonic bent, it is fair to
say that the eWTP’s discourse remains neoliberal. The initiative aims to reduce
tariffs and non-tariff barriers to the minimum so that the trade of goods and
services can be expedited across borders. Furthermore, Ma (2018) ardently
supports free trade in all of his recent speeches by conflating all that is good with
it, which explains his attacks on attempts by states to regulate e-commerce and
internet platforms. These types of associations are obviously not new, and in effect
they are similar to the political arguments for capitalism, prior to its success. In
an influential essay, Hirschman (2013) reminded us that it was usual to argue for
trade because of its potential for taming the worst human passions and for
increasing interdependence among countries, which would inevitably lead to peace.
However, these arguments neglect the critical literature that considers that “free
trade” policies favor mainly developed countries, which in practice rarely follow
such paths for their own economic growth, but instead for protectionist policies
(Chang, 2002). Likewise, the eWTP’s defense of an “inclusive globalization” hinges
on the belief that the growth of SMEs will overcome the harmful excessive market
power concentration in a few transnational corporations. Although this may help,
it will not be enough without addressing other sources of citizens’ concerns
regarding globalization, such as low wages, the deterioration of workers’ rights,
poor social insurance, etc. (Stiglitz, 2017). In this light, in the attempt to further
the BRI’s ‘inclusive globalization’ approach, the eWTP is repeating the error of
overselling globalization.

Secondly, the eWTP promises to advance the BRI; nonetheless, the features of
its discourse, together with the complex relations between state and business in
China, foretell certain unavoidable frictions. For example, the eWTP pretends to
be global and corporate-led, a statement in tune with the neoliberal ideology of
limited government interventions and a preference for practical businessmen that
transnational capital prefers. This statement, if read literally, is obviously on a
collision course with China’s state-led, authoritarian-consultative development
model. Given that it is common knowledge that private firms in China cannot
avoid cultivating good relations with the government and its multiple agencies in
order to flourish, it is reasonable to expect the disbelief of the average Western
reader when poring over the statement that the eWTP will be an entirely corpor-
ate-led project. Conversely, many would believe that it is a proxy for the Chinese
government to exert global influence. This is particularly problematic when consid-
ering the increasing reports on surveillance in China thanks to internet firms’ inno-
vations in partnership with the state (Segal, 2013; Zeng, 2016)—technology that
might be exported abroad. Although such partnerships are not unique to China
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and its specific state-society relations (for example, the US global surveillance pro-
grams exposed by Edward Snowden), they do expose an obvious contradiction
within the eWTP discourse. Strong government regulation in China contrasts con-
siderably with the “free trade” and “no regulations” elements of the eWTP’s nar-
rative, and Alibaba has not been exempted from such pressure.

Thirdly, the eWTP’s political and fantasmatic logics are not without tensions.
The political logic employs a logic of equivalence that targets a number of social
identities (i.e. SMEs, young people, and women), whose struggles are bounded
together to advance a business-led initiative, thus sidelining inefficient public offi-
cials or international organizations such as the WTO. Despite the appropriateness
of such criticism, we should not forget that the WTO remains a highly democratic
international organization, in which each country has the same voting power
irrespective of its size or political relevance (O’Brien & Williams, 2016). Although
it may be true that in some situations businesspeople make decisions faster for
the sake of generating more profit, privileging such actors over others is highly
problematic since it would inevitably accentuate the balance of power even more
toward the private and transnational sector, rather than to open, democratic
decision procedures. Alibaba, nonetheless, seems unconcerned about this scenario.
In addition, the process of drawing boundaries around social identities that matter
by definition pushes others aside, such as the exclusion of Alibaba’s competitors
or other transnational corporations that benefitted from previous globalization
waves. For instance, a recent critical article about the DFTZ by CNBC expressed
fears that Alibaba’s influence on the project would lead to a sort of monopoly
that would displace other companies, such as Amazon (Chandran, 2018).
Likewise, the eWTP neglects other social identities that have suffered equally from
neoliberal globalization, such as ethnic minorities, indigenous communities, the
LGBT community, and older people, to name a few. As regards the fantasmatic
logic, despite Alibaba and Jack Ma’s inspiring success story, it is hard to believe
that everyone will follow a similar path. Realistically, most will not since it is very
hard—if not impossible —to separate the story of the individual and his firm from
the economic success of China, led by the Communist Party under the propitious
conditions of the global economy, something that is hard to emulate by other
countries and their entrepreneurs.

Fourthly, it is not clear who will reap the most benefits from the eWTP and its
e-Hubs. We could naively believe Alibaba’s narrative that it will lead to digitally-
enabled inclusive globalization among participating countries. Exploratory
research on the use of Alibaba’s digital platforms by New Zealand’s SMEs sug-
gests that they do allow easier access to the Chinese market (Jin & Hurd, 2018).
However, the same article observes that deeper levels of internationalization with
China require hiring local personnel to attain a fine-grained knowledge of the local
market. This finding implies that mainly resourceful SMEs may be able to
internationalize as Alibaba intends, whereas those without such capabilities will
possibly find that going “digital” is just not enough. Furthermore, it might be true
that foreign consumers and SMEs could benefit from the internationalization of
low-cost Chinese SMEs through the eWTP and the BRI (Shen, 2018), but by
building the electronic platforms for such growth, it seems reasonable to expect
that Chinese exporting firms will overshadow competitors from foreign countries.
The astonishingly low prices of products is a feature that attracts foreign buyers
to Chinese digital portals, but this also means that SMEs producing similar
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products in foreign countries will face tough competition from Chinese SMEs, and
they could possibly be pushed out of business. The DFTZ may become the first
example of this process, since, as Yean (2018) points out, the de minimis value for
imports without paying taxes in Malaysia is far larger than in China ($203 vs $8),
thus incentivizing the import of cheaper products from China to Malaysia—and
threatening local SMEs.

Fifthly, is Alibaba opening doors to other SMEs to share its wealth, or is it
getting richer, in the same way as the fictional Ali Baba, by extracting treasures
from others? If we are to believe Alibaba’s discourse, it is only worried about the
growth and well being of foreign countries and their populations—at least rhet-
orically, this is strikingly similar to development organizations. Yet these fantas-
matic aspects of the eWTP’s narrative divert attention away from a central
advantage that Alibaba aims to extract from the facilitation of trade with the
eWTP: data. Indeed, the company’s annual report conveys that we are going
through a transition from an information technology-based economy to a data
technology-based one (Alibaba, 2018, p. 68). In this regard, Alibaba’s CEO,
Zhang (2017), said, “Data is the new fuel, and it will stimulate development and
widespread application of new technology. Its use in areas such as commerce,
financial services and manufacturing will bring about disruption that we have not
experienced before”. Therefore, Alibaba’s construction of a global digital infra-
structure for e-commerce as a part of the digital Silk Road is neither innocent nor
purely a Samaritan endeavor; rather, its key strategy is to ensure its future com-
mercial success through the acquisition of data that are becoming the backbone of
sophisticated innovations in artificial intelligence, cloud computing, and other
emerging technologies. This is of the utmost importance to the company, espe-
cially if we take into account that US firms (e.g. Amazon, Microsoft, and Google)
mainly control the cloud infrastructure market. However, this provision of digital
infrastructure implies that countries that enter into partnership with the eWTP—
unless carefully regulated—might lose sovereignty over their data and/or become
digitally dependent on Alibaba, suffering from what some researchers are naming
‘data colonialism’ (Couldry & Mejias, 2018), which, to be fair, is a process similar
to the ones that other countries are experiencing with US-based firms.

Conclusions
This article argues that, building on the BRI, the eWTP is Alibaba’s counter-hege-
monic discourse in terms of globalization, its radical act, which contests the exist-
ing global trade regime. The eWTP understands that to date globalization has
been inherently unfair in that it has only benefitted a few transnational corpora-
tions, mainly from the US, as a result of trading goods through containers and
services. Instead of following the path of protectionist policies, the eWTP proposes
an inclusive vision of globalization that includes actors that were left behind in
previous waves, such as SMEs, young people, and women. These actors are at the
center of the discourse coalition that the political practice of the eWTP proposes:
a digitally and Alibaba-enabled global digital trade infrastructure based on e-
Hubs. In this sense, the eWTP is a significant case that illustrates the challenge
that Chinese internet firms are making to a US-centered internet govern-
ance model.
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Despite the prevalence of significant business opportunities for countries less
digitalized than China in joining the eWTP, this discourse is not without contra-
dictions. First, given its defense of free trade and reduced state regulation, it
remains a neoliberal proposal for globalization, neglecting much of the global dis-
content pushing against such a process. Secondly, the eWTP clearly builds on the
BRI, although the pretension to become a privately-led initiative will possibly col-
lide with the Chinese state-centric internet governance model. Thirdly, it is true
that the eWTP has used a logic of equivalence between SMEs, young people, and
women as social identities to help with its globalization project, and yet these three
categories naturally exclude others. Fourthly, those who might benefit the most
from the eWTP are not entirely clear at this juncture. Finally, this article argues
that the key resource that Alibaba is extracting from partner countries is data,
which might enmesh them in a new type of digital dependence.

Notwithstanding, the eWTP, and more generally the digital Silk Road, may
offer less technologically resourceful countries the opportunity to design hedging
strategies between Chinese and USA internet firms, increasing their chances of
coping better with the ongoing global processes of digitalization.

Notes
1. Inspired by Cox (1981), Glynos and Howarth (2007, p. 125) define regimes as “the

broader context that structures social practices, as well as the new social structure that
emerges out of hegemonic political practices”. They purposefully treat the concept as
broad and to be applied at different levels of analysis, such as the case of the global
trade regimes that this article analyses.

2. The reader might suspect that Alibaba pays lip service to the idea of “inclusion”, but
such critical observations miss the fact that the company has already implemented
several projects working towards such a goal in China. For example, Taobao villages
are business clusters in rural China that sell products to wealthier urban areas through
Alibaba’s e-commerce platforms. Likewise, Ant Financial has been highly successful
with its microlending programs to SMEs. Ant Financial is also at the forefront of
financial inclusion and innovation through its blockchain-based project for the
transfer of remittances from Hong Kong to the Philippines .

3. Jack Ma’s first speeches on the eWTP, such as the inauguration of the DFTZ, only
included SMEs and young people. In later speeches, women were added to the
discourse coalition.

Acknowledgements
I thank Julia Pohle and the rest of the Internet Policy Group at the WZB for their useful
feedback on earlier ideas related to this manuscript. I also thank the insightful suggestions
of two anonymous reviewers.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

ORCID
Maximiliano Facundo Vila Seoane http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0134-7714

Chinese Journal of Communication 13



References
Alibaba. (2016). Fact sheet: Electronic World Trade Platform. Retrieved from https://www.

alizila.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/eWTP.pdf?x95431
Alibaba. (2017). Annual report (p. 480). Retrieved from https://otp.investis.com/clients/us/

alibaba/SEC/sec-show.aspx?FilingId¼12129538&Cik¼0001577552&Type¼PDF&hasPdf¼1
Alibaba. (2018). Annual report (p. 1077). Retrieved from https://otp.investis.com/clients/us/

alibaba/SEC/sec-show.aspx?FilingId¼12879202&Cik¼0001577552&Type¼PDF&hasPdf¼1
B20. (2016). B20 SME development taskforce policy paper (p. 35). Retrieved from https://

files.alicdn.com/tpsservice/f71053f9f8893d011944140830e34b4c.pdf
Callahan, W. A. (2016). China’s “Asia Dream”: The Belt and Road initiative and the

new regional order. Asian Journal of Comparative Politics, 1(3), 226–243. doi:10.1177/
2057891116647806

Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (2016). The 13th five-year plan for
economic and social development of the People’s Republic of China. Beijing, China:
Central Compilation & Translation Press.

Chandran, N. (2018, February 12). Alibaba’s “Digital Free Trade Zone” has some worried
about China links to Malaysia. CNBC. Retrieved October 9, 2018, from https://www.
cnbc.com/

Chang, H. (2002). Kicking away the ladder: Development strategy in historical perspective.
London, UK: Anthem Press.

Clark, D. (2016). Alibaba: The house that Jack Ma built [Kindle]. New York, NY: Harper
Collins. Retrieved from https://www.amazon.com/

Couldry, N., & Mejias, U. A. (2018). Data colonialism: Rethinking big data’s relation to
the contemporary subject. Television & New Media, 20(4), 336–349. doi:10.1177/
1527476418796632

Cox, R. W. (1981). Social forces, states and world orders: Beyond international relations
theory. Millennium – Journal of International Studies, 10(2), 126–155. doi:10.1177/
03058298810100020501

Erickson, J. (2017, June 13). Understanding the Alibaba economy. Alizila.com. Retrieved
October 12, 2018 from https://www.alizila.com/

Fierke, K. M., & Antonio-Alfonso, F. (2018). Language, entanglement and the new silk roads.
Asian Journal of Comparative Politics, 3(3), 194–206. doi:10.1177/2057891118762521

Fung, K. C., Aminian, N., Fu, X., & Tung, C. Y. (2018). Digital silk road, Silicon Valley
and connectivity. Journal of Chinese Economic and Business Studies, 16(3), 313–336. doi:
10.1080/14765284.2018.1491679

Glynos, J., & Howarth, D. (2007). Logics of critical explanation in social and political
theory. London, UK: Routledge.

Hirschman, A. O. (2013). The passions and the interests: political arguments for capitalism
before its triumph. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Howarth, D. (2009). Power, discourse, and policy: Articulating a hegemony approach to critical
policy studies. Critical Policy Studies, 3(3-4), 309–335. doi:10.1080/19460171003619725

Howson, R., & Smith, K. (Eds.). (2008). Hegemony: Studies in consensus and coercion. New
York, NY: Routledge.

Ikenberry, G. J. (1999). Institutions, strategic restraint, and the persistence of American
postwar order. International Security, 23(3), 43–78. doi:10.1162/isec.23.3.43

Jin, H., & Hurd, F. (2018). Exploring the impact of digital platforms on SME
internationalization: New Zealand SMEs use of the Alibaba platform for Chinese market
entry. Journal of Asia-Pacific Business, 19(2), 72–95. doi:10.1080/10599231.2018.1453743

Kai, G. (2016, September 4). E-WTP in practice in Hangzhou. ChinaDaily.com Retrieved
from http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/

KiniTV (2018, June 18). Jack Ma‘s full speech during KL Alibaba office launch [Video file].
Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v¼nUrQq3VU3Gc

Kuik, C.-C. (2013). Making sense of Malaysia’s China policy: Asymmetry, proximity, and
elite’s domestic authority. The Chinese Journal of International Politics, 6(4), 429–467.
doi:10.1093/cjip/pot006

Liu, H., & Lim, G. (2018). The political economy of a rising China in Southeast Asia:
Malaysia’s response to the Belt and Road Initiative. Journal of Contemporary China,
28(116), 216–231. doi:10.1080/10670564.2018.1511393

14 Maximiliano Facundo Vila Seoane

https://www.alizila.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/eWTP.pdf?x95431
https://www.alizila.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/eWTP.pdf?x95431
https://otp.investis.com/clients/us/alibaba/SEC/sec-show.aspx?FilingId=12129538&Cik=0001577552&Type=PDF&hasPdf=1
https://otp.investis.com/clients/us/alibaba/SEC/sec-show.aspx?FilingId=12129538&Cik=0001577552&Type=PDF&hasPdf=1
https://otp.investis.com/clients/us/alibaba/SEC/sec-show.aspx?FilingId=12879202&Cik=0001577552&Type=PDF&hasPdf=1
https://otp.investis.com/clients/us/alibaba/SEC/sec-show.aspx?FilingId=12879202&Cik=0001577552&Type=PDF&hasPdf=1
https://files.alicdn.com/tpsservice/f71053f9f8893d011944140830e34b4c.pdf
https://files.alicdn.com/tpsservice/f71053f9f8893d011944140830e34b4c.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/2057891116647806
https://doi.org/10.1177/2057891116647806
https://www.cnbc.com/
https://www.cnbc.com/
https://www.amazon.com/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476418796632
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476418796632
https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298810100020501
https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298810100020501
https://www.alizila.com/
https://doi.org/10.1177/2057891118762521
https://doi.org/10.1080/14765284.2018.1491679
https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171003619725
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.23.3.43
https://doi.org/10.1080/10599231.2018.1453743
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nUrQq3VU3Gc
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/pot006
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2018.1511393


Liu, W., & Dunford, M. (2016). Inclusive globalization: Unpacking China’s Belt and Road
Initiative. Area Development and Policy, 1(3), 323–340. doi:10.1080/23792949.2016.1232598

Ma, J. (2017, October 17). Executive Chairman Jack Ma’s 2017 letter to shareholders.
Alizila.com. Retrieved from https://www.alizila.com/

Ma, J. (2018, October 3). Opinion: How does globalization evolve with e-commerce? CGTN.
Retrieved from https://news.cgtn.com/

Malaysian Chinese Association (2017, December 7). Minister in Prime Minister’s
Department Datuk Seri Dr Ir Wee Ka Siong pays courtesy call on Alibaba Group
Headquarters. Malaysian Chinese Association. Retrieved from https://www.mca.org.my/

MITI (2016). Malaysia’s National eCommerce Strategic Roadmap (p. 39). Ministry of
International Trade and Industry. Retrieved from https://mdec.my/digital-innovation-
ecosystem/ecommerce/nesr

MY DEC (2017a, November 22). DFTZ goes live–Opening speech by Jack Ma [Video file].
Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v¼j2JySQIs-cI

MY DEC (2017b, November 19). DFTZ goes live–Opening speech by Prime Minister Najib
Razak [Video file]. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v¼zwqqxzZwieI

MY DEC (2017c, November 16). DFTZ: A walkthrough for SMEs [Video file]. Retrieved
from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v¼AwJR-b4asv4

National Development and Reform Commission (2015, March 28). Vision and actions on
jointly building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-century Maritime Silk Road. National
Development and Reform Commission. Retrieved June 9, 2018, from http://en.ndrc.
gov.cn/newsrelease/201503/t20150330_669367.html

O’Brien, R., & Williams, M. (2016). Global political economy: Evolution & dynamics
(5th ed.). London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Pettifor, A. (2017). Brexit and its consequences. Globalizations, 14(1), 127–132. doi:10.1080/
14747731.2016.1229953

Rabena, A. J. (2018). The complex interdependence of China’s Belt and Road Initiative in
the Philippines. Asia & the Pacific Policy Studies, 5, 683–697. doi:10.1002/app5.257

Saguier, M. I. (2007). The hemispheric social alliance and the free trade area of the
Americas process: The challenges and opportunities of transnational coalitions against
neo-liberalism. Globalizations, 4(2), 251–265. doi:10.1080/14747730701345267

Schiller, D. (2011). Geopolitical-economic conflict and network infrastructures. Chinese
Journal of Communication, 4(1), 90–107. doi:10.1080/17544750.2011.544085

Segal, A. (2013). The code not taken: China, the United States, and the future of cyber
espionage. Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 69(5), 38–45. doi:10.1177/0096340213501344

Segal, A. (2018). When China rules the web. Foreign Affairs, 97(5), 10–18.
Shen, H. (2018). Building a digital silk road? Situating the Internet in China’s Belt and

Road Initiative. International Journal of Communication, 12, 19. Retrieved from https://
ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/8405

Stiglitz, J. E. (2002). Globalization and its discontents. New York, NY: W.W. Norton &
Company.

Stiglitz, J. E. (2017). The overselling of globalization, Business Economics, 52(5), 129–137.
doi:10.1057/s11369-017-0047-z

Tao, L. (2018, January 25). Jack Ma calls on global leaders to resist protectionism, says
globalisation must be inclusive. South China Morning Post. Retrieved from https://www.
scmp.com/

The Star (2018, April 09). Mustapa: 70 SMEs in DFTZ scheme generate RM52m sales.
TheStar.com. Retrieved from https://www.thestar.com.my/

Thussu, D. (2018). A new global communication order for a multipolar world.
Communication Research and Practice, 4(1), 52–66. doi:10.1080/22041451.2018.1432988

UNCTAD (2018). Trade and development report: Power, platforms and the free trade
delusion (p. 133). New York, NY: United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development.

Weber, I. M. (2018). China and neoliberalism: Moving beyond the China is/is not
neoliberal dichotomy. In D. Cahill, M. Cooper, M. Konings, & D. Pimrose (Eds.), The
SAGE handbook of neoliberalism (pp. 219–233). London, UK: SAGE Publications Ltd.

Xi, J. (2017, May 14). Full text of President Xi’s speech at opening of Belt and Road forum.
Retrieved from http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-05/14/c_136282982.htm

Chinese Journal of Communication 15

https://doi.org/10.1080/23792949.2016.1232598
https://www.alizila.com/
https://news.cgtn.com/
https://www.mca.org.my/
https://mdec.my/digital-innovation-ecosystem/ecommerce/nesr
https://mdec.my/digital-innovation-ecosystem/ecommerce/nesr
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j2JySQIs-cI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zwqqxzZwieI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AwJR-b4asv4
http://en.ndrc.gov.cn/newsrelease/201503/t20150330_669367.html
http://en.ndrc.gov.cn/newsrelease/201503/t20150330_669367.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2016.1229953
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2016.1229953
https://doi.org/10.1002/app5.257
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747730701345267
https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2011.544085
https://doi.org/10.1177/0096340213501344
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/8405
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/8405
https://doi.org/10.1057/s11369-017-0047-z
https://www.scmp.com/
https://www.scmp.com/
https://www.thestar.com.my/
https://doi.org/10.1080/22041451.2018.1432988
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-05/14/c_136282982.htm


Yean, T. S. (2018). The Digital Free Trade Zone (DFTZ): Putting Malaysia’s SMEs onto the
Digital Silk Road (ISEAS Perspective No. 18, p. 9). Singapore: Yusof Ishak Institute.

Zeng, J. (2016). China’s date with big data: Will it strengthen or threaten authoritarian
rule? International Affairs, 92(6), 1443–1462. doi:10.1111/1468-2346.12750

Zhang, D. (2017, October 17). CEO Daniel Zhang’s 2017 letter to shareholders. Alizila.com.
Retrieved from https://www.alizila.com/

Zhao, Y. (2010). China’s pursuits of indigenous innovations in information technology
developments: hopes, follies and uncertainties. Chinese Journal of Communication, 3(3),
266–289. doi:10.1080/17544750.2010.499628

Zhou, W., & Esteban, M. (2018). Beyond balancing: China’s approach towards the Belt
and Road Initiative. Journal of Contemporary China, 27(112), 487–501. doi:10.1080/
10670564.2018.1433476

16 Maximiliano Facundo Vila Seoane

https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12750
https://www.alizila.com/
https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2010.499628
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2018.1433476
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2018.1433476

	mkchap1606838_artid
	Introduction
	Theoretical approach
	Alibaba and globalization
	The electronic World Trade Platform
	Malaysia

	Discourse and critique
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	References


