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Strategic Narratives of the Past:  

An Analysis of China’s New Silk Road Communication 

 

Carolijn van Noort 

 

Abstract: Political actors communicate strategic narratives to shape the meaning of place-images 

in the past, present and future. Whether narratives about the past are persuasive depends on the 

translation of historical ideas embedded in these narratives across time and space. Moreover, the 

imagination and re-imagination of historical place-images in foreign policy communication are 

contentious, because they stand for specific power relations and identity narratives. Therefore, 

actor’s selective uses of history require disambiguation to increase positive perception. This 

abstract argument is theorized in an investigation of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, specifically 

the communication of a New Silk Road. China’s promotion of the Silk Road legacy is frequently 

contested with Great Game interpretations. Through the novels of Marco Polo and Rudyard 

Kipling, which present historical imaginations of the Silk Road and the Great Game, this study 

shows the contentiousness of historical place-images across time and space. 
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Strategic Narratives of the Past: 

An Analysis of China’s New Silk Road Communication 

 

Introduction 

In 2013, China introduced The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), a systematic project comprising the 

Silk Road Economic Belt and the Maritime Silk Road Initiative.1 The BRI initiative, known among 

Chinese audiences as “yi dai yi lu,”2 is promoted by the Chinese government to international 

audiences, including Western countries, as the New Silk Road. This study offers insights into the 

strategic communication of a New Silk Road – a place-image that evokes a kaleidoscopic picture 

of adventure, secrecy, intrigue, and personal and professional growth. China’s current use of the 

Western-coined Silk Road term responds to and seeks to evoke positive imaginations of this 

particular history in terms of trade, prosperity and connectivity. The Silk Road place-image is like 

a palimpsest; its material is rewritten but still has traces of the past.  

 

China’s communication of the New Silk Road, however, is not based on a historical re-enactment 

of the past. Instead, the meaning of the past is appropriated to persuade participants about current 

affairs. China’s selective use of history – the Silk Road – can be perceived as an orientalist 

narrative. China’s communication of the New Silk Road seems to subvert ‘othering’ in innovative 

ways, using ‘Self-Orientalism’ to imagine the Self in a desirable world order.3 Building on Edward 

Said’s work on Orientalism, Self-Orientalism suggests agency on China’s part to participate “in 

its construction, reinforcement and circulation”4 while rewriting and reinventing the relationship 

between the East and the West.  

 

                                                           
1 National Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce of the People’s 
Republic of China, “Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st Century Maritime Silk Road,” 
Belt and Road Portal, 30 March 2015. Available at: https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/qwyw/qwfb/1084.htm. Last accessed May 16, 
2018. 
2 B. Dave, and Y. Kobayashi, “China’s Silk Road Economic Belt Initiative in Central Asia: Economic and Security 
Implications”, Asia Europe Journal 16, no. 3 (2018): 268. 
3 E. Said, Orientalism: Western Concepts of the Orient (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978); A. Dirlik, “Chinese History and the 
Question of Orientalism”, History and Theory 35, no. 4 (1996): 96-118; G. Yan, and C. A. Santos, “ ‘China, Forever’ Tourism 
Discourse and Self-Orientalism”, Annals of Tourism Research 36, no. 2 (2009): 295-315. 
4 Yan, and Santos, “ ‘China, Forever’ Tourism Discourse and Self-Orientalism,” 297. Based on Dirlik, “Chinese History and the 
Question of Orientalism.” X. Zhang, “The Globalized Logic of Orientalism”, Contemporary Chinese Thought 37, no. 4 (2006): 
48-54. A. Ong, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998).  
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In the case of the BRI, historical narratives are appropriated to reimagine a peaceful China and an 

integrated and connected regional- and world order. For example, Peimin Ni refers to the 

expression of a “Silk Road World Order” and a “Silk World Order” to describe China’s President 

Xi Jinping’s push of a “community of shared destiny” and “cooperation and co-prosperity.”5 It is 

suggested that “the Silk Road is a story of peaceful trade, and a rich history of religious and 

harmonious cultural exchange” and the “Belt and Road seeks to directly build on that legacy.”6 

This confirms that visions of peace are strategically employed in international relations.7 

Moreover, it shows that history is appropriated in political narratives when there is the assumption 

that historical ideas and discourses translate well to modern strategic communication about a 

state’s identity and a desirable international order.  

 

Set around the aesthetic turn, a history of international thought, and strategic narrative literature, 

this paper investigates China’s Belt and Road Initiative, specifically the communication of the 

New Silk Road.8 Scholars using the aesthetic approach, “engage the gap that inevitably opens up 

between a form of representation and the object it seeks to represent.”9 In this study, China’s 

strategic communication is considered as a form of representation and the New Silk Road as the 

object of this representation. China’s emphasis on the metaphorical dimension of the New Silk 

Road makes the object particularly elusive. In the formation of “strategic narratives,” which are “a 

means for political actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, and future of 

international politics to shape the behavior of domestic and international actors,”10 China is 

constructing a shared meaning of the Silk Road past to seek a positive perception of itself and its 

foreign policies. However, this practice is problematic due to the inevitable gap between the 

representation of political actions, “what is represented therewith” and the pluralism of 

audiences.11  

                                                           
5 Ni, Peimin, “The Underlying Philosophy and Impact of the New ‘Silk Road World Order’ ”, The Federalist Debate 29, no. 1 
(2016): 23-24. 
6 T. Winter, “One Belt, One Road, One Heritage: Cultural Diplomacy and the Silk Road,” March 29, 2016, The Diplomat, 3. 
7 F. Möller, and D. Shim. “Visions of Peace in International Relations.” International Studies Perspectives doi: 
10.1093/isp/eky014 (2018):1-19. 
8 R. Bleiker, “The Aesthetic Turn in International Political Theory”, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 30, no. 3 
(2001), 509-533; A. Miskimmon, B. O’Loughlin, and L. Roselle, Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New 
World Order (New York: Routledge, 2013); D. Armitage, Foundations of Modern International Thought (2012). 
9 Bleiker, “The Aesthetic Turn in International Political Theory,” 512. 
10 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle, Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New World Order, 2. 
11 Bleiker, “The Aesthetic Turn in International Political Theory,” 510. 



4 
 

 

In particular, this gap is a result of ideas about ‘community of shared destiny’ and ‘cooperation 

and co-prosperity’ moving across time, space and audiences, embedded by a history of 

international thought.12 David Armitage explained that “[t]he creation of mutual understandings 

of international, transnational and global connection and competition often depended upon the 

intercultural translation of texts of religion, diplomacy and law.”13 Therefore, whether narratives 

of the past are persuasive depends on the translation of historical ideas embedded in these 

narratives across time and space. For example, ideas about power were considerably different 

during the historical Silk Road times, especially because empires preceded the relative brief history 

of states. China’s contemporary push of a Silk Road is bound by the relations of nation-states. This 

then necessitates a focus on reification: “what appears to be iterations of the same idea [captured 

in the Silk Road term] turn out to be distinct conceptions in need of disaggregation and 

disambiguation rather than assimilation into broader narratives over time or across space.”14  

 

This study adds to the growing body of research that investigates the strategic narratives of the 

BRI, seeking to explain their success and failures among domestic and foreign audiences.15 

Specifically, understanding the historical ideas embedded in China’s communication of the New 

Silk Road will elucidate whether this place-image translates well across time and space. This paper 

demonstrates that the reuse of the historic Silk Road in China’s communications provides a 

pandora box of interpretations, which are embedded in Western orientalist thoughts.  

 

Though there are multiple types of sources to gain insights into the use of ideas in global politics, 

this research looks at books.16 Understanding global politics through books is insightful, because 

“[w]hile artistic representations do not necessarily lead to good taste or a better world, they 

                                                           
12 D. Armitage, Foundations of Modern International Thought (2012).  
13 D. Armitage, Foundations of Modern International Thought, 7.  
14 D. Armitage, Foundations of Modern International Thought, 30. 
15 A. Miskimmon, B. O’Loughlin and J. Zeng, ed. One Belt, One Road, One Story? Towards an EU-China Strategic Narrative. 
Forthcoming. 
16 G. Holden, “World Literature and World Politics: In Search of a Research Agenda”, Global Society 17, no. 3 (2003): 229-252; 
G. Holden, “World Politics, World Literature, World Cinema”, Global Society 24, no. 3 (2010): 381-400; C. Moore, and L. J. 
Shepherd, “Aesthetics and International Relations: Towards a Global Politics”, Global Society 24, no. 3 (2010): 299-309; R. 
Taras, “Why We Need the Novel: Understanding World Politics Through Literature”, The Fletcher Forum of World Affairs 37, 
no. 2 (2013): 185-195. 
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nevertheless provide us with an important model of thought.”17 China seeks to mould its 

relationship with the rest of the world by selectively using history, and associating the Silk Road 

history with its current foreign policy plans.18 The literary lens is used to explore the 

representational gap.19 In this study, the novels under review are not considered as political 

statements about China’s strategic communication. Though it is a legitimate approach to study the 

intersection of world literature and world politics, this research draws insights from historical 

books to explore the dissemination of ideas underpinning the Silk Road across space and time and 

communication problems arising from historically anchored place-images.  

 

Specifically, this study gains insights from the description of the Silk Road narrative in Marco 

Polo’s Travels,20 and the counternarrative of the Great Game – shaped by nation-state rivalry – 

popularized in the Rudyard Kipling’s novel Kim,21 to understand China’s contemporary push of a 

New Silk Road and interpretations of a New Great Game evoked by this endeavour. These books 

are illustrative of the representational gap that is evoked by China’s communication of the New 

Silk Road, as a result of orientalist underpinnings. Together, they provide a novel perspective on 

the potential translation of the Silk Road place-image in modern strategic communication.   

 

The paper has been organized in the following way. The first part set out the working definitions 

of place-image, power, identity narrative and Self-Orientalism – complementing the stated 

theoretical framework.22 The second part elaborates on China’s promotion of a Silk Road legacy, 

and the subsequent contestations and great game interpretations arising from these 

communications. The third part elaborates on the case study selection of Marco Polo’s Travels and 

Kipling’s Kim. The fourth part interprets the place-image of the Silk Road in The Travels and the 

place-image of the Great Game in Kim. The fifth part considers how these place-images produce 

                                                           
17 Bleiker, “The Aesthetic Turn in International Political Theory,” 528. 
18 C. Y. Woon, “China’s Contingencies: Critical Geopolitics, Chinese Exceptionalism and the Uses of History”, Geopolitics 23, 
no. 1 (2018): 67-95. 
19 Bleiker, “The Aesthetic Turn in International Political Theory.” 
20 M. Polo, The Travels. Editorial material and translation by N. Cliff (London: Penguin Random House UK, 2016). Original c. 
1300. Polo’s Travels is not in the traditional sense a novel, by using a narrative form. It is rather an account of his travels, 
elaborated with rich descriptions. It is therefore not perfectly categorized as either a novel or as a travel guide. This distinction 
does not matter for the purpose of this research, because it still provides a rich description of the historic Silk Road place-image. 
21 R. Kipling, Kim. Editorial material by Z. T. Sullivan (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2002). Original in 1901.  
22 P.C. Adams, Geographies of Media and Communication: A Critical Introduction (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009); M. 
Barnett, and R. Duvall, “Power in International Politics”, International Organization 59, no. 1 (2005): 39-75. Dirlik, “Chinese 
History and the Question of Orientalism.” 
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specific constructions of power, and how this representation then relates to the characters’ identity 

formation. The sixth part builds upon these insights and interprets the opportunities and challenges 

for China in terms of their communication of the New Silk Road.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

Place-images are actively employed in the communication of strategic narratives. The term ‘place-

image’ encompasses specific and generic place-images. Specific place-images are “a result of 

direct experiences such as tourist visits as well as from mediated experiences like television 

programs, magazines, newspapers, and movies” while generic place-images are “internalized,” 

with the example of the mountain, the city, and the beach.23 Existing research recognizes the 

critical role of visual language in communicating strategic narratives.24 Political elites use visual 

language to give meaning to policies, specifically because of the geography dimension in foreign 

policy developments. The formation of this visual language is contingent on imaginations of the 

place-image that is evoked through this political speech act. Books contribute to these mediated 

experiences – in this case, of the historical Silk Road.  

 

Strategic narratives of place-images propose a type of power construction. Barnett and Duvall 

explain that power is “the production, in and through social relations, of effects that shape the 

capacities of actors to determine their circumstances and fate” and they have introduced a 

taxonomy of power comprising compulsory power, institutional power, structural power and 

productive power.25 Compulsory power is concerned with direct control that one actor holds over 

another. Institutional power is also concerned with direct relations between actors, but focuses 

specifically on diffused mechanisms of institutions. The other two forms of power emphasize 

“social relations of constitution,” distinguishing between structural power that “operates as the 

constitutive relations of a direct and specific—hence, mutually constituting—kind,” and 

“[p]roductive power works through diffuse constitutive relations to produce the situated social 

capacities of actors.”26 The two forms of power overlap in several ways, but they operate distinctly: 

structural power works directly through structural relations that take the form of domination, even 

                                                           
23 Adams, Geographies of Media and Communication: A Critical Introduction, 139. 
24 C. Weber, “Popular Visual Language as Global Communication: The Remediation of United Airlines Flight 93”, Review of 
International Studies 34, no. S1 (2008): 137-153. 
25 Barnett and Duvall, “Power in International Politics”, 42.  
26 Barnett and Duvall, “Power in International Politics”, 46 and 48.  
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though this is not necessarily understood by those that are subject to power; productive power 

works through discourse and systems of knowledge.27 The communication of historical place-

images is complex and subject to contestation due to the multiple power constructions this evokes.  

 

Strategic narratives of place-images also are used to buttress compelling identity narratives, which 

is one type of strategic narrative (next to system and issue narrative).28 Identity narratives are 

“about the identities of actors in international affairs that are in a process of constant negotiation 

and contestation.”29 The success of this process is shaped by and dependent on how actors 

communicate about place-images. Therefore, political “[a]ctors become characterized, based on 

their own self-presentation […]” and the place-image that contextualizes their vision and actions.30 

This characterization, or identity formation, does also exist in books. The plausibility of storylines 

depends on a compelling identity/character, situated in a place-image that is shaped by power 

relations. Thus, by investigating how the characters of Marco Polo and Kim are developed within 

the context of a place-image, which is shaped by power constructions, we can establish storytelling 

practices. Understanding this time and context dependent dynamic informs our understanding of 

China’s contemporary promotion of a Silk Road legacy, and competing interpretations thereof. 

This is particularly informative because constructions of power underpinning historical place-

images are not stable or self-explanatory.  

 

Power, specifically the power to represent the Silk Road, is predominantly embedded within a 

Western socio-cultural logic. Building upon the work of Arif Dirlik, Self-Orientalism assumes 

agency on the side of Asian intellectuals to participate in the construction of the Orient.31 From a 

historical perspective, “Western Orientalist knowledge has been internalized and self-inscribed by 

the East.”32 This perception differs from the Orientalist narrative observed in China, amongst other 

geopolitical narratives, which is embedded in a “Sinocentric tributary system with Confucian 

                                                           
27 Barnett and Duvall, ‘Power in International Politics”, 39-75. 
28 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle, Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New World Order. 
29 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle, Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New World Order, 7. 
30 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle, Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New World Order, 5. 
31 Dirlik, “Chinese History and the Question of Orientalism.” 
32 Yan, and Santos, “ ‘China, Forever’ Tourism Discourse and Self-Orientalism,” 298.  
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adages.”33 Instead, this paper considers China as an empowered ‘Other’ that uses Self-Orientalism 

to give meaning to its identity. This appropriation comes from a position of strength, of 

empowerment, but the result is not necessarily without contradictions.  

 

In short, political actors communicate strategic narratives to shape the meaning of place-images in 

the past, present and future. Whether narratives of the past are persuasive depends on the 

translation of historical ideas embedded in these narratives across time and space. Moreover, the 

imagination and re-imagination of historical place-images in foreign policy communication is 

contentious, because they stand for specific power relations and identity narratives. Therefore, 

actor’s selective uses of history require disambiguation to increase success. The next part considers 

China’s promotion of a Silk Road legacy. 

 

Promotion of a Silk Road Legacy 

The term Silk Road was first coined by the geographer Ferdinand van Richthofen in 1877,34 and 

“refers to multiple networks flourishing from around 100 BCE to the 15th century, when traders 

from cultures now recognized as ‘East’ and ‘West’ traveled extensively on land and sea across the 

Asian continent, exchanging silk and many other goods and ideas.”35 China promotes the Silk 

Road ‘spirit’ to explain the BRI to international audiences: “In the 21st century, a new era marked 

by the theme of peace, development, cooperation and mutual benefit, it is all the more important 

for us to carry on the Silk Road Spirit in face of the weak recovery of the global economy, and 

complex international and regional situations.”36 The Silk Road spirit embodies the ideal of 

cooperation in the past, the present, and the envisioned future. In this narration, the present is a 

natural development of the past, and the Silk Road spirit can be understood as a solution to present-

day power rivalry.37  

                                                           
33 J. Agnew, “Looking Back to Look Forward: Chinese Geopolitical Narratives and China’s Past”, Eurasian Geography and 
Economics 53, no. 3 (2012): 305. This is also different from the view of China as ‘ “the Socialist Beauty (Self) and the Capitalist 
Beast (the Other)” ’ in M. Sihui, “Translating the Other”, The Translator 15, no. 2 (2009): 264.  
34 F. Richthofen, China: Ergebnisse eigener Reisen und Darauf Gegründeter Studien (Berlin: D. Reimer, 1877).  
35 M. Thorsten, “Silk Road Nostalgia and Imagined Global Community”, Comparative American Studies an International 
Journal 3, no. 3 (2005): 301.  
36 National Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce of the People’s 
Republic of China, “Vision and actions on jointly building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st Century Maritime Silk Road.”  
37 China’s communication of the Silk Road spirit seeks to emphasize the metaphorical interpretation of the Silk Road. Polo’s 
Travels mentions spirits too, though with a ‘literal’ meaning. Indeed, Polo discusses the spirit’s ‘voices’ that travelers hear when 
traversing the desert of Taklamakan, which leads them to “stray from [their] path” (p. 57). This version of a Silk Road spirit is 
clearly not suggested by China. However, it does convey the uncertainty arising from the strategic communication of an intangible 
spirit. 
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The Chinese government seeks to influence foreign publics about the place-image of the Silk Road 

through visual language (this is verbal, for example in China’s labelling of the Silk Road Economic 

Belt, and the Maritime Silk Road Initiative) and media (this concerns illustrations, photos and 

videos). In particular, China has a dedicated Belt and Road Portal that features, for example, a 

camel caravan on a background of sand dunes.38 The China Today newspaper disseminates articles 

about BRI with illustrations that capture developments in the New Silk Road.39 Furthermore, the 

Belt and Road Portal offers a wide range of videos featuring geographical and socio-political 

dimensions.40 For example, the short clip Belt and Road: Create a New Prosperity for the World 

highlights social and economic connectivity across land and sea, as well as peace and prosperity.41 

Another notable example is China’s organization of the Silk Road International Film Festival.42 

According to a press release on China Global Television Network, film is used “as the medium to 

build a cultural bridge connecting the starting point of the Silk Road and countries along the 

route.”43 The festival provides an excellent opportunity to showcase Chinese and foreign films, 

and facilitate a platform for people-to-people interaction.  

 

China’s communication of the Silk Road place-image suggests a celebration of culture and history 

beyond their own boundaries. The promotion of the diverse cultural landscape of Central Asia 

positions China as an advocate of cultural connectivity. The Uzbek cities of Bukhara, Khiva, and 

Samarkand, for example, are architectural symbols of the old Silk Road. Countries like Uzbekistan 

can tap into the economic opportunities of BRI, as well as seize upon Silk Road promotion. This 

approach to visual language is then a welcome foreign development and facilitates a positive image 

of China at the same time. China’s use of visual language tries to ensure a positive understanding 

of the historical Silk Road as it builds on a nostalgia of the past.44 But while it is the aim of political 

                                                           
38 People’s Republic of China, “The Belt and Road: The Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road”, 
Belt and Road Portal. Available at: https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/ztindex.htm. Last accessed December 18, 2018. 
39 C. van Noort, “Visual Analysis of the Belt and Road Initiative: Securing Narratives of Regional Geopolitical Order, China’s 
Identity and Infrastructure Development.” In One Belt, One Road, One Story? Towards an EU-China Strategic Narrative, edited 
by A. Miskimmon, B. O’Loughlin and J. Zeng. (Palgrave: forthcoming). 
40 People’s Republic of China, “The Belt and Road: The Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road.”  
41 CCTV, Belt and Road: Create a New Prosperity for the World, 22 November 2017. Available at: 
https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/qwyw/slsg/35964.htm. Last accessed at March 20, 2019.  
42 Y. Qing, “What you Should Know about Silk Road International Film Festival”, CGTN, 6 October 2018. Available at: 
https://news.cgtn.com/news/3d3d674d31636a4e7a457a6333566d54/share_p.html. Last accessed December 19, 2018. 
43 Qing, “What you Should Know about Silk Road International Film Festival.” 
44 Thorsten, “Silk Road Nostalgia and Imagined Global Community.” 
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elites to shape and control the meaning of their foreign policies and their identity narrative, there 

are opportunities and challenges ensuing from visual language.  

 

Whereas China aims to be persuasive, ideas underpinning the Silk Road are context and time 

dependent. Nobis argues that China’s reuse of the Silk Road metaphor is embedded in Western 

orientalism,45 which as a result produces an “utopian future by extensively relying on a non-

existent and, thus, utopian past – a past crafted by Richthofen, [Jules] Verne, Marco Polo, and their 

likes.”46 In his view, China actively appropriates the Silk Road metaphor, as it assumedly “speaks 

to Westerners in their language and offers them their own utopia.”47 This interpretation of the 

historical Silk Road assumes agency on the part of China to appropriate visual language with the 

aim to influence foreign audiences.48 Nobis’ archaeology of the Chinese New Silk Road calls 

attention to the cultural and historical factors that influence the perception of visual language.49 

Though some scholars clearly advocate and celebrate the push of a Silk Road ‘spirit’ or a “Silk 

Road Ethos” as it “undermines Westphalia’s usual dichotomies,”50 China’s reification of the Silk 

Road is problematic because of its orientalist underpinnings.  

 

Additionally, the place-image of the Silk Road has both a regional and universal dimension. This 

belonging (regional) and longing (universal) is according to Marie Thorsten, because “the Silk 

Road as a symbol of common humanity appears to belie the Silk Road membership to a unique 

Eurasian trading bloc,” as well as a cosmopolitan imagination of a global community.51 Silk Road 

membership is bound by nation-states, while a cosmopolitan imagination embodies the political 

structures of the historical Silk Road. It is in this difference that the strategic communication of a 

historical Silk Road is also problematic. China’s communication of a Silk Road spirit ignores 

historical specificities. Tansen Sen argues that “China’s history-based campaign” is based on a 

distorted history.52 In China’s approach “to portray the past as a utopian epoch” it silences the 

                                                           
45 Building upon the work of E. Said, Orientalism: Western Concepts of the Orient (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). 
46 A. Nobis, “The Chinese New Silk Road Uopia and its Archaeology”, Globalizations 15, no. 5 (2018): 728.  
47 Nobis, “The Chinese New Silk Road Utopia and its Archaeology,” 729. 
48 In Chinese, the BRI is known as yi dai yi lu – see B. Dave, and Y. Kobayashi, “China’s Silk Road Economic Belt Initiative in 
Central Asia: Economic and Security Implications”, Asia Europe Journal 16, no. 3 (2018): 268. 
49 Nobis, “The Chinese New Silk Road Utopia and its Archaeology,” 722-731. 
50 LHM, Ling, and A. C. Perrigoue. “OBOR and the Silk Road Ethos: An Ancient Template for Contemporary World Politics,” 
Asian Journal of Comparative Politics 3 no. 3 (2018): 209. 
51 Thorsten, “Silk Road Nostalgia and Imagined Global Community,” 302-303; building upon the work of B. Anderson, 
Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983).  
52 Sen, Tansen, “Silk Road Diplomacy – Twists, Turns and Distorted History”, September 23, 2014. Yale Global Online. 
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“backdrops of conflict and push to spread a Sinocentric world order.”53 There is on the one hand 

the metaphorical – spiritual – notion of a Silk Road place-image. On the other hand, there is the 

physical dimension of the Silk Road, encompassing places and societies across the Asian 

continent. The vague delineation of the Silk Road space presents contemporary China the 

opportunity to extent its geographical scope. Nevertheless, China needs to ensure that strategic 

narratives about the revived Silk Road are about longing and belonging to a peaceful, and 

moreover, a mutual beneficial world.  

 

Great Game Interpretations 

Although China’s Silk Road metaphor intends to emphasize connectivity and economic prosperity, 

it also incites recollection of conflict and competition with unintended effects. One of these 

counternarratives known to the land-based Silk Road geographical place is the Great Game. The 

term Great Game, first used by British Captain Arthur Conolly,54 refers to the British view of the 

lengthy struggle between British India and Tsarist Russia for most of the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, and the geographical space that divided the two. The Western-coined Great Game 

explains rivalry existing in Eurasia’s past and present.55 The New Great Game, referring to the 

more recent struggle for power in this area, “has been used as shorthand for competition in 

influence, power, hegemony and profits, often referring to the oil and gas industries and reserves 

in Central Asia and the Caucasus.”56 Among the new actors engaged in this struggle, Colin 

Thubron argued that the “the game was China’s now.”57 While pushing for a rejuvenation of the 

Silk Road, perceptions of a (New) Great Game place-image would undermine China’s narratives 

of itself and its foreign policies. The New Great Game, perpetuated by the energy wealth in Central 

Asia, suggests a new power struggle that includes China, among other state and non-state actors 

(e.g. multinationals).58 China’s communication of the BRI might lose traction due to perceptions 

of a New Great Game with China as a major player. 

 

                                                           
53 Ibid. 
54 M. Yapp, “The Legend of the Great Game”, Proceedings of the British Academy May 16, no. 111 (2000): 179-198; J.W. Kaye, 
Lives of Indian Officers (London: A. Strahan & Co, 1876). 
55 P. Hopkirk, The Great Game: On Secret Service in High Asia (London: John Murray, 1990); N. Swanström, “China and 
Central Asia: A New Great Game or Traditional Vassal Relations?” Journal of Contemporary China 14, no. 45 (2005): 569-584. 
56 M. Edwards, “The New Great Game and the New Great Gamers: Disciples of Kipling and Mackinder” Central Asian Survey 
22, no. 1 (2003): 83. 
57 C. Thubron, Shadow of the Silk Road (London: Vintage Books, 2007), 139.  
58 Swanström, “China and Central Asia: A New Great Game or Traditional Vassal Relations?”  
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Therefore, it can be argued that the (New) Silk Road and the (New) Great Game symbolize 

competing political interpretations of the Eurasian place. The former aims to communicate a 

discourse of peace and economic prosperity in the region, while the latter emphasizes a place 

disrupted by conflict, confrontation and competition. Even though these simplified interpretations 

are not necessarily accurate, especially in light of the violent episodes that marked the Silk Road 

era,59 and the stalemates that occurred during the duration of the Great Game,60 the persistent use 

of these episodes in political discussions about China’s Initiative reinstates their symbolic 

significance. Joseph Nye, for example, interprets China’s foreign policy as follows: “With Obor 

[One Belt One Road], China is betting on Mackinder and Marco Polo. But the overland route 

through Central Asia will revive the 19th century ‘Great Game’ for influence that embroiled Britain 

and Russia, as well as former empires like Turkey and Iran.”61 This argument associates China’s 

foreign policy with the communication of connectivity, as well as competing views that build upon 

ideas about competition and rivalry.62 Unfortunately, it is based on an inappropriate historical 

analogy because it conflates theories, descriptions and partial views on the course of history. That 

being said, audiences perceive foreign policies through different pasts. Despite China’s push of 

the historical Silk Road, “Europeans might be more interested in the so-called ‘Great Game’.”63 

This then effects China’s selective use of history to persuade plural audiences.  

 

The Travels by Marco Polo and Kim by Rudyard Kipling 

To historicize the Silk Road place-image and its Great Game counter narrative, this paper draws 

attention to two novels: 1) The Travels by Marco Polo; and 2) Kim by Rudyard Kipling. The former 

describes the Silk Road in great detail, while reading of the latter incites a place-image rift with 

conflict, imagined as the Great Game. The Travels describes both the land-based Silk Road and 

the maritime Silk Road. Kim’s adventures are mostly set within South Asia, namely modern-day 

India and Pakistan. But the course of events in Kipling’s story is defined by the place-images of 

                                                           
59 J. Clements, A History of the Silk Road (London: Haus Publishing, 2017); Thorsten, ‘Silk Road Nostalgia and Imagined Global 
Community’. 
60 E. Sergeev, The Great Game, 18561907: Russo-British Relations in Central and East Asia (Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press, 2013).  
61 J. Nye, “Xi Jinping’s Marco Polo Strategy”, Project Syndicate, 19 September, 2017. Available at: https://www.project-
syndicate.org/commentary/china-belt-and-road-grand-strategy-by-joseph-s--nye-2017-06?barrier=accesspaylog. Last accessed 
September 19, 2018; Building upon the work of H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”, Geographical Journal 
23, no. 4 (1904): 421-437. 
62 See, for example: R. D. Kaplan, Return of Marco Polo’s World: War, Strategy, and American Interests in the Twenty-first 
Century (New York: Random House, 2018). 
63 S. Toops, “Reflections on China’s Belt and Road Initiative,” Area Development and Policy 1 no. 3 (2016): 354. 
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Russia, Central and Inner Asia. The Silk Road and Great Game are often contrasted as political 

narrative and counternarrative.64  

 

Polo’s Travels tells the adventures of a Venetian merchant who spends seventeen years working 

in the service of Kublai Khan (also written as Khubilai Khan), leader of the Mongol empire in the 

years 1260 to 1294, over a period of twenty-six years that includes his travels to and from his 

hometown. In comparison to this relative peaceful and prosperous imagination of the Eurasian 

geography, the Great Game – popularized in the novel Kim by Rudyard Kipling challenges this 

sense of connectivity and security.65 Kipling highlighted the Great Game concept in his novel Kim 

“where he uses it, or some variant of it, no fewer than thirty-six times.”66 The novel Kim tells a 

story about a young boy, an orphaned son of an Irish soldier, who is living as a native in British 

India. Kim is exposed to the secrecy and adventures of the Great Game, and is asked to participate 

after several years of schooling.  

 

Scholarship about China’s Belt and Road Initiative refer extensively to Silk Road travellers, 

including Marco Polo. For example, Ravi Bhoothalingam explains that the Silk Road “is evocative 

of images of exploration and adventure, of intrepid travellers such as Marco Polo” and “has been 

engraved in world memory through myth, legend, song and film.”67 Church explained that these 

“prose accounts and poems left behind by these individuals, and others inspired by them, are 

repositories of the images of the Silk Road and are responsible for their transmission down to the 

present.”68 Toops refers to many travellers – “Rabban Bar Sauma, Ibn Battuta, Clavijo, Babur, 

Timur, Marco Polo, Fa Xian and Xuan Zang” – of which Marco Polo’s legacy is mostly known in 

Western popular culture.69 China’s BRI does not only incite Silk Road place-images. It also incites 

perceptions of a more recent history, in particular the Great Game. Scholarship discussing China’s 

engagement in the New Great Game frequently reference the work of Kipling.70  

                                                           
64 J. D. Sidaway, and C. Y. Woon, “Chinese Narratives on ‘One Belt, One Road’ in Geopolitical and Imperial Contexts”, The 
Professional Geographer 69, no. 4 (2017): 591-603.  
65 Kipling, Kim.  
66 P. Hopkirk, Quest for Kim: In Search of Kipling’s Great Game (London: John Murray, 1996), 7.  
67 R. Bhoothalingam, “The Silk Road as a Global Brand,” China Report 52 no. 1 (2016): 45-52. 
68 S. K. Church, “The Eurasian Silk Road: Its Historical Roots and the Chinese Imagination,” Cambridge Journal of Eurasian 
Studies (2018): 2. 
69 S. Toops, “Reflections on China’s Belt and Road Initiative,” Area Development and Policy 1 no. 3 (2016): 354. 
70 Edwards, “The New Great Game and the New Great Gamers: Disciples of Kipling and Mackinder,” Central Asian Survey 22, 
no. 1 (2003): 83-102. K. Hannam (2013) “ ‘Shangri-La’ and the New ‘Great Game’: Exploring Tourism Geopolitics Between 
China and India,” Tourism Planning & Development 10, no. 2 (2013): 178-186. 
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Before proceeding to examine the place-images of the Silk Road and the Great Game in the two 

novels, it is important to emphasize that some studies question whether Marco Polo actually went 

to China,71 and that some question whether Russia understood its struggle with Britain in the 19th 

century through a Great Game lens.72 Indeed, Marco Polo’s travel stories might be fabricated, 

because it has major omissions. For example, there is no mentioning of the Polo family in the 

Chinese records, there lacks an extensive description of Peking in which he supposedly stayed for 

several years, and there are no comments on foot-binding.73 Whether the Travels is based on fact 

or fiction is for this study not relevant. What is important for this analysis is the inherent bias 

resulting from Marco Polo’s place of origins. Moreover, the British-invented Great Game 

disseminates a narrow view of international affairs, because it does not take into account how 

Russia understood its actions in the region. According to Alexander Morrison, “For Russia herself 

the rivalry with Britain was important primarily in ideological terms: Britain was the leading ‘great 

power’ against which she measured her own imperial and diplomatic achievements, and whose 

global reach and clout she sought to emulate.”74 Adding to this, the Great Game lens ignores local 

or subaltern voices to engage in and shape the construction of power in the region.75 

Notwithstanding the problematic flow of these historical place-images across time and space, the 

imagination of the place-images in these accounts are therefore by themselves flawed.  

 

Popular Imaginations of the Silk Road and the Great Game 

This part seeks to explain the place-image of the Silk Road in Marco Polo’s Travels and the place-

image of the Great Game in Kim.  

The Place-image of the Silk Road 

Marco Polo overcomes his own misconceptions as he explores the stereotype of the ‘East’ as a 

barbaric place. Using his storytelling skills, Marco Polo reimagines the Silk Road place-image in 

favourable terms. In the Travels, Polo describes his observations using narrative cues: “Now I have 

                                                           
71 F. Wood, Did Marco Polo go to China? (London: Secker & Warburg, 1995).  
72 See for more details A. Morrison, “Introduction: Killing the Cotton Canard and getting rid of the Great Game: Rewriting the 
Russian Conquest of Central Asia, 1814-1895”, Central Asian Survey 33, no. 2 (2014): 131-142. 
73 Wood, Did Marco Polo go to China? 
74 Morrison, “Introduction: Killing the Cotton Canard and getting rid of the Great Game: Rewriting the Russian Conquest of 
Central Asia, 1814-1895,” 132. 
75 Morrison, “Introduction: Killing the Cotton Canard and getting rid of the Great Game: Rewriting the Russian Conquest of 
Central Asia, 1814-1895.” 
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told you”, “You should also know that”, and “Next I want to tell you.”76 Marco Polo had the 

remarkable talent “for conjuring distant, obscure worlds, making them seem both marvelous and 

comprehensible to his audience.”77 Indeed, Bergreen observed that “Marco would have to adapt; 

the Silk Road was no place for orthodoxy of single-mindedness.”78 Building upon elaborative 

research, Laurence Bergreen has written a thoughtful discussion of Marco Polo’s Travels while 

expanding on its historical context, Polo’s biography, and explaining unclear passages in the 

‘original’ book.79 Bergreen reiterates Polo’s broadening appreciation of the world, with the 

example that “modern astronomy in the West owes much to its Chinese and Arab precursors.”80 

Polo’s Travels are therefore about overcoming ignorance and prejudices of the unknown. As a 

notable example, Polo discusses the excellent urban planning of the city of Cambulac (note: also 

written as Khanbaliq and Daidu, the city that is currently known as Beijing) and describes the place 

as “an ancient city of great size and splendor.”81 Embedded in the duality of forwardness and 

backwardness, Bergreen explained that the “utopian city planning stood in contrast to Marco’s 

Venice, where sinuous streets and canals concealed vice and sedition, and where predators hid 

under bridges and in the shadows of irregular buildings.”82 Therefore, the Silk Road place-image 

in Marco Polo’s Travels promotes knowledge across cultures and positively reflects on China’s 

civilization.  

 

China’s New Silk Road aims to reinforce an image of connectivity across the Eurasian continent. 

Despite the hostile environment that the camel caravans encountered in the early days (e.g. natural 

challenges such as the Taklamakan Dessert, as well as banditry and raiding), the historic Silk Road 

welcomed transregional commerce. This resonates well with Marco Polo’s experiences of the Silk 

Road, in which “Kublai’s most potent weapon was not the sword of spear, fire or poison, but 

commerce with the world beyond the borders of this empire.”83 Though the introduction and 

enforcement of Kublai’s ‘Pax Mongolica’ was not without violence, it created a “flat, interactive 

                                                           
76 Polo, The Travels, 116-117. 
77 L. Bergreen, Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu (London: Quercus, 2009), 132. 
78 Bergreen, Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu, 44. 
79 I use double quotations here, taking into consideration that the first-written, original book of the Travels is yet to be 
discovered.  
80 Bergreen, Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu, 142. 
81 Polo, The Travels, 102. 
82 Bergreen, Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu, 147. 
83 Bergreen, Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu, 27. 
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world, [where] goods and ideas mingled in surprising ways, and empires flourished.”84 In Polo’s 

descriptions of the skirmishes between the peoples of the Levant, it was thanks to the Mongolian 

ruler that merchants could travel safely.85 The flattening of the world emphasizes connectivity of 

geographical distant worlds, as well as peace that secured and incentivized Polo’s travels. As 

Bergreen puts it, “For Marco, commerce and travel were synonymous, and beyond that, they were 

the essence of life.”86 The place-image of the Silk road in Marco Polo’s Travels articulate the 

benefits of connectivity between civilizations, and more importantly, for economic prosperity. 

Additionally, connectivity is explained in a detailed discussion of the Grand Canal (note: which 

predated the Khan), which flows between Beijing to the Southern city of Hangzhou.87 Polo’s 

discussion about commercial connectivity is independently described from the brutal Tartar wars, 

and the suffering this caused.88  

 

The Place-image of the Great Game 

The place-image of the Great Game in Kipling’s Kim suggests a more narrow and constricted view 

of this geography, specifically as a result of its imperialist and colonialist views of Indian society. 

Edward Said, among others, argues that the novel reproduces colonial views.89 Said elaborates on 

the geographical dimension of the place-image in which the story unfolds, and argues that “India 

is ‘other’ and, importantly, for all its wonderful size and variety, it is safely held by Britain.”90 The 

assumed freedom and liberty to move around the many routes British India beholds is make-

believe, and subject to foreign control. A notable example is the extract in which the boy Kim 

reflects on his experiences on the Grand Trunk Road that runs “from Calcutta in east Bengal into 

northwest India and then south through Agra.”91 Kim ponders that “[t]his was seeing the world in 

real truth; this was life as he would have it – bustling and shouting, the buckling of belts, and 

beating of bullocks and creaking of wheels, lighting of fires and cooking of food, and new sights 

at every turn of the approving eye.”92 Away from Kim’s Lahore, the road offers a window into the 

                                                           
84 Bergreen, Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu, 27-28. 
85 Polo, The Travels, 32. 
86 Bergreen, Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu, 303. 
87 Polo, The Travels, 193. 
88 Polo, The Travels. Chapter nine, for example, see 306. 
89 E. Said, “Kim as Imperialist Novel”, in Kim, Criticisms. Editorial material by Z. T. Sullivan (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2002), 337-350. Original in 1987.  
90 Said, “Kim as Imperialist Novel”, 348-349. 
91 Kipling, Kim, 245. 
92 Kipling, Kim, 65; Marco Polo presumably also travelled to Lahore, see Polo, The Travels, 36. 
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real India in all its glory. This road was also crucial for the British forces for the transport of goods 

and soldiers, and it connected important political as well as spiritual cities including Bombay 

(Mumbai), Delhi, Agra (e.g. the Taj Mahal), and Benares (nowadays called Varanasi, next to the 

holy river the Ganges). Said explains that the “device invented by Kipling, by which British control 

over India (the Great Game) coincides in detail with Kim’s disguise fantasy to be at one with India, 

is a remarkable one precisely because it would not have occurred without British imperialism.”93 

This then reinforces a place-image embedded in colonial control.  

 

In terms of Kipling’s novel, British society praised its literary excellence in the early twentieth 

century, and the author was awarded for his oeuvre with a Nobel Prize in Literature. Popular 

reading of Kim in contemporary times balances on a spectrum between aesthetic pleasure and 

historical lessons about colonial control.94 Sullivan explained in the preface of the 2002 edition 

that “[c]ritical responses to Kim have ranged from adulation to condemnation, from celebration of 

its ‘thorough knowledge’ of India, its charms as an exotic adventure tale and visionary epic, or its 

usefulness as a parable of displacement, homelessness, and rootless modernity to condemnation of 

its ‘barbaric’ imperial vision.”95 Perceptions of the place-image of the Great Game in Kim has 

changed across time and space. Though earlier readings focused on nation-state rivalry, present-

day readings elicit postcolonial critiques due to the normalization of power and race descriptions. 

 

Taken together, these findings suggest that the place-image of the Silk Road in Marco Polo’s 

Travels is compelling, but it is still reinforcing Western views. By contrast, the place-image of the 

Great Game in Kipling’s Kim reveals ‘othering’ of the Indian society. Conflict and competition 

explained in the Great Game are concealed behind a smokescreen of secret manoeuvres, but using, 

at the same time, visual language about a connectivity on the road. Taken into consideration these 

findings, the following section will discuss how the place-images of the Silk Road and the Great 

Game in these popular literary works evoke power constructions, and how the characters of Marco 

Polo and Kim relate to these.  

 

                                                           
93 Said, “Kim as Imperialist Novel”, 349-350.  
94 Holden, “World Literature and World Politics: In Search of a Research Agenda.” 
95 Z. T. Sullivan, “Preface”, in Kim by R. Kipling, Editorial material by Z. T. Sullivan (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 
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Power and Identity in Marco Polo’s Travels and Kim 

This part considers the construction of power in the place-images of the Silk Road and the Great 

Game in Marco Polo’s Travels and Kipling’s Kim, and explores how this is connected to the main 

protagonists of the books. Books reveal how power is imagined in historical place-images, which 

construction affects the character descriptions. When considering these narratives across time and 

space, it problematizes the reification of these historical place-images in strategic narratives.  

 

Construction of Power in the Place-image 

The construction of power in the Silk Road place-image in Marco Polo’s Travels suggests a 

combination of compulsory, structural and productive power. There are sections in Polo’s book 

that articulate a sense of belonging that is territorial and aggressive, in particular while discussing 

the Khan’s extensive dominions.96 The meaning of this version of the Silk Road place-image 

reveals direct control and is better explained as compulsory power. In addition, structural power 

would explain the relation between Marco Polo and the Kublai Khan, because Polo’s being is 

defined in his service to the Khan. This unequal relationship is thus achieved with actions that 

“serve to reproduce, rather than to resist, the differential capacities and privileges of structure.”97 

This refers to Polo’s extensive travels in which he was administering the Khan’s dominions.  

 

However, power in the Travels is mostly diffused and operates on the constitutive level, referred 

to as productive power. Systems of knowledge are generated through Polo’s anecdotes. Polo’s 

description of the East engages with long-hold beliefs in Europe. While Marco Polo is overcoming 

his prejudices embedded in Christian beliefs, this is resulting in new knowledge. For example, 

Kublai’s ruling and wealth is celebrated in great detail. Polo asserts that “all the emperors in the 

world and all the kings, both Christians and Saracens combined, could not match this Khubilai, 

the Great Khan, in the extent of their power or their ability to enforce their will.”98 The 

dissemination of his Travels exposes Polo’s peers and the many generations thereafter, to this 

knowledge (e.g. even Christopher Columbus had a copy of The Travels with him while 

‘discovering’ America). This transfer of knowledge produces a new imagination of Asian 

geography, “[i]t gripped their imagination, challenged cherished beliefs and expanded pinched 
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horizons.”99 Though this knowledge-transfer did not lead to a complete paradigm shift about the 

unknown East, it did foster a more nuanced understanding of these distant cultures and societies. 

Cliff mentioned that “[a]s a historical document, The Travels stands as the book that revealed the 

East to the West and formed Europe’s idea of Asia.”100  

 

Considering these multiple power constructions, the Silk Road ethos/spirit in Marco Polo’s Travels 

seems to be enhanced by the knowledge exchange between the East and the West. However, this 

knowledge production is problematic because of the orientalist underpinning of Polo’s Silk Road 

place-image. In describing the historic Silk Road, Marco Polo controlled and defined his own 

identity in relation to the ‘Other’ (until then described as ‘barbaric’), thus reinforcing the East West 

binary.  

 

Power in the Great Game place-image in Kipling’s Kim is performed through social relations. It is 

both direct – that is structural power, as well as indirect – that is productive power. The direct 

dimension addresses the structural relations between the British Empire and the local population, 

in the form of colonizer and colonized. The British Empire could only exist and be reproduced 

through its direct relation with the local population. However, the character Kim defies this subject 

position, being a son of an Irish soldier while pretending to be a local. This then emphasizes the 

importance of productive power to construct race and nation, which are time and context 

dependent. In particular, the Great Game place-image engages subjects to take sides; either the 

British or the Russian side, and Kim ‘belongs’ to the former. Kipling discusses the Russian subjects 

travelling across India in the following disapproving way: “They make great promises; they speak 

as the mouthpiece of a Kaisar with gifts.”101 The use of they in this context generalizes all Russians 

as untrustworthy, and an extension of the Russian Tsar’s influence. The othering of the Russians 

undermines the indirect power that makes all Indian subjects to British colonial rule. In modern 

readings, the dissemination and reception of Kim changed from a nation-state rivalry focus to an 

imperial endeavour that subjugated people of different race and ethnicities.  

 

                                                           
99 N. Cliff, “Introduction”, in Marco Polo The Travels, editorial material and translation by N. Cliff (London: Penguin Random 
House UK, 2016), xv. 
100 Cliff, “Introduction,” xxxix. 
101 Kipling, Kim, 186. 



20 
 

Having observed a combination of power constructions in Marco Polo’s Travels and in Kipling’s 

Kim, – which reading has changed over time and place –, it is necessary to explain how the 

(fictional) characters relate to these constructions. This is important because narratives about 

geographies, structured by power relations, are supported by identity narratives.  

 

Identity and the Place-Image  

The description of experiences and thoughts seek to characterize Marco Polo and the fictional 

character of Kim. 

 

Marco Polo seeks to create a compelling identity with persuasive descriptions of his adventures 

and experiences in the service of the Kublai Khan. Though the Venetians are known as competent 

sea combatants and merchants, The Travels elaborate extensively about Marco Polo’s experiences 

on the road. Polo’s wondering across land into seafaring signifies an important step in completing 

the full cycle of his adventures, and his destiny as Venetian, one might argue. According to 

Bergreen, “[e]n route to India, Marco the overland explorer metamorphosed into Marco the 

navigator, as might be expected of a gentleman of Venice, the empire by the sea.”102 Marco Polo 

left for China at the early age of seventeen, and returns home as an experienced traveller and 

foreign ‘expert’. The place-image of the Silk Road is existential in achieving this identity.  

 

Marco Polo becomes a man due to the specific place-image of the Silk Road. Polo’s travel story 

begins with his journey to the court of Kublai Khan. Once in service of the Khan, Polo tells in rich 

detail, and arguably using a million lies,103 his travels across the Silk Road, and across the 

Mongolian empire. Polo’s ability to please and inform the Khan, made those who have heard of 

him in the Mongol empire say: “ ‘If this youth lives to manhood, he cannot fail to prove himself a 

man of sound judgement and true worth’ ”.104 Stories about the Silk Road place-image were first 

to amuse the Kublai Khan. As Marco Polo notes, he “took care on his own mission to pay close 

attention to every novelty and curiosity that came his way, so that he might describe them to the 

Great Khan.”105 Polo’s close position to the Khan was assumedly a result of his extraordinary gift 
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as storyteller. This then fundamentally influenced his anecdotes, because his privileged position 

in the Mongol court depended on his ability to entertain. 

 

The identity formation of Marco Polo is influenced by other writers. Rustichello of Pisa, another 

Genoese captive, and writer in profession, wrote up Polo’s travels. In the prologue, writing in the 

third person, Marco Polo explained that “when he was in prison in Genoa, rather than idle away 

time he decided to put together this book for the entertainment of readers.”106 The distant version 

of this original manuscript shows traces of dramatization and exaggeration, arguably as a result of 

both the storyteller’s input and that of the writer.107 Furthermore, the manuscript acquired a life on 

its own, due to its distribution in the French edition (which Rustichello had no perfect command 

of), and its many translations to other languages. The distribution was also exposed to omissions 

as a result of manual copying.108 Therefore, Marco Polo’s audience shifted from the Kublai Khan, 

his captives at the Genoa prison, his peers, all the way to current mainstream readership. This 

reiterates the dissemination and reception of ideas across time and space, and the importance of 

context for interpretation.   

 

Bergreen discusses the difficulty of Marco Polo to convince others of his experiences in Asia and 

comments that: “Making the future credible exceeded even Marco’s patience and powers of 

persuasion.”109 This perceived failure on Marco’s behalf is mirrored in the scholarship who 

debunks Polo’s actual presence at the Kublai Khan’s court.110 Whether Polo’s travels are make-

belief, and a figment of his imagination, his storytelling skills legitimize – within the book – his 

privileged place in the Mongolian court. Polo’s quest to communicate a multi-layered self-identity 

was difficult. Polo “had gone to considerable lengths to persuade himself, and others, that he was 

a Mongol official, a Buddhist student, a gentleman wayfarer,” but he was primarily understood as 

a Christian merchant.111 The essence of Marco Polo’s identity primarily works through productive 

power, but this is not necessarily successful.  
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In comparison, Kipling’s Kim tells the tale of an orphan boy whose life story is, arguably, based 

on the author’s own upbringing in India, and inspired by other news stories having coverage in 

those times.112 Kim transitions into manhood when he pursues the omens on his path. His journey 

across British India is shaped by British command, and factors connecting to the Great Game. The 

place-image of the Great Game is therefore pertinent in Kim’s coming-to-age story. From the first 

page, Kim is characterized as a smart and high-spirited boy who knows its way around the peoples 

of the neighbourhoods of Lahore. He is introduced as the “little friend of all the World.”113 Inspired 

by a horoscope envisioning a “Red bull on the green field,”114 Kim is taken under the care of the 

regiment, due to his father’s former military position, and is placed with the help of his friend, the 

Lama, at the prestigious St Xavier’s school. Kim is becoming a man of importance to the British 

military when he commences his position in the Great Game.115 The young boy is good in cunning 

and deceit. These characteristics are explained in a positive light as it allows Kim to experience 

the real (non-Sahib, non-European) British India. This is problematic because Kim’s non-Sahib 

performances aid the Great Game, without questioning the power politics within British India.  

 

The plausibility of the Kim story is a result of the description of several identities; that of the young 

boy Kim, India (national identity), the enemy within (in memory of the Indian mutiny), and the 

enemy outside (Russia). The consistency of Kim’s character is owed to prevailing British imperial 

views throughout the novel, but this is not necessarily stable. Specifically, Kim engages with his 

friend the Tibetan Lama in a spiritual life journey. Kim is faithful to both the British Raj as well 

his spiritual mentor, the Lama. Though this makes sense for Kim, the book ends with Kim having 

to make a choice between the two. The spiritual journey evokes the movement of Buddhism in the 

historical Silk Road – reinforcing ideas of a cosmopolitan imagination of the Silk Road. The Great 

Game choice reinforces productive power.  

  

Overall, this section showed that the place-image of the Silk Road is explained through a 

combination of compulsory, structural and productive power, and that the place-image of the Great 

Game demonstrates structural and productive power. In both books, the use of productive power 
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gives mostly meaning to the characters of Marco Polo and Kim. Marco Polo addressed the 

challenges to describe a plausible Asia through systems of knowledge and discursive practices, 

while reinforcing orientalist views. Kim’s identity is mainly stable through his view of British 

India – the empire that has to be protected by all means from the enemies within and beyond. Both 

Russia and the native society in India is the ‘other’. This is a complicated identity though due to 

Kim’s attachment to his non-Sahib identity, concealing colonial politics. This then problematizes 

the narrative and counternarrative binary of the Silk Road and Great Game concepts, because they 

both conceal orientalist underpinnings.  

 

Taking into consideration these findings, China seeks to achieve a positive perception of itself and 

its foreign policy plans through the strategic communication of a New Silk Road. However, the 

imagination of the Silk Road in Marco Polo’s Travels indicates, in direct and diffused ways, power 

relations in the historic Silk Road that are inconsistent and not necessarily promoting a ‘community 

of shared destiny’ and ‘cooperation and co-prosperity’. The longing (universal) and belonging 

(regional) to a Silk Road place-image is therefore problematic. This is further problematized 

through ideas underpinning the Great Game, which are more widely accepted as enforcing colonial 

views. Views of China as a major player in the New Great Game then perpetuate neo-colonial 

accusations. The implications of these findings for forging strategic narratives about the past are 

discussed below. 

 

Strategic Narratives about the Historical Silk Road 

The present study was designed to demonstrate that the imagination and re-imagination of 

historical place-images in foreign policy communication is contentious, because they stand for 

specific power relations and identity narratives. Moreover, political actor’s selective uses of 

history require disambiguation to increase success. This abstract argument was theorized in an 

investigation of China’s communication of a New Silk Road. Specifically, it utilized Polo’s 

Travels and Kipling’s Kim as sources of historical place-image accounts. This part comments on 

the findings in relation to China’s strategic communication of a historically anchored place-image. 

 

China’s communication of the New Silk Road seeks to subvert the historical-loaded place-image 

in innovative ways, using ‘Self-Orientalism’ to imagine its own identity in a desirable world order. 
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After the Western rediscovery of the Silk Road in the twentieth century, 116 China is currently 

rediscovering and redefining itself by promoting the legacy of the Silk Road. This suggests a 

dormant form of narrative that can be reused and rewritten. The public memory of the Silk Road 

is in many ways, intangible. As Colin Thubron elegantly explains: “Yet to follow the Silk Road is 

to follow a ghost. It flows through the heart of Asia, but it has officially vanished, leaving behind 

it the pattern of its restlessness: counterfeit borders, unmapped people.”117 The elusiveness of the 

Silk Road offers China the opportunity to develop its meaning, but it has to balance the Self-

Othering dynamic embedded in this orientalist narrative. With Self-Orientalism, China elicits the 

perception of an empowered ‘Other’. While this helps in creating a shared meaning of China, it 

also creates barriers between the East and the West – thus undermining its vision of a ‘community 

of shared destiny’. To avoid contention, China needs to clarify how the communication of a Silk-

Road place-image empowers itself as well as other countries. This then affirms the complex 

endeavour of creating strategic narratives. But as Lawrence Freedman said, “it is as well to avoid 

illusions of control, but in the end all we can do is act as if we can influence events. To do otherwise 

is to succumb to fatalism.”118  

 

What does Marco Polo’s stories tell us about China’s communication of the New Silk Road? On 

the one hand, The Travels reinforce China’s communicated aspiration for economic connectivity. 

Polo’s ideas of the future were according to Bergreen “blended and heterodox, ultimately unified 

not by a government, or a system of belief, but by a force Marco believed to be even more 

universal, and thus more powerful: the impulse to trade.”119 This is also in awe of the way paper-

money was manufactured in Khanbaliq.120 Additionally, Marco’s descriptions were helpful in 

shaping a positive image of the Chinese people. He observed that “the people of Cathay [people 

of Northern China] to be possessed of more refined and courteous manners than any other 

people.”121 Indeed, references to Marco Polo’s Travels in political commentaries build upon a 

positive imagination of China. 

 

                                                           
116 Clements, A History of the Silk Road. 
117 Thubron, Shadow of the Silk Road, 3. 
118 L. Freedman, Strategy: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 622. 
119 Bergreen, Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu, 315. 
120 Polo, The Travels, 124-126. 
121 Polo, The Travels, 139; with the exception of gambling. 
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On the other hand, this creative approach to foreign policy communication has challenges too. 

Specifically, the strategic communication of the historical Silk Road cannot avoid the existing 

tensions and conflicts arising from this orientalist narrative. According to Adams, “a way of seeing 

implies a way of acting territorially.”122 Moreover, “these place-texts and landscape-texts are 

deeply politicized but they are also sites of emotion and affect.”123 Adams explains that “[s]ocial 

memory has everything to do with the present and its social and spatial patterns at various scales, 

so it is fluid and multivocal rather than being fixed and frozen.”124 The challenge of visual 

language is in the limited narrative agency that political actors have in controlling the memory of 

the place that is evoked through the strategic communication. It is therefore a Sisyphean struggle 

to control the meaning of the Silk Road place-image – one that empowers China and imagines a 

peaceful and equal world order.  

 

What does Kipling’s Kim novel tell us about China’s New Silk Road promotion, and the New 

Great Game interpretations evolving from such strategy? The Great Game place-image imagined 

in Kim illustrates how representations of the ‘East’ embody orientalist views. It also demonstrates 

that reading Kim is context and time dependent, which underlines the inability of writers/actors to 

control the meaning of place-image imaginations. New Great Game accusations insinuate new 

practices of colonial control, with China as a key actor. Clearly, China will do everything to avoid 

this perception because it does not sit well with ideas underpinning a ‘community of shared 

destiny’ and ‘cooperation and co-prosperity’. While there are opportunities for China following 

the communication of the Silk Road place-image, there are substantial limits in the interpretation 

of a Great Game. Considering this, engaging in Self-Orientalism is better than being perceived as 

a neo-colonial power. 

 

Overall, constructing a shared meaning of the past to explain China’s actions in the present and 

future is a contentious communication practice. From this perspective, China is employing 

productive power to rewrite a dominant discursive framework. By using its agency to rewrite the 

meaning of the Western-coined Silk-Road place image, China boosts its chances of success to 

evoke positive perceptions evolving from its strategic communication.  

                                                           
122 Adams, Geographies of Media and Communication: A Critical Introduction, 143. 
123 Adams, Geographies of Media and Communication: A Critical Introduction, 140. 
124 Adams, Geographies of Media and communication: A Critical Introduction, 146. 
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Conclusion 

This study contributes to the theoretical discussion about the determinants for strategic narrative 

success and failure. Whether narratives of the past are persuasive depends on the translation of 

historical ideas embedded in these narratives across time and space. Moreover, the imagination 

and re-imagination of historical place-images in foreign policy communication is contentious, 

because they stand for specific power relations and identity narratives. Therefore, actor’s selective 

uses of history require disambiguation to increase success. This study also introduced an original 

methodological approach by utilizing novels as sources of historical place-image accounts. 

 

The present research explored China’s strategic communication of the New Silk Road by gaining 

insights from Polo’s Travels and Kipling’s Kim. Though these novels offer a pleasant reading, they 

also provide aesthetic insights into global politics. Marco Polo’s Silk Road is not presenting an 

entirely positive image of China within a utopian-like regional order. Instead, it presents a more 

complex image of power and identity. Also, analysis of the novels suggest that the Silk Road and 

the Great Game should not be understood as imaginary binaries of a desirable versus an 

undesirable political world.  

 

Understanding about how power is constructed and identities are formed in these novels provided 

a novel perspective on China’s communication of the New Silk Road. With the “Silk Road spirit”, 

China communicates to the West a familiar place-image. At the same time, China attempts to 

rewrite the meaning of the Silk Road place-image. Using Self-Orientalism to imagine itself in a 

desirable world order, China subverts ‘othering’ in innovative ways. This is not necessarily 

successful as the emergence of Great Game interpretations suggests. Moreover, China needs to 

address the orientalist underpinnings of the Silk Road in its creation of an overarching narrative 

about a ‘community of shared destiny’ and ‘cooperation and co-prosperity’. Therefore, there are 

opportunities and challenges involved in China’s selective use of history, but it requires 

disaggregation and disambiguation.  

 

The scope of this study was limited in terms of the case study selection. Marco Polo’s Travels and 

Kim provide detailed accounts of the Silk Road and Great Game place-images, but these novels 
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are not the only books that give form to the imagination of the Eurasian space. Other books have 

contributed and influenced directly, or indirectly, to the political imagination of Eurasia, including 

the stories of Alexander the Great, and more contemporary, Ian Fleming’s creation of the character 

James Bond.125 A natural progression is to conduct audience research in the countries along the 

New Silk Road to determine the persuasiveness of China’s strategic communication. Audience 

research could provide better understanding how the place-image of the Silk Road is viewed, and 

how the revival of the Silk Road is appropriated to communicate consistent identity narratives (e.g. 

also for countries other than China).126  
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