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Abstract 

Central Asia is currently a hotbed of activity in terms of infrastructural development and regional 

integration frameworks. China has substantially enforced its power in the 21st century to project 

new narratives about these pivotal issues, in particular through the development of the Belt and 

Road Initiative. Examining the communication of the Belt and Road Initiative from a regional 

geopolitical perspective is important due to the policy’s vast geopolitical implications. This chapter 

advances EU-China analysis by examining how China attempts to forge meaning for third parties 

– in this case Central Asian states and their societies. The aim of this chapter is to explain why and 

how images about foreign policy actions in infrastructural development assist in securing regional 

geopolitics, by evaluating China’s visual communication about the Belt and Road Initiative. It 

builds on the concept of “ontological security”, in which individual states seek a consistent sense 

of the “Self” by narrativizing foreign policy actions. Strategic narratives on infrastructural 

development then align the narratives of the Self (China) with narratives of a desirable regional 

order. Using a visual analysis, infrastructural development narratives in the visual communication 

of the Belt and Road Initiative circulated in China Daily news articles are identified and explained. 

This study develops strategic narrative theory by analysing identity narratives through the lens of 

ontological security, as well as using concepts of utopia (continuity of society in time) and 

geopolitics (presence of society in space and regional context) to show how such an identity 

narrative and sense of ontological security is anchored through the representation of space and 

time.  

Key words: Central Asia, China, China Daily, Infrastructural Development, Ontological 

Security, Strategic Narratives  
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Visual Analysis of the Belt and Road Initiative: The Securing of a Regional 

Geopolitical Order, China’s Identity, and Infrastructure Development 

Narratives 

 

Geopolitics of Central Asia and Infrastructure 

The geopolitics that shape the perception and practice of infrastructural development and 

regional integration has intensified in Central Asia in the 21st century. China has substantially 

increased its engagement in Central Asia, while competing and collaborating with Russia. This 

chapter explains why and how images about foreign policy actions in infrastructural 

development assist in securing regional geopolitics, by evaluating China’s visual communication 

about the Belt and Road Initiative. The triangular relationship between Russia, China and Central 

Asia is important because of the countries’ geographical proximity, contemporary developments 

in the area of infrastructure, the region’s substantial energy reserves, and the areas’ conflictual 

history (Liu and Dunford 2016). Furthermore, examining the communication that is supporting 

regional order-making is important due to Central Asia’s springboard position between China 

and the European Union. This chapter develops EU-China analysis by examining how China 

attempts to forge meaning for third parties – in this case Central Asian states and their societies. 

Also, it develops strategic narrative theory by analysing identity narratives through the lens of 

“ontological security” (Steele 2008), as well as using concepts of utopia (continuity of society in 

time) and geopolitics (presence of society in space and regional context) to show how such an 

identity narrative and sense of ontological security is anchored through the representation of 

space and time. 

  Infrastructural development involves the design and implementation of ports, roads, 

airports, bridges and dams, and technical cooperation and knowledge exchanges, amongst others. 

Rising powers actively design and implement large-scale infrastructure projects at home and 

abroad. External activities in infrastructure contribute to rising powers’ shared aim to pursue a 

more democratic and multipolar world order. Schweller ascribes this development as follows: 

“emerging multipolarity is attributed to the diffusion of economic, scientific, and technological 

power” (2014, 85). Political actors make use of “strategic narratives” to give meaning to these 

foreign policy activities and to secure concepts of the Self within a regional order. Strategic 

narratives are “a tool for political actors to extend their influence, manage expectations, and 
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change the discursive environment in which they operate” (Miskimmon, O'Loughlin, and Roselle 

2013, 2). Thus, well-formed strategic narratives are instrumental for political actors because they 

make sense – by creating order - to a sequence of events.  

 Russia expanded its infrastructure network in Central Asia in the late 18th and 19th 

centuries to accommodate its expansion into the region. The Russian Tsars developed, in 

competition with Imperial India, an efficient network of railroads to oversee their extended 

territories. This political competition is frequently described using the Great Game narrative 

introduced in the novel Kim by Rudyard Kipling (1901) and explained in great depth by Peter 

Hopkirk (1990). Since the Russian Revolution in 1917, the Central Asian countries were 

subjected to Soviet rule for most of the 20st century. From an economic and political 

development perspective, infrastructure and logistics intensified to support the cotton cultivation 

in Uzbekistan and wheat production in Kazakhstan, amongst others. Subsequently, after the 

breakup of the Soviet Union, Central Asia has been a hotbed of activity. In particular, a surge of 

new actors has been pursuing the access and control of the Caspian petroleum reserves (Edwards 

2003). Consequently, a number of infrastructure narratives to discuss the pipelines necessary to 

access these reserves have emerged, including narratives regarding “what route should they take, 

who should be responsible for their construction and safety, who charges and profits from them – 

and the composition of the consortia and firms responsible for this” (Edwards 2003, 86).  

  China has actively developed its foreign policy in the late 20th and early 21st century 

using infrastructure as a central pillar. Specifically, the much-commented Belt and Road 

Initiative (“BRI”; also named the One Belt and One Road “OBOR”), publicly introduced in 

2013, has drawn significant academic attention. Building on the historical networks of trading 

routes known as the Silk Road, the BRI targets cooperation and connectivity across Asia, 

Europe, and Africa. The BRI promotes cooperation and facilitation in trade, energy and security 

overland and across the sea. If effective, it will connect 65 countries, which represents 55% of 

the world’s GDP, 70% of the total global population and a spectacular 75% of identified energy 

reserves (Zhao 2016). The BRI combines the New Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st 

Century Maritime Silk Road and is a direct extension of the China Dream, which is the dominant 

theme of the administration of Xi Jinping (Ferdinand 2016). While China mostly narrates the 

BRI as an apolitical set of win-win infrastructural developments, greater geopolitical 

implications coming from the BRI may arise. We know that China’s infrastructure investment is 
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contested in other parts of the world (Keuleers 2015) and diverging geopolitical perspectives on 

the BRI are likely to emerge from the European Union and Russia (Gabuev 2016). In light of all 

these activities, and as recently stated by Gorbunova and Komarov, “‘Big Eurasia’ now 

represents a kind of battlefield for ambitious large-scale integration and liberalization initiatives 

with overlapping sets of participants” (Gorbunova and Komarov 2017, 230). Therefore, it can be 

argued that the narrative battle about the conceptualization, institutionalization and practice of 

China’s foreign policy actions in infrastructure is shaping the perception and effectiveness of 

China’s geopolitics in Central Asia. 

 This chapter has been divided into five parts. The first part sets out the theoretical 

framework, providing a brief overview of ontological security, narratives and aesthetic power. 

The second part explains what infrastructural development narratives are, and why they matter 

for ontological security studies. The third part explains the visual methodology used for the study 

of infrastructural development narratives in the visual communication of the BRI. The fourth part 

presents the findings of the visual analysis, which is structured using the four core objectives of 

the BRI. The fifth part discusses these findings through the theoretical lens of ontological 

security. This discussion elaborates on the ambiguous cosmetic image of the BRI, the function of 

infrastructural development, China’s identity, and regional order-making narratives for 

ontological security, and the visual communication of the BRI as a regional utopia. Overall, this 

paper highlights the significance of images in the formation of strategic narratives, their function 

in ontological security, as well as the perpetual vulnerabilities in these political endeavours.  

 

Ontological Security, Narratives and Aesthetic Power 

Narratives give shape to infrastructural developments (that is as objects), and they are understood 

through narratives (that is as method of understanding). The goal of the political formation of 

narratives is to influence the discursive environment about a policy debate. Strong strategic 

narratives adhere to a narrative grammar, which elements are narrativized (Dimitriu and de Graaf 

2016). For instance, mission narratives attempt to persuasively convey the purpose of a sequence 

of events, they relate to “long-term, overarching purposes and ambitions” and at the same time to 

“existing national interests, cultural norms, and values” (Dimitriu and de Graaf 2016, 7). 

Narratives of legitimacy try to justify actions, and they “include the highest-level justifications 

for states and regimes” (Price 2012, 11). Counternarratives, or competing narratives, present 
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alternative meanings in a policy debate. These can be strategically employed in a visual 

construction to legitimize a preferred discourse. But there is a risk that the presence of 

counternarratives are perceived the wrong way. Overall, political actors pursue narrative 

verisimilitude to influence audiences. According to Bruner, narratives “are a version of reality 

whose acceptability is governed by convention and ‘narrative necessity’ rather than by empirical 

verification and logical requiredness [sic]” (1991, 4). A narrative interpretation is never true or 

false, but more or less applicable to a particular cultural and historical context (Bruner 1991, 4). 

Political actors attempt to accommodate in their narratives on infrastructural development a 

mixture of objectives, combining interests in the areas of economic partnership, geopolitical 

hegemony, cultural allegiance, regional peace and security, amongst others. While these 

narratives aim to be overarching (that is showcasing plausibility), they are in risk of contestation 

and disagreement.  

 This chapter uses the concept of “ontological security” to explain why states seek 

consistent perceptions of the “Self” by narrativizing foreign policy actions, as described by Brent 

Steele (2008). The concept fits within the “narrative turn” in International Relations literature 

(Roberts 2006) due to the instrumental emphasis of narratives in identity-building and power 

transition. The central argument in Steele’s book is “that states pursue social actions to serve 

self-identity needs, even when these actions compromise their physical existence” (Steele 2008, 

2). Steele seeks to understand moral, humanitarian and honour-driven behaviour in international 

relations using the ontological security definition as set out by Anthony Giddens (Steele 2008; 

Giddens 1991). Ontological security expands the traditional focus of physical strength by 

examining how states pursue consistent self-concepts using narratives (Steele 2008). This 

process requires reflexive agency within a social environment, and the need to change behaviour 

in the face of disruptions. The ontological security approach has been used to study humanitarian 

actions, war, and national identity (for example, Croft 2012; Subotić 2016; Zarakol 2010), and 

scholars are actively developing the concept for future studies (Special Issue on Ontological 

Security in Cooperation and Conflict; including Browning and Joenniemi 2017; Croft and 

Vaughan-Williams 2017).  

  This chapter claims the applicability of the ontological security concept for the study of 

infrastructural development narratives. The narration of routine actions in the area of 

infrastructural development is aimed to secure and “maintain consistent self-concepts” (Steele 
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2008, 3, italics in the original). The securing of the Self is then extended to narratives of a 

desirable regional order. Under this idea, the material practices of infrastructural development 

are complemented with the social actions of being a moral and honourable leader in a changing 

world order. China’s new identity as global economic power, global investor and energy 

importer (Liu and Dunford 2016) has destabilized the state’s historically shaped identity 

narrative. The concept of “ontological security” then makes us question how China sees itself 

and understand its motivations in external relations. We can argue that China requires, due to the 

changing conditions, a set of narratives to bring order and continuity to maintain ontological 

security. This chapter identifies and explains the infrastructural development narratives in 

China’s visual communication of the BRI. It aims to answer how these narratives add to 

consistent imaginations of the “Self” as well as their construction of a desirable, regional order.  

  Geopolitics and identity are closely linked. Klaus Dodds explains that “[t]he making and 

remaking of national identities is a creative process and also inherently geographical because 

they are associated with particular places” (Dodds 2014, 71). The formation of this identity 

operates on various geographical scales; from the national, the regional to the global (Ibid.). For 

instance, in response to separatists’ movements in Western China, the Central Government has 

pushed for a strategy that links geopolitics and identity to enable a coherent and consistent self-

concept, including by means of “economic investment” and “via foreign policy decisions such as 

the pursuing of close cooperation with Central Asian states and Russia” (Dodds 2014, 87). 

Objects are important in the strategy and practice of geopolitics. This includes the use of flags 

and maps as well as the visual communication of infrastructure projects, because the 

“geopolitical imaginations and practices are embedded and emboldened by their relationship to a 

vast array of things” (Dodds 2014, 96). This imagination is pursued in the everyday, including in 

news briefs as well as through popular culture. Dodds refers to the example of a James Bond film 

which dramatized the “geopolitical stakes” involved in the securing of energy reserves in Central 

Asia, using “[m]aps, pipelines, tankers, nuclear bombs, and submarines” (Dodds 2014, 102). The 

framing of events, actors and objects is a reflexive activity. As Steele describes it: “Narrative 

provides a coherence to the Self” (Steele 2008, 20, italics in the original).  

  The concept of ontological security is further explained in Steele’s work on “aesthetic 

power” which explains how “centralized bodies of power utilize resources to apply a cosmetic 

image to the operation of power” (Steele 2010, 25). Its usage can help to “regiment the 
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legitimacy of power” (Steele 2010, 26). A successful dissemination of aesthetic power is 

nevertheless subjected to instability: 

The aesthetic as it is realized through motion and action in these accounts has the stated intention of 

creating a more secure environment for a community or Self (a “show of force” or “demonstration of 

will”); it instead leads to pockets of vulnerability that arise because the aesthetic of power that had been 

operating in ambiguity becomes revealed through such action. (Steele 2010, 27) 

Strategic narratives that give meaning to foreign policy actions demonstrate a state’s goodwill. 

But these actions are vulnerable due to that same cosmetic image because it hides the instability 

of the Self. The meanings imbued into these actions are exposed to other unintended emotions, 

including suspicion and fault. The outcome of aesthetic power is what defines the Self; a secure 

or insecure state body.  

 

Infrastructural Development Narratives 

Narratives are instrumental because they intend to shape the expectations and perception of 

foreign policy actions in infrastructural development. Large-scale infrastructural projects are 

disruptive in the political, social, economic, environmental, and security senses. States gain from 

well-formed strategic narratives to achieve order, adding to their ontological security. There is no 

perfect formula to create persuasive strategic narratives (Freedman 2013, 612). Nevertheless, 

political actors engage in the communication of strategic narratives because well-formed 

strategic narratives can help shape the conceptualization, implementation, and maintenance of 

infrastructural development projects. Infrastructural development narratives aim to give meaning 

to the promotion of hard infrastructure, including the development of ports, roads, and rails; as 

well as to soft infrastructure, including custom unions, specialized banks, and the encouragement 

of people-to-people interactions (that is technology and knowledge-sharing). However, suspicion 

of geo-economic pursuits may arise due to geopolitical concerns, as seen in the case with China 

and India (Yu 2017, 366).  

  Political actors create “strategic narratives” about infrastructural development to facilitate 

a positive sense of the Self. Strategic narratives have a temporal quality as they 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” (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, 

and Roselle 2013, 2). This sense-making aims to secure the self-identity. This then explains the 
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narration of foreign policy actions. Narratives have the ability to illuminate a history of political 

isolation, economic dependency, and conflict, to rationalize present developments in 

infrastructure. Narratives about the present might explain and imagine new political relations and 

economic activity, such as in the case of China in Africa (Wasserman 2015). Political actors also 

use strategic narratives to shape the perception of the future, to secure a continuous imagination 

of the Self within a preferred world order. Subsequently, strategic narratives aim to give meaning 

to political and economic organizations, including to the creation of the Eurasian Economic 

Union, Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 

(Gorbunova and Komarov 2017). 

  The effectiveness of narrative scriptwriting depends on a symbiosis of rhetoric and actual 

policy-processes as well as the coherency and strength of the narrative itself (Dimitriu and de 

Graaf 2016, 6-7). Infrastructural development narratives are contested if the degree of ambiguity 

is not sufficient, the formation process is perceived unfair, and or its relation to actual actions 

lacks credibility (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle 2013, 111). The infrastructure plans in 

China’s foreign policy strategy, for instance, try to add to a consistent self-identity. The political 

communication or “tellings” of these actions which “link by implication a policy with a 

description or understanding of a state ‘self’ constitute a state’s biographical narrative” (Steele 

2008, 10, italics in the original). A crisis or critical situation that undermines a positive reading 

would put the constructed identity-narrative of the Self in jeopardy. In that case, new actions will 

be sought to restore order and bring symbiosis in the rhetoric (extended in the visual 

communication) and the actual foreign policy actions.  

  The Silk Road has shaped the infrastructure discussion in Central Asia. This was not only 

an ancient trading route, “the constant movement and mixing of populations also brought about 

the transmission of knowledge, ideas, cultures and beliefs, which had a profound impact on the 

history and civilizations of the Eurasian peoples” (UNESCO 2018). The history of the “Silk 

Roads” (that is as in plural) is explored in great depth by Peter Frankopan (2015), who 

eloquently explains the rise of the Silk Roads in current times. The contemporary reference to the 

Silk Road emphasizes the importance of language to shape the meaning of policies. In popular 

culture, the Silk Road is considered a place of adventure, a crossroad of exotic cultures and 

luxury products, and a network of roads that connects Europe with the Far East (see the 

numerous travel adventure books, Thubron 2007; Wood 2017). The resilience of the Silk Road is 
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significant for its contemporary adaptations in modern policies: The Belt and Road Initiative, 

Hillary Clinton’s New Silk Road to integrate Afghanistan, and the Virtual Silk Highway Project 

of NATO, amongst others. Despite the romanticized story of the old Silk Road, current 

policymakers will face the complexities to shape an overarching narrative that is coherent and 

strong for the divergent national and regional interests. Infrastructure accommodates the 

movement of freight and people. However, it also facilitates the movement of ideas. In this 

interdependent world, the narrative environment of institutional, material, and symbolic practices 

(Somers 1994) will increasingly lead to struggles about accepted norms, values, and practices.  

  So far, this chapter has introduced the research problem, set out the theoretical 

framework about ontological security, narratives and aesthetic power, explained what 

infrastructural development narratives are, and why they matter for ontological security studies. 

The following section will discuss the visual methodology used for the study of images about 

foreign policy actions in infrastructural development in the Chinese communication of the BRI.  

 

Visual Methodology 

For this study, I have used a visual methodology in order to gain insights into the use of images 

to shape strategic narratives on infrastructural development, and subsequently, to create a 

coherent self-identity. The strategic narrative analysis combines a constructivist and realist 

approach, in which self-interested political actors use language and images to shape narratives of 

identity and power transition (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle 2013, 89). Bringing 

strategic narrative analysis into the visual domain exemplifies that “[r]esearchers will mix 

methods together in different ways, and we expect to see in the next decade a series of 

patchwork, adaptive, broader methodologies” (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle 2017, 24; 

building on the work of Crilley 2015). There are four sites of a critical visual methodology; 

production, the image itself, its circulation, and its audiencing, and there are three types of 

modalities to study these sites; technological, compositional, and social (Rose 2016). This study 

analyses the image itself using social and compositional modalities. Gillian Rose explains the 

“social” as “the range of economic, social and political relations, institutions and practices that 

surround an image” (Rose 2016, 26). “Compositional” addresses the “specific material qualities 

of an image or visual image” including “content, colour and spatial organisation” (Rose 2016, 

25). Access to these images is through the site of circulation. Hence, the social implications of 
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the images are shaped by the projection process (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and Roselle 2013). 

Further data collection is required to determine how the site of circulation affects in what way 

the audience view, use and engage with the image. However, for the purpose of this study, the 

image itself is the primary data. 

  A “case-narrative approach” is used to examine the routine practice of foreign policy 

actions because “armed with a refined theoretical account, it reconstructs a particular ‘story’ in 

the case by looking for conjunctures that would not have been recognized, would not have 

appeared, may not have even existed otherwise” (Steele 2008, 9, italics in the original). This 

approach helps to explain the construction of the Chinese “Self”, in particular in disruptive times. 

Though a major disjuncture has not immobilized the BRI yet, the international community are 

more vocally expressing their concerns about China’s initiative (see for example, Phillips 2017; 

The Times of India 2018). China’s intentions to be a moral power, resulted in reflexive agency of 

what that entails. The visual communication of the BRI interacts with this reflexive process and 

the images therefore attempt to secure and maintain a consistent self-identity.  

  A visual methodology seeks to understand, for instance, the mapping component that 

underpins and facilitates the sense-making of the BRI. Because of the confusing wording of the 

Belt and the Road Initiative – the Belt describes the overland corridors and the Road describes 

the sea routes – geographical maps have been used to visualize and capture China’s initiative. 

These maps position Eurasia at the middle of the map, and, often fail to include the American 

continent (see for example the map disseminated by Xinhua, the Chinese news agency). The 

spatial composition and colouring of countries on a world map contribute to the aesthetic power 

of the Self. To visually rearrange the centre of the world is a visual cue to imagine order 

transformation. The geographical maps of the BRI typically have indicating lines to explain 

trading routes between urban areas. As Summers argues, “the spatial configuration of these flows 

are to be predominantly across a network of major urban nodes” (2016, 1636). These lines help 

to indicate the connectivity purposes of the economic corridors, which is one of the core aims of 

the BRI. There are geopolitical implications in these spatial compositions because it adds to a 

coherent sense of the Self. The cosmetic image of these maps hides the perpetual insecurity of a 

state by legitimizing the latest geopolitics in the region. But this formation is ongoing due to the 

continuous necessity to conceal an insecure Chinese self-identity.  

  The maps of the BRI are supported by the dissemination of news articles. It is the digital 
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distribution of the images in these news articles that are examined in this study. Acknowledging 

the complex media environment of the twenty-first century (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and 

Roselle 2013; Castells 2013), the Chinese Agency for Government Relations circulates 

information concerning the BRI through various social media outlets. The sample of images used 

for this study were gathered from the LinkedIn page of the BRI. On April 24, 2018, this 

LinkedIn page had 423 updates, which consisted of news referrals of the China Daily (the 

European, US and African editions). The China Daily is a national newspaper that is considered 

the “Voice of China” or the “Window to China” (see China Daily editorial 2018). Criteria for 

selecting the images were as follow: updates on the LinkedIn page from March 16, 2018 to April 

24, 2018. This is a random sample which is relatively small but it still allows for a coherent 

visual analysis. The articles are in English and more importantly, they each include an image. In 

total, a selection of 100 images were included in the data sample. These news articles are also 

disseminated on the Belt and Road Portal. The LinkedIn portal is a popular business-oriented 

social network with a small but growing membership of Chinese citizens (Xinhua 20171). Within 

an international media environment, China attempts to negotiate and communicate a consistent 

sense of the Self using a page on this platform. 

  A strategic narrative analysis was used to understand how these images claim meaning 

about infrastructural development, regional integration, and China, within the past, the present, 

and the future. The interpretation lens used in this chapter corresponds with the epistemology in 

Steele’s concept of “ontological security” (2008). There are certain drawbacks associated with 

the interpretive lens, in particular in terms of its validity. In accordance with Gillian Rose, “there 

is no absolute right or wrong way to interpret a visual image” (Rose 2016, 148). The visual 

analysis studies the importance of power, the role of the context, as well as the “underlying 

continuity the decision for those actions serve” (Steele 2008, 7). The real motives of China’s 

communication of infrastructure projects cannot be elicited from this method (coinciding with 

Krebs and Jackson’s argument, 2007). But this method does reveal the visual construction of the 

Chinese “Self” in a geopolitical context and explains how communication on foreign policy 

actions in infrastructure attempt to support their self-identity (Steele 2008). The wide circulation 

of these images in the online sphere and the state’s inability to control their meaning adds to the 

                                                            
1 Xinhua (editorial). 2017. “LinkedIn China Users top 32 Million.” China Daily, April 27. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2017-04/27/content_29112122.htm. Accessed on June 7, 2018. 
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potential opportunities and vulnerabilities that states encounter in the construction of their self-

identity.    

  The images were assessed on four core objectives: first, the promotion of connectivity; 

second, the establishing and strengthening of partnerships among the countries along the Belt 

and Road; third, the setup of all-dimensional, multitiered and composite connectivity networks; 

and fourth, the aim to realize diversified, independent, balanced and sustainable development in 

these countries (main aims in the “Vision and Actions Plan”, Belt and Road Portal 2015). The 

four aims intend to make sense of social and economic relations. This next part evaluates how 

the images embody strategic narratives about infrastructural development and aim to secure the 

self-identity of China, as well as a secured regional geopolitical context.  

    

The Infrastructural Development Narratives of the Belt and Road Initiative 

The findings are described in four sections, corresponding to the core objectives of the BRI. The 

sections address the social and compositional modalities of the visual communication of the BRI. 

 

The promotion of connectivity 

Connectivity is an umbrella term that aims to “promote the connectivity of Asian, European and 

African continents and their adjacent seas” (“Vision and Actions Plan”, Belt and Road Portal 

2015). It reinforces the principle of peaceful coexistence as it stipulates to uphold “mutual 

respect for each other’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual nonaggression, mutual non-

interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful 

coexistence” (Ibid.). Connectivity corresponds with the country’s vision of peaceful coexistence, 

harmony and inclusion, economic relations and mutual benefits. The promotion of connectivity 

is sought after through the dissemination of mission narratives, narratives of legitimacy and 

counternarratives. These narrative efforts attempt to secure China’s self-identity as a moral 

leader, while justifying its being as inseparable from the world.  

  The dissemination of mission narratives is visualized using an assemblage of political 

symbols. For instance, a China Daily article used a graphic image of a panda bear and an 

elephant surrounded by embracing arms to imagine a China-India partnership (Singh 2018).2 The 

                                                            
2 Singh, Swaran. 2018. “China and India see Upswing in Relations.” China Daily, April 24. Available at: 

http://africa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/24/WS5ade6122a3105cdcf651a057.html. Accessed on April 24, 2018.  

http://africa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/24/WS5ade6122a3105cdcf651a057.html
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two animals face each other and are on the same horizontal axis. This composition reinstates the 

aspiration for connectivity, cooperation, and equality between nation-states. Another article 

shows a graphic image of a Chinese girl and a Russian matryoshka (nesting doll), representing 

the countries’ friendly relations (Yixuan edited 2018).3 This composition of political symbols 

explains inter-state relations but adds primarily to how China sees itself in this interaction; a 

friendly leader who advocates for horizontal relations.  

  Narratives of legitimacy justify the promotion of connectivity. Legitimacy is elicited 

using the visual indication of holding hands. This action is depicted graphically by two shaking 

hands, coloured by their national flags. The friendly relations between China and Russia (Li 

2018)4 as well as China and Latin America (Aquino 2018)5 are, for instance, depicted with 

handshakes. Legitimacy is further negotiated in political photography whereby the Chinese 

president and the Chinese foreign minister are shaking the hands of international state leaders 

(for example, Qingyun 20186; Yunbi 20187; Xinhua Editorial 20188; Yunbi and Jin 20189). Next, 

legitimacy is sought after by means of third-party consent. The China Daily hosts a variety of 

articles in which foreign experts complement China’s foreign policy actions. These foreign 

experts include scholars, media officials and government officials (see for example, Phelps 

                                                            
3 Yixuan, Pan (eds). 2018. “Sino-Russian Ties will Steadily Advance.” China Daily, April 3. Available at: 

http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/03/WS5ac2bbe4a3105cdcf6515d53.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

4 Li, Zhou. 2018. “China, Russia working for Shared Future.” China Daily, March 21. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/21/WS5ab199b3a3106e7dcc143f91.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

5 Aquino, Carlos. 2018. “China-Latin America Partnership Good for All.” China Daily, March 20. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/20/WS5ab0491aa3106e7dcc1429ca.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018. 

6 Qingyun, Wang. 2018. “Corridor would Link China, Nepal and India.” China Daily, April 19. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/19/WS5ad7a537a3105cdcf65191f6.html. Accessed on April 24, 2018.  

7 Yunbi, Zhang. 2018. “Differences to be Focus for China, Vietnam.” China Daily, April 3. Available at: 

http://europe.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/03/WS5ac2bc57a3105cdcf6515d57.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

8 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “Xi Jinping, Kim Jong-un hold Talks in Beijing.” China Daily, March 29. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/28/WS5abada75a3105cdcf6514afb.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

9 Yunbi, Zhang and Zhou Jin. 2018. “China, Philippines reach ‘Golden Era’.” China Daily, March 22. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/22/WS5ab2e641a3106e7dcc145527.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/21/WS5ab199b3a3106e7dcc143f91.html
http://europe.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/03/WS5ac2bc57a3105cdcf6515d57.html
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201810; Liu 201811; Moody 201812; Xinhua Editorial 201813). In particular, the reprint of Chinese 

Ambassador Liu Xiaoming’s article in the Daily Telegraph (UK) demonstrates the “show of 

force” (Steele 2010, 27) that accompanies the search for ontological security (Xinhua Editorial 

201814). This China Daily article included a copy of the newspaper with the image of 

Ambassador Liu Xiaoming. Another example of third party consent is the article by a UNDP 

resident representative, who advocates for the potential of the BRI to contribute to achieving the 

UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (Rosellini 201815). This article included a graphic image 

of the earth with China positioned in the middle, encircled by a ship, a high-speed train, a plane, 

skyscrapers, and trees. This image legitimizes China’s power and aligns it carefully with its 

foreign policy actions in infrastructural development. Overall, the communication of narrative-

support from the international community is a reflexive exercise to maintain a consistent image 

of the Self.  

  The counternarratives are closely related to the legitimacy stories. Counternarratives 

perpetuate the state to act reflexive, because it forces “states to justify the disconnect (between 

actions and justifications)” (Steele 2008, 152). Thus, counternarratives help to justify foreign 

policy actions. For instance, the narration of China-United States relations (that is the broiling 

trade war) use images comparable to those in the legitimacy narratives, albeit with a different 

composition. While these news articles do not necessarily discuss the BRI or Central Asia, it 

positions China as a responsible leader, and the United States as a threat to the global economy. 

For instance, unfriendly relations are depicted by an aggressive open hand (representing the 

United States) and a fist (China) recognizable by their national flags (Weihua, Jing, Huanxin and 

                                                            
10 Phelps, Edmund. 2018. “Innovation in the Times of Quality Growth.” China Daily, March 23. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/23/WS5ab4348ca3105cdcf6513ae0.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

11 Liu, Cecily. 2018. “New Book Explains Role China is Playing in Global Development.” China Daily, April 11. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/11/WS5accf11ca3105cdcf6517616.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018. 

12 Moody, Andrew. 2018. “Brown: China now a ‘Central Force’.” China Daily, March 30. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/30/WS5abd768ca3105cdcf6515325.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

13 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “Business and Opinion Leaders weigh in on Trade Tensions at China Forum.” China Daily, March 27. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/27/WS5ab97bc0a3105cdcf651466f.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

14 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “The Daily Telegraph publishes a Signed Article by Ambassador Liu Xiaoming Entitled Consultation, Contribution 

and Shared Benefits – The Golden Principles of BRI.” China Daily, March 27. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/27/WS5aba4cd4a3105cdcf6514a6e.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

15 Rosellini, Nicholas. 2018. “UNDP gives a Shot in the Arm to Belt and Road.” China Daily, April 11. Available at: 

http://africa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/11/WS5acd419ca3105cdcf6517670.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  
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Zhu 201816). This composition refers to the rock-paper-scissors game, in which the US seems to 

have the upper hand. This composition emphasizes the vulnerability of the Chinese Self, as well 

as the need to secure the subjectivity of the self-identity. But it also shows that the China’s 

identity is based on moral strength, in comparison to the physical strength of the United States. 

Another image discussing China-US relations shows opposing fists in boxing gloves (Shijia and 

Nan 201817). This exhibits an aesthetic struggle between great powers, in which each state 

negotiates and defends its ontological security in a changing world order. This composition 

reaffirms the power transformations and struggles in the 21st century and China’s attempt to 

secure equality and a more democratic, multipolar world order. Thus, these counternarratives 

help to explain how China sees itself in terms of political and economic behaviour.  

 

The establishing and strengthening of partnerships among the countries along the Belt and Road 

Partnerships enhances the connectivity aim by strengthening the interactions of countries along 

the Belt and Road. The logistical component of the BRI is of great importance (Liu 2016), 

enhancing the convenience of the one declaration, one inspection, one cargo release model. The 

imagined partnerships are, primarily, commercially motivated. According to Liu and Dunford, 

“the BRI incorporates as goals joint efforts, inclusiveness, win-win and even development” (Liu 

and Dunford 2016, 335). However, the creation of persuasive strategic narratives about 

partnerships is restrained. The China Dream of an eased-up transcontinental supply chain is not 

necessarily influential. Especially because the imagining of partnerships cannot be isolated from 

historical interactions which are coloured by conflict.  

  For instance, China-India relations are frequently addressed in the China Daily news 

articles. The imagining of friendly relations between the two nation-states encounter visual 

challenges due to the social modality of the image itself. The construction of the images is 

limited to existing economic, social and political relations. Flags are often used in China’s 

communication, attempting to overcome geopolitical (territorial) tensions. For instance, the visit 

of India’s Prime Minister Modi to China is told through the visual composition of Indian flags in 

                                                            
16 Weihua, Chen, Fu Jing, Zhao Huanxin and Lia Zhu. 2018. “Trade War a Threat to All Economies.” China Daily, March 26. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/26/WS5ab84818a3105cdcf6514286.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018. Image only available in 

LinkedIn circulation. 

17 Shijia, Oujang and Zhong Nan. 2018. “’All Options’ Ready if US adds Tariffs.” China Daily, April 7. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/07/WS5ac7ed5ea3105cdcf651688d.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  
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a Chinese urban area (see Yunbi 201818). More frequently, you would see a composition of 

Chinese and Indian national flags (see the LinkedIn dissemination of the Xinhua Editorial 

201819; and Xinhua Editorial 201820). The visual communication of geo-economics is then 

limited due to existing geopolitical tensions.  

  Meanwhile, the establishing and strengthening of partnerships among the countries along 

the Belt and Road poses both opportunities and challenges. China is cherry-picking from public 

histories to support their foreign policy strategy. For instance, a China Daily article juxtaposes 

camels on a background of monetary signs (that is the Renminbi and the Dollar sign) – (Ying 

2018; see also Ming 2018).2122 The use of camels, a stereotypical image of the early Silk Road, 

produces an alignment of the past with an imagined future. China’s communication is relatively 

silent about the history of the Silk Road, using it primarily as a metaphor to explain its foreign 

activities. The positive emotions given to this dynamic, prosperous, and connected past, serve to 

explain a new set of foreign policy actions. That this positive conceptualization of the Silk Roads 

is just one interpretation of history produces a vulnerable Self. The ambiguity of the rejuvenated 

Silk Road narrative allows for multiple interpretations, engagements, and co-optations.       

 

The setup of all-dimensional, multitiered and composite connectivity networks  

The conceptualization of all-dimensional, multitiered and composite connectivity networks 

agrees with the former two objectives, in that it aspires connectivity and market-oriented 

partnerships among the countries along the Belt and Road. The commercial composition of this 

narrative is discussed in the China Daily news articles, through a focus on logistics, economic 

sectors, and high-developed urban areas.  

                                                            
18 Yunbi, Zhang. 2018. “Chinese, Indian Leaders to Meet.” China Daily, April 23. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/23/WS5add135aa3105cdcf6519c15.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

19 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “China-India Ties set to Deepen.” China Daily, April 2. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/02/WS5ac1ccb4a3105cdcf6515bff.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  
20 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “China, India pledge to Boost Trade, Economic Cooperation.” China Daily, March 27. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/27/WS5ab9c11da3105cdcf6514952.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

21 Ying, Fu. 2018. “Media Games Won’t Hurt Belt and Road Planned Projects.” China Daily, April 24. Available at: 

http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/24/WS5ade7070a3105cdcf651a0a3.html. Accessed on April 24, 2018.  
22 Ming, Zhang. 2018. “Bridging the Continents with Trade. China Daily, March 23. Available at: http://europe.chinadaily.com.cn/epaper/2018-

03/23/content_35902468.htm. Accessed on May 8, 2018. 

http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/24/WS5ade7070a3105cdcf651a0a3.html
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 Communication about logistics involves the freight of goods, using trains, roads, and 

shipping means. For instance, the cargo unloading of a freight train in Xi’an, China is depicted 

(Meiling and Yan 201823). The city of Xi’an was an important place in the ancient Silk Roads. 

The composition of cargo, a freight train, a Chinese worker, and the image-caption mentioning 

Xi’an, aligns China as a global economic power with its (domestic and foreign) policy activities 

in infrastructure and trade. This traditional narrative of Chinese import and export is 

complemented with a narrative that emphasizes the Chinese advancements in the science and 

technology sectors. For instance, China Daily images depict a self-developed unmanned 

submersible, a floating solar farm, a spectrometer detector, an intelligent mechanical device at a 

Chinese exhibition, and the placement of solar panels on a house (Xinhua Editorial 201824; 

Xinhua Editorial 201825; Xinhua Editorial 201826; Phelps 201827; Liqiang 201828). This 

kaleidoscope of activities tries to position China as a frontrunner in the science and technology. 

The arrangement of the numerous projects aims to establish the perception of order and a 

continuity of the Self. Though some of these activities do not carry the BRI label, the 

dissemination of these images within the same media platform tries to demonstrate their 

complementary functions in China’s initiative.    

  In the meantime, the futuristic cities bring the Chinese Dream into the now. The selection 

of China Daily news articles emphasizes the economic developments of the Hainan province in 

terms of tourism and urban development (Jing 201829). The depiction of the skyscrapers in 

Sanya, the capital of Hainan, contribute to the aesthetic power of China (Hainan is the most 

Southern province). These hyperbolic images showcase the rapid successes of the island. Hainan 

                                                            
23 Meiling, Chen and Huo Yan. 2018. “Silk Road Freight becomes Vital Trade Artery.” China Daily, April 20. Available at: 

http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/20/WS5ad92a67a3105cdcf6519671.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

24 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “China’s Unmanned Submersible Qianlong 3 to conduct First Dive.” China Daily, April 20. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/20/WS5ad9502fa3105cdcf651981b.html. Accessed on May 9, 2018. 
25 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “China becomes Driving Force for Global Surge in Solar Energy Investment: UN Spokesperson.” China Daily, April 

7. Available at: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/07/WS5ac8174ba3105cdcf65168d9.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018. 
26 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “Spallation Neutron Source passes Assessment, Checks.” China Daily, March 26. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/26/WS5ab856f5a3105cdcf6514376_1.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018. 

27 Phelps, Edmund. 2018. “Innovation in the Times of Quality Growth.” China Daily, March 23. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/23/WS5ab4348ca3105cdcf6513ae0.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  
28 Liqiang, Hou. 2018. “China’s Shift to Clean Heat will Continue.” China Daily, March 19. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/19/WS5aaf5b4ba3106e7dcc142809.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

29 Jing, Fu. 2018. “Hainan reflects the Fruits of Reform and Opening-Up.” China Daily, April 17. Available at: 

http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/17/WS5ad530e2a3105cdcf65189e6.html. Accessed on April 24, 2018.  
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is presented as an example of wealth and prosperity and its development is seemingly accessible 

to Asian and other international partners who tap into the BRI’s vast opportunities. The depiction 

of the Suzhou Industrial Park also illustrates the strategic partnership of China and Singapore and 

tries to contribute to a consistent self-identity of China (Nan 201830).  

  The visual communication of the advanced industries, logistical corridors, and the 

wealthy cities adds to the imagined connectivity networks. The images attempt to align the 

strengthening of economic and technological skills, the enhancement of logistical capacities 

among the countries of the Belt and Road, and the vital (prosperous) hubs. Thus, it positions the 

state agency of China as the central pillar in a prosperous region. Connectivity networks have a 

physical underpinning, as well as a figurative quality to explain technical and scientific 

development, and economic interactions. 

 

The aim to realize diversified, independent, balanced and sustainable development in these 

countries 

The aim to achieve diversified, independent, balanced, and sustainable development in the 

countries along the Belt and Road requires a delicate balancing between economic and political 

narratives. Sovereignty and cooperation are two driving forces in the China Daily news articles. 

Sustainable development is subsequently aligned with improved cultural relations. The 

composition of the images reinforces the subjectivity of the Chinese Self as a collaborative and 

responsible leader in the region. The news briefs of the BOAO Forum in 2018, for instance, 

depict the collaboration with Asian partners in inclusive and cooperative ways. There are three 

compositions that favour this social identity: first, the setup of the meeting rooms; second, the 

depiction of the location; and third, the central image of the Chinese President Xi Jinping.  

  First, the images illustrating the events of the BOAO Forum in 2018 emphasize the 

internal architecture of the meeting rooms. The Asian leaders ensemble in a square style meeting 

room, sitting side by side, while facing each other (Xinhua Editorial 201831). The corporate 

identity of the countries is represented in the corporal bodies of these high officials. The function 

                                                            
30 Nan, Zhong. 2018. “Tangible B&R Results to Generate Wave of Results.” China Daily, April 10. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/cndy/2018-04/10/content_36001859.htm. Accessed on May 8, 2018.  

31 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “Xi says Belt and Road not an Intrigue of China.” China Daily, April 11. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/11/WS5ace28d1a3105cdcf6517ad3.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018. 
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of the meeting room and the dissemination of these images accentuate the Chinese aim for 

inclusiveness and political balance. Second, the China Daily uses images of the buildings in 

Boao, South China, to create a sphere of hospitality and benevolence (Xinhua Editorial 201832; 

Xinhua Editorial 201833). These images position China as a responsible leader because it 

facilitates space for this invaluable interaction among Asian partners. And third, images of the 

Chinese President Xi Jinping appear in circa half of the China Daily articles, including the 

documentation of Xi’s key speech at the BOAO forum (for example, see Baijie 201834; Huanxin 

201835). Thus, the President legitimizes the Chinese Dream in front of a powerful red or blue 

screen. The embodiment of the BRI in the political photography of the President aims to create 

continuity and order but produces vulnerability as well. Recent constitutional amendments with 

regards to Presidential term limit allows Xi Jinping to stay indefinitely as leader (Buckley and 

Bradsher 2018). Xi’s prolonged leadership helps to assure continuity and order in the 

communication of China’s foreign policy actions. Nevertheless, the long-term strategies of the 

BRI creates a vulnerable Chinese Self if President Xi is the exclusive corporal embodiment of 

the BRI.     

  China’s aim to realize sustainable development is challenging due to the complex cultural 

landscape in China’s provinces and Eurasia as a whole. Large-scale infrastructure projects often 

affect distant and isolated communities as they are far away from the central governing bodies in 

Beijing. Professor Ye Zicheng emphasizes the potential of China’s traditional culture and 

acknowledges the role of the BRI in advancing its sense of Self (Yiwu and Zicheng 201836). 

However, the commercial, capitalist face of the infrastructural development projects challenges 

the conceptualization of diverse cultural interests within the China provinces as well as within 

the complex cultural landscape of Central Asia. Sustainable development is framed in the 

                                                            
32 Xinhua (editorial). 2018. “Boao prepares for Annual Conference.” China Daily, April 3. Available at: 
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“Vision and Actions Plan” as an objective. However, development is existentially a process of 

becoming (Adler 2012). China faces the risk that its sense of Self, as part of a narrative about 

sustainable development, is misinterpreted. A disjuncture in this narrative reception, both in the 

domestic and (peripherical) neighbouring context, may result in a vulnerable and insecure social 

identity.   

 

Discussion 

China’s political communication about the BRI is used to influence domestic and international 

audiences. The images in the China Daily news articles attempt to legitimize infrastructural 

development policies and claim therefore a coherent sense of the Self. According to Steele, 

“[h]istory exists, memory organizes history, and narrative expresses that organization to 

ourselves and others” (Steele 2008, 19). Let us focus on key findings from the visual analysis. 

  The discussion section debates three related arguments: first, the “cosmetic image” of 

ontological security pursuits makes the self-identity of China vulnerable. The images of the BRI 

attempt to address this ambiguity by aligning infrastructural development policies with the self-

identity of China. In other words, infrastructure makes sense because China makes sense. 

Second, foreign policy actions in infrastructure aim to create a desirable regional order for the 

reason that the self-concept is organized by this structure. A (visual) secure self-identity helps 

therefore to secure regional geopolitics. And third, China tries to create a regional “utopia” using 

well-formed strategic narratives that give meaning to the Self and to infrastructural development 

policies. The use of “utopia” in this chapter suggests the perpetual vulnerability to accomplish 

coherency and predictability within the self-concept.  

 

The Cosmetic Image of the BRI  

Strategic narratives are shaped by political elites. These elites are the storytellers of new 

geopolitical realities, if and when the narratives are persuasive, and the behaviour of domestic 

and international actors is influenced by it subsequently. The BRI builds on a legacy of 

storytellers which have introduced and or established narratives and theories which 

conceptualize events in Central Asia. The Silk Road (coined by Ferdinand von Richthofen in 

1877), the Great Game (Kipling 1901) and the Heartland Theory (Mackinder 1904) are 

narratives which explained political and economic realities in Central Asia, amongst other areas. 
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These narratives are revamped and reused in contemporary geopolitics. The “New Silk Road”, 

the “New Great Game” and the on-going applicability of the Heartland Theory by Mackinder 

(see for example the work of Brzezinski 1997) capture the attention of academics to explain 

contemporary events in the region. The re-use of these terms hides the many differences among 

the countries along the Belt and Road in economic, geopolitical and historical terms, as 

explained in great depth by Matthew Edwards (2003). Current affairs involve different actors 

(that is the role of China and non-state actors), changed aims, and expanded geographies. The 

only similarities, in the case of the Great Game and the New Great Game, are “in the romantic, 

exotic, obscure and remote perspective given by some commentators” (Edwards 2003, 90). The 

political use of these concepts is then easily understood as manipulative. However, they also feed 

into a shared, cultural memory. This is the case of China, who uses visual communication (that is 

visual strategic narratives) to create a cosmetic image of the BRI, by reusing and revamping the 

Silk Road narrative.  

  The “charm offensive” (Yu 2017, 353) supporting the BRI draws on events of the past, 

the present and the future to create a coherent logic and rational for China’s foreign policy 

actions. The following fragment, taken from a Chinese press conference about the BRI, aligns 

narratives of the ancient Silk Road with globalization narratives, and contrast them from the 

Marshall Plan (US Initiative):  

“China's Belt and Road initiatives are both much older and much younger than the Marshall Plan. 

Comparing one to the other is like comparing apples to oranges,” (Chinese Foreign Minister) Wang said. 

The initiatives are older because they embody the spirit of the ancient Silk Road, which had a history of 

more than 2,000 years. 

The Silk Road was used by people of many countries for friendly exchange and commerce, and the country 

must renew the spirit and bring it up to date, according to the foreign minister. 

The initiatives are younger because they are born in the age of globalization, he said. 

The strategic narratives supporting the BRI draw on the ambiguous terminology of a “spirit” to 

explain good intentions and prosperity. It attempts to embed the rise of China in the last three 

decades in more stable and predictable terms, while referring to a history of 2,000 years ago. The 

depiction of camels and deserts, as well as skyscrapers, science, and technology, reinforces the 

Chinese aim to revive social and economic relationships, and links prosperity to this process. 

This idea of a natural progression of historical events is artificial. Following a postmodern 

approach, “[r]eality is constituted by discontinuity – it is humans who create continuity (or order) 

for purposes of control and discipline” (Steele 2008, 31). China’s emphasis of a Silk Road spirit 
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attempts to create a sense of continuity and provides “political justification for what is essentially 

a capitalistic endeavour” (Summers 2016, 1637). The images of BRI function then as a cosmetic 

image to achieve a coherent sense of the Self, operationalized in their foreign policy actions.  

  The images of the BRI have multiple functions; their aim is to create order in events, 

while addressing both time and space (Somers 1994). This interpretation corresponds with the 

argument that “although the ‘belt and road initiative’ is presented as a new policy, it reflects the 

elevation of existing policy goals and practices to the national level as much as substantially new 

policy content” (Summers 2016, 1629). Yu emphasizes the continuity in China’s foreign policy 

practices but explains Xi Jinping’s elevation of the policies because of the “need to show 

innovation in foreign policy by announcing new policies that will distinguish their leadership 

strategy” (Yu 2017, 356). This fits with Steele’s explanation of aesthetic power as a “show of 

force” (2010, 27). Thus, the images of the BRI attempt to create order and continuity in domestic 

policies and foreign policy actions. 

  In addition to visual images of time, the use of space in the Belt and Road images is both 

tangible and intangible. The BRI can be understood “as an organizational notion that employs 

the cultural meaning of Silk Road to lay cultural foundations for international cooperation and 

create a global platform for further globalizing China” (Liu and Dunford 2016, 336). 

Connectivity is consequently not only a physical, economic, or strategic pursuit, it is positioning 

(connecting) China’s foreign policy actions as part of a natural, historical development. This 

accentuates the tension arising from the “representations of OBOR as fixed lines and the broader 

metaphorical notion invoked by key proponents in China” (Sidaway and Yuan Woon 2017, 593). 

The “Silk Road spirit” reinforces the metaphorical function of the BRI. Sidaway and Yuan Woon 

observe China’s “relative silence on the longer history of the term Silk Road” (2017, 599), which 

impacts the strategic narratives of the BRI. The past is actively ambiguous, improving the 

plausibility of present and future narrations. While the spirit metaphor is used as a soft power 

strategy, its intended cultural meaning (Liu and Dunford 2016) might backfire. 

   Despite the reflexive agency of China attempting to create a coherent self-identity, the 

social and compositional modalities of the circulated images “is but one of many competing 

alternatives woven from a vast array of possible characterizations, plot lines, and themes” (Barry 

and Elmes 1997, 433). Therefore, the strategic narratives supporting China’s outgoing policies 

are not the only outcome thinkable. The infrastructural development narratives underpinning the 
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BRI have already encountered strong criticisms. In particular, the lending arrangements has left 

many of the Central Asian countries in great debt (Oxford Analytica 2018). The EU has raised 

concerns about trade and issues of transparency, sustainability and tendering processes, and 

Indian leaders are talking of Chinese colonial practices (Phillips 2017). China aspires balanced 

and sustainable development, but prevailing issues will challenge this pursuit. Liu and Dunford 

indicate how Eurasia is shaped by the “complex inter-country relations and tensions, national 

political instability, cross-border crime, cross-border nationalisms, separatism, ethic, religious 

and sectarian conflicts, religious extremism, poverty and under development” (2016, 329). China 

needs to carefully narrate its actions amidst this thread of events.  

  Narratives help to conceptualize and explain foreign policy actions in a geopolitical 

context. This supports the processes in which people come to understand change, because 

narratives as a method of understanding are “international, transhistorical, [and] transcultural” 

(Barthes [1966] 1975, 237). While the geopolitical intentions of China with regards its 

neighbourhood are challenging to isolate, there will be “geopolitical implications as a result of 

China’s ongoing rise and its growing economic influence across the rest of the world” (Summers 

2016, 1629). The BRI encompasses many different policies and activities. The new label should 

be seen within a context of continued policy practices, including the “Going West” and “Going 

Out” strategies (Summers 2016; Yeh and Wharton 2016). Explaining China’s strategies towards 

its sub-national regions, Summers argues that “the ideas and practices of linking up China’s 

western border provinces with neighbouring economies has been an idea at the provincial level 

since the 1980s, even though the early focus of reform and opening up was on the coastal 

regions” (Summers 2016, 1633). China’s focus on infrastructural development is likewise 

existing since the mid-1990s (Yeh and Wharton 2016). However, the “extension, consolidation 

and political elevation of pre-existing policy ideas and practice at the sub-national level in 

China” (Summers 2018, 1634) helps to consolidate and distinguish the leadership of Xi Jinping. 

Thus, the cosmetic image of foreign policy actions in infrastructure aim to secure the Chinese 

self-identity.  

 

Infrastructure, China’s Identity and Regional Order-Making 

The development of economic corridors of the BRI, encompassing a host of neighbouring 

countries, is not only concerned with physical infrastructure, but also with “facilitating the 
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interchange of people, capital and goods” of which the Chinese Vice Premier Zhang Gaoli in 

2014 mentioned that “policy coordination was key to its success and that transportation, 

communication and energy were vital enablers” (International Institute for Strategic Studies 

2015, iv). Different mechanisms have been developed to fund this Initiative, including the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank and the Silk Road Fund. In building connectivity across the 

region, geography is seen as “being broad and flexible, to encompass a wide range of the 

developments of infrastructure and socioeconomic connectivity between China and its 

neighbours” (Summers 2016, 1631). The imagining of the economic corridors has a 

compositional and a social modality because it emphasizes the increased logistical collaborations 

and economic interactions between different actors. The images of the state leaders, the 

technological advancements, and graphic designs aim to support the Chinese vision of 

distributed power, inclusion, and connectivity. China benefits from coherent and strong messages 

supporting their economic and public diplomacy activities in countries along the Belt and Road 

(Gorbunova and Komarov 2017). As Yu puts, “[t]o avoid perceptions of unilateralism on the part 

of the other member countries, China must allow the other players full participation and a sense 

of ownership of the OBOR initiatives” (Yu 2017, 368). Therefore, positive perception of foreign 

policy actions in infrastructure helps to create a desirable regional order for the reason that the 

self-concept is organized by this structure.  

  Infrastructural projects have aesthetic power. China’s celebration of infrastructure “leads 

to a noticeable tendency to build large conspicuous projects that can serve as visual reminders of 

generosity, power, and achievement” (Yeh and Wharton 2016, 297). Nevertheless, narratives 

supporting the construction of power grids, ports, and rail networks in Asia are contested early 

on, as “critics view OBOR as a nebulous one-size-fits-all slogan primarily driven by Chinese 

mercantilism, allowing China to exploit new markets and offload excess output from its state-

owned enterprises (SEOs) during a period of slowing economic growth” (International Institute 

for Strategic Studies 2015, v). Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi attempts to tackle this 

interpretation, in which he explained the initiative as a “product of inclusive cooperation, not a 

tool of geopolitics, and must not be viewed with the outdated cold war mentality” (Xinhua 

Editorial 201537). China’s foreign policy actions in the area of infrastructural development 

                                                            
37 Xinhua (editorial). 2015. “China’s 2015 Diplomacy focuses on ‘Belt and Road’.” China Daily, March 8. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2015twosession/2015-03/08/content_19750295.htm. Accessed on 23 May, 2018.  
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continue to be exposed to criticisms. Especially in light of the many actors and integration 

frameworks in the region, “Eurasia has become a kind of laboratory for testing different models 

of integration” (Gorbunova and Komarov 2017, 244). The meaning of China’s foreign policy 

actions is restrained by competing narratives on infrastructure forged by individual states and 

integration frameworks in the region.  

  Taken into consideration this competition, China tries to avoid a zero-sum game 

perception among the countries along the Belt and Road. The images claim win-win outcomes in 

political and economic terms. Whether this conceptualization and implementation of friendly 

“periphery diplomacy” (Swaine 2014) is successful is debatable, especially because the “Central 

Asian countries understand the risks of a rapprochement with China” (Gorbunova and Komarov 

2017, 239). Furthermore, China needs to address her failure to “cultivate the necessary strategic 

and political trust among these respective partiers over the new Silk Road strategy” (Yu 2017, 

363). Recognition of China within a Eurasian context is based on a shared understanding of 

identity and power distribution, and these narrative aspects are continuously in motion. The 

friendly relations between China and Russia will face future challenges, especially due to the 

“growing power disparity between the two states” (Wilson 2016, 114). The aspiration for 

aesthetic power is used to align the coherent self-identity with a connected and peaceful region. 

The emphasis on inclusion in the political processes contributes to the ontological security of 

China. It contrasts inclusion from exclusion, which practices “is not just a value-free description 

of different entities […] the included is seen in a positive light: the internal structure offers order, 

stability, safety, security” (Müller 2002, 383). Despite this intention, “creating a narrative of 

inclusive change is difficult” (Miskimmon and O’Loughlin 2017, 301). In the creation of a self-

made political actor, it confirms that “viewing the self as a narrative or story, rather than as a 

substance, brings to light the temporal and developmental dimension of human existence” 

(Polkinghorne 1991, 135). The China Daily images actively address this vulnerability on a daily 

basis.  

  The level of reflection is debatable in the Chinese context due to the state’s constrained 

media practices. In terms of self-interrogative reflexivity, Steele emphasizes that “if global and 

domestic news media outlets eschew an independent mission to find/gather facts, and instead 

present only those facts which reinforce a particular foreign policy action, state societies may 

never be forced to ‘debate or contest’ policies since certain situations may not be interpreted as a 
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threat to self-identity” (Steele 2008, 155). The media images in the China Daily are self-

reinforcing and present little scrutiny towards the Chinese administration. A discussion on the 

media environment in Eurasia in a post-Cold War era is significantly complex and for practical 

considerations not included in this chapter. However, the revolution in communication and 

information technologies in the 21st century allows for a complex pattern of image formation and 

circulation. The aesthetic power of the China Daily images might be challenged in the presence 

of alternative visual interpretations of China’s foreign policy actions. As Steele puts it, “state 

agents cannot as easily ‘talk their way out’ of a particular identity disconnect if they are required 

to tackle a visual presentation of ‘the state’ because it would require them to ask their citizens to 

ignore their ‘lying eyes’” (Steele 2008, 159). This potential visual struggle would then 

undermine a secure sense of the Chinese Self, and therefore a secured regional geopolitical 

environment. Whether this is the case in Russia and the Central Asian societies needs to be 

evaluated in future research agendas. 

 

A Regional Utopia 

China aims to create in the visual communication of the BRI a utopian order in which the 

country reclaims its historical global position (Yu 2017, 358). Thomas More imagined in the 

original conceptualization of Utopia a stable society where the citizens “followed a pattern of life 

that’s enabled them to lay foundations for society in a way that’s not only thoroughly successful 

but (so far as a human can foretell) set to endure for ever” (More 2017 [1516], 130). This pattern, 

in the form of domestic policies and “[r]outinized foreign policy actions” (Steele 2008, 3) helps 

to secure a consistent idea of the Self. The meaning of infrastructural development in a regional 

context is to contribute to this stable subjectivity. Alexander Wendt explains that the corporate 

identity has various interests, including “ontological security or predictability in relationships to 

the world, which creates a desire for stable social identities” (Wendt 1994, 385). The 

communication of Chinese foreign policy actions is to support the predictability of the Self. 

China has undergone a major shift in its foreign policy in the last few decades. While this 

movement poses opportunities, it also challenges their identity construction. China seeks 

therefore predictable foreign policy routines to create a sense of continuity and order. The 

Chinese utopia of friendly relations, infrastructure masterpieces, and celebrated economic 

partnerships attempts to communicate a predictable and secure Chinese Self.  
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  The imagining of a regional utopia faces ontological insecurity when the narratives are no 

longer suitable to explain China’s foreign policy actions. The concept of the Chinese Self would 

be harmed when the economic and social narratives supporting the BRI are perceived as a 

narrative of geopolitical interfering. However, geopolitics and geo-economics are “two sides of 

the same coin, the political dimension of geoeconomics being strongly intertwined with the 

competitive economic dimension of geopolitics” (Yu 2017, 354). Ontological security is pursued 

by different means, and political communication is one of the mediums to give form to this 

subjectivity. The images in the China Daily articles on the BRI aim to develop a regional utopia 

that is shaped by stability, friendly relations, economic prosperity, and technological 

development. According to Steele, “[w]ithout narrative, without a state agent collecting the 

history of a nation-state into a story that informs current actions, the Self of a state does not 

exist” (Steele 2008, 20). However, the social modality of the images cannot isolate the meaning 

of the economic, social, and political relations and practices. Thus, the “utopia” of the BRI will 

be continuously exposed to alternative interpretations.  

  The images of the BRI imagine a utopia based on economic partnerships, equality, and 

friendship. In Gregory Claeys’ discussion about the concept of utopia, he assesses More’s Utopia 

as an exploration of “how a society based on friendship might operate” (2011, 69). Well-

composed visual images can add to a country’s ontological security, but their meaning is not 

necessarily secure. Steele refers to the concept of “heterotopia” by Foucault (2010, 34-35 

[Foucault 1967]) and explains that this is “not a ‘utopia’ but a real space where the Self of power 

is experienced, refracted, and ultimately reinforced” (Steele 2010, 35). The images 

accompanying the China Daily news articles engage with this triple function, in which they 

create a sense of the Self, question its logic, and then seek to restore the narrative. Take for 

instance the aggressive composition of a fist (China) and an open hand (US) in which the US 

seems to have the upper hand.38 This image attempts to depict the struggle for power and 

influence in a fading US-centric world system. While the upper hand seems to be winning, it is 

the determination of the fist, representing the “rise of the rest”, that is gradually increasing in 

power. Yet presenting the Self as fist may carry other connotations to other audiences in the 

                                                            
38 Weihua, Chen, Fu Jing, Zhao Huanxin and Lia Zhu. 2018. “Trade War a Threat to All Economies.” China Daily, March 26. Available at: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/26/WS5ab84818a3105cdcf6514286.html. Accessed on May 8, 2018. Image only available in 

LinkedIn circulation. 
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region, in particular Japan and India. The triple function is therefore a risk and adds to the 

perpetual vulnerability of China’s identity. The continuous construction and reconstruction of an 

imagined order engages therefore with the intrinsic ambiguity of the Self by questioning its 

actions and then embedding it with meaning. When successful, it helps to secure the self-identity 

of China, and consequently the securing of regional geopolitics. 

 

Conclusion 

This study set out to describe why and how images about foreign policy actions in infrastructural 

development assist in securing regional geopolitics, by evaluating China’s visual communication 

about the BRI. The investigation of these images showed a combination of narratives, that 

claimed to communicate a coherent and consistent Chinese self-identity, and subsequently a 

secured regional geopolitical environment.  

  The promotion of connectivity was explained using mission narratives, narratives of 

legitimacy, and counternarratives. A study of the images supporting the establishing and 

strengthening of partnerships among the countries along the Belt and Road emphasized the 

limitations in the composition due to the social modality. The imagining of all-dimensional, 

multitiered and composite connectivity networks aligned images of the advanced industries, 

logistical corridors, and the economic hubs. And, the realization of diversified, independent, 

balanced and sustainable development in these countries delicately positioned China as a 

benevolent actor that is advocating for a prosperous and sustainable region. Furthermore, the 

embodiment of the Belt and Road in the presidency of Xi Jinping emphasized the agency of a 

state leader to operationalize and legitimize a state’s sense of Self.  

  China’s advances into Central Asia, and Eurasia more broadly, are camouflaged behind a 

smokescreen of carefully depicted images of economic and social partnerships. The results of 

this study suggest that images convey strategic narratives, and that these narratives are formed to 

achieve ontological security. Geopolitics is played out through the visual communication of 

objects (that is infrastructure), to construct a consistent self-concept. The depictions of logistics, 

technologies, and economic hubs have aesthetic power, and masks therefore the vulnerability of 

the social identity of China. The use of maps and flags attempt to contribute to the predictability 

of the Chinese Self, in relation to its Asian and international partners. But despite this careful 

self-identity construction, China’s ontological security is constantly in motion and in need of 
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supporting and persuasive visual communication. 

  Since the study was limited to visuals in one area of circulation, there is ample scope for 

future research. Considerably more work need to be done to determine how “offline” visuals 

make sense of China’s infrastructural development pursuits. In particular, the use of banners and 

other visual marketing accompanying the BRI projects could enhance the multidimensional 

study of visual strategic narratives. Another natural progress of this work is to analyse the 

perception of infrastructural development narratives in countries along the Belt and Road, in 

particular Central Asia. Fieldwork, in the form of in-depth interviews would demonstrate how 

the political elites in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kirgizstan, and Tajikistan use, view and engage 

with the visual dimension of the infrastructural development narratives of the BRI to suit their 

own ontological security needs.  
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