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To Grace, Dominic and Alexander


Preface
In the twenty-first century world, the human race faces a range of challenges that require global participation to overcome. Recent years have brought climate change and pandemics to particular prominence and shown how hard it is to achieve coordinated global action. In addition to these challenges, certain states promote their own global policy initiatives to advance their interests, often claiming that they are primarily for the greater good. These states try to tell compelling stories about how these initiatives will solve humankind’s problems and bring greater peace and prosperity. These ‘strategic narratives’ are a crucial object of study for researchers seeking to understand why some policy initiatives achieve ‘buy-in’ from other states more effectively than others.
China’s Belt and Road Initiative is one of the most prominent global policy initiatives of the twenty-first century due to its global scope and scale of funding. China launched the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013 to achieve economic and political goals on sub-national, national, regional and international levels. While the benefits of the Belt and Road Initiative are clear to China, convincing other states is challenging. Strategic narratives are one tool China can use to help convince other states to buy into the initiative. However, political persuasion is complex and difficult. States have varying political and economic needs and aspirations, and can adhere to different norms, values and routines. Perceptions of other states vary and shape how strategic narratives are interpreted. For some, China is a valued and non-judgemental development partner; for others, it is a security threat. China’s promises of multilateralism, trade and connectivity through the Belt and Road Initiative have resulted in various levels of affiliation and collaboration. At the same time, counter-narratives have emerged, asserting that the Belt and Road Initiative is mired in corruption and poor standards and that China’s promises of ‘win-win’ outcomes are really a smokescreen for an attempt to forge a Sino-centric world order. By this interpretation, the future for participants is one of debt traps, forced concessions to China and diminished sovereignty and agency.
How do China’s strategic narratives try to persuade other states to join the Belt and Road Initiative? How do other states respond to China’s strategic narratives in their own explanations of why they are joining or rejecting the initiative? What roles do material interests and identity concerns play in states’ justifications for joining the BRI? What can we learn from this about the role of strategic narratives in the policy process? What can we infer from answering these questions about what makes some strategic narratives more effective than others in helping to achieve policy change in international relations? These important and urgent questions are addressed in this book.
To help answer them, we have developed a framework to assess and explain states’ policy decisions. The central contention underpinning our strategic narrative buy-in framework is that states are more likely to affiliate with another state’s policy initiatives when they can tell a story about participation that convincingly promises material gain, without undermining their ongoing sense of identity—their ‘ontological security’. If a country’s aim is to convince another state to join its initiatives, an effective strategic narrative would convince the target country that they will materially benefit from the initiative without undermining the narratives and behaviours through which they maintain their sense of ‘who they are’. In turn, potential participants must be able to project a strategic narrative that convinces their target audiences of the same thing.
By exploring the connections between strategic narratives, ontological security and policy decisions, this book provides an original contribution to research across these fields. It advances the growing literature on strategic narratives by examining how the reception of strategic narratives from one state affects how a variety of other states formulate their own. We use our framework to analyse China’s strategic narratives of the Belt and Road Initiative, but it is just as pertinent to other policy areas, including efforts to mitigate climate change and to achieve the United Nations’ sustainable development goals.
China’s ongoing efforts to promote its Belt and Road Initiative generate empirically rich case studies. Countries’ responses range from full embrace, and partial buy-in to complete rejection. While the details of BRI contracts are often opaque, states’ decisions to join are often explained publicly. When they are, media coverage and academic analysis are extensive. This creates ample material for observing the connection between strategic narratives, ontological security and policy decisions. We examine the reception of China’s strategic narratives in countries in the Global North and South, providing a comprehensive picture of how states’ strategic narratives assess the material benefits of joining, and how doing so might affect their ontological security. We investigate how strategic narratives shape policy choices in Kazakhstan, Italy, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom (UK), the United States (US), India, Mexico and the Maldives. Be it Italy’s surprising buy-in to the Belt and Road Initiative, India’s rejection of the initiative, or the Maldives’ fluctuating response, the book presents detailed analyses of a range of strategic narratives and policy responses.
Our academic collaboration developed out of participation in an International Studies Association panel, ‘Stickiness and Silence: Explaining the Failures and Successes of Strategic Narrative’ in Toronto in 2019. Our mutual interest in understanding what makes strategic narratives more persuasive in international relations led us to develop the strategic narrative buy-in framework, which was published in Review of International Studies (Vol. 41, no. 2, 2021, 39–63). We thank Cambridge University Press for permission to publish elements of that article in this book.
Using the article as a theoretical springboard, this book advances further in multiple respects. It provides far greater empirical depth through its use of detailed case studies to examine responses to China’s Belt and Road Initiative strategic narratives. For each case study, we trace the evolution of our cases’ strategic narratives and policy responses to the Belt and Road Initiative from its inception in 2013 to the Second Belt and Road Forum in 2019. Here China sought to address criticism of the initiative by emphasising that it would now focus on ‘open, green and clean’ cooperation. The book then takes the analysis forward by evaluating China’s strategic narratives of the Belt and Road during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, and how countries responded to them. Through these insights, the book provides both theoretical novelty and a more up-to-date perspective on responses to China’s strategic narratives and international behaviour both before and during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The book builds theoretically and empirically on our research endeavours—and has been an equal undertaking throughout. We are both strategic narrative scholars, with significant experience studying international political communication. Carolijn van Noort has published extensively on infrastructure communication, the BRICS diplomatic forum, China’s Belt and Road Initiative, Russia–China state media collaborations and the Silk Road. This includes two books, Infrastructure Communication in International Relations (Routledge), and China’s Communication of the Belt and Road Initiative: Silk Road and Infrastructure Narratives (Routledge), and a range of articles in prominent journals, including Review of International Studies, Cambridge Review of International Affairs, Eurasian Geography and Economics, Global Society, Politics and Governance, International Journal of Cultural Policy, and Revista Brasileira de Política Internacional. Thomas Colley has published extensively on strategic narratives of war and foreign policy in the UK, with this volume drawing on insights from his first book, Always at War: British Public Narratives of War (University of Michigan Press). He has also researched the strategic communication of Russia, China, the far right and on climate change, including articles in New Media and Society, Nature and Climate Change, the European Journal of International Security, Defence Studies, and Small Wars and Insurgencies.
We are greatly indebted to a number of people who have supported us throughout the research and writing of the book. First, we would like to thank Anca Pusca, Executive Editor at Palgrave Macmillan, and Thangarasan Boopalan, Project Coordinator at Springer Nature. Second, we would like to thank the scholarly community working in the field of strategic narratives and ontological security that have inspired us to write this book, specifically Alister Miskimmon, Ben O’Loughlin, Laura Roselle and Brent Steele. We would like to thank the book’s reviewers for their constructive feedback regarding the latest ontological security literature. Also, without being able to name everyone, we would like to thank our academic colleagues for their advice and support. Finally, we are grateful to our families who have supported us throughout this book project, most of which has been conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Carolijn would like to thank her fiancé Miguel Ramirez for his unconditional support, and she dedicates this book to her baby boy Alexander Tenoch van Noort, who was born while it was being written. Tom would like to thank his wife Alice for her encouragement and forbearance, his brother Andrew for his exceptional proofreading, and dedicates his contribution to the book to his wonderful twins, Grace and Dominic, for their encouragement, enthusiasm and boundless curiosity.

Thomas Colley
Carolijn van Noort
Camberley, UK/London, UKOxford, UK

Praise for Strategic Narratives, Ontological Security and Global Policy
“In this fascinating book, Thomas Colley and Carolijn van Noort make a compelling case for why we must take narrative seriously in understanding policy change. By connecting strategic narratives, material interests and ontological security, Colley and van Noort deftly show how countries choose to engage or reject global policy initiatives. As well as presenting a detailed study of the Belt and Road Initiative, they make a valuable contribution to understanding influence in international affairs, which will be of great interest to scholars of politics, international relations and political communication.”
—Alister Miskimmon, Professor of International Relations, Queen’s University Belfast, UK
“State are more likely to join global policy initiatives that involve the prospects of material gain and sustaining their identities. This argument is demonstrated in a knowledgeable, comparative exploration of responses to Chinese narratives among political elites worldwide. The book offers a highly useful analytical framework that combines strategic narrative theory with international relations theories on ontological security. The book will be read with profit by readers interested in soft power, foreign policy change, Chinese global influence and the power of strategic narratives in international relations.”
—Charlotte Wagnsson, Professor of Political Science, The Swedish Defence University, Sweden
“This vivid, organized, theoretically and empirically rich book by Colley and van Noort is the first of its kind to examine how strategic narratives vary across time. It is one of the first works to utilize, in tandem, both research fields of ontological security studies and strategic narratives. The result is a rare trifecta of contributions: a research monograph that will revolutionize scholarship, a text required for courses in International Relations, Foreign Policy, and Security Studies, and a policy analysis text to be consulted by practitioners.”
—Brent Steele, Professor of Political Science, University of Utah, USA
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Narratives appear more important than ever in international relations.1 Compelling storytelling is increasingly regarded as essential to achieving support for domestic and foreign policy. In the twentieth century, hard power and security were especially common lenses through which to view the relationships between states. Alongside these, twenty-first-century international relations has focused increasingly on the stories states tell to justify foreign policy and to influence international politics. With the advent of the Internet and social media, many now consider narratives more significant in achieving political outcomes.2 Politicians, journalists and academics routinely frame conflicts as narrative battles as much as physical contests.3 Whether storytelling is more consequential in international politics today is hard to say, since it has always been important in political persuasion. What is different today is that we pay far more attention to the way international actors use narratives strategically to advance their policies, and promote their preferred visions of how others should act in the international system.4
The rapid growth in research on ‘strategic narratives’—stories deliberately constructed to achieve political objectives5—has furthered our understanding of how ‘discursive’ or ‘soft’ forms of power can shape international politics.6 Great power politics is increasingly examined through the strategic narratives different actors use to shape world politics and their roles within it.7 A striking similarity between the US, China and Russia is that their recent international behaviours have been driven by similar strategic narratives in which each country, in essence, wishes to Make Itself Great Again. Analysts see in Russia a desire for renewal of its former superpower status and restoration of its ability to shape its former Soviet sphere of influence.8 Having ended its Century of Humiliation, China is widely seen as seeking to restore the Chinese civilisation to a leading role within international order.9 The Trump administration began with a promise to end years of ‘American Carnage’ and, by putting America First, Make America Great Again.10 In Europe, Brexit—the decision by the UK to leave the European Union—was motivated at least in part by the desire to ‘Put the Great Back in Great Britain’.11 Focusing on how international actors deploy these narratives, and how others respond to them, can help us understand what motivates actors to behave as they do, and how likely they are to achieve the changes they seek.12
Alongside these national rejuvenation projects, certain states are trying to advance their interests through designing and promoting global policy initiatives. Strategic narration in these cases poses a particular challenge. The states in question may wish to enhance the influence of their political systems without being seen as imperial, or to promote their economic interests without being seen as exploitative. They may wish to promote cooperation, while audiences perceive competition instead.
At the time of writing, the most prominent and controversial state initiative with global scale and scope is China’s Belt and Road Initiative. It is widely considered the most ambitious infrastructure initiative of the twenty-first century.13 By 2022, 140 countries had joined the initiative, either by signing memoranda of understanding or collaboration agreements.14 China’s total funding of the initiative is approximated at $50–100 billion per year, issued primarily as loans to recipient countries.15 Developing from an original focus on the Land and Maritime Silk Roads, it has since incorporated the ‘Health’ and ‘Digital’ Silk Roads.16 China frames the initiative as a benevolent attempt to enhance ‘connectivity’ and spread peace and prosperity throughout the world. Their critics decry it as a geopolitical project to gain influence, with the overall aim of forging a Sino-centric world order.17
The BRI’s scale is increasingly matched by scholarship about it—it is one of the most researched topics in contemporary international politics. A growing literature examines China’s strategic narratives of the BRI, and how it seeks to persuade others to join.18 However, there is little systematic research examining why some countries join the Belt and Road Initiative and why others do not. We know even less about the role strategic narratives play in states’ decisions about whether to join the initiative. This makes it hard to draw conclusions about how persuasive China’s strategic narratives are, or how useful they are to states contemplating joining the initiative.
Aiming to address this gap, this book’s research questions are as follows: how do China’s strategic narratives try to persuade other states to join the BRI? How do other states respond to China’s BRI strategic narratives in their own explanations of why they are joining or rejecting the initiative? What roles do material interests and identity concerns play in states’ justifications for joining the BRI? What can we learn from this about the role of strategic narratives in the policy process? And more broadly, what can we infer from answering these questions about what makes some strategic narratives more effective than others in helping to achieve policy change in international relations?
1.1 Strategic Narratives and Policy Change
Despite increased recognition of the importance of narrative communication to international relations, there is little agreement about what compelling strategic narration can achieve. What makes one strategic narrative more influential than others remains theoretically underdeveloped.19 For enthusiasts, the persuasive ‘power of narrative’ makes strategic narratives the decisive element in political exchanges, including wars, elections, (counter-)terrorism and diplomacy.20 Leading theorists of strategic narratives in International Relations (IR) are more cautious, explaining that direct strategic narrative persuasion is rare and that actors are heavily constrained by dominant discourses in what they can credibly say.21 Alternatively, as per realism, they see material interests and relative power calculations as the primary factor explaining foreign policy choice, with strategic narratives only of secondary importance as a way of justifying those decisions.22
Narrative theory does provide some insights into why some strategic narratives may be more persuasive than others, and thus potentially more likely to achieve policy change. We know that narratives are more persuasive if narrated by a credible, engaging speaker.23 They are more likely to persuade if their plot is coherent—if the events selected in the story, and how they are linked, produces few obvious omissions or contradictions.24 Narratives that are more emotive are more compelling and memorable than those that are not.25 Stories that immerse people in a vivid story world are better able to introduce persuasive subtexts while the audience is immersed.26 However, this immersion is hard to achieve in contemporary political communication, which is often characterised by slogans, soundbites and tweets.
In politics and IR, theories of strategic narrative persuasion rely most heavily on the metaphorical idea of ‘resonance’: that stories, however true, are more persuasive if they are congruent with what audiences already believe.27 Depending on the researcher’s preferences, these prior beliefs are seen as being structured in the form of ‘master narratives’, ‘metanarratives’ or ‘myths’—longstanding, common sense, overarching stories that political communities use to make sense of the world and their identities within it.28 Theoretically, persuasion is more likely if a given strategic narrative is congruent with these culture-specific and widely understood storylines. Put simply, you are more likely to persuade audiences if your story resembles ones they already tell themselves.
Beyond this general observation, however, strategic narrative research rarely interrogates the issue of ‘resonance’ further. If one does, a challenge emerges: theories relying on ‘resonance’ generally find it harder to explain belief or behaviour change, because they assume that persuasion occurs through congruence with what audiences already believe.29 If strategic narratives work through resonating with existing beliefs, that explains well why a certain behaviour continues. However, it is less clear how theories of resonance explain why a state might change policy to affiliate with another state’s global initiative for the first time.30 Relatively little research has traced how one actor’s strategic narrative is appropriated by another, and how this process relates to decisions to shift policy.31 A country’s decision to affiliate with China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is a prominent example.
1.2 Our Argument
Our argument is that states are more likely to affiliate with another country’s policy initiative when they can project a strategic narrative about participation that promises two things. First, that the policy change will bring material gain, and second, that it will not undermine the state’s sense of self over time—its ‘ontological security’. A state wishing to secure ‘buy-in’ for their policy initiative therefore needs to convince another country’s policymakers that the material benefits will outweigh the costs, and that participation would not undermine the narratives and behaviours through which they maintain their country’s sense of ‘who they are’. In turn, those policymakers need to convince their key domestic and international audiences of the same thing. When a state can strategically narrate joining the initiative in a way that promises material gain without undermining the state’s ontological security, affiliation is more likely. If a convincing narrative cannot be constructed explaining that policy affiliation will bring material benefit without undermining a political actor’s ontological security, affiliation is less likely. If only one element can be fulfilled, countries are more likely to choose partial affiliation or limited involvement, if the initiative allows this.32
To illustrate this briefly, let us consider excerpts of China’s BRI strategic narratives and those which other countries have formulated in response. At first glance, states’ motives for joining the Belt and Road Initiative might seem obvious. Whatever its underlying motives, the BRI began as an economic initiative to enhance infrastructure and trade, so explanations of how it will benefit countries materially are unsurprisingly a key component of China’s strategic narratives. More generally, it is difficult to imagine a strategic narrative successfully persuading audiences to accept policy change if it cannot convince people that the policy will benefit them.
However, when examining how China and potential BRI affiliates justify changing policy to join the initiative, their strategic narratives consistently move beyond material factors to make reference to their identities. Consider the following excerpts from China’s strategic narratives to potential BRI affiliates:Saudi Arabia: The peoples of China and Saudi Arabia have enjoyed friendly exchanges for centuries. Over 2000 years ago, numerous camel caravans from the two sides travelled along the ancient Silk Road. Diplomatic envoys from the Seljuk Empire visited China during the Tang Dynasty. Zheng He, China’s Muslim navigator in the Ming Dynasty, travelled to Jeddah, Mecca and Medina, and he described them as paradises where people enjoyed peace and harmony. The interactions and mutual learning between the Chinese and Islamic civilisations are an important part in the history of inter-civilisation exchanges.33



Egypt: Both China and Egypt are ancient civilisations. Friendly exchanges between our peoples date back to antiquity. More than 2,000 years ago, the imperial court of China’s Han Dynasty sent envoys to Alexandria. The ancient Silk Road was a bond linking up the two sides.


The Maldives: The ancient Silk Road had linked China and Maldives for centuries. The famous Chinese navigator Zheng He led ships to visit the Maldives twice in early 15th century and Maldivian Sultans also sent several delegations to China during the same time. Even today, there are numerous Chinese ancient porcelain and coins on display at the National Museum of Maldives, serving as a strong testament to the historical connections between China and Maldives via the ancient maritime Silk Road.34


These excerpts from China’s strategic narratives draw on historical analogies to make each state’s decision to affiliate with the BRI seem transhistorical and natural—a continuation of centuries of shared history rather than a significant and perhaps contentious policy shift. The strategic narratives also imply equality and friendship, flattering target countries through praise of their cultural products, or the achievements of their ‘civilisations’. This is not simple flattery, however. Tim Winter conceptualises these narratives as a form of ‘geocultural power’, employed by China to gain influence by projecting an identity as a promoter of peace, harmony and dialogue.35 Moreover, by drawing on reference points valued within other countries’ cultures, China appears to be trying to make its strategic narratives ‘resonate’ with audiences in target countries.
How successfully China does this is unclear, since less attention has been paid to how other countries strategically narrate their decisions to join—or reject—the BRI. Preliminary analysis reveals that they employ historical analogies and myths to justify their involvement too. Consider the following examples:Netherlands: Connectivity is the theme of this trade mission, and it’s part of my country’s DNA. As a small coastal nation we simply can’t afford to shut ourselves off from the outside world. We’ve always been outward-looking. The first Dutch ships reached China back in the seventeenth century, and we’ve been enjoying mutual trade, knowledge exchange and partnerships ever since.36



Kenya: Kenya and China enjoy a profound traditional friendship and Zheng He sailing west sowed the seeds of friendship in Kenya. Since then, Kenya has always been an important tie linking Africa and China. The Kenyan people are grateful for China's long-time support for their cause of state independence and national liberation and admire China’s time-honoured history of civilisation as well as enormous achievements in reform and opening up. … The same historical experience and common vision for the future link the two countries closely. Kenya regards China as a sincere friend and an important partner.37


Iran: The Silk Road consisted of a series of land and marine routes that linked various civilisations. This road made a great contribution to the development of human civilisation. In Iran, the Silk Road was of special importance. The revival of the Silk Road would have considerable benefits for Iran, China, and their neighbours, and would prove the geopolitical role of Iran as a commercial and diplomatic intersection in the world.38


Syria: Syria has been an important part of the Silk Road since ancient times, through which Chinese products such as silk and porcelain were sold to Western Asia. The connection between China and Syria dates back a thousand years, when Tadmour (Palmyra) operated as an important trade centre between East and West. Therefore, China and Syria are natural partners.39


UK: It is my belief that Britain, lying at the Western end of the Belt and Road, is a natural partner in this endeavour. Britain has, for centuries been one of the strongest advocates of an open global trading system. … China and the UK have a long and rich trading history… indeed the English first attempted to establish a trade route to China in the 16th Century…40


Each of the aforementioned narratives alludes to the material benefits that might come from enhanced trade with China through the BRI. However, they also go beyond the simple argument that trade enhances prosperity. They narrate a selective historical account designed to make affiliation with the BRI appear to be a natural continuation of past behaviour rather than a significant policy shift. The impression seems to be that everyone is a natural friend of China throughout history, all are its natural trading partners, and that participation fits ‘who they are’ as a country. Participation would be a continuation of their ‘long and rich trading history’, which is ‘part of their DNA’ as countries with a ‘special importance’, either as ‘trade centre[s] between East and West’, as a key link between continents, or as unique contributors to the ‘development of human civilisation’.
Why are countries narrating why they might join a trade initiative or infrastructure programme in this way? Why do they need to go beyond straightforward economic arguments if those provide the main rationale for joining the initiative? Our argument is that such strategic narratives serve to justify the policy shift in a way that boosts (or maintains) each country’s ontological security—its sense of self over time. The strategic narratives do this by drawing on political myths that frame the BRI as a continuation of the country’s past behaviour and identity. In theory this should make audiences feel more ontologically secure (or less anxious) about the policy shift. This is especially important given that, for some, BRI affiliation would involve joining the flagship initiative of a long-time competitor, a former enemy or a former colony.
Thus the core theoretical claim of this book is that a strategic narrative justifying a policy change will be more compelling if it promises future material gain without undermining the target political actor’s ontological security. If policymakers cannot justify policy in a way that promises material gain without undermining the country’s ontological security, they are less likely to adopt the policy.
Another way to explain this is through an (over-)simplified narrative of the policy process. First, a state projects a strategic narrative, calling for others to change policy in line with its interests. Its projection through the media ecology will shape how coherent the strategic narrative appears upon reception. Target states’ decision-makers must decide if the initiating state’s strategic narrative is convincing. They must then consider all the factors that shape policy decisions. This includes considering what is sayable about the policy, assuming they have to legitimate it to key audiences. They must feel able to narrate the policy in a way that convincingly promises material gain while maintaining their state’s ontological security. Considering this alongside other factors, they make a policy choice, which they justify with their strategic narrative about how they anticipate the future will play out. These strategic narratives can then be analysed to identify which aspects of the original state’s strategic narrative policymakers accept and which they contest.
We formalise this idea through our strategic narrative buy-in framework (see Chapter 2). This maps how material benefits and ontological security concerns interact to make policy change justifiable or not. We illustrate the framework’s utility by examining responses to China’s BRI strategic narratives across eight diverse countries across the globe: Kazakhstan, Italy, the UK, the Netherlands, the USA, India, Mexico and the Maldives. They range from those who affiliate fully with the BRI to those who reject it entirely as a threat to their security and sovereignty. We illustrate each country’s responses to the BRI through qualitative narrative analysis, paying particular attention to the narrative components of plot, actor and setting. We draw on government speeches, press conferences, policy documents and associated media and academic commentary, prioritising three time periods. First, in the first few years following the introduction of the BRI in 2013. Second, in the time period surrounding the Second Belt and Road Forum in April 2019. Third, during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020). In each case we show how responses to the BRI vary depending on how far states can tell convincing stories which promise that the initiative will benefit them materially and stay true to who they are over time.
To clarify, we are not arguing that policy decisions can be explained solely by the causal effect of strategic narrative. The reasons countries change policy are complex and context-specific. Multiple factors shape policy decisions—domestic considerations, leaders’ preferences, alliance behaviour, regime type, bureaucratic politics and the media ecology. Strategic narratives are only one element within the policy process. We assume a state’s strategic narrative to be effective if another state co-opts it within its own strategic communication. However, we stress that this does not prove that the strategic narrative had a causal effect on the policy decision. It may simply be that the initiating state’s strategic narrative is sufficiently uncontroversial that there is little harm in saying it. Countries considering joining global initiatives will want concrete material incentives, not just cleverly constructed words.
Even if a strategic narrative were the decisive factor in a policy change, we could not know this definitively without access to policymakers’ minds.41 Following authors such as Steele, Campbell, Wæver and Krebs, we are not aiming to determine causal effects comprehensively; we are attempting to provide a fuller account of the role of strategic narratives in the policy process.42 We are concerned with what aspects of one state’s strategic narratives are sayable by another state as the latter seeks to justify policy choices. This reflects Krebs’ and Jackson’s call for IR scholars to avoid ‘focusing on unanswerable questions about actors’ motives and to examine instead what actors say, in what contexts, and to what audiences’.43 Our assumption is that policies require legitimation, and therefore policy choice is partly constrained by what policymakers consider to be sayable to their target audiences.44 We assume these audiences are both domestic and international since, in the contemporary media ecology, one cannot readily separate out which audience one is communicating with anyway.
1.3 What Makes the Book Original?
This book is situated at the intersection of several different literatures, contributing theoretically and empirically to each. First, it adds theoretical depth to the question of what makes certain strategic narratives more likely to achieve behaviour change—and specifically policy change—in international relations. Second, the book aims to strengthen the link between theories of strategic narrative and those of ontological security. Central to this is the role of political myths in providing ontological security for communities, and how strategic narratives can utilise these myths to reduce the ontological insecurity felt towards novel policy initiatives. Third, examining responses to China’s BRI strategic narratives across eight diverse cases enhances the empirical breadth of the BRI literature, which focuses mainly on China’s BRI strategic communication.
Fourth, the book provides an updated analysis of how the BRI is evolving, by examining both the Second Belt and Road Forum in 2019 and how the COVID-19 pandemic shaped China’s BRI strategic narration. By the time of the Second Belt and Road Forum, criticisms emerged that the BRI was creating debt traps, that many projects were plagued by corruption, and that China was using it to forge a Sino-Centric world order.45 With these concerns undermining the BRI ‘brand’, China sought to use the Second BRF to project a more refined strategic narrative based on ‘open, green and clean cooperation’.46 Illustrating how states respond to this updated strategic narrative provides new insights into how responses to the initiative are evolving. Similarly, examining how BRI strategic narratives evolved during the COVID-19 pandemic provides a more up-to-date perspective on how other countries perceive the BRI and China more generally.
Finally, drawing on scholarship in narrative policy analysis and interpretive policy analysis, the book seeks to strengthen explanations of what makes some countries more likely to adopt other countries’ global policy initiatives. Getting buy-in from other countries is integral to resolving some of humanity’s greatest challenges, such as climate change and, as recent experience has highlighted, pandemics. This makes the book highly relevant to researchers in these fields.
1.4 Chapter Outline
Chapter 2 sets out the book’s theoretical approach. First it establishes the relationship between strategic narrative, ontological security and policy change. It then explains the importance of states projecting strategic narratives that reconcile material interests and ontological security concerns. Following Lene Hansen, Janice Bially-Mattern and Ole Wæver, we do not draw a binary distinction between externally observable material interests and socially constructed ideas and identities.47 Instead, we argue that both material interests and identities are constituted in the narratives states use to explain policy choices.48 They are both components of the story—or at least should be, if states want to provide acceptable justifications for policy changes. We then introduce our strategic narrative buy-in framework. Mapping different states’ responses onto a grid, we show how policy change is shaped by a state’s ability to narrate it in a way that promises material gain without undermining a state’s ontological security. We finish by explaining briefly our research design, case selection, and how we selected and analysed strategic narratives for China and the responses of our eight case studies: Kazakhstan, Italy, the UK, the Netherlands, the US, India, Mexico and the Maldives.
Chapter 3 outlines China’s BRI strategic narratives and how these evolved before, during and after the Second Belt and Road Forum in April 2019. Highlighting the narrative components of plot, actor and setting, it shows how China sought to tell an updated story about the benefits of the BRI in response to emergent criticism that the project is more exploitative than benevolent. The chapter illustrates how China updated its strategic narratives to focus more on ‘open, green and clean’ cooperation, and how it sought to address criticisms by reinforcing that it is a trustworthy and reliable partner.
Chapters 4–7 cover the four segments of our strategic narrative buy-in framework. The case studies reveal different strategic narratives and policy responses to the BRI. Each chapter outlines briefly the country’s strategic narratives in response to the BRI from its inception in 2013 to the Second Belt and Road Forum in 2019. The case studies then look beyond this to identify continuity or change in each state’s strategic narratives since then. Throughout, the chapters consider how both material interests and ontological security concerns interact to shape policy choices regarding the BRI. Chapter 4 examines Kazakhstan and Italy, states that have both affiliated with the BRI, albeit with more contestation in Italy. Chapter 5 examines the UK and the Netherlands. These liberal democracies acknowledge the potential material benefits of BRI affiliation, but reject doing so, we argue, on ontological security grounds. Chapter 6 examines the US and India. They reject the BRI both on material grounds and because joining the flagship initiative of a geopolitical rival would cause significant ontological insecurity. Chapter 7 examines Mexico and the Maldives. These countries appear to have few ontological security concerns with joining the BRI. For Mexico, however, the material costs of doing so may outweigh the benefits, as it would harm their economic relationship with the US. The Maldives, on the other hand, signed up to the BRI initially, but after a change of government, began to question whether the material benefits of the BRI would materialise.
Chapter 8 provides new analysis of how China’s BRI strategic narratives evolved during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic—2020—and how states responded to this. With countries experiencing lockdowns, travel restrictions and economic crises, the pandemic understandably impeded BRI projects. It created contention politically, too, with China receiving scathing criticism for being the origin of the pandemic and for mismanaging its early response. However, it later received grudging respect for managing the pandemic more effectively than other countries, especially given the US’ widely criticised response. By charting China’s COVID-19 and BRI strategic narratives and how other countries responded to them, we can show how the pandemic shaped states’ policy choices and strategic narratives about the BRI and China more broadly. Perhaps surprisingly, we found COVID-19’s first year had little effect on states’ strategic narratives or policy responses regarding the BRI.
The book concludes in Chapter 9 by looking to the future. It considers the future of the Belt and Road Initiative, and whether the COVID-19 pandemic has shaped this significantly. In an age where disinformation and political warfare appear more common, it reiterates that the gap between narrative reality and material reality still matters if states want to persuade others to join their initiatives. It considers the strategic narrative buy-in framework’s broader utility to global policy initiatives beyond the BRI. This allows us to reiterate one of the book’s major contributions: to explain why some strategic narratives are more effective than others in helping to achieve policy change in International Relations.
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The idea that narratives or stories play a consequential role in policymaking is not new.1 Political actors have used storytelling to secure support for their policies as long as there have been policies to justify. However, only in recent decades has formal theoretical interest emerged in how narratives shape policy outcomes.
In the public policy literature, this has emerged in the sub-field of narrative policy analysis, with the recognition that ‘stories commonly used in describing and analysing policy issues are a force in themselves, and must be considered explicitly in assessing policy options’.2 At the turn of the century, interest emerged in strategic studies in what came to be termed ‘strategic narratives’. Assuming the growing importance of propaganda and strategic communication in the Digital Age, authors examined how strategic narration could help build domestic support for war, secure alliances, counter terrorist propaganda or convince audiences that protracted counterinsurgencies were succeeding rather than failing.3 In International Relations, this literature merged with constructivist and poststructuralist thought. In different ways, these sub-fields argued that international behaviour is shaped by the discourses through which actors frame their policies, roles and identities.4 A key idea they shared was that narratives could be used to shape how audiences understand the world and justify how political actors should behave within it.5
Focusing specifically on narratives reflected two assumptions. First, that storytelling is the most natural and persuasive form of communication, and second, that it is through narratives that individuals and collectives construct their identities.6 Taken together, theorists assumed that these qualities made narrative a uniquely powerful mode of communication, superior to other rhetorical tools such as argumentation.7
Whether narratives really are more persuasive and powerful than other modes of discourse is less certain than many assume, for three reasons. First, it is generally hard to separate narratives from other modes of discourse in everyday political communication. Second, narratives are routinely used to make arguments in politics, and thus they are even harder to separate. And third, surprisingly few studies of strategic narratives try to separate narratives and arguments, meaning empirical evidence of narrative’s superior persuasiveness is far from certain in international politics.8 Strategic narratives’ greater persuasiveness is usually assumed rather than demonstrated.
What we do know is that political actors of all types employ strategic narratives to try to ‘sell’ their preferred policies to target audiences. Because of this, studying those narratives provides a means to understand what role they play in the policy process. It can also help us understand what makes some strategic narratives more effective in altering policy than others.
Accordingly, this chapter develops our theory of the role of strategic narratives in securing buy-in for policy change. The central premise is that a strategic narrative is more likely to help secure buy-in for policy change if it convincingly promises the prospective participant material gain while avoiding undermining their ontological security. If potential participants can be convinced of these things, they will be more able to convey them credibly in their own strategic narratives. Having first elaborated on the significance of narrative, strategic narrative and ontological security to the policy process, we present our strategic narrative buy-in framework. The framework seeks to capture the role strategic narratives play in policy change, and is potentially generalisable across a range of global policy initiatives. Thereafter we narrow our focus to our case study: China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and how other countries respond to it.
2.1 Strategic Narratives
A narrative is a temporally and causally connected sequence of events, selected and evaluated as meaningful for a particular audience.9 It is a mode of discourse which concerns how events play out over time.10 This temporal dimension, we argue, is integral to policy change, since it is typically justified through claims that the past situation is inadequate, and change now will achieve a better future.11A strategic narrative is a narrative deliberately constructed to achieve political objectives—of which policy change might be one. More specifically, it is a ‘means for political actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, and future of international politics to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors’.12
Following Miskimmon et al., we conceptualise strategic narrative communication as a cyclical process of formation, projection and reception (see Fig. 2.1). Extensive research has examined strategic narrative formation, and hybrid media scholars have provided nuanced accounts of strategic narrative projection.13 We know less about reception.14 Some researchers have completed one cycle—starting with a state’s strategic narrative formation, then examining how it is projected and received.15 Few examine the next cycle—theorising or tracing how one state’s strategic narrative is received by a target state, and how this comes to be appropriated in their subsequent strategic narratives.16[image: ]
Fig. 2.1The strategic narrative communication process17


Our focus on whether states adopt the strategic narrative of others as they justify foreign policies sits within ongoing debates about what makes some strategic narratives more persuasive. Two notable bodies of theory contest what makes narratives particularly persuasive. The first explains that narratives are a unique mode of communication, but actually their theories of persuasion are applicable to any discourse. Ringsmose and Børgesen argue that persuasive strategic narratives communicate clarity of purpose; consistency; present the prospect of success, and face few counter-narratives.18 Drawing on Aristotle, others have argued that persuasive strategic narratives require logos (rational appeal), pathos (emotional appeal)—and ethos (being narrated by a credible speaker).19 In other words, the task for a state trying to secure ‘buy-in’ for a mutual endeavour is to convince audiences that benefits will outweigh costs, while producing the emotional desire to participate. To do so, however, they must be a credible speaker, whose words should be matched by actions.
It is important to remember that rational appeal is a key component of what makes strategic narratives more persuasive. This risks being forgotten when theorists assume that narratives are more persuasive than argument because they are a more emotive way of communicating.20 In a policy context especially, strategic narratives are not just devices that persuade through emotion. They are usually intended to make an argument for why a given policy will be more worthwhile than another.21 A key part of this is to convince audiences that the benefits of the policy change outweigh any costs there might be. Far from being separate from emotion, rational appeal can contribute to the emotional desire to participate. Emotionally appealing policies promise significant material gain at little cost.
Whether a strategic narrative can convey rational appeal credibly derives not just from words, but from actions. Or, put another way, how big the gap is between ‘narrative reality’—the reality presented in a strategic narrative—and ‘material reality’. If a state promises material gain from a policy initiative, but existing members are not achieving it, even the most thoughtfully constructed strategic narrative is unlikely to inspire new membership.
Elements such as rational, emotional and moral appeal are important to strategic narratives’ persuasiveness, but they do not just apply to narrative. Any policy discourse will be more persuasive if it combines rational, emotional and moral appeal, promises success and faces few counter-narratives. Contrastingly, a second theoretical approach focuses more on the structural constituents of narrative text such as actors, setting and plot—assuming that greater coherence in these makes narratives more persuasive.22 Theorists assess how actors or story characters are evaluated, how the setting in which they act is described and how the events they participate in are selected and causally linked. A more persuasive narrative does this more coherently, ‘hanging together’ intuitively. The assumption is that humans quickly notice when a narrative’s plot contains major holes or if characterisations are contradicted by actual behaviour.
These theories share the assumption that strategic narratives persuade if they ‘resonate’ with the existing understandings of target audiences. Often explained using ‘layering’ metaphors, these theories argue that strategic narratives persuade by being congruent with ‘deeper’ or ‘overarching’ discursive layers, comprising the ‘master narratives’, ‘metanarratives’ or ‘myths’ audiences already use to understand the world.23 These myths—the preferred term for our purposes—are deeply embedded storylines which shape what is seen as common sense in a particular culture.24 Theoretically, a strategic narrative that ‘resonates’ with myths held within a political community will be more persuasive, as the narrative will seem more like common sense.25
Both myths and strategic narratives are stories about how events play out over time. The difference is that myths are semi-permanent within a given political community, only evolving steadily over time.26 A strategic narrative is constructed in a given moment to achieve a political objective. Drawing on myth is one way to make a strategic narrative more persuasive. For a state self-identifying as a humanitarian actor, a reliable ally or a military hero, strategic narratives that appeal to these ideas will theoretically be more persuasive, for they reflect an intuitive sense of ‘who we are’ as a people. Moreover, each time a strategic narrative invokes a given myth, it reinforces it over time, to the point where it can become accepted as a social fact.27 Thus, strategic narratives can be used in the moment to persuade others, but through repetition over time they can constitute national identities.28 Repeated narration makes myths harder to challenge, which is why strategic narratives which ‘resonate’ with these myths are thought to be more persuasive.
Synthesising these elements, a strategic narrative advocating a policy shift will in theory be more persuasive if it combines rational, emotional and moral appeal. It should persuade people that the material benefits of the policy will outweigh the costs, and therefore that the policy is something that should be undertaken. It will be difficult to persuade audiences to accept a policy shift if they do not feel it will be beneficial to them. The strategic narrative should also be structurally coherent in terms of plot, actor and setting—elements we analyse later—and be narrated by a credible speaker.29 These elements are necessary, but not sufficient, however. To be persuasive as a narrative, a strategic narrative must also draw on mythos—by appealing to the political myths communities tell about who they are and the world in which they live. By advocating policy change through reference to these myths, political actors can make policy change appear common sense, by making it seem congruent with long-held identities and values. A new policy can be framed as a continuation of the national story, rather than the significant policy shift it may represent.30
2.2 Strategic Narratives and Ontological Security
The assumption that strategic narratives must appeal to the myths that constitute collective identities reflects similar assumptions to ontological security theories in IR. Ontological security theorists assert that international behaviour reflects not just the desire for physical security, but also the continual desire for ontological security—to maintain a consistent sense of self over time.31 Theorists have variously termed this ‘security of being’ or ‘identity security’.32 Neither physical nor ontological security necessarily precedes the other.33 Without a stable sense of self over time, states are thought unable to exert agency effectively, since one’s sense of self provides a guide to how one should act in a changing world.34
Strategic narratives are important to ontological security because ontological security is ‘narratively constituted’. That is, rather than political communities having a fixed identity or sense of self, these must be established and maintained through repeated strategic narration.35 By narrating the past selectively, states articulate ‘national biographies’—stories explaining their past, present and future selves.36 These narratives, as with any other, contain actors, settings and plots. The state is typically the narrative’s protagonist (actor), undertaking selected actions (plot) in a world framed in a particular way (setting). For example, a state wishing to portray itself as humanitarian will tend to silence atrocities to help maintain this impression.37 A state self-identifying as a great power may enthusiastically narrate episodes where it exerted significant influence on world politics, but silence moments of weakness. To admit these elements might induce shame, and thus ontological insecurity.38
Ontological security is not just an idea of who one is, in narrative form. It is established and maintained through established norms and routine behaviours.39 Through habits and customs, human collectives can retain a degree of continuity in how they self-identify. States ‘perform actions in order to underwrite their notions of who they are’.40 For instance, a state self-identifying as militarily interventionist is more likely to see war as a viable and identity-affirming political behaviour.
Many of states’ routine behaviours involve interaction with others. Consequently, their quest for ontological security has an internal and external component.41 A state may self-identify as a reliable ally, and may seek ontological security by acting this way, and by narrating its actions as such. However, it might experience ontological insecurity if its ally does not appear to recognise or value its support. In theory, states could experience ontological security dilemmas, just as they might experience physical security dilemmas.42 As Heritage and Lee argue, one of the problems with the US–China relationship is that each country’s geopolitical project undermines the others’ ontological security. Due to China’s growing strength, the US is experiencing anxiety about its international leadership, and China feels that its growing status and voice is inadequately recognised.43
Importantly, behavioural routines, and the stories through which they are understood, can reinforce each other, constituting ontological security iteratively over time. An ontological security narrative articulates an actor’s sense of self, based on who it is today, who it has been and who it might be in future. In turn, this narrative suggests future behaviours that would maintain or enhance the actor’s identity. If the actor undertakes the behaviour, and it succeeds, the behaviour is likely to maintain or enhance its ontological security. In turn, that behaviour reinforces the narrative on which it was based.44 The story reinforces the behaviour, which reinforces the story. This can create a self-reinforcing cycle of ‘this is who we are, so this is how we act, which reinforces our sense of who we are, so we should act this way again in future’, and so on. Over time, these behaviours, and the narratives used to justify them, become increasingly entrenched to the point where fulfilling them appears to be common sense. They become dominant, less subject to challenge and ‘alternative narratives stop making sense’.45 For this reason, it is easier to maintain continuity than to justify policy shifts that run counter to the dominant narratives told by political communities about who they are.
In this respect, strategic narratives exert power in two ways. They may be used in direct persuasion. However, without access to audiences’ minds, it will always be challenging to demonstrate that a given strategic narrative has in itself caused a shift in attitudes or behaviours. Secondly, narratives exert power by enabling or constraining certain actions, by shaping how they are interpreted.46 If a given narrative is dominant in a political community, policies that are framed as being congruent with that narrative will seem more natural and expected. Policies that deviate from dominant narratives may seem illogical and harder to defend.47 For example, China may try to use its strategic narratives to persuade directly other countries to join the BRI. But a more long-term approach would be to shape the dominant narratives through which the international system is understood. If countries come to accept China’s dominance as inevitable and natural, then states may be less likely to resist China’s efforts to influence international politics. Or, as Nadège Rolland puts it more bluntly, if people are convinced that ‘China’s ascent is unstoppable, then resistance is futile’.48 At stake in strategic narration is not just immediate persuasion—it is to shape understandings of the system itself, and through this to condition how states act in future.49
To clarify, while there may often be dominant narratives within political communities, states do not possess a singular national narrative as such. Ontological security narratives are multi-layered, and because of this there are invariably areas under contestation and multiple interpretations of a nation’s past, present and future.50 When states communicate—as with the BRI—our main interest is the dominant narrative projected by prevailing elites about their country’s national identity and world role. If a given understanding is not dominant, then greater contestation of a state’s strategic narrative will be observed, and the less likely a single, coherent vision of the future will be articulated.51 Studying strategic narratives enables us to identify the boundaries of this contestation, and how this shapes which behaviours policymakers deem justifiable, and which they do not.
2.3 Ontological Security Theory and the Challenge of Explaining Policy Change
The preceding explanation shows how strategic narratives have a key role in the maintenance of ontological security over time. However, it raises a conundrum: how to explain policy change? Strategic narrative theories rely heavily on persuasion through ‘resonance’ with existing views. This implies continuity. Ontological security, returning to an early definition by Giddens, concerns attempts to maintain a ‘sense of continuity and order in events’.52 This assumes that actors prefer the status quo, which they can maintain through routine behaviours and narratives that maintain their ‘biographical continuity’.53 In contrast, explanations for policy change—such as the adoption of a new policy for the first time, are under-theorised in both the strategic narrative and ontological security literatures.54
More recent ontological security research is arguably better placed to explain the relationship between ontological security and policy change. Early ontological security theories in IR assumed ontological security to be something that a state normally has, which is disrupted in crises and unexpected situations.55 Challenging this position, a growing number of theorists argue that ontological insecurity is the norm, and something states are constantly trying to alleviate.56 The assumption here is that identity is never fully fixed and stable—and thus states are always insecure, and moments of ontological security are fleeting.57
Two explanations occur for this. Drawing on Giddens’ earlier work, authors such as Steele argue that ontological insecurity has become the norm partly due to growing anxiety across the Western world due to the complexities and uncertainties inherent in late-modern societies.58 Similarly, Krahmann suggests that ontological insecurity may derive from ‘the weakening of traditional ways of life and communities through the forces of globalisation’.59 According to this argument, policy changes such as Britain’s decision to leave the European Union (Brexit) are not efforts to maintain ontological security. Rather, they are a product of the ontological insecurities routinely felt by everyday citizens, which they imagine Brexit will alleviate, however temporarily.60 From this perspective, affiliation with the Belt and Road Initiative might be a positive decision to try and alleviate ontological insecurity, rather than one made to maintain ontological security.
This approach to ontological (in)security is arguably better able to explain policy change, because it assumes that individuals and collectives are never fully ontologically secure in the first place. If ontological security is constantly in flux, actors may be less tightly restricted to a select group of behaviours that would maintain a continuous sense of self. They may be freer to be more flexible and adaptive to shifting international opportunities, enhancing ontological security through behaviours not previously thought viable.61 Significant policy changes might even be ontological security-affirming, provided the actor in question can be reflexive enough to adapt their behaviour and strategic narratives to accommodate them.62 Reflexivity for our purposes focuses on how policymakers reflect on the viability of certain policies, specifically on whether they think they can strategically narrate them in a way that secures support or ‘buy-in’ for the initiative in question.
The challenge to the assertion that ontological insecurity is the norm is that the stories states tell themselves exhibit considerable continuity.63 While there is always some variation and contestation in national identity narratives, variation tends to be limited because such narratives typically present only ‘a restricted array of plausible scenarios of how the world can and cannot be changed and how the future ought to look’.64 Identity narratives can certainly change over time: ‘events will be added or dropped, and evaluations will change, as a nation’s sense of what we did and who we are changes’.65 Nonetheless, subtle evolution in the national story is more probable than transformation.66 This suggests that the idea of ontological security as possessing a degree of stability ought to be retained, even if ontological security is never total.
Even if ontological security is never complete, the limited research on how states narrate policy change suggests that continuity in states’ national biographies remains important. Jelena Subotić explains that, because national biographies are ‘complex and multidimensional’, states can narrate some strands of their stories while silencing others.67 By being selective in this way, ‘narrative entrepreneurs’ can narrate a policy change as a continuation of past behaviour rather than the significant shift it really is.68
One can see evidence of this in the quotations in the introduction. China selected specific parts of the mythology of the Silk Road to frame the BRI as a continuation of that period. It even selected parts of other states’ histories to attempt to frame the relationship as natural to try to sell the initiative to them. Other states selected moments or practices in their past that suggested they were natural partners to China, in some cases silencing hostility and colonisation to maintain that impression of continuity. In this way, we argue, strategic narratives play an important role in reducing the ontological insecurity that might come from a significant policy shift.
Crucially, strategic narratives play that role whether one assumes ontological security or insecurity is the norm. Indeed, our theory of the role of ontological (in)security in the policy process does not necessitate taking sides. Instead, we acknowledge that both perspectives have value when considering the role of ontological (in)security in policy change. Both, after all, reflect the foundational assumption that individual—and state—behaviour is partly driven by the desire to maintain or enhance the amount of ontological security an actor experiences over time. The ontological-security-as-normal perspective helps explain the degree of continuity in the identity narratives states tell themselves as they justify their international behaviour. The ontological-insecurity-as-normal perspective is useful because it highlights that to feel more ontologically secure requires constant work—and that policy change can be experienced positively and not just as a source of anxiety.69
Bridging these positions, our argument is that strategic narratives, to be effective in persuading people to accept policy change, must justify policy in a way that does not undermine ontological security. In other words, a policy should be narrated in a way that either maintains or enhances whatever amount of ontological security the actor in question is experiencing. A more effective strategic narrative—and indeed policy—would provide a greater sense of ontological security. If policymakers can combine this with a convincing promise of material gain, a policy shift will be easier to justify discursively, and thus more likely to be enacted.
2.4 Theoretical Framework
This brings us to our central theoretical claim. States are more likely to enact a policy change if they can explain convincingly that the change will be materially beneficial, and that doing so will not undermine their ontological security. If policymakers perceive that both of these things can be achieved, they are more likely to consider the policy change sayable. That is, they think they could justify the policy rhetorically to their key target audiences. If they think this, they are more likely to enact the policy. If they cannot justify policy in a way that promises material gain without undermining the country’s ontological security, they are less likely to adopt the policy.
This argument applies to those leading policy initiatives and those contemplating joining them. For the state directing a global policy initiative such as the BRI, the task is to convince potential participants that they will benefit materially from the initiative without undermining the narratives and behaviours through which they maintain their sense of who they are. In turn, potential participants must be able to project a strategic narrative that convinces their target audiences of the same thing. If they can, affiliation will seem logical and natural; a continuation of history that will bring future wealth and prosperity without undermining their sense of identity. Joining the initiative can be more easily framed as a routine behaviour. If states can only narrate either material or ontological security benefits convincingly, they are more likely to reject a policy or choose partial involvement if they can. If the policy appears to promise little material gain and potentially undermines ontological security, it will likely be contested discursively and rejected.
This can be represented in our strategic narrative buy-in framework (see Fig. 2.2).[image: ]
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To clarify, ‘Buy-in’ for our purposes has two elements: (1) whether the target state co-opts the initiating state’s strategic narrative in their own communication, and (2) whether they join the initiative.
The primary assumption underpinning our theory is that policy changes must be sayable in order to be considered viable by decision-makers. Policies not deemed sayable are less likely to be adopted. Policymakers, we assume, are constrained by a limited array of plausible policies and futures that they, and key target audiences of concern, consider viable or desirable. Some states may be more constrained than others, depending on context. A state with strong elite and public opposition to the policy in question will be more restricted in the strategic narratives it considers sayable. A country with a troubled history with the state leading the initiative will have less flexibility in the strategic narratives it can construct.
Our second assumption is that a state’s strategic narrative is more effective if it is co-opted by others. Getting one’s strategic narrative co-opted by others is important for two reasons. First, if a potential participant co-opts the initiating state’s strategic narrative, that implies a degree of agreement with it. We assume that policymakers prefer to project strategic narratives—and enact policies—that audiences agree with rather than those they will contest. The task for states seeking partners for global policy initiatives, therefore, is to narrate the prospective benefits of joining the initiative in a way that receives minimal contestation in the target state. If there is little contestation, that suggests the original state’s strategic narrative was well-tailored to its target audience. And, as we argue, the two key factors that will limit contestation are if the strategic narrative convincingly promises material gain, and if joining the initiative does not undermine the state’s ontological security.
Getting one’s strategic narrative co-opted by others indicates the narrative’s effectiveness for a second reason: it helps that strategic narrative become more prominent over time. If more states’ strategic narratives agree with one’s own, the more likely one’s own narrative is to become the dominant interpretation of the policy issue in question. Over time, the more one’s preferred interpretation of a policy initiative dominates, the more audiences are likely to accept that interpretation. Joining the initiative will seem like a more common-sensical thing to do.70
It is theoretically possible that a state may join another state’s policy initiative but use a completely different strategic narrative to justify doing so. A target state may employ different historical events or analogies to tailor their strategic narratives to domestic audiences, for instance. However, we assume that if a state decides to join another state’s policy initiative, there is likely to be significant congruence between their strategic narratives for two reasons. First, if a government’s strategic narrative differs greatly from the initiating state’s, contestation is more likely, as observers are likely to highlight contradictions between the two. Second, when states join initiatives such as the BRI, the language to describe the agreements is typically agreed bilaterally. One would therefore anticipate a degree of congruence. If not, there are likely to be broader issues in the relationship between the actors which means their policymakers feel they cannot project a mutually acceptable strategic narrative. Which audiences are most significant depends on the state, not forgetting that both democracies and authoritarian states have to justify their policies to key domestic and international audiences. For some, international allies may need to be convinced of their loyalty when joining another state’s initiative. For others, domestic citizens, the media or other political elites may be more important.
Accepting or co-opting another state’s strategic narrative does not prove the strategic narrative had a causal effect. It may be that the strategic narrative was simply sufficiently innocuous that it could be said with little consequence. Even if a strategic narrator can incorporate the elements outlined above, policy decisions cannot be explained solely by the causal effect of strategic narrative. Countries change policy for many reasons; strategic narratives are only one part of the process. Still, we argue that, in the policy domain, the most significant factors of successful strategic narration are whether the strategic narrative promises material gain, without undermining the recipient’s ontological security.
2.4.1 The Narrative Constitution of Material Interests and Ontological Security Concerns
Our focus on the twin elements of material interest and ontological security draws on elements of realist and constructivist/poststructuralist IR theory. Contra realism, however, we assume that both material interests and ontological security concerns are constituted by narrative. Janice Bially-Mattern notes significant crossover between realist and poststructuralist accounts of how power shapes state action.71 As she explains, realist accounts argue that state action is driven primarily by externally observable material interests, whereas constructivist and poststructuralist accounts argue that state actions are driven primarily by internally constructed ideas. But both follow similar logic: ideational and material power shape more or less ‘rational’ assessments of policy.72
Rather than seeing material interests and ontological security concerns in this binary way, we follow Hansen, Wæver and Steele in seeing both as discursively constituted in the narratives states tell to justify their policies.73 When a state’s leaders advocate a policy, they are uncertain about whether other actors will keep their promises, or whether exogenous shocks might undermine anticipated material benefits. Their decisions are narratively constituted—they reflect a storyline or ‘script’ about how future events will play out.74 We argue that this script will be more compelling if it explains convincingly how future material gain will transpire while enabling a state to maintain or enhance their sense of ‘who they are’.
Focusing on material and ontological security elements can also reveal how they interact. As Ejdus argues, the material environment can itself be a source of ontological (in)security.75 An infrastructure project may bring concrete material gain. However, if the project goes wrong, the quality of the product is poor, or if the project’s consequences are debt traps, land grabs or security risks, the built infrastructure can also be a source of embarrassment and anxiety, and thus ontological insecurity. If policymakers anticipate these outcomes, affiliation is less likely.
Conversely, material gains and promises of increased ontological security may also reinforce each other, making policy change more likely. A convincing promise of material gain may make decision-makers feel more able to deal with the ontological insecurity that comes from significant policy shifts. Flockhart adds that states may overcome the ontological insecurity that comes from breaking existing routines if they can frame a given policy as successful.76 This reinforces the importance of strategic narratives promising future material gain, to convince audiences that policy change is worthwhile.
Finally, approaching material interests and ontological security concerns as constituted by narrative is methodologically beneficial. This is because it makes it possible to substantiate our argument empirically, by analysing the narratives that political actors project. Without access to policymakers’ minds, it is impossible to determine definitively what caused a policy change. Following the argument of Krebs and Jackson, rather than focusing on ‘unanswerable questions about actors’ motives’, we can instead examine the stories actors tell and how they change over time.77 In this way, we can show how strategic narratives may enable certain policy changes but constrain others. For the BRI, analysing strategic narratives can help us identify which aspects of China’s claims states accept, contest and reject.
Strategic narrative analysis can take place at different levels. Researchers can examine the stories through which ‘ordinary’ citizens identify with the nation and its international behaviour, exploring what Innes refers to as ‘Everyday Ontological Security’.78 Or, as we do here, we can examine how political representatives invoke material interests and ontological security concerns in the strategic narratives they tell target audiences about new policies. Our interest is in the strategic narratives states use to explain their responses to the Belt and Road Initiative.
2.5 Research Design and Methodology: China and the BRI
To test the strategic narrative buy-in framework, we investigate state responses to China’s strategic narratives concerning the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). China’s challenge is to convince others—through its words and actions—that the BRI will bring them material benefit without undermining their ontological security. In turn, in order to justify joining the initiative, target states need to convince their key target audiences of the same thing. If policymakers think they can, and they co-opt elements of China’s BRI strategic narrative in their own communication, China’s strategic narrative can be said to have achieved ‘buy-in’. If other states cannot construct a strategic narrative justifying affiliation due to material concerns, ontological insecurity or both, they are likely to reject involvement or only affiliate partially.
The BRI differs from some foreign policy programmes in offering highly varied degrees of involvement. States can affiliate fully, by accepting investment projects and financing through ‘multilateral Cooperation Mechanisms under the BRF framework’, or simply sign bilateral and multilateral documents containing unenforceable promises of future cooperation.79 Whatever states choose, they must project strategic narratives to explain their choices to domestic and international audiences. Because a range of policy responses is possible, we can examine how far the amount of contestation of a strategic narrative corresponds to particular policy choices.
The challenge for China and potential BRI affiliates is that the material benefits of joining are hypothetical, not certain. Political leaders lack definitive knowledge of China’s intentions. The BRI may bring peace and prosperity or debt traps and insecurity. If other states feel affiliation threatens their ontological security—perhaps through association with a country with different values, or through fear of subservience, they are more likely to contest China’s strategic narrative and reject involvement. Alternatively, they may select looser economic cooperation, and strategically narrate their relationship without branding it as part of the BRI.
2.5.1 Sample
A key aim of the book is to provide a more up-to-date perspective on how the BRI, and responses to it, are evolving. To that end, our original data collection period centred around the Second Belt and Road Forum in Beijing in April 2019. This was a significant moment, in which China sought to tell an updated story of the BRI’s benefits, in order to counter criticisms that the initiative is more exploitative than benevolent. We identified China’s BRI strategic narrative as articulated in official forum speeches and related BRI policy documents surrounding the forum. Next, we sampled eight countries from across the globe, whose responses range from full embrace to full rejection: Kazakhstan, Italy, the UK, the Netherlands, the US, India, Mexico and the Maldives. When choosing between countries with similar profiles, we did this pragmatically, based on which provided the richest data. We examined these states’ speeches, policy documents and media commentary about the BRI shortly before, during and after the forum.
To provide a broader picture of how each state’s strategic narratives have evolved, we trace how each state’s strategic narratives in response to the BRI evolved from the initiative’s 2013 inception to the Second Belt and Forum (2019) and beyond. Second, we analyse how the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020) affected China’s strategic narratives about the BRI and how countries responded to them. The pandemic disrupted supply chains, workers’ movements and a variety of projects internationally. But it also posed a distinct challenge to China, blamed for being the origin of the virus and for mismanaging the early outbreak.80 Examining how China initially recovered from COVID-19, how it sought to reinvigorate the BRI and how others responded to its strategic narratives, provides an updated perspective on the evolving initiative.
Our cases were selected to provide diverse strategic narratives and policy responses towards the BRI from across the globe. Each country’s approach corresponds to a different position on our strategic narrative buy-in framework—countries that:
Accept the BRI because it benefits them materially and upholds or enhances their ontological security.
Examples: Kazakhstan, Italy.
Accept the material benefits of the BRI but contest it on ontological security grounds.
Examples: the UK, the Netherlands.
Reject the material benefits of the BRI and see it as undermining their ontological security.
Examples: USA, India.
Accept that the BRI does not undermine their ontological security but perceive insufficient material benefits from joining.
Example: Mexico, the Maldives.
Figure 2.3 positions each country on our strategic narrative buy-in framework. To clarify, countries’ positions on the framework are not fixed. For instance, as we will explain, having initially affiliated with the BRI, Italy’s stance appeared to shift more towards the bottom right section, due to increased opposition to the BRI. Mexico had not joined the initiative at the time of writing, but might in future if it could hedge China and the US effectively. A previous Maldives government under President Yameen initially signed up to the BRI, only to be voted out in favour of a new government under President Solih, which was initially opposed to the BRI. Using these examples enables us to show how strategic narratives interact with other factors that affect policy change, and how they evolve depending on who is in power.[image: ]
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2.5.2 How We Analysed States’ Strategic Narratives
Covering an entire national discursive space is practically impossible.81 Instead, we analysed political elites’ narratives as these are where major policy positions are most likely to be observed.82 We triangulated these to present a more comprehensive picture of which aspects of China’s strategic narratives states co-opt, which they contest, and on what grounds.
We analysed each countries’ strategic narratives using qualitative narrative analysis because this method has proven useful to identify the strategic narratives states construct to project their aims and identities and how others respond.83 Since we are focusing on narratives, rather than other modes of discourse such as argument, we paid particular attention to the narrative elements of plot, actor and setting.84 All narratives are told for a purpose—which can be explicit or implicit in the text. Attention to plot, actor and setting can help reveal the purpose of a story if it is unclear.
The existence of a plot is the key difference between narrative and other modes of discourse.85 A narrative’s plot consists of a selection of temporally and causally linked events through which the narrative plays out over time.86 It is plot that structures a narrative, turning an otherwise disparate set of events into a coherent whole.87 Plot ‘makes events into a story’.88 The more developed a plot is, the more ‘narrativity’ a story is thought to possess.89 Sometimes a plot is highly detailed and developed, though more detailed stories require more time to elaborate. In contemporary political communication, characterised by soundbites, slogans and low attention spans, plots are often far less developed, perhaps just comprising a single analogy that links a past event with the present.90
We can analyse plot at two levels—the overall pattern of a narrative (e.g. progress, continuity, decline) and the specific events that are combined to create this pattern.91 Both are useful. Studying the overall patterns of strategic narratives can show us how policymakers might justify the BRI as a continuation of the past or a departure from it. This is important, because it can reveal which aspects of states’ identities they are trying to maintain or reinforce. Analysing the specific events included or silenced in a narrative provides a richer perspective on how states use history selectively to reinforce their identities, and maintain or enhance their ontological security.
Practically, plot can be identified by examining which historical events narratives include and how they are framed. It can be identified by searching for when one event is linked causally to another. As previous authors have identified, China links the BRI to the historical Silk Road in a centuries-long story of ever growing trade, cooperation, peace and partnership.92 The apparent intention is to show that history reveals that international trade networks with China at their centre bring peace and prosperity to those involved.93
Plot is inherently selective; it is not a list of every event that occurs, but a selection of those deemed relevant to the purpose of the storyteller.94 Because of this, it is important to analyse not just what is included, but what is silenced or played down. This too can provide a more detailed picture of the purpose of the narrative. Claiming that the Silk Road was a benign trade network that brought peace and prosperity silences that it also spread war, famine, plague and piracy.95 Without silencing these contradictory events, the strategic narrative would look incoherent, and thus less compelling.
Therefore, as we analysed countries’ decisions to join or reject the BRI, we asked: what events do countries highlight as they strategically narrate decisions to join or reject the BRI? How do they link them together? What, if any, aspects of their historical relationship with China do they silence, and why?
As well as plot, we examine actor and setting. These are key aspects of narrative, since fundamentally ‘narratives are about people acting in a setting’.96 However, actor and setting are not narrative-specific. Arguments, too, frame characters and settings in particular ways, using these to advocate certain behaviours over others. Indeed, actor and setting are integral features of international political discourse more generally. When we talk about international politics, we are invariably discussing actors (e.g. states, insurgents, leaders, etc.), interacting in certain settings (e.g. the international system, a multi-polar order, a ‘disputed territory’, etc.). The way actors and settings are framed can help reveal the purpose of a story—to portray them as legitimate or illegitimate, for instance.
What we examine is how does China characterise itself—as a friend, partner, competitor or leader? How do other countries characterise themselves, China and their relationship? How do they perceive the international system and the BRI’s place within it?
We identified references to material interests and to ontological security concerns by looking at the evaluations included within narratives. Narratives often include evaluations, which explain what events or actions mean. These might explain the overall point of the story, or they might explain the significance of a given event. In effect they answer a possible ‘So what?’ question from the listener.97 Returning to the examples in our introduction, each explained that some past historical event meant that the country was a natural partner to China. Others might explain that a given infrastructure project means that the country has a bright future ahead of it, or that it can return to prosperity. In this way narratives can be used to make arguments. The purpose of a strategic narrative in a policy context, after all, is usually to use a story to make an argument about why one policy should be pursued and not another.98 That narratives are used to make arguments makes it harder to differentiate the two, which is why analysing plot is so important to identifying what is narrative and what is not.99 Still, searching for evaluations within narratives is important, because they help reveal a narrative’s purpose. In our case, how target countries’ policymakers try to justify joining, or rejecting, China’s Belt and Road Initiative.
2.6 Summary
This chapter has argued that strategic narratives play a key role in the justification of policy change. They are a means to convince audiences that the material benefits of policy change will outweigh the costs. They are also important in explaining to audiences that policy change will not undermine their sense of who they are over time—their ontological security. As we have established in our strategic narrative buy-in framework, narrating both of these elements convincingly can help achieve policy change.
If a potential participant in a global policy initiative sees limited material benefit or identifies ontological security concerns, they are more likely to pursue more moderate policy options. They will feel uncomfortable about advocating and ultimately adopting a policy that contradicts who they are and which breaks established routines. They will likely calculate that a policy that does not bring material benefit is not worthwhile. A strategic narrative that convinces target audiences that they will benefit materially while staying true to who they are, is more likely to achieve buy-in.
Analysing strategic narratives can provide us with empirical evidence of which narratives political communicators felt were best placed to promote policy change convincingly. In turn, analysing how states receive, reinterpret and redeploy the strategic narratives of others states can help us understand which aspects of the original state’s strategic narrative were most compelling. To that end, our analysis proceeds by considering how China’s BRI strategic narratives have evolved, and how a range of countries have responded to this as they consider whether they can justify joining the BRI or not.
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China’s strategic narratives for the Second Belt and Road Forum (BRF) must be put in the context of how the programme had been previously introduced, narrated and perceived. In 2013, China officially launched the Belt and Road Initiative to the world when Xi Jinping delivered a speech entitled ‘Promote People-to-People Friendship and Create a Better Future’ at Kazakhstan’s Nazarbayev University. He expressed a vision to build a Silk Road Economic Belt comprising five core tenets: strengthening policy communication, improving road connectivity, promoting trade, enhancing monetary circulation and strengthening people-to-people exchanges.1 Later that year, Xi Jinping held another important speech at Indonesia’s Parliament, where he expressed China’s desire to build jointly the Maritime Silk Road of the twenty-first century.2 In 2015, Chinese authorities developed their proposals and combined the Silk Road Economic Belt and twenty-first-century Maritime Silk Road together in a Vision and Action plan topromote the implementation of the Initiative, instil vigour and vitality into the ancient Silk Road, connect Asian, European and African countries more closely and promote mutually beneficial cooperation to a new high and in new forms.3



To that end, China launched the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2015, created a well-endowed Silk Road Fund, and deepened cooperation between its own financial institutions and markets.4 Originally named One Belt One Road (OBOR), the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is a foreign policy priority for China, with the aim of creating a new type of international relations, which involves ‘mutual respect, fairness and justice, and win–win cooperation while abandoning the law of the jungle that leaves the weak at the mercy of the strong’.5 It would be based on ‘a new path of state-to-state exchanges with dialogue rather than confrontation, forming partnership[s] rather than alliance[s]’.6
From the outset, China claimed that in a globalising world, BRI affiliation would bring increased ‘connectivity’, ‘peace’ and ‘prosperity’. Convincing potential BRI partners of these shared benefits demands informative and compelling communication. As part of this effort, China embraced the concept of ‘soft power’ to promote itself and its culture internationally.7 In 2014, Xi Jinping said: ‘We should increase China’s soft power, give a good Chinese narrative, and better communicate China’s message to the world’.8 Some describe it as ‘mission impossible’ for China to convince foreign audiences of its policies through external propaganda, since the term has negative connotations in Western society.9 Rebranded as ‘external publicity’,10 China mobilises its state media to disseminate flattering content promoting the BRI.11
China has developed multiple platforms to disseminate BRI information. State media are mobilised to spread ‘correct’ and ‘unbiased’ narratives about the BRI to domestic and foreign audiences. For over a decade, media has played an important role in China’s ‘going global’ strategy.12 Supported by a massive budget and a large group of trained journalists, China has developed global media reach through China Global Television Network (CGTN), China Radio International (CRI), Xinhua News Agency and the China Daily newspaper. Chinese officials, such as ambassadors, use their social media accounts to spread government-approved messages—often on platforms banned in China.13 Foreigners also play an important role in communicating and spreading China’s narratives. According to the strategy of ‘making the foreign serve China’, foreign journalists are invited to China on well-orchestrated media tours, and they are enrolled in training programmes to learn about Chinese journalism practices.14 The strategy of ‘borrowing foreign boats’ describes the buying of expensive advertising space in foreign media outlets to disseminate China’s narratives.15 China is also increasing its ownership of global digital infrastructure, while building a ‘Digital Silk Road’.16 Overall, state media has been vital in China’s pursuit of discourse power.17
Alongside state media, Chinese authorities have organised high-level summits to inform other governments about the BRI. The First Belt and Road Forum (BRF) was held on May 14–15, 2017 and the Second BRF was held on April 25–28, 2019. Both were conducted in Beijing. The third BRF was held online in 2020 due to COVID-19 (see Chapter 8). Expected results from the First BRF ranged ‘from consensus building to specific measures on implementation’.18 Following this ‘blueprint of cooperation to enhance policy, infrastructure, trade, financial and people-to-people connectivity’, the Second BRF focused on ‘priorities and project execution… just like an architect refining the blueprint, [to] jointly promote high-quality Belt and Road cooperation’.19
Both the first and Second BRF were well-attended, including officials from at least 57 countries, UN Secretary General, António Guterres, President of the World Bank, Jim Yong Kim, Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund, Christine Lagarde, and many other reporters, financial representatives, scholars and entrepreneurs.20 According to Chinese sources, the Second BRF welcomed ‘Nearly 5,000 foreign guests from more than 150 countries and more than 90 international organisations’.21 Africa, Central Asia, Europe and Southeast Asia were particularly well-represented.22 Unsurprisingly, states who have had reservations about the BRI, including India and the US, did not attend the Second BRF. Altogether, China uses these high-level summits to disseminate strategic narratives about the BRI, and to frame itself as a friendly and cooperative partner.
3.1 Strategic Narratives and Counter-Narratives
To place China’s strategic narratives for the Second BRF in context, it is useful to understand China’s BRI strategic narratives up to that point, as well as the counter-narratives that have arisen in response. China’s communication of the BRI comprises several strategic narratives.23 Since many BRI initiatives have been infrastructure projects, infrastructure narratives are a key component of China’s BRI strategic communication.24 China seeks to improve perceptions of BRI infrastructure by emphasising positive qualities and values in their narratives, including connectivity, speed, increased trade, high standards and convenience. Infrastructure communication in international relations is an important discursive process because ‘infrastructure projects and communications thereon are strategised by rising powers to envision progress, to improve the actor’s international identity, and to substantiate and leverage the actor’s vision of international order’.25 Infrastructure narratives—or strategic narratives on infrastructure—are communicated visually, verbally and orally.26 China tailors its infrastructure narratives to give meaning to specific BRI projects and to create an image as an infrastructure and standards-setting power.27
China communicates Silk Road narratives to contextualise the BRI historically and to stabilise its relations with BRI partners.28 Through historical statecraft,29 China applies selective representations of the Silk Road’s past, especially from the Han, Tang and early Ming dynasties.30 China conjures up nostalgia for the Silk Road by recalling how it fostered relationships between different peoples, how it spread commodities, ideas and culture along the Silk Road and by romanticising Silk Road landscapes.31 China links the Silk Road to its historical identity as not just a nation state, but as a civilisation. It does this to celebrate China’s cultural soft power, to suggest a historical continuation of positive relations, and to forge China’s identity as a good neighbour, good friend and good partner.32 Chinese civilisation narratives combine Confucian values, which emphasise moral leadership, and artistic charm—mediated through calligraphy and poetry.
China tailors the plot and characters in its Silk Road narratives to the specific historical and regional contexts of BRI partners, while also smoothing over historical events that undermine a positive message.33 So, for Kenya, China discusses the Treasure Fleet of Zheng He and his voyages to the coast of Kenya. For Kyrgyzstan, China recalls the envoy Zhang Qian and the poet Li Bai. For Egypt, it is the diplomatic envoys that travelled from the Seljuk Empire to China during the Tang Dynasty. As Winter observed, ‘there is an explicit and deliberate avoidance of conflicts of any form, whether at the domestic or the international level, historical or contemporary’.34 Representations of the Yuan dynasties, including stories about Kublai Khan, tend to be avoided for this reason.
Aside of these infrastructure and Silk Road narratives, there are varying interpretations of China’s BRI communication. Blanchard identifies three narrative debates. First, about whether the Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI) is a ‘political or economic’ initiative; second, whether the MSRI is a closed, Sino-centric order or an ‘open order in which China is just one of many key players’; and third, ‘whether or not the MSRI is about hard or soft power’.35 These mixed representations of the MSRI apply to the Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) too. These varying interpretations highlight the mixed understandings of China’s foreign policy, and China’s difficulty in establishing a dominant narrative. In addition, Zeng identifies competing BRI narratives disseminated by local Chinese actors that undermine a coherent Chinese BRI strategic narrative.36 Strategically narrating the BRI over time is also made harder by the initiative’s evolution from a relatively peripheral diplomatic initiative, mainly involving Africa and Eastern Europe, to a global initiative.37
Other researchers observe a more distinct narrative strategy by China. Economically, some argue that the BRI supports ‘Chinese government narratives that portray China as the new trailblazer of global capitalism’.38 Others explain that the economic benefits of the BRI are key to China gaining discursive power, with the narrative of its ‘economic “miracle”’ a key part of this.39 Others argue that China’s soft power strategy involves trying to convince other countries that the BRI is not a security threat to them. Because numerous countries securitise the BRI as a threat to their security and to the international system, China is compelled to try and ‘desecuritise’ the BRI to make it seem more benign.40 China does this by highlighting the peace, partnership and prosperity it claims the initiative brings. By drawing on liberal capitalist ideology about the benefits of free trade and connectivity, China also appears to be making a concerted effort to frame the initiative as congruent with elements of the existing international order. These analyses highlight China’s attempts to associate the BRI with economic benefits, while avoiding negative geopolitical or security interpretations. Nevertheless, economic narratives inevitably spill over in the political domain, since economic initiatives must address questions of who benefits from them and who does not. Moreover, who benefits from economic initiatives can shape international and regional order-making and affect bilateral relations. If one country benefits from a given initiative, this may alter incentives or create tensions with others.
Despite China’s efforts, counter-narratives have emerged elsewhere that the BRI is a predatory, corrupt project whose central character aims to trap countries in debt and enhance its security at their cost, with the plot culminating in a new, Sino-centric world order.41 Evidence cited includes Sri Lanka being bailed out by China, in exchange for conceding a 99-year lease for Hambantota port.42 States dispute China’s benevolence by citing security concerns over Chinese infrastructure such as Huawei’s 5G technology, and its mass human rights violations in Xinjiang.43 Other controversies arise from insufficient local employment, racism, poor working conditions and a lack of capacity-building.44 Sinophobia can also undermine China’s attempts to portray itself as a ‘good neighbour, good friend, and good partner’.45 There are environmental concerns,46 and criticisms about the lack of transparency surrounding tendering processes.47 Critics raise concerns about the incompatibility of the BRI with existing regional organisations, including the Eurasian Economic Union.48 These counter-narratives have fuelled the agendas of some opposition parties, including in the Maldives in 2018, where a new government was elected on an anti-China platform (see Chapter 7).49 Negative interpretations of the BRI undermine the persuasiveness of China’s narratives, making it less likely that countries are able to justify joining the initiative to domestic and international audiences.
To summarise, China communicates BRI strategic narratives to try to establish its preferred meaning about its international infrastructure projects and behaviours, and to stabilise foreign relations. While early on the BRI saw a relatively positive economic appraisal, recently geopolitical and security concerns have gained ground. China became sensitive to these mixed understandings and utilised the Second Belt and Road Forum to disseminate updated BRI strategic narratives.
3.2 The Second Belt and Road Forum: Open, Green and Clean Cooperation
At the First Belt and Road Forum (BRF), China stated that it was promoting ‘a globalisation that is open, inclusive and beneficial to all’.50 The leaders attending the First BRF appeared to buy into this strategic narrative, reinforcing their shared commitment to promoting a global, inclusive and rules-based multilateral trading system.51 This narrative failed to convince several other countries, however, such as the US and India (see Chapter 6). Counter-narratives expressed concerns about debt sustainability, land-grabbing, unlawfulness, trade deficits and unchecked Chinese political influence.52
This section shows how, in 2019, China sought to tell an updated story about the benefits of the BRI in response to emergent criticism that the project is more exploitative than benevolent. The analysis includes the narrative components of actor, setting and plot. As a reminder, analysis of actors concerns how story characters are framed, particularly how China narrates its role in relation to other countries (e.g. as a partner, competitor or friend). Analysis of setting concerns how a narrative frames the context in which the BRI takes place, including how the international system is characterised (e.g. bi-polar, multi-polar, globalised or fragmented), where the initiative is located, and the social climate in which the initiative operates. ‘Plot’ examines how the events in which actors participate are selected and causally linked, considering both events that are included and those that are silenced. Plot can show how past events are used to make the present BRI seem a natural continuation of historical relations rather than a challenge to the existing international order.
China held the Second BRF in 2019 to disseminate a refined narrative of the Belt and Road. The setting articulated within the strategic narrative was similar—a world in which countries generally seek inclusive globalisation and ‘win–win cooperation’. Xi Jinping reiterated his imagined utopian setting for the future of international relations: ‘a community of shared future for mankind’. This blueprint of international cooperation reflects a Chinese view of a desirable world, but one in which ‘strengthening multilateralism remains essential in addressing global challenges’.53 These aims are consistent with China’s earlier strategic narratives of the BRI and international order.54 Their critics argue that, in fact, the community of shared future of mankind really means placing China at the centre of a revised international order:Xi’s ‘community of shared future’ concept sounds like a call for planetary harmony. The [People’s Republic of China]’s state media repeat the idea in unison, but always leave out the proviso that Beijing sees itself as sitting at the center of that community, using the reality of growing interdependence to reward or punish as its interests dictate.55



A closer look at China’s Second BRF strategic narratives reveals they were somewhat less utopian and more pragmatic. Perhaps influenced by the rise of protectionism in various countries, China’s Second BRF strategic narratives were set in a world in which numerous countries oppose the initiative. China therefore used the summit to clarify ‘misunderstandings’ about the BRI. In response to concerns about China’s motives, environmental repercussions, corruption and poor value for money, China advocated for ‘open, green and clean cooperation’.56 According to Xi Jinping’s keynote speech, the BRI is ‘open’ in the sense that it is a non-exclusive club, rather than a closed set of Sino-centric partnerships. He stressed that the BRI would promote ‘green development’ in infrastructure, investment and financing. He also claimed that the BRI would be ‘clean’, by operating according to principles of good governance and transparency. It would do this by adopting ‘widely accepted rules and standards and encourage participating companies to follow general international rules and standards in project development, operation, procurement and tendering and bidding’.57 Through these elements he argued that the updated BRI would provide ‘true benefits’ for participating states.
China also sought to reassure potential members that the BRI would adhere to the rule of law and respect state sovereignty. The Joint Communiqué expressed the ‘importance of the rule of law and equal opportunities for all’, that BRI participants ‘respect sovereignty and territorial integrity of each other and affirm that each country has the right and primary responsibility to define its development strategies in accordance with its national priorities and legislation’, and that they ‘support a universal, rules-based, open, transparent and non-discriminatory multilateral trading system with [the] WTO at its core’.58 Also, the Joint Communiqué expressed its desire ‘to promote projects that are investable, bankable, economically viable and environment-friendly’.59
The timing of the Second BRF was crucial to China. According to the Joint Communiqué, the world leaders met ‘at a time when the world economy is facing both expanding opportunities and rising challenges, complicated by profound and rapid changes’.60 Xi Jinping highlighted that ‘It is about jointly meeting various challenges and risks confronting mankind and delivering win–win outcomes and common development’.61 Xi described the BRF as a chance for friends from around the world to meet and enhance their partnership, to create together ‘an even brighter future for Belt and Road cooperation’.62
China sought to use the Second BRF to highlight the BRI’s achievements, and enhance optimism and excitement about the initiative.63 According to Xi Jinping, ‘A large number of cooperation projects have been launched, […] the decisions of the First BRF have been smoothly implemented’ and ‘More than 150 countries and international organisations have signed agreements on Belt and Road cooperation with China’.64 Xi underlined the mutual benefits of the BRI to its (potential) partners, reassuring them that the initiative had ‘helped improve people’s lives in [the] countries involved and created more opportunities for common prosperity’.65 While much had been achieved, Xi highlighted that ‘We need to act in the spirit of multilateralism, pursue cooperation through consultation and keep all participants motivated’.66
Simultaneously, China pushed back against debt-trap labels.67 At the forum, it sought to counter accusations of debt-trap diplomacy by citing positive statements by leaders whose countries were seen as being exploited by the BRI. For instance, Malaysia renegotiated various BRI projects as their terms were seen as unfavourable.68 Predictably, therefore, Chinese media focused on Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed’s statement that ‘I fully support the Belt and Road Initiative. I am sure my country, Malaysia, will benefit from the projects’.69 The BRF was also used to clarify the financing conditions of BRI projects. Article 30 of the Joint Communiqué states:We support collaboration among national and international financial institutions to provide diversified and sustainable financial support for projects. We encourage local currency financing, mutual establishment of financial institutions, and a greater role of development finance in line with respective national priorities, laws, regulations and international commitments, and the agreed principles by the UN [General Assembly] on debt sustainability. We encourage multilateral development banks and other international financial institutions to reinforce their support to connectivity projects in fiscally sustainable ways as well as the mobilisation of private capital into projects in line with local needs.70



By this point, China had created frameworks to strengthen beneficial cooperation, including through the formulation of ‘Guiding Principles on Financing the Development of the Belt and Road’, and the publication of the ‘Debt Sustainability Framework for Participating Countries of the Belt and Road Initiative to provide guidance for BRI financing cooperation’.71 Additionally, Chinese officials reportedly established more cautious communication about the BRI, publicising it less aggressively, and toughening rules on what can be associated with the initiative to prevent the brand being diluted by unsuccessful projects.72
Analysing the actors in China’s strategic narratives reveals that China’s first challenge was to address the tension between its desire to frame itself as the heroic central character for domestic audiences, and a collaborative partner for international audiences. The propagandistic ‘Belt and Road Bedtime Stories’ from 2017, for example, attempted to reconcile this tension creatively, claiming that the BRI is ‘China’s idea, but it belongs to the world’.73 But, by the Second BRF, addressing this tension became harder, as counter-narratives strengthened that China’s motives were exploitative rather than benevolent. The second, and related, challenge was to characterise China as a non-threatening partner rather than an expansionist power seeking influence over others.
One way China appeared to try and resolve this in its Second BRF strategic narratives was to characterise itself as a learner, on a journey of continuous progress and development, rather than a country seeking to impose its preferred solutions to the world’s problems. Thus, Xi Jinping explained how China continues to ‘advance along the path of socialism with Chinese characteristics, deepen sweeping reforms [and] pursue quality development’.74 He explained how it ‘will take a series of major reform and opening-up measures and make stronger institutional and structural moves to boost higher quality opening-up’.75 Acknowledging the need for reform could be a source of ontological insecurity, given that it implies inadequate performance in the past. Conversely, publicly acknowledging one’s need to learn could be interpreted as implying maturity. The progressive ‘China-as-learner’ characterisation would also be familiar to domestic audiences, since it is consistent with how successive leaders have narrated its national story in recent decades. For international audiences, it appears to be self-deprecating and less threatening, implying China has much to learn as it integrates even more closely into the international system. Signs that some audiences were receptive to this can be seen in Chapter 5, which explains how the UK sought to frame itself as China’s ‘helper’, based on the idea that it could use its greater legal and financial expertise to ensure the BRI meets international standards.
As seen earlier in the BRI, China’s Second BRF strategic narratives stressed that it is a friendly and cooperative partner. The BRI was presented as compatible with national development strategies and multilateral frameworks such as the Eurasian Economic Union.76 China’s cooperative, partnership role was extended to both developed and developing countries (with the latter also framed under the South-South cooperation framework). Chinese state media repeatedly emphasised how many countries had joined the initiative, especially the ‘22 European countries [who have] inked BRI cooperation documents with China’ by 2019.77 The BRF strategic narratives promoted dialogues and policy synergies among development plans, all of which implies cooperation.78
Concerning plot, China’s strategic narratives combined storylines of progress and continuity. The progressive element explained how the BRI would help the world continue on a path towards peace and prosperity, on the assumption that countries continue to buy into globalisation, especially in the manner China was promoting. In terms of emplotting the initiative historically, China’s BRI strategic narratives narrated the initiative as a continuation of the mythological Silk Road. The Joint Communiqué of the Second BRF states that:The ancient Silk Road contributed to the strengthening of the connectivity and the expansion of the world economy in the spirit of promoting peace and cooperation, openness, inclusiveness, equality, mutual learning and mutual benefit.79



Xi’s reference to a ‘Silk Road Spirit’ evokes a promise of mutual cooperation and benefit. In this way China is drawing on liberal ideology that takes for granted that trade and the free movement of people (and the ‘connectivity’ implied by it) is inherently positive and peace-bringing. The Silk Road analogy reinforces China’s ontological security by implying continuity with a period when China was a dominant economic power.
Plot also affects how the BRI’s material benefits are selected and causally linked. China solicits interests among countries to join the BRI through its vision of more trade and investments. China advocates for ‘trade and investment liberalisation and facilitation’, and making ‘economic globalisation more open, inclusive, balanced and beneficial to all’.80 In these narratives, China causally links infrastructure investments with inclusive globalisation:High-quality, sustainable, resilient, affordable, inclusive and accessible infrastructure projects can help countries fully leverage their resource endowment, better integrate into the global supply, industrial and value chains, and realise inter-connected development.81



China’s BRI strategic narratives suggest that connectivity between countries has benefits for all, and that these benefits are part of a story which leads the world towards a brighter future.
To summarise, at the Second BRF, China moved on from its big sales pitch during the First BRF to a much more subdued public relations event. Its updated BRI strategic narratives emphasised open, clean and green cooperation. Its policy documents presented a desirable image of China based on peace and goodwill and suggested that China still had much to learn. It sought to renew the initiative and ground it historically through to a ‘rejuvenated’ Silk Road. It presented China-backed infrastructure and financing as a solution to the global infrastructure gap, and as an answer to states’ desire for free trade and infrastructure connectivity. However, as the following chapters will show, the image and worldview China projects is contested by several other states.
3.3 BRI Strategic Narratives and China’s Ontological Security
According to our theory, the story that China tells will be more effective if it promises others material gain, but without undermining their ongoing sense of identity—their ‘ontological security’. However, since international political communication is likely to be received by both domestic and international audiences, China’s BRI strategic narratives must ideally reinforce its own ontological security too. Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the Chinese Communist Party has asserted their centrality to the country’s progress and development.82 Thus any strategic narrative that would make their citizens feel less ontologically secure would potentially make the party look less secure too.
In terms of ontological security, China’s self-concept is shaped by the idea of being a ‘normative power’—a power that believes it should have a say in the norms and standards of the international community. Hosting BRI forums allows China to convey its preferred narratives about the BRI, itself, and its vision of a peaceful and harmonious international order. The focus on more open, clean and green cooperation reinforces China’s adaptability83 in responding to international criticism, in the hope of improving its credibility as a narrator. Its offer of alternative multilateral diplomatic and financial institutions is promoted as making globalisation more inclusive and BRI affiliation more attractive. These commitments coincide with ambitions such as China’s ‘great national rejuvenation’ and the ‘China Dream’,84 which safeguard ‘Beijing’s core interests of state sovereignty, territorial integrity and access to natural resources’.85 Thus, China derives ontological security from national unity and stability, and as being seen as a leader in global governance.
China’s communication of Civilisation and Silk Road strategic narratives contributes to a self-identity as a good neighbour, good partner and as a central figure in international networks. Ontological security is not just established and maintained through strategic narration, though; it is also maintained through behavioural routines. China does this through ‘heritage diplomacy’.86 Via the planning of UNESCO world heritage sites, archaeological expeditions and heritage conservation, China seeks to forge a Silk Road in both a concrete and a narrative sense.87 To advance mutual learning among cultures, the Chinese government runs a ‘Scholarship Silk Road Program’ and hosts the International Youth Forum on Creativity and Heritage along the Silk Roads.88 China’s rollout of Confucius Institutes preceded the BRI. Nevertheless, these institutes have an important role in advancing ‘people-to-people exchanges’ across different cultures—a core BRI tenet.89 These behaviours are narrated in China’s communication and, if convenient and ‘sayable’, co-opted in states’ responses.
The plot of China’s BRI strategic narratives ‘cherry-picks’ from history, smoothing over inconvenient periods of the past. It suggests linear progress between China’s past, present and future, and continuity from the Silk Road era to the present. They silence the ‘Century of Humiliation’ by imperial powers—a potential source of ontological insecurity—even though it is narrated sometimes to domestic audiences to reinforce the CCP’s role in ‘making China great’ once more. In addition to selectively applying representations of Chinese Civilisation and the Silk Road, China celebrates its socialist revolution, its defeat of imperial powers and its economic rise in the last 30 years.90 This allows China to relate to some countries, especially those who have been previously colonised, by highlighting a common fight against foreign powers, while offering its valuable experience as ‘the largest developing country in the world’.91
The Chinese Communist Party reinforces its preferred interpretations of history by placing restrictions on how far citizens are allowed to challenge them. It considers ‘historical nihilism’—denying the ‘inevitability’ of China’s march towards socialism—as a political threat to social stability, and consequently has banned public debate about the Party’s past.92 The Party presents Chinese people with ‘a correct concept of history’ which is hard to challenge publicly.93 Foreign audiences receive a de-politicised and simplified historical narrative that is designed to be emotionally appealing, celebrates Chinese culture and speaks to liberal ideology.
The promise of material gain speaks to China’s interests too. The BRI allows China to clear out ‘overcapacity and excessive foreign exchange reserves’,94 secure energy resources in Central Asia95 and extend the ‘Develop the West’ policy framework that fosters national integration within China.96
China’s infrastructure narratives promote the country as an infrastructure and ‘standards-setting power’.97 China’s pursuit to be seen as a global technological superpower is underpinned by the ‘Made in China 2025’ (MIC25) strategy.98 State media routinely visualise infrastructure developments and praise the high standards of Chinese products and projects. Partly, this reflects China’s stated desire to be seen as a world leader in various technologies, such as those it seeks to export through the Digital Silk Road. However, it is also partly to counter commonly-held negative stereotypes about the poor quality of Chinese products, which is a potential source of ontological insecurity for Beijing.99 Promoting China as a standards-setter is thus a logical step to counter stereotypes that China produces lower quality goods and reverse-engineers the technology of others.100
The material benefits of the BRI are promoted through ‘win–win’ rhetoric, suggesting that both sides will benefit similarly rather than China gaining relative advantage. China’s offer of ‘no-strings attached’ financing presents an attractive alternative to the stringent lending schemes of the World Bank and IMF. This allows China to advance its international image as a preferable economic and development partner. The creation of special economic zones and the signing of free trade agreements reinforces China’s economic narratives. The vision of economic connectivity highlights the appeal of multimodal infrastructure investments and of making landlocked countries ‘land-linked’. This aids China’s connectivity and that of other countries too. In this way, China’s strategic narratives imply that the BRI aids the spread of globalised, networked capitalism—even if this might not be explicitly articulated. The promise of increased and freer trade resonates with liberal values, as does China’s purported aim of making economic globalisation inclusive and beneficial to all.
3.4 Conclusion
China’s BRI strategic narratives, both before and during the Second Belt and Road Forum, promoted the material gains of the BRI using (neo)liberal capitalist terminology about free trade, connectivity and prosperity. However, their strategic narratives also contained elements designed to maintain the ontological security of China and other (potential) participants. In the Second BRF, China sought to address material and ontological security concerns other countries might have with the BRI by promoting it as greener and cleaner; a standard for others states to follow. Through selective historical narratives, drawing heavily on Silk Road mythology, they continued to frame the initiative as rejuvenating a partnership with natural historical allies across the world, rather than an updated geopolitical project to further Chinese interests. If they chose to, other countries’ policymakers could then co-opt these narratives to make affiliation seem a natural continuation of the past rather than a risky policy shift.
China’s strategic narratives are, however, challenged by others in the international community. Narratives about debt traps, or the failure, decline or abandonment of infrastructure projects, shape assessments of whether joining the BRI is materially worthwhile. Associations of the BRI with unsustainable debt, a Sino-centric world order, corruption and unchecked political influence, potentially cause ontological insecurity for China, existing BRI members, and those who are contemplating joining the initiative. All of these claims potentially discourage countries from joining. These examples reiterate that it is important for China to communicate to (potential) BRI partners strategic narratives that emphasise material interests and address ontological security concerns. To assess how successfully China’s strategic narratives achieve this, we need to look at how other states narrate their decisions to join or reject the Belt and Road Initiative.
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According to our strategic narrative buy-in framework (see Chapter 2), the strategic narratives that China tells about the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) should promise material gain, but without undermining other states’ ongoing sense of identity—their ‘ontological security’. If China’s strategic narratives are sufficiently well-tailored to the target country, this will help that country’s policymakers convince their key audiences of the same thing. The following four chapters use eight case studies to illustrate different strategic narratives and policy responses to the BRI. Each case study examines the relevant state’s strategic narratives since the BRI’s inception, then shows how far their narratives changed in response to China’s updated strategic narrative for the Second Belt and Road Forum. Finally, the cases show how each country’s strategic narratives have evolved since 2019.
We begin with Kazakhstan and Italy because they exemplify the BRI’s successes. Both countries embraced the BRI, accepting it on material and ontological security grounds—albeit with more contestation in Italy. The BRI was first introduced in Kazakhstan by Xi Jinping, and the country embraced it fully.1 Italy was the first G7 country to embrace the BRI, though the decision was controversial, and remains so. Both attended the First and Second Belt and Road Forums (BRF) in 2017 and 2019.2
The strategic narratives of Kazakhstan and Italy reiterate China’s promises of partnership, increased connectivity, and increased trade. Both were able to legitimise joining the BRI as they could construct strategic narratives that have clear material incentives to participate without undermining their ontological security. Because of this, they are situated at the top right of our strategic narrative buy-in framework (Fig. 4.1).[image: ]
Fig. 4.1Countries positioned in the BRI strategic narrative buy-in framework


4.1 Kazakhstan
Bordering Western China, and providing the most direct land route to Europe, Kazakhstan has clear material incentives to embrace the BRI.3 There is more to it than that, though. Kazakhstan’s leaders have also employed BRI narratives to boost its ontological security as an important regional actor. Adopting China’s connectivity rhetoric, Kazakhstan portrays itself as a ‘connector’ in Eurasia between China and Europe. This fits nicely with the multi-vector diplomacy Kazakhstan has been using to develop foreign relations with Russia and China,4 and bolsters the country’s sense of importance. In this process, Kazakhstan silences local anti-China sentiment concerning Chinese immigration and labour practices, and fears of economic dependency. These could all cause ontological insecurity if the country were seen to be overly reliant on or subservient to China. Instead, Kazakhstan’s strategic narratives explain how joining the BRI positions it as an important transit country.
Kazakhstan’s strategic narratives of the BRI were positive from the initiative’s inception, and this communication approach continued during the First and Second BRF. To explain the strategic economic partnership between Kazakhstan and China, this case study is divided into three parts: first, it describes the convergence of material interests and the ability of Kazakhstan to maintain ontological security. Second, it analyses Kazakhstan’s strategic narratives of the BRI at the time of the Second BRF. It draws particular attention to how Kazakhstan’s own infrastructure project, the Nurly Zhol programme, overlaps with China’s BRI. Third, it explains how Kazakhstan’s full embrace of the BRI extends beyond the Forum.
4.1.1 Kazakhstan’s Initial Response to the BRI
From the start in 2013, Kazakhstan fully embraced China’s vision of a Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB). Previous research explained how Kazakhstan has taken ‘ownership of the BRI’s strategic narratives to support its identity as a bridge-builder across the New Land Silk Road’, and that ‘Kazakhstan’s buy-in to China’s foreign policy communication shows narrative congruence with the state’s identity and domestic policy narratives’ on infrastructure development.5 Kazakhstan’s acceptance of the BRI is based on material and ontological security grounds.
Concerning plot, Kazakhstan has framed the BRI as a tool to improve economic globalisation. Upon attending the First BRF in 2017, former President Nursultan Nazarbayev (1990–2019) welcomed the timeliness of the Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) because:Paternalism and application of politically motivated sanctions have worsened economic activity and the lives of millions of people. As a result, the world economy and trade have declined. In these conditions, the world needs a new driver to stimulate international cooperation.6



It is likely that this narrative represents an implicit critique of the US, as the country with over 6000 separate sanctions in place at the time.7
In terms of setting, Nazarbayev noted that ‘Bilateral and multilateral cooperation between Kazakhstan and China can serve as an example for other countries’.8 Both material interests and ontological concerns are cited in Kazakhstan’s strategic narratives of the BRI. Nazarbayev notes that the ‘proclaimed approach “stability through joint development” is an attractive form of international cooperation reflecting the economic interests of dozens of countries’, and ‘the implementation of the Silk Road initiative allows to position the whole region in a new way, including Central Asia in a global context’.9 Thus, Nazarbayev welcomes the promise of material gain through macro-regional coordination, and supports elevating the position of Central Asia as the ‘main bridge between the world’s largest markets’.10 He argues that others should follow Kazakhstan’s embrace of the BRI on this basis.
Kazakhstan’s acceptance of the BRI combines material interests and its ontological security as a logistical hub and ‘shopping centre’ in Central Asia. In 2018, Kazakhstan hosted a Kazakh-Chinese business forum dedicated to the five-year anniversary of the BRI.11 When opening the forum, President Nazarbayev played up the country’s strategic position, explaining that ‘Cargoes from Europe to China via Kazakhstan are delivered in about 15 days. At the same time, shipping by sea would take from 4 to 6 weeks’.12 He also highlighted the implementation of ‘51 Kazakhstan-Chinese investment projects for more than $27 billion’, as a result of a good investment climate.13 Minister for Investment and Development Zhenis Kassymbek mentioned that ‘large investments in infrastructure for the next decades [will] foreshadow the revival of Kazakhstan as a shopping centre in Central Asia’.14
Kazakhstan’s official communication suggests that there are many current and anticipated material gains from trade and investment between the two countries. However, it also suggests that cooperation can be enhanced in certain areas, including financing (e.g. requirements and conversion issues, not related to debt), cross-cultural and inter-country communication and certification and technical standards.15
While Kazakhstan’s political elites have openly embraced the BRI, there are mixed responses among the local population towards China and the policy initiative. Public concerns are fuelled by several factors, including the view that there are limited social and economic benefits for Kazakh people, debt fears, Sinophobia, local markets being inundated with cheap Chinese goods and Chinese domestic policies towards Muslims in Xinjiang.16 These concerns counter China’s ‘win–win’ rhetoric. Moreover, while China’s BRI strategic narratives emphasise connectivity, prosperity and partnership, counter-narratives frame China’s motives as expansionist and exploitative. Kazakh politicians must navigate these local perceptions by ‘assuring their citizens that Chinese investments are working for the economic development of the nation’ while dispelling concerns about China’s ‘creeping expansion’ and its ‘voracious appetite’ for the region’s energy and natural resources.17
Plot also affects the congruence between the development plans of Kazakhstan and China. Chinese Ambassador to Kazakhstan, Zhang Xiao, noted at the five-year anniversary of the BRI in 2018 that: ‘The ways and the timing for turning the “Chinese dream” about the revival of the Chinese nation and the “Kazakh dream” about the prosperity of the Land of the Great Steppe into reality coincide’.18 The ‘Kazakhstan-2030 Strategy’, drafted in 1997, prioritised the development of infrastructure, especially in communication and transportation.19 It represented a long-term plan for the country to transform into one of ‘the safest, most stable, ecologically sustained states of the world with a dynamically developing economy’.20 This strategy was updated in 2012 when President Nazarbayev unveiled the ‘Kazakhstan 2050 Strategy for Development’ which involved planning for ‘long-term development and economic growth’.21 This strategy looked back at the outcomes of the previously drafted 2030 strategy, while also listing plans for the future. One of the outcomes of the 2030 strategy in infrastructure was the revival of a ‘New Silk Road by setting up a “Western Europe – Western China” transportation corridor’ funded by the World Bank and the Kazakhstan government.22 As such, ideas of reviving the Silk Road in Kazakhstan preceded China’s BRI strategic narratives.
Kazakhstan’s leaders’ attempts to justify BRI affiliation are made easier because China’s communication about mutual openness, inclusiveness and equality is congruent with existing narratives and practices in Kazakh society. For years Nazarbayev used narratives about ancient history to advance national unity, by embracing cultural and linguistic diversity and shared national values. He declared in 2014 that:Adoration for our historical past, pride for today’s fortunes, and faith in our blossoming future — are all covered by the powerful concept of ‘Mangilik Yel’ (The Eternal Nation). Love for the fatherland is respect for the great legacy of our ancestors, keeping it as safe as the apple of your eye, making a contribution to its development, and passing it on to future generations. This is the ultimate goal of all Kazakhstan.23



Moreover, Kazakhstan’s self-image as logistical hub pre-existed the BRI. The 2050 Kazakhstan strategy from 2012 noted how ‘In the 21st Century Kazakhstan must strengthen its position as a regional leader and become the bridge for dialogue and interaction between East and West’.24 As a result, Kazakhstan is committed to dialogues between cultures and civilisations—all familiar rhetoric in China’s BRI strategic narratives.
Overall, Kazakhstan-China relations are shaped by political, security, energy, trade and cultural dimensions. Politically, the PRC entered diplomatic relations with independent Kazakhstan in 1992.25 According to Kazakh Ambassador to China, Shakhrat Nuryshev, ‘successive multi-level contacts between the two countries have grown into strong bonds of friendship, good neighbourliness and mutual respect’.26 Kazakhstan balances its relations with Russia, ‘the Bear’, and China, ‘the Dragon’, through its ‘multi-vector’ foreign policy.27 Kazakhstan is a member of the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO). Observers have been critical of the compatibility and convergence of these different Eurasian formats.28 Both countries cooperate bilaterally, and within the SCO, on tackling the three ‘evils’, which are terrorism, religious extremism and ethnic separatism.29 In addition to security cooperation, China is the fourth largest investor in Kazakhstan, and a major trade partner.30 China has a major stake in oil extraction and gas in Kazakhstan.31 The countries are connected by a network of oil and gas pipelines. China supports the modernisation of Kazakhstan’s industry, pursuing industrial investment cooperation in mining, chemicals and petrochemicals.32 Taken together, Kazakhstan has much to gain from strengthened relations with China, and for joining the BRI.
4.1.2 Kazakhstan’s Strategic Narratives in Response to the Second Belt and Road Forum
Kazakhstan’s strategic narratives surrounding the Second BRF were very similar to those that had driven its involvement since the BRI’s inception. Characterising Kazakhstan as a ‘modern and competitive transit hub’ and as China’s equal partner strengthens Kazakh ontological security by portraying the country as a unique and important link between China and Europe.33 Ongoing performance of this role through BRI-related diplomatic and economic activity thus has the potential to reinforce Kazakhstan’s ontological security over time.
Kazakhstan’s buy-in to the BRI remained consistent even after President Nazarbayev resigned months prior to the Second BRF. Nazarbayev still attended the forum, as he remained Kazakhstan’s ‘de facto leader’.34 At the joint meeting, he asserted that ‘Kazakhstan will remain consistent and stable in its internal and foreign policies after my resignation’.35 Nazarbayev’s concentration of power was based on a neo-patrimonial system.36 As the ‘father’ of the nation, his presence and statement suggested an attempt to reassure China about Kazakhstan’s ongoing involvement. It also suggests that Nazarbayev still anticipated material gains from ongoing participation in the initiative.
In terms of setting, Kazakhstan’s strategic narrative mirrors China’s view of world order based on inclusivity, peace and cooperation. Though officially retired, Nazarbayev attended the Second BRF, claiming that:It is clear that the world is already tired of conflicting geopolitical concepts and strives for geo-economics and joint development. The Belt and Road displays much more than a complex of new opportunities for economic cooperation. The initiative reflects a strong historical demand for security, trade and prosperity of more than 120 countries.37



In this plot, the past is characterised by counterproductive geopolitical competition, but more enlightened states now realise that future ‘security, trade and prosperity’ necessitate greater cooperation. Material gains are the main focus.
The Joint Communiqué of the Second BRF in 2019 lists several successful economic corridors, projects and other events that involve Kazakhstan. These include the China–Central Asia–West Asia economic corridor and the New Eurasian Land Bridge, as well as the organisation of the First Forum of Mayors of Silk Road Countries, held in Kazakhstan in 2018, and the Global Silk Road Award, initiated by Kazakhstan.38 One of the most discussed BRI projects in Kazakhstan is the development of the Khorgos Gateway, which is strategically positioned on the border of China and Kazakhstan, and started operating in 2015. The Gateway consists of a dry port which reloads Chinese freight onto Kazakh trains, which are then transported to Europe. It also includes a Special Economic Zone and a free trade border zone with China (cross-border cooperation centre ‘ICBC Khorgos’).39 There are intentions to upscale the small village of Nurkent on the Kazakh side, similar to the city of Khorgos (also known as Horgos) on the Chinese side. The Khorgos Gateway is connected in the East to the Chinese city of Lianyungang, where the countries jointly developed a port terminal.40 Kazakhstan’s BRI strategic narratives reflect this increased economic interdependency, particularly in the energy and transport sectors.
Trade and economic cooperation between the two countries promises tangible material gains. A news release by the Press Service of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan states:A total of 55 Kazakh-Chinese projects worth $27 billion will be implemented. From 2015 to 2018, 12 projects worth $3.8 billion were commissioned, it is expected to launch 5 projects worth $310 million in 2019, including the construction of solar power plants, hydroelectric power plants, modern meat factory complex. Eleven projects worth $5.5 billion are at the implementation stage, preparatory works are underway for the remaining projects amounting to $18.1 billion. In general, the implementation of projects will create about 20 thousand new jobs.41



By quantifying China-Kazakhstan relations in terms of projects, capital investments and new jobs, the Press Service of Kazakhstan highlights progress made so far. Noticeably, not all these developments are labelled as BRI projects, but many echo the ‘spirit’ of cooperation and friendship that the BRI upholds.
The BRI is compatible with Kazakhstan’s own infrastructure programme—the Nurly Zhol Program (‘The Bright Road’), introduced by former President Nazarbayev in 2014.42 In his address, Nazarbayev suggested that national road connectivity advances Kazakhstan’s ontological security:Kazakhstan owns a territory so vast it would tire the wings of a bird to fly over it. Thus, this plan requires huge funds and hard work. There is a saying: ‘If you want to know a nation’s prosperity look at its paths’. Road connections are of high importance, not only for travel, but also for the transportation of goods. In ancient times our big cities were located along the Great Silk Road.


Nowadays, all essential life depends on access to the main highways. Roads are the essence of life, the source of a modern existence. All the regions of Kazakhstan need to be closely connected by railroads, highways, and air services. The nine roads, connecting with each other in Astana are like the roots of life, [and] spread our capital’s creative spirit. Improving interconnectivity between the regions will eventually lead to a greater domestic well-being. It will strengthen trade and economic ties between the regions. There will be new markets emerging from inside the country.

[…]

Roads are lifelines for Kazakhstan. Life has always emerged and developed in our vast expanses around roads. We must create such a transport network that car, railway and air lines stretch to all directions from Astana. Like arteries from the heart. Like rays from the sun.43


Thus, Nazarbayev’s proposition to develop transport and logistics infrastructure, industrial infrastructure and energy infrastructure, among other areas, is supported by a long-term vision for the modern state of Kazakhstan. Moreover, this part of Nazarbayev’s address reiterates the Chinese saying ‘if you want to get rich, build roads first’,44 and recalls the historical position of several Kazakhstan cities along the Silk Road.
Nazerbayev’s address highlights the convergence of China’s BRI and Kazakhstan’s Nurly Zhol. It also shows how Kazakhstan frames infrastructure projects as something that benefits them materially, but also as something that is integral to their national identity. Infrastructure jointly associated with the BRI and Nurly Zhol is potentially a boost to the ontological security of Kazakhstan, since it is framed as integral to the state’s ‘well-being’ and ‘creative spirit’. That Kazakhstan’s government frames infrastructure as both materially and ontologically important to national health and prosperity shows why China’s strategic narratives are likely to be especially effective in Kazakhstan.
4.1.3 Full Embrace in Kazakhstan
Analysis of their strategic narratives surrounding the Second BRF reveals that Kazakh authorities continue to embrace China’s BRI strategic narratives. They continue to anticipate material gains, and that ongoing participation boosts their significance in the regional and global order. For China, this is a case of successful strategic narrative buy-in.
Looking beyond the Second BRF, Kazakhstan continues to embrace the BRI.45 President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, ruler of Kazakhstan since March 2019, visited Beijing in September 2019, and agreed with Xi Jinping to develop their relations in the context of ‘an eternal comprehensive strategic partnership in the spirit of mutual benefit, unshakable friendship, mutual trust and comprehensive cooperation in front of common challenges’.46 The meaning of ‘eternal’, according to Minister of Foreign Affairs of Kazakhstan, Beibut Atamkulov, refers to the countries’ geographical proximity:As recorded in historical chronicles, the peoples of the Great Steppe and Celestial Empire have lived side by side for several thousand years. We strive to continue living as good neighbours in the future.47



Beibut Atamkulov highlighted the 70th anniversary of China and the 30th anniversary of Kazakhstan to explain that ‘Both countries are approaching these anniversaries stronger and more confident, prepared for new horizons of friendship, strategic partnership and joint growth’.48 The rituals and commemorations associated with these anniversaries provide opportunities to boost each nation’s ontological security as successful, prosperous nations with clear visions for the future. Again, the similarity between China’s and Kazakhstan’s strategic narratives shows why it is relatively straightforward rhetorically for Kazakh policymakers to align with the BRI.
Kazakhstan’s embrace of the BRI will most likely continue in the foreseeable future. Beibut Atamkulov explained in an interview in the Kazakhstanskaya Pravda newspaper that:Further construction of the 21st Century Silk Road is of particular importance for Kazakhstan. After all, six years ago it was in our capital that the Chinese leader voiced his initiative, so all the successes and difficulties of its implementation are automatically projected onto our country.


From a practical point of view, thanks to the construction of transport corridors together with China, we have opened direct and quick access to the markets of all of Eurasia at once. For example, we immediately gained access to three oceans – the Pacific, Atlantic and Indian. Just think about it!

Landlocked Kazakhstan, which has always dreamed of having access to the sea, has now been connected to three oceans and three centres of global economic growth, with a potential of 65% of global GDP and a capacity of more than four billion people.

This phenomenon is still not fully realised by our scholars, business people and society as a whole. But it is already obvious that the union of the Kazakh and Chinese development programmes yielded a truly multiplicative effect for both Kazakhstan and China.49


Kazakhstan’s strategic narratives of the BRI continue to be very positive, due to material gains and the high ability to maintain ontological security. At the same time, these official narratives silence any events, perceptions or trajectories that would undermine this positive outlook. There are, for instance, concerns about the commercial viability of the dry-port Khorgos as a result of low levels of rail transport, the trade imbalance between Europe and China (resulting in empty trains moving East) and fraud.50 A study with local stakeholders in the tourism industry in Kazakhstan noted that ‘while respondents seemed to value the contribution of the BRI to infrastructure development and modernisation’, they were ‘not entirely convinced it would equally enhance the brand image of the destination’.51 As such, China’s emphasis on general terms such as ‘connectivity’ and ‘trade’ might undermine the unique identity and brand of Kazakhstan. Notwithstanding these counterarguments, Kazakhstan’s official BRI strategic narratives celebrate material gain and seek to boost the country’s ontological security as a modern and competitive transit hub.
4.2 Italy
Italy created controversy as the first G7 country to join the BRI. They signed a Memorandum of Understanding on 23 March 2019 during Xi Jinping’s visit to Italy, just a few weeks before the Second Belt and Road Forum.52 This was non-binding, but highly contentious, splitting the populist coalition ruling Italy at the time. The left-wing Five Star Movement supported joining; the far-right League opposed it. Opposition from the US and EU failed to deter the government from joining. Still, this contestation indicated that the purported material and ontological security benefits of the BRI were less clear for Italy than Kazakhstan. To understand this, it is useful to consider Italy’s relationship with China in the BRI’s early years, and how this was strategically narrated by policymakers.
4.2.1 Why Italy Decided to Join the BRI
In terms of material interests, Italy’s decision to affiliate with the BRI is not the profound policy shift it might appear to be. Economic relations between the countries go back 50 years—a point alluded to by Xi Jinping in an article he wrote for the Corriere della Sera newspaper the day before the Memorandum of Understanding was signed.53 Their relationship had also strengthened since the 2008 financial crisis.54 Italy joining the BRI was not therefore a significant policy shift economically, but it was politically highly contentious.55 This was the first time a leading liberal democracy had formally affiliated with the flagship global policy initiative of authoritarian, Communist China. To justify joining the initiative, the Italian coalition government’s strategic narratives had to address both material and ontological security concerns.
The apparent momentousness of the decision prompted extensive public debate about Italy’s foreign policy. However, in the years before this, neither the BRI nor relations with China were prominent in Italian public discourse. Dossi argues that foreign policy is rarely prominent in public debate in Italy, and therefore the country’s relationship with China has faced relatively little open scrutiny. Thus, between the public unveiling of the BRI in 2013 and Italy’s decision to join in 2019, debates on China and the BRI were mainly limited to a ‘small community of foreign policy experts and decision-makers’.56 The narrative content of policy discourse on Italy’s approach to the BRI is therefore relatively sparse.
The BRI Memorandum of Understanding was the latest in a series of economic agreements between Italy and China, in the wake of the ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’ they agreed in 2004.57 The scope of these agreements had expanded in the decade following the 2008 financial crisis. At that point, Italy was widely considered a ‘systemic liability’ within the Eurozone due to its high levels of public debt.58 This meant that when the 2008 financial crisis hit, and the EU’s sovereign debt crisis followed, Italy was especially vulnerable economically. China, fearing the knock-on effects of the crisis, and seeing the opportunity to gain further access to European markets, invested heavily in Europe, including Italy. China contributed $43bn to the IMF’s global fund to address the debt crisis, and The People’s Bank of China helped reduce the impact of the crisis by continuing to invest in Italian government bonds.59
Economic agreements between Italy and China were not branded as BRI-related in the early years of the initiative. Chinese firms invested heavily in a variety of Italian companies in 2014, including in the energy, banking and telecommunications sectors. ChemChina’s acquisition of Italian company, Pirelli, elevated Italy to the top European country for Chinese investment in 2015.60 This 7 billion Euro acquisition was partly funded by the Silk Road Fund, but was not branded as part of the BRI.
Negotiations for Italy to join the BRI date back to 2017.61 That year Italy was the only G7 country to send a head of state to the First Belt and Road Forum.62 In February, the Italian President, Sergio Materella, confirmed that Italy would ‘participate with conviction in this ambitious project’.63 The drive to join the BRI then accelerated under the ‘yellow-green’ government formed in 2018, comprising two anti-establishment, populist parties: the left-wing Five Star Movement and the far-right party, the League. The Five Star Movement were especially keen on BRI affiliation, arguing that this would signal that Italy no longer submits to its allies in the EU and NATO.64
Another rationale cited for Italy working more closely with China was its strategic position in the centre of the Mediterranean. China recognised the significance of this position, which placed Italy ‘at the intersection between Southern Europe, North Africa and West Asia’.65 With increased Chinese shipping coming through the Mediterranean, and growing security concerns in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), the region was of growing significance to China. Italy, just as it had been centuries previously, was ideally positioned to be the Western terminus of the New Silk Road.66 This created a material incentive for China and Italy to work together. It was also a potential source of ontological security for Italy, as policymakers could narrate joining the initiative as a continuation of a special historical role that Italy had previously played.
However, Italy’s push for a closer economic relationship with China received ongoing criticism long before Italy joined the BRI. Analysts expressed surprise that Italy might work closely with China, given that it had experienced strong competition from China in manufacturing in the 1990s and 2000s, especially after China joined the World Trade Organisation in 2001.67 Both countries possess a ‘strong manufacturing sector, heavy reliance on exports, and a distinctively low-tech production bias’.68 Because of this, throughout Italy’s engagement with China there was a persistent counter-narrative characterising China as an economic threat rather than a partner.
As Italy’s relationship with China evolved in the 2010s, policymakers raised concerns shared by other countries: that economic relations with China were becoming increasingly imbalanced. China was able to increase its imports to Italy notably, while Italy’s smaller export businesses struggled to gain market access and significant profit in China. To address this, both countries agreed a three-year action plan between 2010 and 2013 to promote more balanced trade. Italy also instituted a ‘Golden power’ rule in 2012, granting the government special powers to vet foreign investments on national security grounds, with Chinese investments being part of the motivation.69 Recognising that the trade imbalance was becoming politically problematic, China then agreed to a new Three Year Action Plan covering 2014–2016, which promised increased Italian exports of goods and services to China.70 This included signing a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on cooperation on issues relating to the environment, agriculture, urbanisation, healthcare and aviation.71 Still, the trade balance remained uneven. Partly because of this, the government strengthened regulations in October 2017 to ‘ward off predatory investments made by third countries in strategic sectors’.72
Concern about China was also reflected in Italian public opinion. Perceptions that China was partly to blame for the decline in Italian manufacturing led to resentment towards China among Italian citizens, who were found to have the third worst global perceptions of China in 2014.73 Overall, therefore, policymakers advocating Italy joining the BRI had to contend with a prominent counter-narrative that the material costs of working with China outweighed the benefits. This helps explains why the decision to join the BRI was contentious, even as the populist coalition who signed the MoU calculated that they could justify joining the initiative.
4.2.2 The Ontological Security Dynamics Explaining Affiliation
The decision to join the BRI may have been a continuation of Italy’s material interests in working with China, but it was potentially a significant source of ontological insecurity. As Ghiretti states, ‘the BRI is about a lot more than just connectivity. The BRI is a way to frame the relationship between a country and China’.74 In other words, in signing the MoU, the Italian policymakers involved felt that they could justify BRI affiliation as being consistent with ‘who Italy is’ as a country, and not just consistent with its economic needs. The government felt able to do this despite the risk of harming their relationship with traditional allies who opposed the initiative, such as the US, and despite the risk of appearing subservient to China.
One of the explanations commentators give for Italy being willing to engage more closely with China is that the two countries have sustained a more cordial relationship than other Western powers.75 Within Italy’s BRI strategic narratives, this made it possible to characterise the relationship as a long-term friendship rather than a new relationship between competitors. Evaluating the meaning of their relationship this way is potentially a boost to Italy’s ontological security, since it suggests that Italy has managed to achieve a more positive relationship than other countries have been able to. This fits a longer-term concern in Italian foreign policy about the country’s ‘international status’ and its significance as an influential ‘middle power’.76 Thus, over a decade where Italy has been criticised for its indebtedness, corruption and its ‘shrinking place in the international arena’,77 achieving closer cooperation with China than other countries could enhance Italy’s ontological security as a significant and successful international actor.
The idea that the BRI could benefit Italy’s ontological security is also implicit in the strategic narratives of the populist coalition that came to power in Italy in 2017. Both sides of the coalition were avowedly Eurosceptic and keen to assert that Italy was not overly reliant on its traditional allies in the EU or NATO.78 Indeed, one of the reasons the coalition came to power was that it successfully harnessed popular discontent with Italy’s historical allies. Writing in May 2019, Federiga Bindi argues that Italy ‘still suffers from the 2008 global financial crisis, feels betrayed by the United States because of the Libya disaster, and contends with being abandoned by Europe over the immigration and economic crises’.79 The plot of this narrative is driven by betrayal, with the villains being Italy’s supposed allies, who have failed to provide adequate support in a series of crises. Resolving the plot and providing a happy ending could be achieved by finding policy shifts that return Italy to the path of growth and prosperity. Ideally the policy shifts would assert Italy’s independence from its traditional allies. Defying the G7 and joining the BRI was a potential example.
For the coalition, the desire to demonstrate Italy’s ability to act independently of its allies was also ideologically driven by an ‘Italy First’ agenda. This was similar to American foreign policy under Donald Trump.80 Following this ‘Trumpian script’, an agreement with China could be sold to Eurosceptic audiences as one which put the Italian national interest, and the interests of its businesses, ahead of the multinational EU’s rules and preferences.81 Similar to the strategic narratives of other populists, the government could be represented as heroes of the story, looking out for ordinary Italians against European elites.
Taken together, these motivations made policymakers think that joining the BRI could be justified discursively. Materially, it could be argued that the benefits would outweigh the costs. Joining the BRI might even be cathartic; a release of anxiety about Italy’s status and a reassertion of its strength and independence after a decade of criticism from its allies. The decision would be contentious—as economic relations with China had been in Italy to that point. But, overall, senior policymakers in the populist coalition reasoned that BRI affiliation could be justified as being consistent with Italy’s material interests and with the narratives and routines through which Italian ontological security is maintained. As a key architect of the MoU, Junior Industry Minister Michele Geraci, put it: ‘We have weighed up all the risks and I think this is a great result for Italy’.82
4.2.3 Italy’s Strategic Narratives Justifying Joining the BRI
Italy’s decision to sign the MoU joining the BRI was in many ways the headline of the Second Belt and Road Forum. Consequently, debates about Italy’s decision and debates about the forum are intertwined, so are analysed together here. By the time Italy signed up to the BRI, the prior arguments for and against doing so had not been resolved. One part of the governing coalition—the League party—opposed it. The EU criticised the signing, especially since it undermined concurrent attempts by the European Council to agree a unified way to deal with China.83 Italy’s decision disconcerted those fearing that China might use ‘divide and conquer’ tactics to gain influence over Europe.84 The US—a long-time ally of Italy—also criticised the signing, since the US strongly opposed the BRI and was encouraging other countries to reject the initiative. With one of the ruling parties and Italy’s traditional allies opposed to the MoU, this raises the question of how Italian policymakers strategically narrated their decision to join.
The MoU’s wording contained six specific areas for bilateral cooperation: (1) policy dialogue; (2) transport, logistics and infrastructure; (3) unimpeded trade and investment; (4) financial cooperation; (5) people-to-people connectivity and (6) green development cooperation.85 In terms of material interests, the MoU’s wording was similar to previous MoU’s between the two countries. This included increased market access to China for ‘Made in Italy’ products, more Chinese investment in Italy, a ‘level playing field’ and a commitment to ‘counter excessive macroeconomic imbalances’.86
Importantly, the MoU is politically non-binding and contains little specific detail. Much of the content ‘does not suggest any precise objective or project’, but simply outlines ‘synergies’, a ‘common vision’ and ‘areas of mutual interest’. It suggests ‘broad and general future collaborations’ that might occur, rather than clear action plans for specific projects.87 The deliberate vagueness of the language gives both sides flexibility and political room for manoeuvre. Vague promises of improved ‘connectivity’ and ‘partnership’ make collaboration look apolitical and intuitively beneficial, when in reality there would be many complications with China’s growing role in Italy’s economy and infrastructure. For China, vague language promising continued ‘dialogue’ on human rights neither commits to specific action nor acknowledges concrete issues with its record. For Italy the non-committal idea of ‘dialogue’ makes justifying joining easier without undermining its ontological security as a liberal democracy committed to individual human rights.
Despite the general vagueness of the wording, there are more specific elements about collaboration in third markets and in ports and maritime infrastructure. Under the heading of economic diplomacy, Italy sought to help its small and medium-sized enterprises recognise ‘the cooperation opportunities in projects either under way or being developed by China in Egypt, Kazakhstan and Georgia’.88 The agreement also promised to ‘enhanc[e] cooperation in the sector of ports, logistics and maritime transport’ by connecting Italian infrastructure to the BRI.89
Economically, Italian policymakers framed the BRI as a unique and urgent opportunity: ‘a train that Italy cannot afford to miss’.90 It was apparently especially urgent to position Italy ahead of other Mediterranean countries such as Greece, which had already joined the initiative in August 2018. The competition was to be the key Mediterranean terminus for the Maritime Silk Road for Chinese shipping coming to Europe through the Suez Canal: a role Italy had played historically. To achieve this, Italy needed to compete with Greece. As of 2016, China was the world’s leading exporter, second greatest importer, and controlled a fifth of the world’s container fleet. To support its fleet of giant container ships, it had invested heavily in ports across the world. In Europe its most significant investment was in the Greek port of Piraeus. Taking advantage of Greece’s sovereign debt crisis, China’s largest state-owned shipping company, COSCO, took on a majority stake in the port. The aim was that China’s massive container ships could dock at Piraeus, with goods then travelling by rail to the rest of Europe far more quickly than when Chinese ships used to have to traverse the Mediterranean to dock in Northern Europe.91 Before the takeover, just 2% of Chinese trade passed through Greece. This increased to 13% afterwards—highlighting the material benefits of engaging with the BRI.92 Chinese trade could in theory bypass Italy completely, even though Italy’s northern ports are much closer to central Europe. Recognising this, back in 2016, a consortium of Italian ports—Venice, Trieste and Ravenna—sought to challenge Piraeus by trying to attract Chinese cargo ships to them instead.93 Two of the 28 agreements under the 2019 MoU concerned Chinese state companies’ involvement in the Italian ports of Genoa and Trieste, illustrating the importance of this element of the agreement.94
Injecting this sense of urgency into the story of the Belt and Road Initiative was an attempt to justify why Italy needed to join now, otherwise other countries would reap all the benefits. This quickening of the plot also reflects positively on China and the BRI, reinforcing the impression that the initiative is growing fast, that success is inevitable, so countries need to get on board before others take the spoils. Michele Geraci, Italy’s Junior Industry Minister, explained that ‘[w]e are at the heart of the Mediterranean, yet the Chinese are everywhere in the region except here’.95
The notion of Italy being important because of its position at the heart of the Mediterranean is more than economic. It draws on mythology dating back to the Roman Empire, when it was considered the centre of the world’s leading civilisation. For some, the Silk Road mythology is also rooted in the initial diplomatic contact between the Roman Empire and the Han Dynasty between 350BC and 220AD.96 This, in additional to the legend of Marco Polo’s encounters on the Silk Road, were historical narratives the coalition government could have drawn on to make affiliation with the BRI seem like continuity with Italy’s past. Though, in our research, this was more prominent in China’s strategic narratives than Italy’s. Italy focused more on the economic benefits of joining the initiative to Italian companies and ‘Made in Italy’ products. China certainly made extensive reference to Marco Polo in their celebration of Italy joining the BRI. In an article entitled ‘When history meets the future’, CGTN emphasises that trade between the countries dated back to 200 AD, skipping 1000 years to describe how Marco Polo spearheaded an exchange of ideas between ‘two great civilisations’.97 The article even presents a timeline visualising continuities in the relationship throughout history.98 Xi Jinping’s speeches in Italy employed the mythology of Marco Polo to symbolise the continuous friendship between Italy and China, even describing exchange students as ‘modern-day Marco Polos, as cultural ambassadors between Italy and China in this new era’.99 The Joint Statement between the two countries asserts a long-term friendship between the countries, anticipating the ‘celebration of the 50th anniversary of the establishment of Italy-China diplomatic relations (“Road-to-Fifty”) in 2020’.100 This makes partnering with China appear routine; a source of ontological security. But the Italian government’s strategic narrative was predominantly economic, drawing less frequently on Italy’s past to justify it.
Justifying joining the BRI based on historical continuity with Italy’s past was one way policymakers could have used the initiative to enhance Italy’s ontological security. There were others too. Simone Dossi examines the parliamentary debates on the Memorandum of Understanding. He cites an MP, Santi Cappellani, warning against ‘submission to the North Atlantic Treaty allies’. Cappellani praised the government for signing the MoU, since it showed Italy was ‘rediscovering the geopolitical tradition that transformed Italy into the great nation that it used to be and that we should return to being’.101 This narrative of national renewal bears similarity to Donald Trump’s Make America Great Again or MAGA narrative. Again, this shows that specific policymakers sought to argue that signing the MoU was ontological security-affirming—something that could alleviate anxiety about Italy’s potential subservience to others, and show it to be a strong, independent nation.
That joining the BRI could be ontological security-affirming comes through in comments Michele Geraci supposedly made during the Boao Forum for Asia. Geraci, responding to criticism from EU countries for signing the MoU, claimed that a key reason for joining the initiative was that ‘we… want to lead, and leading means doing things first’.102 Dismissing concerns about debt traps, RT reports him declaring that ‘We’re not Greece, we’re Italy… We are a $1.7-trillion economy. How can we fall into a debt trap? It happens in Sri Lanka, Malaysia, maybe Pakistan… but it cannot happen in Italy’.103 Similar sentiment was expressed by a local union leader in Vado Ligure, a port near Genoa experiencing Chinese investment. Addressing concerns about debt traps and workers’ rights, they asserted that ‘Here in Italy there are laws, there are contracts, and we will monitor the situation’.104
These statements are intriguing, in that they imply that the BRI can cause debt traps and reduce workers’ rights, counter to China’s claims. However, these are portrayed as problems for less advanced countries, whereas Italy is apparently sufficiently developed and well-governed to avoid these problems. This illustrates how being an advanced and developed country is important to Italy’s ontological security. Even more significant from an ontological security perspective, though, is that Geraci felt compelled to assert that joining the BRI indicated Italy’s economic superiority to other countries, and that it was an international leader. This shows policymakers sought to justify BRI affiliation as affirming and boosting Italy’s sense of self.
However, these grandiose statements promoting Italy’s leadership and potential return to greatness were countered by a range of concerns from other policymakers and the right-wing press.105 These included national security concerns about Chinese digital infrastructure, such as Huawei’s involvement in Italy’s prospective 5G networks, and concerns that Italy might become even further indebted.106
Foremost among the critics was the leader of the League party and Deputy Prime Minister, Matteo Salvini. He ended up opposing the signing of the MoU, despite being a leading member of the coalition who negotiated it. His arguments reveal material and ontological security concerns. First, he questioned whether the material benefits would materialise: ‘Do not tell me that China is a free market. Italy loses 60 billion euros a year to Chinese counterfeits’.107 Before the agreement was signed, he explained that ‘If it's a matter of helping Italian companies to invest abroad we are willing to talk to anyone’, but ‘If it's a question of colonising Italy and its firms by foreign powers, no’.108 He also raised concerns that ‘China is not a democracy and has a certain spirit of imperialism and control’.109
These statements fit into a ‘China threat’ narrative in which China gains increasing economic and political power over Italy. Unlike democratic Italy, China is cast as an authoritarian Other with a desire to subjugate rather than collaborate. In terms of plot, the signing of the MoU today would lead to Italy’s subservience to China tomorrow, which would neither be materially beneficial nor congruent with Italy’s national identity.
Similar arguments are hinted at in parliamentary debates, with Dossi citing a Democratic Party MP complaining that the MoU was a ‘unilateral concession’ on China’s terms, and that Italy was ‘selling out’ to China.110 This evaluation of Italy’s character in the story is very different from the pathbreaking leader demonstrating its independence by joining the BRI. However, it is arguably underpinned by the same ontological insecurity about Italy’s influence and status. Media coverage also raised concerns about what Italy would be conceding by joining the BRI. A France 24 news video segment interviews an Italian dockworker in Genoa, who laments that the deal would mean Italy will ‘lose our national property and identity’.111 This implies that there were significant material and ontological security concerns among citizens too. That said, a Deutsche Welle article interviewed citizens expressing support for port projects in their neighbourhoods, saying that ‘there is no problem with the Chinese… They are very welcome with their money’.112
A second source of ontological insecurity for the Italian government was that signing the MoU would undermine their traditional alliance with the US. This was especially concerning for the League party, whose right-wing populist agenda mirrored Trump’s in many respects. Once Trump heavily criticised the prospective MoU, the League became increasingly critical too. According to Smith and Van Loon (2019), the coalition contemplated not signing the MoU after Trump’s criticism, but were persuaded to proceed by China threatening to cancel $2.8bn of investments.113 This reminds us that strategic narratives are just one part of the process of convincing other states to change policy. Hard economic incentives have persuasive—and sometimes coercive—power too.
Such criticism may not have stopped the populist coalition from signing the MoU, though it led to them moderate the wording of their policy statements to avoid further upsetting Italy’s traditional allies. The government insisted that any relationship with China would only be ‘economic and commercial’, without changing ‘the framework of our political relations and the Euro-Atlantic placement of our country’.114 Deputy Prime Minister, Luigi Di Maio, claimed that ‘the deal with China has nothing to do with geopolitics… we just want to make sure that [the] Made In Italy brand can better enter the Chinese market and that of other developing countries’.115 Di Maio’s framing is congruent with China’s strategic narrative, which stresses that the initiative is purely about mutual benefit rather than geopolitical advantage. Whether this ameliorated US or EU concerns is doubtful, but it showed that the government was keen to assert that the initiative did not undermine the ‘Euro-Atlantic’ element of Italy’s national identity. The government was essentially saying that ‘we are joining this initiative for economic reasons, but it does not change who we are’ in relation to others. In claiming this, the Italian government was trying to influence how others evaluated the meaning of its decision to join the BRI.
Overall, the Italian government’s strategic narratives justifying BRI affiliation were strongly contested domestically, internationally and from within the ruling coalition itself. Despite this, the coalition judged that they could sell joining the initiative. They deemed that there were sufficient material benefits to be gained, and by grounding joining the BRI in Italian nationalist myth, they could frame it favourably, boosting Italy’s ontological security. That is, as long as they emphasised that the focus was simply economic, and that joining would not undermine their historical alliances. This represents a considerable success for China’s strategic narration—and its longer-term economic diplomacy—in helping to secure buy-in from a large, Western-orientated economy.
4.2.4 The Future of Italy’s Involvement in the BRI
Italy’s decision to sign the BRI was contentious at the time, and has been ever since. According to Francesca Ghiretti, the Italian government coalition signed the MoU with China due to ‘a mixture of rejection of Italy’s traditional alliances, Euro-skepticism, naïveté, and interests that pointed in favour of China’.116 However, only months later, that government collapsed, and was replaced in September 2019 with a new government, in which the Five Star Movement was joined by the centre-left Democratic Party.117 While not hostile to China, it reorientated Italy’s foreign policy towards its more traditional allies—the EU and the US. These changes give the impression that the decision to join the BRI was more a product of a highly contingent situation in domestic Italian politics in early 2019 rather than a long-term reorientation towards Beijing.118
Since then, stances towards Beijing have toughened across Europe and the US, and this has shaped Italy’s relationship with Beijing too. Less than a fortnight before Italy signed the MoU with China, the European Commission published its report stating that ‘the balance of challenges and opportunities presented by China has shifted’, highlighting the deteriorating human rights situation in Xinjiang and China’s failure to provide ‘reciprocal market access’.119 The report also called for a unified approach to securing states’ 5G networks.120 A report by the Federation of German Industries described China as a ‘systemic competitor’, and called for greater assertiveness in order to protect the EU from China’s ‘market-distorting practices’.121 A month after Italy signed the MoU, the EU agreed an investment screening mechanism to guard against states such as China investing in members’ critical industries.
This reorientation has continued with the new government that came to power in 2021, led by Mario Draghi, which has been increasingly critical of China. Draghi hinted that Italy might withdraw from the BRI, describing China as ‘an autocracy that does not adhere to multilateral rules and does not share the same vision of the world that democracies have’.122 He reasserted that the ‘two pillars of Italian foreign policy are Europeanism and Atlanticism’—reinforcing a more traditional approach moving forward.123 Italy has also adopted similar policies to other European countries by restricting Huawei’s access to its 5G network.124 It also cancelled a deal between the Italian and Chinese space agencies to build elements of the Chinese space station, Tiangong 3.125
Many elements of the BRI Memorandum of Understanding have not yet produced completed projects. MoUs between Chinese companies and the ports of Genoa and Trieste signed later in 2019 have not yet produced clear outcomes.126 Thus, the material benefits of BRI affiliation have not yet been fully realised, even if Italy signing the MoU retains symbolic political value for both parties. There is greater uncertainty about whether the costs of BRI affiliation may now be greater than the benefits, even as Italy continues to affiliate with the initiative.
However, party-political differences continue to shape Italy’s approach to China and the strategic narratives through which these are communicated. Michele Geraci, architect of the original MoU, counters Draghi’s suggestion that Italy might withdraw, claiming this would result in a catastrophic economic boycott by China.127 This debate highlights growing tension between the desire to benefit materially from the BRI and concern that it undermines Italy’s ontological security. Draghi’s argument is that participation may not represent ‘who Italy is’ as a country; Geraci counters that even if that is so, leaving would be materially disastrous.128 As we shall see, this potentially brings Italy closer to other liberal democracies like our next case studies, the UK and the Netherlands, who recognise material benefits of BRI involvement, but reject joining on ontological security grounds.
4.3 Conclusion
Kazakhstan and Italy joined the BRI because policymakers in both countries felt that they could justify that participation would bring significant material gain without undermining their countries’ ontological security. They were confident that they could sell the initiative as a continuation of past behaviour and with the narratives and routines through which they maintained their senses of ‘who they are’ as countries. Kazakhstan’s decision was less contentious domestically, not least since its geographical location and pre-existing relationship with China made joining the BRI a more obvious choice. Italy’s decision was politically controversial, both domestically and for its traditional allies in Europe and the US. It remains so.
The contention about Italy’s decision is especially revealing, as it shows how different interpretations of what makes a nation ontologically secure can conflict with one another. Opponents of the BRI saw it as a disruption of Italy’s behavioural routines, which were associated with Western alliances of the EU and the US. Critics saw Italy’s traditional alliances as core elements of its sense of identity, and thus disrupting them was a source of existential anxiety. For them, joining the BRI was not consistent with who Italy is as a country.
However, proponents of the BRI saw the break with routines as ontological security-affirming. They asserted that the bold move to endorse the BRI showed Italy was not subservient to its major allies and could forge an independent path. This was influenced in part by a ‘Make Us Great Again’ strategic narrative promising that Italy would become stronger and more influential were it to return to a foreign policy based on a narrower interpretation of the national interest. This narrative is underpinned by a degree of shame and frustration at Italy’s decline and dysfunction, combined with the desire to reassert Italy’s strength and significance. However, once the US criticised the initiative, members of the coalition appeared to backtrack, experiencing anxiety at the prospect of upsetting their strongest ally. Consequently, they moderated their strategic narrative about the BRI to claim that it was purely an economic decision, without undermining Italy’s national biography as a liberal democracy aligned to Western alliance networks. This shows the importance of international audiences to whether states can construct sayable strategic narratives justifying joining global policy initiatives.
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The easiest sector of our framework to populate for the BRI consists of states that acknowledge material incentives of the BRI, but harbour ontological security concerns about joining the initiative. This combination is most commonly found among liberal democracies, who recognise the material benefits of the BRI, but have concerns about China’s failure to adopt international rules and standards and its human rights record. Both the UK and the Netherlands have not joined the BRI, partly because they appear unable to project a convincing strategic narrative for domestic citizens and international allies (especially the US) which maintains their ontological security. This chapter outlines their concerns. It illustrates how both frame themselves as natural trade partners of China because of their history of global trade, but that they diverge based on their commitment to liberal values. However, we also show how the UK in particular tried to alleviate ontological insecurity about working closely with China by framing itself as helping China meet international standards. Framing itself as China’s helper could boost its ontological security by implying China needed it more than the other way round.
Figure 5.1 shows the position of the UK and the Netherlands on the BRI strategic narrative buy-in framework. Both have welcomed the BRI in principle, and have made agreements with China to increase investment in their economies and infrastructure. However, neither have joined the initiative. As analysis of their strategic narratives shows, this appears to be because they are unable to address ontological insecurity about joining the project of an authoritarian state which does not share their liberal values. For this reason, joining would undermine their sense of ‘who they are’, even as policymakers recognise the benefits, even necessity, of an economic relationship with China.[image: ]
Fig. 5.1Countries positioned in the BRI strategic narrative buy-in framework


5.1 United Kingdom
The UK’s relationship with China has fluctuated since the inception of the BRI. However, there are clear consistencies in policy debates about working more closely with China. Successive governments have welcomed the prospect of material gain through improving relationships and striking economic deals with China. However, each time a deal is proposed, opposition ministers and media outlets have raised concerns about China’s rejection of liberal values, its oppression of minorities and whether it is a national security threat. This has shaped Britain’s response to the BRI: enthusiasm about the prospective economic benefits, but physical and ontological security concerns about affiliation with a Chinese-driven initiative.
In general, British discourse on the BRI appears to have relatively low narrativity. There are few references to history, and British officials largely refrain from drawing on historical analogies to make engagement with China seem like a continuation of some natural past relationship. Arguably this would be difficult to narrate credibly. Britain colonised Chinese territory, exploited it economically, and was one of the leading players in China’s ‘Century of Humiliation’. This, in addition to decades of Communist rule and values antithetical to Western liberal democracies, meant that few elements in China and the UK’s history were ‘sayable’ by policymakers. These tensions continue to resurface over the status of Hong Kong, one of several ports colonised by the UK and only returned to China in 1997. Any historical narrative intimating that the two countries shared a mutually productive past would be easily countered. For that reason, we found limited historical content in BRI-related policy statements. Instead, statements focused more narrowly on arguments about the possible benefits and costs of working with China, rather than situating these in some mythological shared history.
5.1.1 UK–China Relations: 2013–2019
Although the BRI was initiated in 2013, in UK policy debates it becomes noticeably prominent in 2015. This was the year of an extensive diplomatic drive, culminating in the David Cameron government declaring a new ‘Golden era of China UK relations’. As part of an extensive attempt to strengthen Britain’s economic relationship with China, the UK signed a ‘China-UK Joint Declaration on Building a Global Comprehensive Strategic Partnership for the 21st Century’.1 This included many elements of China’s BRI strategic narratives, including ‘enduring, inclusive and win–win cooperation’, wider ‘people to people exchanges’ and ensuring ‘equality and mutual respect’ for each other’s sovereignty and interests.2
The declaration also specifies that ‘both sides have a strong interest in cooperating on each other's major initiatives, namely China’s “Belt and Road” initiative and the UK's National Infrastructure Plan and the Northern Powerhouse’.3 To that end, the two countries agreed £40bn of investment deals, most notably with state-owned China General Nuclear Power (CGN) being allowed a 33.5% stake in the construction of a UK nuclear power plant, Hinkley Point C. This was not branded as a BRI project, but was touted as a ‘flagship project of cooperation’ between the two countries.4 This was later followed by CGN taking a 20% stake in the Sizewell C nuclear plant, and talks about a Chinese-built reactor being installed at Bradwell, just 50 km from London.5 The UK government was also the first G7 country to join the Chinese-led Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2016.6 Increasing foreign direct investment in China was another motive for the UK to improve bilateral links with Beijing.7
At this point, British affiliation with the Belt and Road Initiative was plausible. Britain had signed a Memorandum of Understanding with China, and while it was not officially about the BRI, it did contain text expressing interest in cooperation with the initiative. Britain appeared willing to accept China’s BRI strategic narrative. However, three successive governments, under David Cameron, Theresa May and later Boris Johnson, all stopped short of formally joining the initiative, even though there was speculation that each might do so.8
Part of the reason for Britain stopping short of BRI affiliation was concern about upsetting its long-term allies, particularly the US. Britain has long perceived that it has a ‘special relationship’ with Washington. The relationship is important to British ontological security, insofar as it enables Britain to perceive that by influencing Washington it exerts outsized power in world affairs.9 Consequently, the British government and media are sensitive to policy shifts that might damage the ‘special relationship’.10 With the BRI, this was heightened by President Barack Obama’s criticism of the UK’s ‘constant accommodation’ of China.11 US media outlets and think tanks expressed concerns that Britain had ‘sold out to Beijing’.12 Critics argued that Britain was showing ‘recklessness’ in seeking financial investment from China at the cost of undermining the West’s stance on China’s human rights record and unfair trading practices.13
Domestic concern about the UK’s policy shifts towards China is another factor in why Britain never formally joined the BRI, despite initial enthusiasm about the project. From a narrative perspective, it reflects a dichotomy between two narratives found in many countries’ deliberations about contemporary China: a ‘China as an opportunity’ narrative, advocated by the Cameron government, and a ‘China as a threat’ narrative, advocated by its opponents and subsequent governments. These narratives differ in how they evaluate China’s motives, and this evaluation shapes how their narrators anticipate the plot will play out. Thus the government in 2015 narrated China as an opportunity: a rising economy promising greater mutual investment and future prosperity. China from this perspective was not necessarily portrayed as benevolent and benign. Rather, for the government, the future economic benefits of a closer relationship appeared to outweigh any risks.
Scrutinising the language of the early deals with China, one can also find hints of British exceptionalism; the notion of Britain’s superiority to other countries, especially in Europe—a long-recognised element of British national identity.14 Chancellor George Osborne called in 2015 for Britain to be ‘China’s best partner in the West’, suggesting that the British could feel good about themselves—and thus derive ontological security—from being a superior partner to Beijing compared to other countries.15
The counter-narrative to this was that China poses a geopolitical threat to Britain; a narrative that has become increasingly prominent in Britain over the last decade.16 The threat narrative has a physical security—and thus material—element. It also has an ontological security element. The material aspect is that China threatens British national security. The plot of this story is that if China plays a leading role in building British critical national infrastructure today, it could take control of that infrastructure to coerce Britain in an imagined future dispute. This narrative was articulated by opponents whenever the UK contemplated signing deals with China. One former energy minister described the 2015 nuclear infrastructure deal as ‘one of the worst deals ever’ for British industry, citing concerns about China’s record of ‘hacking into other countries’ IT systems’ and its unfair investment practices.17 These concerns increased within the Theresa May administration, which was more reticent of Chinese involvement in Britain’s infrastructure.18
The second concern is ontological security-based: that policy change to join the BRI would undermine ‘who Britain is’, since it would involve working with a country which rejects liberal democratic values that are integral to Britain’s sense of self. Being seen as a ‘force for good’ in the world is a core element of Britain’s international identity, repeatedly invoked by governments when justifying Britain’s foreign policy.19 One way it achieves this is by upholding and promoting liberal values including democracy, respect for the rule of law and for individual human rights. Since many British elites and everyday citizens see their country as upholding these values internationally, close affiliation with China generates anxiety about whether Britain could continue to play that role. These concerns grew from 2017 onwards with growing publicity of the scale of China’s repression of Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang.20
However, there is an additional ontological security concern that emerges in the discourse about Britain’s infrastructure deals with China: anxiety and shame about reliance on a country that until recently appeared—and even self-defined—as more ‘backward’ than the UK.21 Media commentary on the nuclear infrastructure deals of 2015 laments why an advanced country like Britain needs China’s funding or expertise at all. A BBC article entitled ‘Why does the UK need China to build its nuclear plants?’ asks ‘why does a country with so much experience now need help from abroad?’22 Such questions imply anxiety—and therefore ontological insecurity—about an advanced country needing help from a country such as China. They also fit within a master narrative of decline that has long been a preoccupation in British foreign policy.23 Just as Britain once ‘ruled the waves’ under Empire, but then has declined since, Britain was once a leader in nuclear power generation, and now has to rely on others.
Thus, as the Second Belt and Road Forum approached, Britain still had ongoing infrastructure projects with Chinese involvement, but it stopped short of joining the BRI. Its relationship with China was evolving, with claims of a ‘golden era’ giving way to growing concerns about the national security threat China might pose. China’s rise was a growing source of ontological insecurity for successive British governments. China rejected liberal democratic values. A closer relationship to it would undermine Britain’s self-image as a ‘force for good’ in the world. It might also damage its relationships with allies through which Britain saw itself as exerting disproportionate international influence. Finally, China was simply a much more powerful country now; a reminder of how much Britain’s relative power had waned, compared to when it could dictate terms. The question is, how could Britain position itself to work with China on the BRI without undermining its sense of self?
5.1.2 Britain and the Second Belt and Road Forum: China’s Helper?
Britain’s solution to how to benefit from the BRI without formally affiliating was to present itself as China’s helper; a partner with unique specialisms that could help the initiative achieve the standards expected by the international community. This characterisation, made by Prime Minister Theresa May’s administration, positioned Britain favourably as more than just an ordinary partner. It positioned Britain as assisting China, and an upholder of the existing ‘international rules-based order’, rather than implying any subservience to a competitor’s flagship initiative. In turn, positioning the UK as China’s helper positioned China as an actor in need of that help. This narrative was potentially credible due to broader criticism that the BRI was failing to meet international standards because of corruption, debt-trap concerns, environmental impacts and a lack of transparency.24 This criticism meant that Britain could claim to employ its superior expertise and experience to guide China to improve the initiative; whether the reality of the relationship reflected this or not.
Britain did this by focusing on the financial and legal support it could bring to the BRI; areas in which Britain had comparative advantage and world-leading expertise. Years before the Second BRF, the UK cited London’s status as a leading international financial centre as a reason why Britain would be a valuable partner for China. As mentioned earlier, it was then the first G7 country to join the Chinese-led Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank in 2016.25 It also claimed that this support ‘had a positive impact in shaping the governance and standards of the AIIB’.26 That this multilateral institution appears to abide by the ‘rules-based international system’ made it easier for the UK to construct a convincing strategic narrative about AIIB affiliation.
These arguments are captured in a parliamentary inquiry into ‘China and the Rules-Based International System’, released just three weeks before the Second BRF:Chinese-led investment in foreign countries, and particularly developing countries, need not inherently conflict with British interests. Asia’s infrastructure gap is real, and exporting the fruits of China’s spectacular growth could be a way to close that gap while addressing China’s own economic needs. The UK could potentially help China in this effort and can secure economic benefits from doing so, especially by focusing on areas in which the UK has particular value to offer, such as in the provision of legal and financial services. The UK’s early support for the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank provides a positive example of how UK engagement can help to encourage China to adopt higher standards, in a way which might be relevant to the UK’s approach to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in the coming years.27 [our emphases]



Another area in which Britain portrayed itself as a helper was in assisting China in making the BRI greener. In advance of the Second BRF, the UK and China published jointly the ‘Green Investment Principles for the Belt and Road’.28 In a further document entitled ‘Greening the Belt and Road’, the City of London explained that working with Britain provides a ‘once in a generation opportunity to set industry standards’ and ‘accelerate a global low carbon transition’.29 This supports China’s claim that the updated BRI will bring ‘open, green and clean cooperation’.30 Successive British governments have claimed their country is a global leader in combating climate change.31 Britain helping China to ‘green’ the BRI characterises Britain as the mature, experienced actor helping an emergent power meet the standards expected of the international community.
Framing Britain as China’s ‘helper’ in its strategic narrative about the BRI was also a way of asserting Britain’s exceptionalism to other countries, based on the assumption it could contribute something others could not. An earlier speech by Baroness Fairhead of the UK’s Department for International Trade captures this well:For the UK, BRI offers enormous commercial opportunities, because our country has a strong track record of delivering excellent infrastructure that supports economic growth and development; increasing connectivity and trade, reducing costs, and improving access to public services like education and health. These principles lie at the heart of China’s plans.


We can also offer value in a range of other sectors vital to make the Belt and Road Initiative a success. Through our leading financial institutions, we can add real value in a way few, if any, countries can match.32 [our emphasis]


Within the recent ontological security literature, one explanation for Britain’s need to portray itself as both China’s helper, and as contributing more than other countries, is narcissism. Drawing on Giddens, Hagström argues that great powers exhibit narcissism when they show an excessive preoccupation with identity.33 They reveal this in their desire to be seen as special or exceptional in some way. However, the desire to project greatness often co-exists with narratives of shame and fear about weakness and decline.34 The latter is a potential source of ontological insecurity. To lessen this, states may project strategic narratives denying their apparent weakness, expressing insult at accusations of weakness, while asserting a special role in international affairs.35
This may explain policymakers’ desire to position Britain as Beijing’s ‘helper’ with the Belt and Road Initiative. Claims about Britain’s greatness and laments about its decline are both commonplace in the stories British citizens tell about their country.36 Positioning Britain as helping China meet international standards is a way of Britain asserting its exceptionalism, while minimising shame that it is now materially so much weaker than Beijing. The suggestion that a narcissistic concern for greatness drives Britain’s foreign policy has been made elsewhere too. Britain’s public lecturing of Beijing about Hong Kong, Brown suggests, may make domestic British audiences feel influential, but in reality, they have little if any leverage on China’s foreign policy.37
However appealing this ‘helper’ characterisation was, Britain’s enthusiasm for the BRI was less strong by the Second BRF, even if it still sent a senior minister, Chancellor Philip Hammond, to attend. The 2019 parliamentary inquiry was critical of China and the BRI in several respects. It explicitly recommended that the UK should not sign a Memorandum of Understanding on the BRI. Nor should it ‘accede to China’s request for the UK to give what would be in effect a blanket endorsement of a key pillar of its foreign policy’.38
The reasons given were similar to reservations raised in previous years: that Britain could see the clear economic benefits of joining, but was concerned about other aspects of China’s international behaviour, their divergence in values, and human rights concerns. Then-Chancellor Philip Hammond’s forum speech explained that ‘none of us doubts that the Belt and Road Initiative has tremendous potential to spread prosperity and sustainable development – touching, as it does, potentially 70% of the world’s population’.39 Like other countries, he suggested that the UK and China are ‘natural partners’. He reiterated the previous administration’s claim that Britain and China were experiencing a ‘golden era’ of relations.40
Hammond hinted at concerns about ‘fair standards’ and upholding the ‘rules-based international system’, though he did not go into further detail.41 Britain’s concerns were more clearly elaborated in the parliamentary inquiry three weeks previously, which raised multiple concerns about China’s approach to international norms and human rights:China is a force for order—but not liberal order. China wants rules to be enforced—but not rules which encroach on what it sees as its core interests. Protecting core interests is what all states try to do in foreign policy, but what makes China different is that those interests are inextricably linked with the interests and perceived legitimacy of the Communist Party. This makes China a viable partner for the UK on some issues, but an active challenger on others. On the positive side… the Party’s requirement to deliver economic growth in order to maintain legitimacy makes China an advocate, like the UK, for a stable trading order. … On the negative side, the Party’s need to maintain domestic control leads China to oppose global initiatives, supported by the UK, which promote free societies and protect human rights.42



This statement reflects two recognised sources of Britain’s ontological security. The first is Britain as a ‘global trader’, able to strike favourable deals with countries throughout the world. This idea is underpinned by a mythological interpretation of the British Empire: a story in which Britain achieved the greatest empire the world had known through its superior ability to secure favourable terms of trade with other countries.43 The myth was also prominent in the discourse of Brexit supporters, who took it as common sense that the UK could negotiate superior terms with the EU, as it supposedly always had done with others historically.44 The UK’s post-Brexit foreign policy slogan, ‘Global Britain’, draws on the same narrative. This myth makes joining an initiative such as the BRI seem logical and natural. In this respect the narrative of Britain as a ‘global trader’ could maintain ontological security by providing ‘autobiographical continuity’ for Britain were it to affiliate with the BRI.45
The problem is that BRI affiliation undermines a second source of British ontological security: a narrative that throughout history Britain has sought to be a ‘force for good’ in the world.46 The plot of this narrative includes Britain’s promotion of liberal democracy and human rights, and the defence of these against the various tyrannies of Nazism, Communism and more recently Salafi-jihadism.47 Affiliation with the BRI would be a significant rupture in this narrative, since it would involve joining the initiative of a country that rejects the very values Britain defines itself as defending. It would thus be a significant source of ontological insecurity.
The result of this tension explains why Britain remained keen to benefit economically from the BRI, and to gain ontological security from being seen to provide unique expertise. However, by the time of the Second BRF, the British government still did not feel it could convincingly narrate formally joining the initiative without undermining a sense of ‘who Britain is’ as a country.
5.1.2.1 After the Second Belt and Road Forum
Since the Second Belt and Road Forum, Britain’s relationship with China has deteriorated, and the narrative of the ‘China threat’ has become more prominent across the British government, the media and society.48 This does not mean Britain now dismisses the potential benefits of working closely with China. Arguably it cannot, given the need to strike new trade deals with leading economies to balance the costs of leaving the European Union. Still, hostility to China is more prominent in the UK than it was, and this makes it harder for the government to justify joining the BRI in future.
The deterioration in the UK–China relationship is because of several factors. The first is disagreement over a series of policy issues. China angered the UK in 2020 by instituting a new draconian national security law in Hong Kong. In effect this removed Hong Kong’s special status under the ‘one country, two systems’ approach, agreed with Britain when it returned Hong Kong to China in 1997.49 Britain rebuked China for this, raised a motion condemning them at the UN Human Rights Council, and offered qualifying Hong Kong citizens the chance to settle in the UK.50 In April 2021, Britain’s parliament declared China’s repression in Xinjiang a ‘genocide’—and while the Boris Johnson government did not endorse parliament’s judgement, it did refer to China’s actions as ‘industrial scale human rights abuses’.51 These actions infuriated Beijing, which explained that ‘China wants to be UK’s friend and partner. But if you treat China as a hostile country, you would have to bear the consequences’.52
Britain’s foreign policy has also shifted, as have the strategic narratives through which it has been articulated. As outlined in its 2020 Integrated Review,53 Britain is undertaking a ‘pivot to Asia’, which in 2021 included sending its new aircraft carrier group to the South China Sea to ‘promote freedom of navigation’—placing itself in tension with China’s claims over the territory. This reflects a change in the setting of Britain’s strategic narrative for the 2020s: a world in which inter-state competition (as opposed to insurgency and terrorism) has returned to being the primary threat to international peace and security.54 In this updated strategic narrative, China is cast as the lead villain: ‘the biggest state-based threat to the UK’s economic security’.55
A third issue is that, since leaving the EU, Britain has once more moved closer to the US foreign policy line. Partly this reflects the pressure to try and achieve a favourable trade deal with Washington. This could compensate for the loss of trade due to achieving a far more limited trade deal with the EU than was initially envisaged after the Brexit vote. This shift has included succumbing to US pressure to remove the Chinese technology company Huawei’s equipment from its 5G networks.56 In summer 2021, reports also emerged of Britain’s attempts to exclude China from both current and future nuclear infrastructure deals—deals which the US opposed from the outset.57 It is probable that moving too far away from Washington’s orbit would be ontological insecurity-provoking for a country perennially concerned about its loss of influence worldwide.
Commenting on these shifts, media outlets describe a stark deterioration in UK–China relations. Savic writes that a ‘much-heralded “golden era” of relations has turned into one of deepening mistrust and bitter acrimony’.58 However, this does not mean that the UK has shifted on our framework to a country that rejects the BRI on both material and ontological security grounds. As we can see from Britain’s 2020 Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy, it continues to adopt a middle ground, acknowledging the economic benefits of working with China but with concerns over national security and differences in values. It characterises China in three different ways—a competitor in some areas, a partner in some areas and an adversary in others. 59 In this respect the UK has aligned its China discourse with both the EU and the US. In March 2021, Secretary of State Anthony Blinken described the US approach to China as being ‘competitive when it should be, collaborative when it can be and adversarial when it must be’.60 As Brown puts it regarding the UK, ‘in global issues like health and climate change, China is a co-operative partner, in issues like technology it is a competitor, and for values it is an adversary’.61
Indeed, the way the Integrated Review characterises China suggests that the UK’s position remains similar to previous years—recognition of the material benefits of engagement with China, but with the same ontological security concerns. The review affirms that ‘open, trading economies like the UK will need to engage with China and remain open to Chinese trade and investment’.62 But it also emphasises the need to ‘defend our values’, especially ‘when China acts in breach of existing agreements’.63 Since those values are key to British national identity, and being seen to uphold them through behavioural routines maintains British ontological security, they remain a key barrier to Britain affiliating formally with the BRI.
Thus, as with many other liberal democracies, it is likely that Britain will still recognise the material benefits of working with China in the years to come. However, due to its ontological security concerns, Britain will most likely stop short of changing policy to officially endorse the BRI or Beijing’s foreign policy agenda, even as it continues to engage economically with China.
5.2 The Netherlands
Like the UK, the Netherlands (NL) has not officially joined the BRI. However, it has regularly expressed enthusiasm about the project. Speeches by His Majesty King Willem-Alexander, Prime Minister Mark Rutte and several other ministers demonstrate positivity towards the potential economic benefits of the BRI. In 2018 Rutte welcomed ‘the fact that the Belt and Road Initiative is connecting China with the rest of the world. It represents big opportunities for China, Europe and the Netherlands’.64 Moreover, he noted how ‘Dutch companies want to partner with [Chinese businesses] in the Belt and Road Initiative’.65 Dutch government strategic narratives present the Netherlands as the ‘gateway to Europe’, and as ‘trading partners’ and ‘knowledge partners’ of China, drawing on the Netherlands’ history in global trade.66 Given this apparent enthusiasm for the initiative, one might wonder why the Netherlands has not affiliated with the BRI more formally.
There were discussions about whether to sign a BRI Memorandum of Understanding during a 2018 Dutch trade mission to China.67 However, the Dutch government ended up signing a more limited MoU that just focused on economic cooperation in third markets in October that year. Moreover, by the time of the Second Belt and Road Forum (BRF), the Dutch government’s rhetoric had become more critical of the BRI. This rhetorical shift was partly based on material interests, but the main issues were ontological security concerns. The government repeatedly indicated that it welcomes more trade and investments, and tried to emphasise its friendship with China. Nonetheless, it expressed fundamental disagreements about human rights and other liberal values.68 For these reasons, it has not joined the BRI.
5.2.1 Netherlands–China Relations: 2013–2018
In the BRI’s early years, the Netherlands was, rhetorically at least, very positive about it. Since the BRI’s unveiling in 2013, the Dutch King, the Prime Minister and cabinet ministers have made frequent visits to China, and President Xi Jinping visited the Netherlands in 2014. Speeches and press releases during this period illustrate the Dutch government’s material incentives to join the BRI. Like Britain, the Netherlands joined the AIIB, partly because it was able to create a strategic narrative that promised material gains and that the Netherlands could influence the bank’s governance and standards.69 Nevertheless, ontological security concerns undermined an official buy-in to the BRI.
A key theme in the agreements between the Netherlands and China throughout the period was the favourable trade and investment environment. Rutte noted in 2013 how ‘The Netherlands is China’s second-biggest trading partner in the European Union’70 and ‘The differences between our two countries - even if only in terms of size - are bridged by what unites us: an enterprising spirit, a business mindset, and a pragmatic, result-focused approach’.71 Rutte argued in 2015 that what binds the Dutch and the Chinese are ‘Opportunities to do business and opportunities to share knowledge’, based on a ‘culture of innovation’.72 Framing the Netherlands as an important gateway, His Majesty the King noted in 2015 that: ‘A quarter of the containers that arrive in Rotterdam, Europe’s biggest port, come from your country. That alone shows the strength of our mutual ties’.73 Moreover, the Dutch government tries to promote its country as a favourable place for Chinese investments in Europe. In 2015, Rutte noted that ‘it’s important for the Dutch economy that we attract Chinese investors by emphasising the favourable business climate the Netherlands can offer’.74 At a China–Dutch Business Forum in 2018, Rutte explained how the Netherlands and China are linked:When it comes to our trade relations, 3 seems to be the magic number. Within Europe, the Netherlands is China’s 3rd-largest trade partner, its 3rd-largest investor and its 3rd-largest export destination. And conversely, China is the Netherlands’ 3rd-largest export destination.75



These examples show the consistency with which the Dutch government promotes the material gains from its relationship with China.
The Netherlands’ strategic narratives celebrate the flow of goods, ideas, and people between the two countries. Simultaneously, the Netherlands stresses the country’s commitment to a ‘rules-based’ international order and global free trade. In 2018, Rutte argued that: ‘In the long term, both our countries will benefit from a connected world that is rules-based, and environmentally, economically and socially sustainable’.76 Rutte also said that he believes that both countries ‘benefit most from a world trade system that is fair, free and transparent. Protectionism stands in the way of progress. But on a level playing field we can all be winners’.77
Speeches are also used to enhance ontological security by making trade seem a routine behaviour going back almost a millennium. Endorsing China’s focus on improving trade and ‘connectivity’, Rutte noted:Connectivity is the theme of this trade mission, and it’s part of my country’s DNA. As a small coastal nation we simply can’t afford to shut ourselves off from the outside world. We’ve always been outward-looking. The first Dutch ships reached China back in the seventeenth century, and we’ve been enjoying mutual trade, knowledge exchange and partnerships ever since.78



Here Rutte adds narrativity to his statement by suggesting that supporting closer trade with China is a continuation of historical behaviour. In 2018, Premier Rutte said the following during the visit by Premier Li Keqiang of China to the Netherlands:Welcome to the Netherlands, and welcome to the Binnenhof, which for almost nine hundred years has been the beating heart of government and politics in the Netherlands. To put that into perspective, this complex predates the Forbidden City by over a hundred years. It was built in the second half of the thirteenth century - around the same time that Marco Polo set out for China, and Kublai Khan established the Yuan dynasty.79



This comment provides a parallel between the histories of the Netherlands and China, while referencing key government institutions, the Venetian Silk Road traveller, and the establishment of the Yuan dynasty. The Netherlands’ communication signals its own exceptionalism as a global trader that had a consistent centre of government. This implied equivalence between the Netherlands and China can be read as an attempt to boost Dutch ontological security, especially given the contemporary disparity in economic strength between the two countries.
In addition to the well-established economic and commercial relations between the two countries, Dutch strategic narratives consistently echo China’s in emphasising the importance of international cooperation. The 2014 Joint Statement confirms the countries’ commitment to working together within the UN and other international organisations.80 In 2014, His Majesty the King stated that:Peace, security and international law are essential conditions for us all to live happily. And together, we are working to uphold them. Take the Horn of Africa, where we are fighting piracy together. Take Mali, where China and the Netherlands are actively participating in the UN peace mission. And take The Hague in the week ahead, where we are partners at the Nuclear Security Summit.81



In 2015, former foreign minister Bert Koenders noted that ‘China is dedicated to improving peace missions and is a crucial partner in this process’, and ‘The Netherlands – just like China – has a direct interest in creating stability beyond our borders and encouraging international cooperation’.82 His Majesty the King highlighted the interdependency between the two countries and the rest of the world. He noted: ‘You, Mr President [Xi Jinping], are showing that China wants to share responsibility for a stable world order founded on justice and the balanced pursuit of prosperity. Your role on the world stage is crucial’.83 The plot of this narrative fits a popular interpretation that China’s rise would be peaceful, and that it would steadily become incorporated into the international system as an ‘influential power’ that is ‘taking on greater responsibility for world affairs’.84
The signs of why the Dutch might not join the BRI are revealed when these speeches and statements discuss human rights.85 In each one, the wording indicates the need for ‘dialogue’. In 2015, former foreign minister Bert Koenders explained in a news item ‘that we are not lecturing China but seeking dialogue between partners’, and ‘The fact that the Chinese government is open to these talks shows that our countries’ relationship is so advanced that we can discuss subjects on which our opinions differ’.86 In the same year, His Majesty the King noted how ‘The Netherlands is contributing to Chinese prosperity. Just as China is contributing to ours’.87 Due to this co-dependency, His Majesty appreciates ‘the constructive dialogue we are pursuing. A dialogue about issues on which we agree, as well as about issues on which we sometimes differ - like human rights’.88 The Dutch use the existence of these non-committal conversations to show how close the relationship is, implying they have a special relationship with China by being able to talk about taboo issues. However, as with other agreements with China, the wording lacks specific policy detail and is ambiguous, by not differentiating between the Chinese interpretation of human rights (social, collectivist, state-determined) and Western human rights (liberal, individualist). The need for this ambiguous wording hints at the problems liberal democracies have with working with China: they are likely to experience a degree of existential anxiety—and thus ontological insecurity—about being seen to be working with a country with a poor human rights record and a fundamentally different interpretation of what human rights even are.
Over time, human rights concerns became more prominent in Dutch government policy statements and speeches, including those about the BRI. There are several policy reports shared on the Dutch government website (in Dutch) that identify a parliamentary inquiry into the situation in Xinjiang, Tibet, and in regard to freedom of religion (e.g. persecution of Christians, Muslims and other religious groups).89 These reports reiterate the Government’s commitment to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and to safeguarding freedom of belief and religion. The cabinet expresses ‘serious concerns’ about recent developments in China. The reports describe frequent dialogues on the bilateral and multilateral level with China, the EU and the UN, in which the Dutch government addresses the human rights issue. In terms of the effectiveness of such dialogues on human rights in China, one report explains how they cannot find a direct causal link between these discussions and the human rights development in China. Nevertheless, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs highlights that Chinese authorities have invested a lot in their international image, and that it is plausible to believe that critical interventions might lead Chinese authorities to realise how alleged human rights violations undermine this image.90 These examples reaffirm how, as a liberal democracy, protecting human rights is integral to the ontological security of the Netherlands.
5.2.2 The Dutch Government’s China Strategy in 2019
In the BRI’s early years, the Dutch appeared close to being able to justify association with the BRI on material and ontological security grounds, as a routine continuation of behaviour as a global trader and knowledge leader. However, 2018–2019 saw a reorientation away from China due to growing material and ontological security concerns. Materially, concern grew that the benefits of the BRI were one-sided due to China ‘disregarding our market rules while permitting only token levels of European investment’.91 A 2019 report notes that ‘there is a growing awareness among politicians and in the wider society that security as well as economic interests are at stake and that this can lead to dilemmas’.92 And secondly, that growing publication and awareness of China’s human rights abuses would create unacceptable ontological insecurity for the Dutch were they to affiliate more closely with China. This changing attitude towards China happened at a time when there was more attention in Dutch politics towards China’s position in the international system. High-profile issues included the evolving ‘trade war’ between the US and China, reports about human rights violations in Xinjiang, and perceived security risks if Chinese company Huawei were to develop the 5G network in the Netherlands.
In May 2019, the Dutch government produced a policy document suggesting the need for ‘a new balance’ between the countries.93 Despite opportunities for trade, investment, people-to-people interactions and cooperation based on shared interests such as climate change, the report notes that ‘the rough edges of China’s growing influence, such as its impact on security and human rights, must not be overlooked’.94 Balancing national security and economic interests led to the Dutch credo ‘open where possible, protective where necessary’.95 The document stipulates that Dutch ‘openness means that [they] have to carefully consider whether the benefits of taking advantage of opportunities outweigh the need to protect [their] security, [their] earnings potential and values such as the rule of law and human rights’.96
The Dutch government’s reorientation is partly a product of recognition of China’s increasing political and economic influence in the international order. As the ‘New Balance’ strategy explains:The question is no longer how the Netherlands can benefit from China’s development and how we can further integrate China into the existing international order; now it is much more what China’s rise means for our own place in Europe and in the world.97



The Dutch government responds to this by suggesting that the international order is experiencing competition between two governance models:… the open Western model, which also serves as the basis for the Netherlands, and the closed Chinese model, which benefits from Western openness (transfer of knowledge and technology) while restricting access to the Chinese market. There is a clash of values in areas such as liberty, human rights, democracy and the rule of law.98



The Dutch government seeks to accommodate its relations with both power blocs, though this is a challenge due to the contradictions between them. It tries to do this by endorsing many aspects of China’s strategic narratives while contesting others. It expresses interest in economic opportunities tied to infrastructure if it falls within EU policy parameters, and if there are concrete projects with clear benefits for both sides. The ‘New Balance’ document describes the Dutch position towards China as ‘constructive and critical’; ‘It seeks to pursue cooperation on the basis of shared interests, with due regard for ideological differences’.99 This tension is reflected in the polarised debate on China in the Netherlands, captured by the aphorism that ‘China is heaven for merchants, but hell for idealists’.100 The challenge is that being an outward-looking ‘merchant’ and a liberal democratic ‘idealist’ are both key elements of the Dutch national story through which its ontological security is maintained over time. Yet the Netherlands cannot uphold both elements while working closely with China.
The Netherlands government’s China strategy acknowledges ‘tangible opportunities and projects for both parties. In that spirit, the Netherlands has concluded an MoU with China on cooperation by companies in third markets’.101 This MoU was signed when Chinese Premier Li Keqiang visited the Netherlands in 2018. There is no mention of the BRI in this MoU.102 The Dutch interest in cooperation in third markets is based on commercial and economic interests. The ‘New Balance’ document states: ‘Commercially, the BRI can offer Dutch companies logistical and other opportunities and additional transport options (for example, with the development of rail connections) and, by opening up relatively undeveloped areas, it can also offer economic opportunities outside the immediate BRI hotspots’.103 Anticipated material gains explain the partial embrace of the BRI by the Dutch government. And like the Italian government (Chapter 4) when it signed a BRI MoU, the Dutch government also tried to lessen its ontological insecurity by emphasising that the deal was strictly economic in nature.
By 2019, the positive approach regarding Netherlands–China trade had diminished. While reiterating the potential opportunities in trade and investment, the ‘New Balance’ document seeks to be more realistic about the differences in China and the Netherlands’ political systems and economic models:China does not have a market economy and is not a state founded on the rule of law as we know it. The Dutch government wishes to address unfair trade practices and will strive for more balance and more reciprocity in trade relations with China.104



Accusations that China is ‘guilty of trade practices that distort the level playing field and restrict market access’105 suggest that it had become less clear that BRI affiliation would be materially beneficial to the Netherlands. As with Italy (see Chapter 4), reciprocity is a key objective to the Dutch Government.
The ‘New Balance’ document identifies business and national security risks coming from China, especially from espionage. According to the document, ‘Chinese digital espionage attacks are mainly aimed at acquiring innovative technologies, but China is also keen to obtain advanced knowledge of foreign investments and mergers and acquisitions involving Chinese companies, particularly state-owned ones’.106 This suggests greater concern about the material costs of working with China than was expressed in previous years.
Moreover, the Dutch government hints that the more assertive China is, the more threatening it is to values that are integral to Dutch ontological security. The report notes how the Dutch ‘system of values is under pressure around the world’.107 The Netherlands’ China strategy notes that ‘the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the Netherlands disagree mainly when it comes to freedom, particularly individual freedoms’.108 Despite agreeing on some values, the countries clash in terms of rights ‘such as freedom of expression, religion and belief, as well as protection of personal data, press freedom and academic freedom’.109 Moreover, ‘the CCP is calling into question the universality of human rights, and not without some success’.110
In this way, the Netherlands’ reticence towards BRI affiliation is not expressed through countering the content of China’s BRI strategic narrative as such. Instead it counters China’s BRI strategic narratives by expressing concerns about behaviours China silences in its strategic narratives, especially its human rights record.
The Dutch government in 2019 expressed a preference for a united EU vision and approach to China and the BRI.111 Its new strategy is aligned with the EU–China Strategy from 2016 and 2019,112 and the 2018 EU strategy, ‘Connecting Europe and Asia’.113 The EU welcomes the prospect of more infrastructure links between Europe and China, and synergies between EU’s policies and projects and the BRI. At the same time, the EU desires ‘sustainable, comprehensive and rules-based connectivity’.114 The EU embraces the promise of ‘connectivity’, but it also tries to position itself as helping China to become a responsible global power. Similarly, the Dutch government stressed the importance of a level playing field,115 and adherence to market rules and international norms to ensure that there are mutual benefits.116
The updated EU–China Strategic Outlook from 2019 identifies the emerging opportunities and challenges posed by a rising China and lists various actions to ensure a level playing field.117 The EU strategy states:China can no longer be regarded as a developing country. It is a key global actor and leading technological power. Its increasing presence in the world, including in Europe, should be accompanied by greater responsibilities for upholding the rules-based international order, as well as greater reciprocity, non-discrimination, and openness of its system. China’s publicly stated reform ambitions should translate into policies or actions commensurate with its role and responsibility.118



The report recognises issues where there is a convergence of interests, and other areas of competition:China is, simultaneously, in different policy areas, a cooperation partner with whom the EU has closely aligned objectives, a negotiating partner with whom the EU needs to find a balance of interests, an economic competitor in the pursuit of technological leadership, and a systemic rival promoting alternative models of governance.119



This quotation shows how both the EU’s and the Netherlands’ strategic narratives construct the character of China in a multifaceted way. Countries such as the US have also used similar formulations to characterise multiple aspects of their relations with China.120
The Dutch Advisory Council on International Affairs (AIV), which is an independent body that advises government, drafted a report in response to the Dutch government’s China strategy.121 The report advocated for a stronger stance towards China, and that the government should do more to bridge the differences between EU member states with regard to China.122 The report suggested ways the EU could pressure China, including market access, technology, legitimacy and political and economic influence.123 Minister of Foreign Affairs Stef Blok responded to this report by agreeing that the EU member states should have a united front towards China.124 If a united approach is not reached, Blok explained that the Netherlands ‘will seek to take steps with a leading group of EU member states’.125 Significantly, he repeated how policy decisions need to reflect ‘European welfare and values’, in order to be ‘open where possible’ and to ‘protect where necessary’.126
China gains symbolic capital when countries sign bilateral MoU’s regarding the BRI, as these agreements imply endorsement of the initiative and China’s foreign policy more broadly.127 However, the EU expresses concern about member states signing them, given that it suggests that these countries are aligning their priorities with China, potentially at the cost of EU priorities.128 The Dutch AIV advised that there should be formal coordination on the BRI in future. As Stef Blok responded:Coordination regarding the bilateral MoUs (political or otherwise) that China offers to different member states is desirable and is happening, even though the decision of whether to enter into such agreements is ultimately up to the members states themselves. The Dutch government is itself a strong proponent of member states’ ability to make independent decisions on subjects where no EU competence exists. In the government’s view, bilateral MoUs between EU member states and China need not undermine EU unity, as long as member states continue to respect the commitments made within the EU. To safeguard the security of our future digital infrastructure (for example in relation to 5G) and our broader cybersecurity interests, however, there is a need for common and above all coordinated European efforts, in conjunction with our EU partners.129



This suggested that the Dutch government did not want to condemn other EU states, such as Italy, for signing an MoU with China.130 However, Prime Minister Mark Rutte called on the Italian government not to be naïve in its relationship with Beijing.131
Some scholars argue that the ‘New Balance’ strategy is ‘non-committal’ and sometimes ‘contradictory’.132 Finding a united voice among the different political parties in the Netherlands has been a struggle, due to competing ideas about economic interests, security, power politics, and the possibility of having Chinese company Huawei develop a 5G network.133 Media reports have been sceptical of the Dutch government’s China strategy. There were discussions that the Dutch government was too naïve about Chinese intentions, or too vocal about the human rights situation in China, resulting in a ‘diplomatic Houdini act’—a compromised strategy that would work for the different parties.134 Therefore, the ‘New Balance’ strategy clarified the Dutch partial embrace of the BRI as an economic initiative, while stopping short of embracing the broader practices of the Chinese state. The Government could not create a ‘sayable’ strategic narrative that would justify officially joining the BRI, given its concerns about human rights, international standards and practices and its commitment to a united EU approach towards China.
5.2.3 Partial Embrace in the Netherlands
Taken together, our analysis of China-specific policy reports, speeches and news items explain why the Dutch government only partially embraces the BRI. The 2013–2018 documents illustrate how the Dutch government anticipated further material gain from increased trade and investment from China. The Dutch government self-identified as a trading partner and knowledge partner towards China. Considering their country the ‘Gateway to Europe’, the Dutch government embraced the connectivity rhetoric that Chinese authorities pushed in their BRI strategic narratives. The Dutch government also welcomed joint collaboration with China within the UN and in other international organisations. Still, the Dutch government stressed that, while it agrees on some issues with China, it disagrees with others, especially human rights. It pursues constructive dialogue on those issues, though they remain a barrier to a closer relationship.
From 2018, the Dutch government became more careful in its policies regarding China. Concerns about an unfair level playing field and national security risks led to the 2019 formulation of the Dutch government’s China strategy. Here, the government adopted a much more critical but constructive tone, captured by the credo ‘open where possible, protective where necessary’. The Dutch government’s China strategy aligned with the EU strategy at this point.
Agreements and MoUs hold symbolic value for China. Where they can, Chinese authorities will highlight when countries sign an agreement. According to the list of deliverables of the Second BRF, the Netherlands together with 12 other countries, 33 representatives from government transportation and customs departments, and China, ‘jointly set up the Maritime Silk Road Port Cooperation Mechanism and released the Ningbo Initiative on the Maritime Silk Road Port Cooperation’ during or immediately before the Second BRF.135 Apart from this, the Dutch government only signed a MoU on economic cooperation in third markets. For China, the Netherlands remains an important trading, knowledge, and ‘connectivity’ partner in Europe. More advances by China, in which they solicit the Dutch government to sign a BRI MoU, may well happen in future.
5.3 Conclusion
Together, the UK and the Netherlands show the challenges liberal democracies face with BRI affiliation. Successive governments in both cases have found it relatively straightforward to argue that closer cooperation with China is in their material interests. However, neither government has felt able to align formally with a country seen as undermining liberal values, without undermining their own ontological security. They have not joined the BRI as a result.
While both countries adopted similar stances to the BRI, the way they used strategic narratives was different. Britain’s were more narrowly focused on recent, economic arguments, because its problematic historical relationship with China made it harder to argue that they had a natural, long-term relationship. With a somewhat less contentious history, the Netherlands was more able to project grand historical narratives to suggest a closer relationship with China would be a continuation of its history as a global trader. It could talk about trade ships visiting China in the seventeenth century, and as an advanced country it could portray itself as a progressive trading hub.
In neither case, however, could the UK or the Netherlands make a case for affiliation that would avoid significant ontological insecurity. Both could ensure that agreements and joint statements promised ‘dialogue’ on human rights. But while concerns continued to be raised about China’s ongoing domestic and international behaviour, neither countries’ policymakers felt they could explain that joining the BRI was consistent with their national identities.
This provides an important reminder that ontological security is maintained not just by words, but behaviours. As the preceding section has shown, were the Netherlands to affiliate with the BRI, it has plenty of rhetorical resources to construct a compelling strategic narrative explaining why affiliation would be a continuation of some glorious trading past. However, like the UK, the behaviour involved in joining the BRI would cause ontological insecurity by indicating it was not fulfilling its self-appointed role of upholding human rights and individual freedoms. Behaving in step with China would thus be a significant source of ontological insecurity for both states, not easily undone with even the most compelling textual strategic narratives. This reveals one of the limitations of strategic narratives. They are vital to legitimising policy, but the persuasiveness of words is limited if they are contradicted by actions. To be more effective, strategic narratives should also reflect behaviour. So far, neither the UK nor the Netherlands has been able to justify joining China’s leading global initiative without undermining ‘who they are’.
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Despite over a hundred countries joining the Belt and Road Initiative, a few countries have explicitly opposed it. They see it as a threat to their interests, and have called on others to reject involvement. The US and India have been the most prominent critics. Both have acknowledged the BRI’s potential infrastructural benefits, but over time they have expressed increasingly strong material and ontological security concerns. Their economies may be closely intertwined with China’s, but they have not been able to justify joining Beijing’s flagship foreign policy initiative.
The strength of US criticism has varied across different administrations. Obama’s administration (2008–2016) was initially more accommodating of China, still hoping to incorporate it into the liberal international order. Trump’s administration (2016–2020) became increasingly hostile to China. He securitised the BRI as a threat to the international order and to America’s relative power.1 Biden (2021 onwards) also criticised China early in his presidency, while not reaching the height of Trump’s incendiary rhetoric. The analysis that follows will examine these presidencies in turn, and consider what US strategic narratives reveal about why they steadfastly oppose the initiative.
India, like the US, has been persistently critical of the BRI, but in more specific, regional terms. While the US stresses the general threat China poses to the international order, India criticises specific BRI projects and their national security implications. India opposes the BRI passing through Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, which India continues to claim, and sees the Maritime Silk Road as an attempt by China to achieve hegemony in the Indo-Pacific at India’s cost. India perceives these issues as undermining its sovereignty, and as threatening its ontological security as the ‘big man’ in South Asia.2 Consequently, India opposes the BRI on both material and ontological security grounds, despite trading with China extensively. Having illustrated these issues, the analysis will show how India has initiated a range of its own projects to counter China’s attempts to gain regional influence (Fig. 6.1).[image: ]
Fig. 6.1Countries positioned in the BRI strategic narrative buy-in framework


6.1 United States
6.1.1 The Obama Administration’s Cautious Response to the BRI
The Obama administration acknowledged initially that the BRI might offer material benefits. With a suggested Asian infrastructure gap of $800bn per year when the initiative began, commentators recognised that the BRI could address legitimate infrastructure needs.3 However, this admission rarely led to direct advocacy of the BRI within the US foreign policy community.
It is easily forgotten that the US initiated its own ‘New Silk Road Initiative’ in 2011, two years before the BRI began.4 Compared to the BRI’s global scope, its aim was narrower: to integrate Afghanistan and Central Asia with the world economy. Partly the US hoped that economic development in Afghanistan would undermine the Taliban insurgency.5
The US strategic narrative announcing their New Silk Road bears similarities to the connectivity discourse China uses to sell the BRI. Hillary Clinton, then-Secretary of State, explained in 2011 thatFor centuries, the nations of South and Central Asia were connected to each other and the rest of the continent by a sprawling trading network called the Silk Road. Afghanistan’s bustling markets sat at the heart of this network. Afghan merchants traded their goods from the court of the Pharaohs to the Great Wall of China.

As we look to the future of this region, let’s take this precedent as inspiration for a long-term vision for Afghanistan and its neighbours. Let’s set our sights on a new Silk Road – a web of economic and transit connections that will bind together a region too long torn apart by conflict and division.

…

Turkmen gas fields could help meet both Pakistan’s and India’s growing energy needs and provide significant transit revenues for both Afghanistan and Pakistan. Tajik cotton could be turned into Indian linens. Furniture and fruit from Afghanistan could find its way to the markets of Astana or Mumbai and beyond.6



Here one can see many similarities to the structure of countries’ strategic narratives when they choose to join China’s BRI. The strategic narrative claims the country in question was a key part of the ancient Silk Road, and the narrative is brought to life by examples of what was traded in the past and what could be traded today. The US focus is more on ending ‘conflict and division’ than the ‘connectivity’ emphasised in China’s BRI strategic narratives, but the future of the plot is similar—that infrastructure development and greater connectivity will bring peace and prosperity.
Despite the lofty rhetoric, the US New Silk Road foundered, partly due to lack of commitment from the US, and partly because of tensions between the countries involved.7 This raised the question of whether the US should cooperate with China’s BRI, since it sought to develop the region’s infrastructure too.8 However, despite talks in 2015 about potential cooperation, neither side appeared willing.9
Still, with the BRI promising to address infrastructure shortfalls across Eurasia, the Obama administration was not immediately critical of it. It first welcomed the initiative cautiously, while expressing concern that it should adhere to ‘global standards and best practices’—a common criticism in US policy discourse ever since.10
BRI criticism in the US became more prominent in 2015, when the UK, Australia and South Korea expressed interest in joining the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). At this point Obama warned the US’ traditional allies to ‘think twice’ before ‘selling out to Beijing’, and questioned whether the bank would have ‘sufficient standards of governance and environmental and social safeguards’.11
Overall, the Obama administration’s criticisms of the BRI were sporadic, cautious and mainly aimed at the responses of allies.12 Tensions had increased between the US and China after Obama’s ‘rebalance to Asia’: a policy shift to enhance US engagement in the Indo-Pacific, which many interpreted as an attempt to balance growing Chinese power.13 However, during Obama’s terms, the two countries maintained extensive trade, which produced ongoing incentives to cooperate.
6.1.2 The Trump Administration and the BRI
American BRI criticism grew during Trump’s administration. While it did send a small delegation to the First Belt and Road Forum,14 the administration remained persistently critical of the initiative. This criticism had escalated by the Second BRI forum in April 2019, and evolved into outright hostility by the time of Trump’s unsuccessful re-election campaign in 2020. His administration’s strategic narratives persistently securitised the BRI as a threat to American interests and the international community. The BRI was apparently not benevolent, but driven by ulterior motives. These varied, ranging from regional hegemony in the Indo-Pacific, increased military access worldwide, to the final victory of world communism.15 Each of these could undermine US ontological security as the world’s most powerful state.
The Trump administration’s opposition was not just a product of ideology, Republican US foreign policy preferences or a new ‘Red Scare’. It was also made sayable by high-profile problems with some BRI projects. US analysts cited Sri Lanka’s concession of Hambantota port to China in 2018, and Malaysia’s renegotiation of BRI financing in early 2019, as evidence that the BRI is a form of ‘debt trap diplomacy’.16
The Trump administration’s opposition was also partly informed by China’s increasingly assertive discourse. Analysts of China’s foreign policy rhetoric from 2014 onwards had already identified statements expressing the desire to create not just a Sino-centric regional order, but to establish China as a ‘normative power’ that ‘sets the rules of the game for global governance’.17 In a 2014 speech, Xi Jinping stated that regional cooperation must not just be about mutual benefit, but also should develop ‘shared beliefs and norms of conduct for the whole region’.18 As Callahan’s analysis of Chinese officials’ speeches shows, the ‘peripheral diplomacy’ associated with Xi assumes a centre—China—with other countries on the periphery. Multiple papers by Chinese authors cite China’s historical ‘tributary system’ as a ‘benevolent regional order for the 21st century’.19 Nordin and Weissman read Chinese government speeches and policy documents as evidence that China’s strategic narrative positions it as ‘the new trailblazer of global capitalism, which it will lead better than the United States’.20 Evaluating China’s narratives this way, one can see how American observers might feel ontologically insecure about their self-identity as the world’s leading capitalist state.
America’s stance towards China and the BRI is explicit in the Trump administration’s National Security Strategy of December 2017. It frames China as wanting to ‘shape a world antithetical to US values and interests’, ‘displace the US in the Indo-Pacific’, ‘expand the reaches of its state-driven economic model’.21 It is expanding its power ‘at the expense of the sovereignty of others’ and ‘spreads features of its authoritarian system, including corruption and the use of surveillance’.22 Its global investments are to expand its influence and ‘gain competitive advantages against the United States’.23 China is using ‘economic inducements and penalties, influence operations, and implied military threats to persuade other states to heed its political and security agenda’.24 The BRI by implication is a manipulative geopolitical project to gain China relative advantage over the US—and therefore something the US must oppose.
6.1.3 The Second Belt and Road Forum
The arguments above were consistent throughout the Trump administration’s term in office, including the time period surrounding the Second Belt and Road Forum, which the US did not attend. The Trump administration repeated material concerns about the displacement of the US as the world’s leading economy, and ontological security concerns about the US’ international status. A Department of Defense (DoD) report before the forum repeats earlier claims that China is a national security threat, which aims to ‘displace the United States’, and become the ‘pre-eminent power’ in the Indo-Pacific.25 The report acknowledges that ‘many countries have genuine economic development needs, particularly for infrastructure’.26 But China’s methods supposedly subvert ‘international norms’, the ‘rules-based order’ and seek to achieve ‘military advantage’, access to foreign ports and coercive leverage over other countries.27 The report claims that ‘China wants to shape a world consistent with its authoritarian model—gaining veto authority over other nations’ economic, diplomatic, and security decisions’.28
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo was one of China’s most strident critics, to the point where Chinese state news outlet, CGTN, later published an editorial exclaiming that ‘there’s probably no one more vindictive than Secretary Pompeo, a self-avowed liar, cheater and thief’.29 During the forum he criticised China for promoting ‘corrupt infrastructure deals in exchange for political influence’ and using ‘bribe-fuelled debt-trap diplomacy’.30 Commentating on Italy’s prospective affiliation, the National Security Council tweeted that ‘endorsing BRI lends legitimacy to China’s predatory approach to investment and will bring no benefits to the Italian people’.31
6.1.4 Four Features of US Strategic Narratives Towards the BRI
US strategic narratives during this period and beyond have four notable features: they have relatively low narrativity; they cite Xi Jinping’s language specifically in order to debunk it; they seek to discredit the BRI by showing it is less effective than claimed, and they write from the position of a leader advising others how to respond to the BRI.
6.1.4.1 The Low Narrativity of US BRI Strategic Narratives
First, US strategic narratives about the BRI have relatively low narrativity; their plots lack detail and there is little attempt to situate the BRI historically or reference the Silk Road. The plots mainly raise examples of states for whom the BRI has undermined their economies, sovereignty and/or security. The Department of Defense’s December 2018 report lists 17 examples where it claims Chinese investment has apparently harmed host countries’ economies or sovereignty.32
The two main ways the US’ strategic narratives differ from China’s are the causation that drives the plot and the imagined future for countries who join the BRI. That is, the plot of America’s BRI strategic narratives are not driven by China’s benevolence and inclusivity, but China’s desire to exploit other countries and dominate international affairs. Because of this, the US anticipates that the outcome of the story will be different from what participants expect—they will end up poorer and subservient to China, with their sovereignty and agency undermined.
The Trump administration’s BRI stance was not universally accepted in US political discourse during the Second BRF. An April 2019 New York Times article questions debt-trap accusations, asking whether China really is ‘the world’s loan shark?’33 It concludes that the BRI is not debt-trap diplomacy, as many affiliates are indebted already, and China’s additional loans have contributed little to their existing debts. However, the article remains critical of the initiative—consistent with the paper’s previous coverage.34 As it concludes, the BRI ‘isn’t debt trap diplomacy: it’s just globalisation with Chinese characteristics’.35 However, those characteristics are invidious to the US.
6.1.4.2 Directly Countering Xi’s Language
A second feature of the Trump administration’s BRI discourse is that it directly counters the language commonly used in China’s strategic narratives. US administration speeches highlight Xi Jinping’s catchphrases about mutual benefit and ‘win-win cooperation’ and attempt to debunk them. The 2017 National Security Strategy acknowledges that ‘China presents its ambitions as mutually beneficial’, but argues that its activities are skewed in Beijing’s favour. Its ‘unfair trading practices’ bring it wealth at the cost of other countries’ economies and sovereignty.36
A few months after the Second BRF, a Trump administration official challenged the claim that the BRI will genuinely address infrastructure shortages:China’s Belt and Road Initiative purports to address the legitimate infrastructure demands of the world’s less-developed economies, but primarily aims to export China’s own economic imbalances – industrial overcapacity, excess labour, large foreign currency reserves – and to convert these into political influence and strategic military access.


In most or all cases, China’s state-driven approach to infrastructure development has facilitated corruption, enabled poor fiscal management and damaged economic governance and institutionality in recipient countries. It hasn’t taken long for much of the world to recognise that for all of China’s claims, the development outcomes of its infrastructure projects are highly dubious.37


A later Trump administration strategy document contrasts the claim that China is ‘building a community of common destiny for mankind’ with the reality of the CCP’s domestic policies. It cites China’s human rights abuses in Xinjiang, purges of political opposition, mass censorship and surveillance, arbitrary detention and abuse of alleged dissidents and widespread religious persecution.38 Moreover, it alleges that China is explicitly attempting to export its ‘techno-authoritarian model’ to countries around the world—in the process advancing the cause of authoritarianism worldwide.39
6.1.4.3 Questioning the BRI’s Successes and Highlighting Failures
A third feature of BRI discourse in the US from officials, think tanks and media outlets is that it often attempts to make the initiative look less impressive than China claims, to persuade others that the costs of joining will outweigh the material benefits.
Mike Pompeo cautioned in a February 2020 speech that ‘countries should be wary of authoritarian regimes and their empty promises’, as their initiatives ‘breed corruption, dependency and instability, not prosperity, sovereignty and progress’.40 Four months before the Second BRF, a Foreign Policy article by Tanner Greer describes the initiative as a ‘failure that the US shouldn’t copy’, and a ‘strategic blunder’. China is apparently guilty of ‘buying into the flawed idea that barrels of money are all that is needed to solve complex geopolitical problems’.41 Lew et al. point out that projects regularly run into trouble but ‘Beijing often pressures countries to keep all renegotiations private’.42 In testimony to the US Senate, Derek Scissors of the American Enterprise Institute describes the BRI as ‘overhyped commercially’, that its ‘buying-up’ of countries is ‘self-defeating’ for China, that the project has been ‘shrinking’ since 2015 and that Beijing will struggle to ‘keep the BRI afloat as a commercial effort’.43 Greer suggests the threat to the US is limited because the initiative has not been economically successful for China, and because it has generated growing political opposition in other countries. Supposedly, the initiative only persists because it is closely associated with President Xi and it has been written into the CCP’s constitution. To attack it now is to ‘attack the legitimacy of the party itself’—and its leader.44
Indeed, when analysts see limited economic returns from BRI projects, this often leads them to infer that they are actually geopolitically motivated.45 For the US, then, highlighting BRI failures serves two purposes: to strengthen the argument that China’s motives are geopolitical, not benevolent, and to persuade other countries that it is not in their material interests to join. Conversely, the dilemma China faces is that the less successful BRI projects are, the harder it is to convince audiences they are only economically motivated and genuinely ‘win-win’. The less successful they are, the more they look like an attempt to gain international influence over others rather than a mutually beneficial partnership. Failed projects also give the impression of incompetence, which may harm Beijing’s image further. This explains a motivation to label only successful projects with the BRI brand, and why ultimately the credibility of China’s BRI strategic narratives rely on its economic success.
6.1.4.4 Positioning the US as a Leader Making Recommendations About the BRI
A fourth distinctive feature of US strategic narratives is that they position the US as a leader, speaking on behalf of others about the BRI. The plot of these narratives is highly future-orientated, advising countries that China’s promises of mutual benefit and win-win outcomes is false.46 Instead, according to them, the future will bring economic, military and political exploitation. In terms of character, US government strategic narratives position other countries as being ‘vulnerable to Chinese economic and diplomatic pressure’.47 The US—especially in Trump administration strategic narratives, is portrayed more knowledgeably as the country that ‘sees through’ China, recognising the ‘real’ motives underpinning the BRI.48
As well as advising other countries, some elements of US foreign policy discourse look to speak for them. The December 2017 National Security Strategy, for instance, claims that states throughout the Indo-Pacific are ‘calling for sustained US leadership’ to uphold their security and sovereignty against China. It claims that ‘the whole world is lifted by America’s renewal and the re-emergence of American leadership’.49 This tendency to narrate on behalf of other countries comes through even more strongly in the latter months of the Trump administration. Mike Pompeo adopted Cold War rhetoric in cautioning that ‘If the free world doesn’t change Communist China, Communist China will change us’.50 Speaking on behalf of the ‘free world’ in this way positions the US as the upholder of liberal democratic rights and freedoms worldwide, while positioning China as a threat to these.
That US policymakers feel they can credibly speak on behalf of other countries is partly grounded in the ‘discourse power’ the country has over many of its allies. This varies at different times and with different administrations, but it is something even China recognises and explicitly desires to emulate.51 This influence means that US criticism of the initiative is more likely to shape how others respond to it. Media commentators suggested that Trump, to a degree, ‘spoiled’ the Second BRF ‘without even attending’ through the strength of his criticism, because other countries exhibited far less enthusiasm in their speeches for fear of upsetting the US.52 Evidence from Xi Jinping’s speeches at the summit suggests that much of the content was not targeted at those attending, but at countering Washington’s criticism.53 These include Xi’s promises to ‘expand market access for foreign investment in more areas’, ‘enhance protection of the lawful rights and interests of foreign intellectual property owners’, ‘stop forced technology transfer’ and ‘improve protection of trade secrets’.54 Each of these corresponds to criticisms the US consistently made about China’s trade practices both prior to and during the BRI’s implementation. These interactions show the importance of seeing strategic narratives as a cycle, whereby the strategic narratives of one state iteratively shape the responses of others.
6.1.5 US Opposition: Material Interests and Ontological Security Concerns
Most overt criticisms of the BRI by American policymakers concern material interests. For the US the main concern is that it might lose relative power to China—economically, militarily and diplomatically. For other countries, the US cites concerns about economic exploitation; that countries will have less power over their physical and virtual infrastructure, and that Beijing will have undue influence over their decision-making. However, a closer reading of US policy discourse on the BRI reveals multiple ontological security concerns about China’s growing assertiveness and power. These come through in policy documents, speeches and academic analyses.
US policymakers’ ontological security concerns are seen most strongly in the narrative that the BRI is part of a plot to supplant the US and establish a Sino-centric, authoritarian-led international order. This threatens America’s self-identity as the world’s most powerful state and the self-appointed ‘leader of the free world’.
Evidence of why successive US administrations experience ontological insecurity about the BRI can be found in three aspects of their policy discourse. First, US government foreign policy documents on China repeatedly express concern about America’s decline or its lack of ‘confidence’ in its recent international behaviour55—which suggests anxiety and insecurity about its international status. Second, the aggressive securitisation of China as an existential threat to the US and the international order suggests ontological insecurity about US capacity to respond and maintain international leadership. Finally, many policy speeches respond to China with grandiose assertions of American exceptionalism, which suggests anxiety that this exceptionalism is under threat. Each of these is grounded in different dimensions of ontological security theory, and together they explain why the US opposes the BRI on ontological security grounds.
Both the Trump and Biden administrations’ National Security guidance oscillate between emphasising the ‘China threat’ and asserting America’s leadership. Their strategic narratives are similar. The setting is a world that is increasingly complex and threatening. China is characterised as the arch-villain—the most significant threat to the US and the international order. The plot of both narratives is that America has become more anxious and divided in this uncertain world, and lost confidence. Each administration positions itself as the hero that will renew America’s international leadership. Trump’s National Security Strategy describes a decline which undermined ‘the spirit of creation and innovation that has been key to our national greatness’, claiming his administration has given the US ‘renewed strategic confidence’ to lead internationally.56 The Biden interim guidance of March 2021 concludes that the world is at an ‘inflection point’ about whether its future lies in democracy or authoritarianism. Amidst this uncertainty, the US needs to ‘lean forward, not shrink back’, to ‘stand up for our values abroad’, reasserting its international leadership from a ‘position of confidence and strength’.57 References to ‘decline’, ‘shrinking back’ and the need for ‘more confidence’ imply insecurity about the future of the US as an international leader.
These strategic narratives are partly party-political. The fall-and-rise plot—that the previous administration brought the country down, and the new one is a heroic bringer of renewal—is commonly used in electoral politics by opposition parties that ascend to power, encapsulated in Trump’s Make America Great Again strategic narrative. But for our purposes it is significant that, despite representing opposing political parties, both Biden’s and Trump’s strategic narratives express anxieties about America lacking confidence, and the apparent remedy for this lack of confidence is to show ‘world leadership’. In other words, both documents reveal ontological insecurity about the US’ international position, and prescribe international leadership as the behavioural routine that could make America ontologically secure once more. Enacting that leadership includes advising others on how to approach the BRI.
The way US strategic narratives have securitised China and the BRI can also be read as a response to US ontological insecurity about its relative decline. When actors become ontologically insecure, anxious about an uncertain future, they may seek to cope with this by engaging in ‘diversionary acts of securitisation’.58 In other words, to alleviate anxiety about the future, they fixate on a threat that can be targeted and addressed. The decision to frame the BRI as an existential threat in US strategic narratives—rather than a mainly economic initiative with recognised flaws—can be read as an attempt to alleviate US ontological insecurity about its relative decline and China’s rise. The initiative becomes something that must be countered and, for some, ‘killed’, to check China’s growing influence, because of the anxiety this creates about America’s international future.59 By countering China’s attempts to gain influence and challenge US international leadership, US policymakers can reassert the country’s sense of self as the world’s leading state.
Evidence for how China’s ascendancy—aided by the BRI—could cause the US ontological insecurity is also found in the hyperbolic expressions of American exceptionalism in US foreign policy strategic narratives. The 2017 National Security Strategy argues that US citizens should respond to threats and ignore detractors by ‘celebrat[ing] American greatness as a shining example to the world’.60 For the Biden administration, at a time when ‘democracies across the globe, including our own, are increasingly under siege’—with China the major threat—the US should be a ‘beacon to other democracies’61 deploying its ‘enduring advantages – across all dimensions of our power’.62 Mike Pompeo is even more forthright in a September 2020 speech:There’s a reason that we remain the greatest nation in the history of civilisation. Because Beijing’s best-laid plans are no match for American determination. The Trump administration rejects the idea that Beijing is destined for hegemony. No top-down totalitarian regime can ever best the ingenuity, will, power of the American people.63



According to Hagström, the intertwining of narratives of weakness and of greatness shown above is a prominent feature of great power discourse.64 Moreover, it is a product of the relationship between narcissism—which affects great powers to differing degrees—and ontological security. As he explains, narcissists experience shame in response to fears that the self is flawed. They can seek to alleviate this shame by emphasising their greatness.65 Chapter 5 argues that a plausible reason Britain tried to portray itself as China’s more experienced ‘helper’, guiding it to manage the BRI judiciously, was that narcissism drove a desire to inflate Britain’s importance, in order to mask anxiety about its relative decline. Following the same logic, a plausible explanation for why US political elites oscillate between concerns about weakness with proud assertions of greatness is that they are experiencing concerns that the US is not as powerful as it used to be. This creates anxiety, which they can partially alleviate through a grandiose statement of how great their country is. In this way, narratives of greatness can help reduce US ontological insecurity about the growing relative power of China, embodied by initiatives such as the BRI.
Reinforcement of US concerns that China is looking to shape and lead a new international order can also be found in the ontological security literature. Heritage and Lee argue that the tension between the US and China is because of contestation between their attempts to build or reinforce their preferred international orders.66 The US interprets the BRI as part of a plan to develop a Sino-Centric international order, which undermines its ontological security as a ‘liberal hegemon’.67 China interprets US efforts to maintain a liberal international order as a threat to China’s attempts to build a more favourable order in Asia. Heritage and Lee describe this as an ‘ontological security dilemma’. Similar to a security dilemma, efforts by one side to reinforce their ontological security cause ontological insecurity for the other. They then push back, reasserting their ontological security as international leaders, which causes anxiety for the other in turn. Both refuse to recognise the other’s preferred identity, because it would cause themselves insecurity.68
There may be an even more straightforward explanation for why the US would reject the BRI on ontological security grounds: that it is the flagship initiative of a competitor with values antithetical to the US. The difference is captured well by Thomas Wright:The U.S. and China both offer different social and governance models — one is generally free and open and the other is authoritarian and closed. Each threatens the other, not necessarily because of the foreign-policy choices the leaders make, but because of what the governments are at their core. Beijing believes that the freedom of the press, the internet, social media, NGOs, economic interdependence, and exchange programs all have the potential to undermine their regime. …

Many Americans rightly understand that China’s authoritarian model has negative externalities that threaten U.S. interests and freedoms. Tools of repression domestically find their way overseas. Beijing seeks to censor all criticism of its regime by coercing other governments, companies, and individuals. It sucks up data on foreign citizens. It employs mercantilist techniques to pursue dominance of new technologies. China is actively seeking to eviscerate liberal norms around human rights, anti-corruption, and freedom of speech. The regime interferes in democracies to advance its interests.

Neither side can accommodate the other without compromising the essence of its system. … So we are destined for rivalry.69



This analysis highlights how the fundamental issue between the US and China may not be specific foreign policies or intentions for the international system, but differences in who they are as countries and political systems. The values of both are opposed in key areas, such that if one accepted the values of the other, it would cause them ontological insecurity. This, in addition to US material concerns about the relative benefits China might accrue, makes it hard to imagine the US embracing the BRI in its current form.
6.1.6 Beyond 2019
Since 2019, US criticism towards China and the BRI has grown increasingly hostile. COVID-19 has undoubtedly contributed (see Chapter 8). Electoral calculation has too. During the 2020 election, the Trump administration excoriated China in the hope that this would produce electoral gains, while trying to label Joe Biden and the Democrats as too soft on Beijing. In fact, anti-China rhetoric strengthened in both Republican and Democratic Party rhetoric, and the Biden administration was highly critical of Beijing in his first year in office.
The Trump administration’s criticism of China intensified as the 2020 election approached. The publication of the United States Strategic Approach to the People’s Republic of China in May 2020 began by asserting that:Beijing openly acknowledges that it seeks to transform the international order to align with CCP interests and ideology. The CCP’s expanding use of economic, political, and military power to compel acquiescence from nation states harms vital American interests and undermines the sovereignty and dignity of countries and individuals around the world.70



The document lists in great detail China’s ‘predatory’, ‘unreasonable, ‘discriminatory’ and ‘unfair’ policies, including providing unfair advantages for its firms, conducting ‘cyber intrusions into US companies’ networks’, and restricting market access to US firms.71 It describes the BRI’s projects as being ‘characterised by poor quality, corruption, environmental degradation, a lack of public oversight or community involvement, opaque loans, and contracts generating or exacerbating governance and fiscal problems in host nations’.72 These criticisms repeat those used in previous years.
With the transition from the Trump administration to the Biden administration, there has been a shift in tone of national security rhetoric, to focus more strongly on the threat of authoritarianism worldwide—including domestically in the wake of the Capitol riots on 6 January 2021. In this context, Biden’s Interim National Strategic Guidance in March 2021 frames China as having ‘rapidly become more assertive’, and that it is ‘investing heavily in efforts to check US strengths’. The US meanwhile must ‘hold countries like China to account’ for its ‘unfair and illegal trading’, ‘cyber theft’ and other ‘coercive economic practices’.73 Think tank analyses have focused increasingly on the Digital Silk Road, and how China is exporting surveillance technologies that facilitate authoritarianism worldwide.74 Analysts have also rejected China’s updated strategic narrative about a ‘greener’ BRI, suggesting that joining will ‘ensure countries’ dependence on carbon-intensive power for decades’.75
Thus, while the precise focus of US criticisms has varied since the BRI’s inception, the dominant conclusion of US policymakers persists: that the costs of joining the BRI far outweigh its material benefits. That so many of these critiques focus on China’s attempts to weaken or supplant the US reveals an ongoing sense of both physical and ontological insecurity about the initiative. Were the BRI to succeed it would suggest that China is exerting world leadership. In turn this would undermine US international leadership, weakening a behavioural routine long considered essential to America’s sense of self. On this basis, the US will not join, and it recommends that others should not either.
6.2 India
Like the US, India has been consistently critical of the BRI and has rejected involvement thus far. This is despite it possessing a significant infrastructure deficit, and despite China being one of its most significant trading partners. India’s BRI strategic narratives are different from our other case studies in several ways. First, while liberal democracies such as the UK and the Netherlands cites general concerns about China’s values and behaviour, India mainly expresses national security concerns with specific BRI projects. Similar to the US, India’s strategic narratives cast the BRI as a geopolitical project to gain China influence. Unlike the US, India’s concerns are more regional than global. India’s strategic narratives reflect anxieties that China seeks to weaken its position in South Asia, and that specific BRI projects strengthen India’s historical enemies; notably Pakistan. These concerns are not just material—they challenge the foundational idea of what constitutes the Indian nation state and what makes it significant as a regional and international actor. Consequently, the BRI undermines both Indian physical and ontological security, so it cannot justify participation.
When first invited to join the BRI in February 2014, India was led by the Manmohan Singh government. It refused to join, citing a lack of clarity about the BRI’s underlying motives.76 However, policy discourse on the BRI was far more extensive after Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s election in May 2014—the focus of most of our analysis. The Modi government’s policy response has been consistent: to reject BRI involvement, while developing its own connectivity initiatives instead.77 Indian academic and media debate about the BRI has been more diverse. Some analysts have suggested India should continue to reject the initiative; some suggest India should get partially involved; others suggest India should prioritise its own programmes.78 Because the Modi regime’s official response to the BRI is so consistent across the First BRF, Second BRF and beyond, we outline its position first, and trace this through these different BRI events.
6.2.1 Indian Material Interests and the Belt and Road Initiative
Bordering China, India could in theory draw significant economic benefits from joining the BRI. At its inception, India had a significant infrastructure deficit, the standard of which has been equated to southern sub-Saharan Africa.79 China had a manufacturing surplus.80 Both therefore had incentives to work closely economically. As of 2020, India was China’s second largest trading partner, and the largest beneficiary of AIIB loans.81
Both have repeatedly stated a desire to develop infrastructure and trade in South Asia, which remains limited by international standards. Since the early 1990s, India has been trying to enhance connectivity and trade both domestically and regionally. India’s Foreign Secretary, in a March 2015 speech, admitted that India is a ‘significantly under-connected nation’, and improving this would be a positive economic and strategic development.82 This suggests some convergence between India’s and China’s interests.
However, material interests for our purposes encompass more than just economic advantage. They also include physical security or hard power concerns. For instance, if China controls strategic ports throughout South Asia, that potentially undermines India’s security, freedom of navigation and lines of supply. National security issues are the most consistent concerns Indian policymakers raise in opposition to the BRI. They concern both its land and maritime elements.
6.2.1.1 National Security Concern 1: The China–Pakistan Economic Corridor
The most frequent object of India’s BRI criticism is the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)—portrayed in 2017 as a flagship BRI project.83 The corridor links Xinjiang to the Pakistani port of Gwadar, and its scale has made Pakistan the largest recipient of BRI funds to date.84 For China, developing the trade route would potentially enable them to bypass the Malacca Strait, through which over 80% of China’s energy supplies are shipped.85 Were another country to block the strait in a future dispute, CPEC could give China an alternative energy supply route. For India, CPEC is unacceptable as it runs through Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (‘Azad Kashmir’), which India has claimed since independence in 1947. This is seen as violating Indian sovereignty, and boosting economically India’s long-term adversary. This criticism recurs throughout India’s BRI responses, not least since China has largely ignored it and pressed ahead with developing CPEC anyway.
The ongoing enmity between India and Pakistan is a key factor in why CPEC is seen as so invidious to India. Border conflicts frequently erupt, both within and beyond Kashmir. For each side, the opposing country is an Other against which their national identity is defined. The creation of Pakistan was based on the ‘Two Nation Theory’—the notion that Muslims and Hindus in India possessed distinct identities and that these religious identities should be used to establish separate nation states. Establishing Pakistan thus created an Other against which India (constitutionally secular, but predominantly Hindu) has often self-defined. These identities have been inflamed more recently by India’s Hindu nationalist government’s hostile rhetoric and policies towards Indian Muslims.86 Arguably, conflict with Pakistan is a routine source of ontological security for India—especially for a Hindu nationalist government that seeks to self-define India in opposition to Islam. China has also supported Pakistan consistently since shortly after Partition, raising distrust between India and China further.
6.2.1.2 National Security Concern 2: The Maritime Silk Road
India’s second concern with the BRI is that it sees the Maritime Silk Road as an effort to dominate South Asia and subordinate India. China has invested in a range of BRI-branded projects in the region, described by others as an attempt to develop a ‘string of pearls’—a selection of strategically positioned ports it could use for economic and military purposes.87 To many Indian observers, the Chinese development of ports such as Gwadar, Pakistan; Hambantota, Sri Lanka; Sittwe, Myanmar; and Chittagong in Bangladesh, look like an attempt to take strategic control of the Indian Ocean and supplant India as the region’s hegemon.88 With China also developing military bases in East Africa, such as Djibouti, this would potentially create a network of bases that surround India and dominate the Indian Ocean, creating a ‘unipolar Asia’.89 Were India to sign up to the BRI, critics suggest it would signal India’s acceptance of ‘China’s supremacy’.90 The notion of subservience is potentially a source of ontological insecurity for India, as it would undermine India’s purported status as the ‘big man’ in South Asia.91
6.2.1.3 National Security Concern 3: India’s Border Disputes with China
Ongoing border disputes with China also make it harder for India to justify joining the BRI. India not only contests Kashmir with Pakistan; it disputes China’s occupation of Chinese-controlled Kashmir (‘Aksai Chin’), and they both claim Arunachal Pradesh. While conflict peaked during the Sino-Indian Border War of 1962, no resolution has yet been found despite 19 rounds of talks.92 Both see intermittent skirmishes along the Line of Actual Control between the countries.93
The border disputes are often alluded to in Indian government speeches about China. While they are not named as BRI-specific concerns, tensions often flare when one side or the other builds new infrastructure close to the border, whether for economic or military purposes. The border disputes are vital because they reinforce the strategic narratives of those that perceive China’s international behaviour as hostile rather than benevolent, a security threat, and geopolitically motivated. It is hard for policymakers to sell the BRI rhetorically as promising ‘win-win outcomes’ when one simultaneously has active border conflicts which are effectively zero-sum—whereby a territorial gain for one side is a loss for the other.
As if to demonstrate, in September 2014 Xi Jinping was due to visit India, having made several overtures to India that year to join the BRI. Just days before Xi’s visit, Chinese troops surrounded an Indian military outpost in Kashmir. When Xi was asked about the initiative, he claimed he was unaware of it, and later reprimanded the military.94 However, its timing undermined negotiations, maintaining a climate of mutual suspicion between delegations. Later in 2017, a two-month stand-off in the Doklam Plateau enhanced suspicion further. As long as the disputes remain unresolved, and skirmishes break out, it is hard for Indian policymakers to strategically narrate interaction with China through any prism other than as a security threat. This limits the Indian government’s ability and willingness to construct a strategic narrative about the potential economic benefits from improving its infrastructure through the BRI.
6.2.2 India’s Strategic Narratives Up to the First Belt and Road Forum
The above criticisms are present throughout India’s BRI strategic narratives. Like the US, these have low narrativity—there is little recourse to history to justify India’s opposition. Instead, its criticism focuses more on present concerns, and the future drawbacks other countries will face if they join.
While other countries who reject the BRI are still willing to mirror China’s rhetoric on ‘connectivity’ and ‘partnership’, Indian policymakers take direct issue with these concepts. In 2014, Bharatiya Janata Party minister, Varun Gandhi, stated that India and China ‘will not be allies or “natural partners”’—a phrase China and BRI affiliates like to use.95 Instead India’s approach would be one of ‘trade outreach, tempered with caution’.96 This interpretation rejects the notion that a history of past trade gives countries a ‘natural partnership’, an assumption found so often in China’s BRI strategic narratives and other countries’ responses.
Indian officials have even challenged the implicit assumption that ‘connectivity’ is a benign, positive concept. As a March 2016 speech by India’s Foreign Secretary explained, in a veiled critique of China and Pakistan:We cannot be impervious to the reality that others may see connectivity as an exercise in hard-wiring that influences choices. This should be discouraged, because particularly in the absence of an agreed security architecture in Asia, it could give rise to unnecessary competitiveness. Connectivity should diffuse national rivalries, not add to regional tensions.
…
If there are visible obstructions to this picture of growing connectivity, they are primarily on our north west. The absence of transit rights there is an impediment to trade, energy flows and economic integration.



This framing of connectivity differs from China’s, conceptualising it as a tool to influence others, rather than an altruistic tool to create mutual prosperity. Indeed, a final section of the Foreign Secretary’s speech provides a cogent argument that connectivity should not be assumed to be a positive construct, but instead a geopolitical one:Connectivity itself has emerged as a theatre of present day geopolitics. When diplomats get agitated about lines on the map today, they are more likely to be discussing proposed road connections, rail lines, oil pipelines or maritime routes than contesting national boundaries. Who draws these lines; who agrees with them; what are the financial institutions to convert them into reality; what would be the modes of managing and implementing them once built – all these questions carry geopolitical significance. Naturally, every country tends to look at these questions from the view point of its own best interests.97



This approach to connectivity provides intellectual justification for why the Indian government sees the BRI as a geopolitical project to enhance China’s influence, rather than a benevolent project to achieve ‘win-win outcomes’. It can also be read as a realist critique of neoliberal economic assumptions that greater connectivity and freer trade are inherently peace-bringing and enriching. From a narratological point of view, the difference with India’s strategic narrative here is the causation that drives the plot. The narrative alludes to a similar story of increased connectivity over time, but it evaluates the motives that drives it differently. The characters driving the story are states enacting their national interest, trying to gain relative influence, rather than participants in a benign and natural free trade that will bring everyone greater peace and prosperity.
6.2.3 The First Belt and Road Forum
India became more outspoken during its boycott of the First BRF. It began to criticise the BRI explicitly, not just CPEC.98 India’s criticism remained veiled at times. However, the government’s statement explaining why it was not attending the forum alluded to multiple reasons why it believed the material costs of such initiatives might outweigh the benefits:We are of firm belief that connectivity initiatives must be based on universally recognised international norms, good governance, rule of law, openness, transparency and equality. Connectivity initiatives must follow principles of financial responsibility to avoid projects that would create unsustainable debt burden for communities; balanced ecological and environmental protection and preservation standards; transparent assessment of project costs; and skill and technology transfer to help long term running and maintenance of the assets created by local communities. Connectivity projects must be pursued in a manner that respects sovereignty and territorial integrity.99



The statement’s criticism of China is implied at this point—which is common in Indian government speeches.100 It finishes far more explicitly:Regarding the so-called ‘China-Pakistan Economic Corridor’, which is being projected as the flagship project of the BRI/OBOR, the international community is well aware of India’s position. No country can accept a project that ignores its core concerns on sovereignty and territorial integrity.101



The Indian government’s BRI opposition is supported by many of India’s leading news outlets. Research on the Indian press during the two weeks surrounding the First Belt and Road Forum found that prominent outlets, the Hindustan Times and the Times of India, mirrored the government’s criticism. They mainly cited concerns about debt traps, CPEC and Sri Lanka, and framed the initiative as an attempt to enhance China’s relative influence in the Indo-Pacific and diminish that of India. One Times of India article suggested that the Indian government views the BRI as ‘little more than a colonial enterprise, leaving debt and broken communities in its wake’.102 Regarding CPEC, another article suggests the project would ‘do the East India Company proud’, make Pakistan an ‘economic colony of China’, and surround India with areas of Chinese influence.103
While the government’s official strategic narratives are consistently critical of the BRI, Indian foreign policy debates are more nuanced.104 Numerous academics highlight the missed economic and political opportunities from working with China more closely. Staying out of the BRI will apparently increase India’s ‘isolation within South Asia, and from Central Asia, and hasten the end of its regional hegemony’.105 Plenty of academic analyses advocate India participating in the BRI, albeit often in a cautious and limited way, because of China’s stronger economy and greater capacity for investment.106 Others argue that since most other Asian countries have joined the initiative, it would be better for India to influence it from the inside rather than have no sway in its development.107
6.2.4 The Second Belt and Road Forum
By the time of the Second BRF in 2019, India’s strategic narratives remained critical of the BRI, and India once more refused to attend. CPEC was again cited:[The Indian] Government’s position on China’s ‘One Belt One Road’ (OBOR) or ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ (BRI) has been clear and consistent. The inclusion of the so-called ‘China-Pakistan Economic Corridor’ (CPEC), which passes through parts of the Indian state of Jammu & Kashmir under illegal occupation of Pakistan, as a flagship project of ‘OBOR/BRI’, reflects lack of appreciation of India’s concerns on the issue of sovereignty and territorial integrity. Government has conveyed to the Chinese side its concerns about their activities in Pakistan Occupied Jammu & Kashmir and asked them to cease these activities.108



Beyond CPEC, India’s strategic narratives had also evolved by the Second BRF, to include warnings to other countries of the risks of participation. By 2019, several BRI projects had foundered. As previously mentioned, Sri Lanka’s concession of Hambantota port to China created debt-trap concerns, which were especially resonant in India given its proximity. Malaysia announced the renegotiation of BRI project-related debts in early 2019, having previously announced its intention to cancel its East Coast Rail Link BRI project in 2018.109 Pakistan terminated a plan for China to help build the Diamer-Bhasha Dam due to ‘concerns over financing terms laid down by China’.110 It also cancelled a $2bn coal plant project and sought to reduce loans from China for new railway lines by a further $2bn.111 Myanmar scaled down the Chinese-backed Kyauk Pyu deep water port from $7.3bn to $1.3bn due to debt concerns.112 Nepal cancelled a hydropower plant project over ‘bidding irregularities’.113
Chinese state media tried to present renegotiations as demonstrating the ‘durability’ and ‘flexibility’ of the BRI.114 In this way, their narratives evaluated the meaning of the renegotiations differently from China’s critics. Nonetheless, these setbacks reinforced the counter-narratives of BRI opponents, which characterised China as an exploiter, and narrated the future of the BRI as leading to subservience, rather than ‘win–win’ outcomes. For India, security and sovereignty concerns remained, but now the potential economic benefits also looked questionable.
India’s responses surrounding the Second BRF reflected these concerns about the BRI’s economic logic, its standards and its governance. Similar to the US, India reiterated that connectivity initiatives must be ‘based on universally recognised international norms, good governance and rule of law’, and ‘follow principles of openness, transparency and financial sustainability’.115 Later that year, the Minister of External Affairs was even more direct, citing an EU report which highlighted thatChinese investments in third countries frequently neglect socioeconomic and financial sustainability and may result in high-level indebtedness and transfer of control over strategic assets and resources.116



These comments show India’s strategic narratives evolving to argue that BRI project outcomes are unequal, in China’s favour. India positions itself as warning others about this, but actually it may be India’s primary concern too: that if it joins the BRI, China would benefit more, economically, politically, diplomatically and militarily.117
This concern has an ontological security element. That India is keen to warn others of the dangers of the BRI implies that it wants to be seen as looking out for its neighbours—signalling its self-identity as the leading power in South Asia. Indian media coverage gives a similar impression; that the country is ontologically insecure about China’s rise. According to the Hindu Times, the Second BRF and the BRI more generally are attempts to project China’s power, intended to make India ‘subservient’ to China. The idea of subservience to China is a source of ontological insecurity for India, especially in the Indian Ocean region which India has ‘for decades’ seen as ‘its domain’.118 Furthermore, by highlighting the values India thinks connectivity projects should adopt, policymakers are positioning India as a country that upholds these values internationally.
6.2.5 India’s Own Infrastructure Initiatives
Another way India’s strategic narratives are different from our other cases is that they promote India’s alternative policy initiatives to the BRI, rather than just countering China’s BRI claims. When Indian government officials criticise the BRI, they often pivot to India’s own regional ‘connectivity’ initiatives. This move is not just rhetorical—it is grounded in Indian policy since the 1990s. The effect is to give the impression that India is already undertaking similar projects to the BRI. As the government explained as it snubbed the First Belt and Road Forum:Expansion and strengthening of connectivity is an integral part of India’s economic and diplomatic initiatives. Under the ‘Act East’ policy, we are pursuing the Trilateral Highway project; under our ‘Neighbourhood First’ policy we are developing multimodal linkages with Myanmar and Bangladesh; under our ‘Go West’ strategy, we are engaged with Iran on Chabahar Port and with Iran and other partners in Central Asia on [the] International North South Transport Corridor.119



Later, after the Second BRF, the Indian government continued to emphasise its own efforts to finance projects across the world:As part of the [Government of India Line of Credit] programme, 279 [Lines of Credit] have been extended to 63 countries of Asia, Africa, Latin America, Caribbean, Oceania and Commonwealth of Independent States worth nearly US$ 28 billion. Of this, 254 projects aggregating nearly US$ 4.70 billion have been completed, while 194 projects worth nearly US$ 19 billion are under implementation. These include 94 connectivity projects in five countries in India’s immediate neighbourhood being taken up with [Government of India Lines of Credit] worth nearly US$ 6.6 billion.



These initiatives enable India to project a strategic narrative in which it represents a viable alternative to Chinese investment. Still, China’s investment is far larger. It doled out an estimated $120bn of infrastructure-related loans between 2014 and 2017, and CPEC alone has been estimated to cost $60bn.120 So while India can claim that it is offering similar initiatives to China, recipient countries can easily see that China offers far more investment. Still, assuming countries can accept investment from both, India can continue to benefit from developing its own initiatives even if they are far smaller than China’s.
India’s connectivity initiatives have involved working with China before the BRI was initiated, including in the Bangladesh, China, India and Myanmar Economic Corridor (BCIM).121 BCIM forums took place in 2002, 2007 and 2013, and appeared to be making reasonable progress. However, once China tried to incorporate the BCIM into the BRI in 2015, India’s interest dropped. With India repeatedly rejecting the BRI, China dropped the BCIM, working instead on a more restricted China–Myanmar Economic Corridor.122
In 2017, India established the Asia–Africa Growth Corridor (AAGC) in collaboration with Japan—already an extensive investor in Asian infrastructure. Significantly, this was announced during the First Belt and Road Forum, making it look like an attempt to be seen as providing an alternative to China’s initiatives. Its aim of enhancing ‘People to People partnership’, ‘Development and Cooperation Projects’, and ‘Quality Infrastructure and Institutional Connectivity’, bear striking resemblance to the buzzwords used in China’s BRI strategic narratives. However, at the time of writing, analysts suggest that the joint Indian-Japanese initiative has achieved little of note.123
6.2.6 The Ontological Security Dimension of India’s Opposition to the BRI
India’s enthusiastic promotion of its own infrastructure and connectivity projects is partly grounded in material interests—but it also suggests a degree of ontological insecurity about the BRI undermining its regional dominance. Such initiatives project an appealing self-image of India as China’s equal internationally, and that it should still be considered the most influential power in South Asia.
Illustrating this, in 2014, India initiated ‘Project Mausam’; a cultural initiative to enhance understanding of ‘the spread of shared knowledge systems, traditions, technologies and ideas along maritime routes’ in the Indian Ocean, and to ‘enhance understanding of cultural values and concerns’ between countries.124 Observers have argued that this is a direct effort to counter-cultural aspects of the Maritime Silk Road, in a way that affirms India’s ‘historical role as the focal point for trade in the Indian Ocean’.125 This strategic narrative is similar to China’s Silk Road mythology. Project Mausam’s hope to enhance cultural understanding between Indian Ocean countries is similar to the BRI’s emphasis on ‘people to people exchanges’, the latter including cultural festivals, exchanges of museum artefacts, student exchanges and tourism. Project Mausam even featured an attempt to work with other countries to designate the Indian Ocean a UNESCO World Heritage site, just as China successfully worked with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan to achieve that status for part of the ancient Silk Road—the Chang’an-Tian Shan Corridor.126 As with other Indian initiatives, Project Mausam has received criticism for achieving little. Also, similar to criticism of China through the BRI, India has been criticised for exaggerating its regional dominance and for insensitivity to the culture and agency of other countries in the region.127
That many of India’s ‘connectivity’ initiatives are criticised for being ‘arbitrary and half-hearted’ suggests they are partly motivated by the desire to alleviate Indian ontological insecurity about Chinese advances in a region India used to dominate.128 Rhetorically, such projects support a strategic narrative in which India retains its self-identity as a regional leader, even if the material results are underwhelming. India is weaker than China economically and militarily, but through such initiatives it can argue that through its history and culture it retains superior soft power in the region. Indian policymakers try to reinforce their ontological security further by arguing that India’s democratic values even give it advantages over China when partnering with others:They [China] have to build much more credibility and trust than us. But there is no competition…Democracy is the biggest trust. India is [the] only country that became independent after World War II and has remained democratic throughout.129



These assertions of Indian exceptionalism serve to boost the country’s ontological security in the face of growing Chinese influence.
The importance of India’s regional influence to its ontological security (and thus why the BRI is an ontological security threat) can also be seen in a response by the Minister of External Affairs to a question at the 2019 World Economic Forum about whether India would look to copy the BRI. Asserting India’s exceptionalism, he reportedly asserted thatWe are us and not just some other country. It’s not just in this initiative but in whole lot of areas. My own sense is as India becomes bigger, we will find concepts developed for other countries won’t necessarily apply to us. It’s not very likely we’ll copy models (from others).130



This response seeks to assert that India is sufficiently powerful and unique that it has no need to imitate others. The evidence above suggests a different picture. As we have shown, India’s strategic narratives routinely pivot from criticising the BRI to listing India’s own infrastructure initiatives. Furthermore, those initiatives bear direct resemblance to BRI-related projects and some are timed to coincide with Belt and Road summits—as if Indian policymakers want to be seen to enact similar policies of their own. The assertion that India is ‘not just some other country’ suggests that India would experience ontological insecurity at the idea of being ‘just another BRI member’. This explains why, symbolically, Indian policymakers find it hard to justify joining the BRI, even as they continue to benefit materially from an extensive—if unbalanced—trade and investment relationship with China.
6.2.7 Beyond the Second Belt and Road Forum: China’s Response to India’s Concerns
Since the Second Belt and Road Forum to the time of writing, there has been little change in India’s BRI policies. 2020 saw further skirmishes between India and China along the Line of Actual Control, with an estimated 20 Indian soldiers and at least 4 Chinese soldiers killed.131 India again refused to endorse the BRI while hosting the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation summit in late 2020—the only member to do so. Again, India cited its opposition to the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor and its concern that the BRI does not offer a ‘level playing field’ for Indian businesses.132 The government’s formal BRI statements in 2021 also continued to repeat verbatim India’s prior concerns about sovereignty, territorial integrity, openness and transparency.133
China’s responses to India’s concerns are illustrative of the problems the countries have in working together. China has argued that India should set aside their border disputes, claiming that the BRI is ‘only an economic initiative’.134 Sino-Indian border disputes are apparently ‘left over from history’ and should not impede current or future negotiations.135 Aspects India objects to, such as CPEC, are apparently ‘nothing to do with the sovereign and territorial disputes left from history between any two countries’.136 In effect, China calls on India to ignore past border conflicts in current negotiations and concentrate only on the material benefits of a closer future economic relationship.
This call to ignore past conflicts is unrealistic. Historical events cannot be so easily sealed off from contemporary politics when they are foundational to a country’s national identity and ontological security. Conflict over Kashmir is a foundational event through which the national biography of independent India developed. One can even argue that continually contesting the territory is a behavioural routine that helps maintain India’s ontological security.137 By suggesting India ignores these things, China is essentially saying ‘let’s ignore our identities as we negotiate’, as if this is a viable way to move forward. This may be more possible with mundane, everyday trade negotiations. However, it is not when one side perceives the issue in question—the BRI—as a threat to its sovereignty and sense of being.
China’s recurrent attempts to keep its border disputes with India in the past illustrate two further constraints countries face in using strategic narratives to persuade others to join their global policy initiatives. First, as is well recognised, strategic narratives are likely to lose credibility when ‘narrative reality’—the reality presented in the strategic narrative—is contradicted by ‘material reality’. The suggestion that India should relegate its border disputes to the past has little sway when incursions, skirmishes and military build-ups continue—as they have done in 2020 and 2021.138
Second, China’s attempts to persuade India that the BRI is narrowly economic is contradicted by how China justifies the BRI domestically. For domestic audiences, China’s strategic narratives seek to portray the BRI as a grand project that is part of the CCP’s heroic plan to make China great again.139 But the more strongly it makes this point, the more it undermines its external strategic narratives, which aim to reassure other countries that the initiative is merely economic. Strategic narratives that are compelling domestically may be harmful internationally, and vice versa.
6.3 Conclusion
Overall, the US and India have consistently opposed China’s Belt and Road Initiative. They have done so similarly—not through recourse to alternative histories that contest China’s Silk Road mythology, but by countering China’s claims about the initiative’s nature and motives. Both reject China’s claims that the BRI is a benevolent economic initiative. Instead, they argue that it is a geopolitical power grab to gain influence for Beijing. It is not designed for win-win outcomes, but to help China win, by employing economic coercion to pressure other countries to back China on other international issues. For India, the BRI directly threatens its sovereignty and security in South Asia. For the US, it is an attempt to forge a Sino-centric international order. Both the US and India position themselves as international leaders, warning others not to engage with the initiative. India does not just criticise the initiative, though. It positions itself as an alternative bringer of infrastructure and investment, and an alternative ally in the Indo-Pacific.
India and the US have in common that their BRI opposition is due to both material and ontological security concerns. A successful BRI is a source of ontological insecurity for both powers. For the US, it undermines their self-identity as the world’s most powerful state. For India, it threatens their self-identity as the ‘big man’ in South Asia, and as China’s equal as the two main emerging powers in Asia. This creates a powerful reason to reject the BRI on symbolic grounds, even as both maintain extensive trade relations with China. Any material benefits of participating in the BRI are outweighed by their fear that China will gain greater market access, economic growth, strategic depth and political influence. Moreover, as we shall see in Chapter 8, the more assertive China becomes, the more it will threaten these actors’ ontological security, making it even harder for them to cooperate with China and embrace the BRI.
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As it is relatively straightforward to argue that increased trade, foreign direct investment and connectivity can enhance wealth, it is easy for most countries to identify economic incentives to partner with China through the Belt and Road Initiative. More difficult is to find countries whose strategic narratives suggest they would not benefit materially, even if they have no ontological security concerns. Countries matching these criteria may rely heavily on China’s economic competitors, and would risk undermining these relationships through strengthened cooperation with China. Alternatively, they may be China’s competitors in certain fields, and may therefore not want to give China further advantages. Mexico is one such example. Its most important economic relationship is with the US, which is China’s economic competitor, and Mexico competes with China in industries such as textile manufacturing. Mexico has also experienced failed Chinese infrastructure projects, including one to build a rail link between Mexico City and Querétaro that was cancelled due to transparency concerns. These material concerns limit the government’s ability to narrate joining the BRI as a viable policy option.
While material benefits of BRI affiliation seemed relatively obvious in its early years, several countries increasingly report negative perceptions and experiences. These include concerns about indebtedness, erosions of sovereignty, corruption, land-grabbing and public backlashes, as some projects have not obviously benefited local people. The Maldives is an example of a country that embraced the BRI initially, anticipating material gains and without notable ontological security concerns about partnering with China. The Maldives government under President Yameen agreed to join the BRI, but was then voted out in 2018 in favour of a new administration under President Solih, who ran on an anti-BRI campaign.1 Thereafter, the Maldives government sought to renegotiate contracts and debts with China, fearing an ever-worsening debt trap.2 Uncertainties about land-grabbing and local autonomy further affected the Maldives government’s ability to tell strategic narratives that aligned material interests and ontological security concerns. The Maldives case shows how national fluctuations in politics can shape the policymaking process and the narratives through which it is legitimised.
In examining the cases of Mexico and the Maldives, this chapter shows how material concerns can lead countries to calculate that the costs of BRI affiliation may outweigh the benefits, even if they are existing members. Figure 7.1 shows the position of these countries in the BRI strategic narrative buy-in framework.[image: ]
Fig. 7.1Countries positioned in the BRI strategic narrative buy-in framework


The case study of Mexico is divided into three parts. The first part describes Mexico–China political relations from the BRI’s founding in 2013, in the broader context of Chinese engagements with Latin American and Caribbean countries (LACs). It covers Mexico’s response under President Enrique Peña Nieto, followed by the response of his successor, President Andrés Manuel López Obrador. The second section elaborates on the limited material gains that Mexico anticipates from joining the BRI. The third section considers ontological security concerns that Mexico has with China, some of which derive from anti-China stereotypes held by Mexican citizens. It then describes how official political discourse ignores these local anti-China stereotypes, and as a consequence they have little impact on the government’s decision to engage with China or not.
The case study of the Maldives demonstrates how policies towards the BRI can change depending on who is in power. From full embrace of the BRI, the Maldives shifted to a period of antagonism, followed by one of moderation towards the BRI. This affected the strategic narratives successive Maldives governments used to frame Maldives–China relations and BRI projects. The Maldives case study first explains the country’s response to the BRI under President Yameen (2014–2018). It then provides a more recent analysis of the state’s strategic narratives under President Solih’s government, from November 2018 onwards.
7.1 Mexico
China has invited Mexico to join the BRI.3 Former Chinese Ambassador to Mexico, Qiu Xiaoqi, saw Mexico as a strategic partner in Latin America.4 The ambassador explained that there are many opportunities for Mexican business in China, especially if Mexico joins the BRI.5 As of yet, however, Mexico has not ratified a Memorandum of Understanding with China, and it did not send top-level delegations to the First and Second Belt and Road Forums (BRF). However, Mexico did send a less senior, 12-person delegation to the Second BRF, headed by Yeidckol Polevnsky, president of Morena—the political party of current President, Andrés Manuel López Obrador.6 At the time of the Second BRF, Mexico signed up to the International Commercial Dispute Prevention and Settlement Organisation, and signed cooperation documents with China in science, technology and innovation.7 Mexico’s unwillingness to join the BRI is shaped mainly by the limited material gains it anticipates from involvement.
7.1.1 Mexico–China Political Relations
Mexico–China relations in the twenty-first century have had their ups and downs. There have been ‘periods of rapprochement and promise interspersed with others of distancing between the two countries’.8 A degree of mutual mistrust has often characterised the relationship.
China–Mexico relations strengthened in 2013 following a state visit of Xi Jinping to Mexico.9 During this visit, both countries pledged to consolidate a China–Mexico comprehensive strategic partnership. Xi said in his speech to the Mexican Senate that their countries should ‘build on our cooperation in traditional areas such as mining, agriculture and communications, and at the same time vigorously expand cooperation in energy, transportation, infrastructure, high technology and emerging sectors’.10 President Peña Nieto hoped that Mexico would become a ‘platform’ for Chinese companies to trade with other nations in the region.11 Both countries welcomed the Mexican export of pork to China,12 and signed a so-called ‘tequila pact’ to remove trade restrictions on the import and sale of tequila in China.13 Also, Mexico sought to resolve the complaint it lodged against China at the World Trade Organization (WTO) over the production and export of clothing and textiles.14 Moreover, President Peña Nieto believed that Xi’s visit to Mexico symbolised a ‘high level of friendship, trust and cooperation’.15 The leaders met twice more that year, at the Boao summit and the G-20 summit.16
The friendly political interactions between Mexico and China did not last long. One article noted how, in late 2014, ‘The initial enthusiasm shown by and warmth between both presidents ha[d] vanished’.17 Political distancing was in part a result of the cancelled Mexico City–Querétaro High Speed Train and the cancellation of the Dragon Mart in Cancún—which will be discussed later.18
Pro-market President Enrique Peña Nieto (December 2012–November 2018) was succeeded by Andrés Manuel López Obrador (‘AMLO’), who assumed office in December 2018. President López Obrador advocated in November 2018 for a ‘new chapter’ with China.19 According to Marcelo Ebrard, the Mexican foreign minister, China was an important country in Mexico’s new economic diversification strategy.20 However, the government of López Obrador took a conversative approach towards China. President López Obrador’s rise to power led many economists to anticipate a shift in Mexico–US relations in favour of China. These forecasts were shaped by President Trump’s protectionist policies and Mr. López Obrador’s socialist ideas. Numerous analysts warned that if Mr. López became president it would ‘place a hostile, anti-US demagogue at the head of the US’ largest trade partner south of the border’, who ‘may take a page from the populist playbook by opening a wider door to China as a counterweight to the US in Mexico and rais[e] tensions further’.21
Instead, President-elect Mr. López Obrador, after winning the federal elections, mentioned in an open letter to President Trump that he sought to improve bilateral relations in trade, migration, development, and security.22 One of his objectives was to create jobs so that Mexican youths would not have to migrate north of the border.23 Mr. López Obrador acclaimed that ‘We will try to make emigration optional and not necessary’.24 He reused the same claim in an open letter to President Trump in 2019.25 He noted that ‘within a short period of time, Mexicans will not need to migrate into the United States and that migration will become optional, not compulsory’, and ‘Our countrymen and women will be able to work and be happy where they are born, where their relatives, their traditions and their cultures are’.26 By advocating human rights, universal justice and fraternity, President López Obrador proposed peaceful solutions and a constructive relationship with the US.
Looking at the bigger picture, Chinese engagements with Mexico are often understood in the context of other Latin American countries. Oliveira and Myers found three discursive ‘turns’ of BRI representations in Latin America. First, the BRI represented a ‘turn away from Latin America’,27 which meant that Latin America played a marginal role in the first five years when China introduced and developed the BRI, because China initially prioritised Asia, Africa and Europe. China’s engagements with infrastructure investments in Latin America during this period did not usually employ the BRI brand. The second turn describes an active lobby from Latin American elites to extend the BRI to Latin America, which found traction around 2017 when Chinese scholars and government officials started to express their support.28 Foreign Minister Wang Yi noted in a 2017 speech that:As Latin America is an important natural extension of the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, the joint construction of the ‘Belt and Road’ will bring new opportunities for the development of China-Latin America relations, and the Silk Road spirit will inject fresh impetus into the construction of a community of shared future for China and Latin America.29



The third turn ‘outlines the Chinese concerns that including Latin America in the BRI will overextend the initiative, negatively affecting its diplomatic and economic framework through high-risk investments in the region and provoking too much geopolitical resistance from the United States’.30 China’s concern about encroaching on an area of historical US influence shows how the triangular relationship between China, Latin American countries and the US affects Mexico–China relations.
In addition to bilateral relations, China engages with Mexico through the China–CELAC Forum (Community of Latin American and Caribbean States), established in 2014.31 During the 2018 Forum, China invited Latin American and Caribbean countries to join the BRI.32 Foreign Minister Wang Yi proposed to ‘take the joint construction of the “Belt and Road” as a new opportunity to deepen the “1 + 3 + 6” cooperation framework between China and the CELAC’.33 The ‘1’ means ‘one plan’, which refers to ‘the establishment of the China-Latin American Countries and Caribbean States Cooperation Plan (2015–2019)’; the ‘3’ means ‘three engines’, which refers to ‘practical cooperation through trade, investment and financial cooperation’; the ‘6’ means ‘six fields’, which refers to ‘boosting China-Latin America industry connection with energy and resources, infrastructure construction, agriculture, manufacturing, scientific and technological innovation, and information technologies as cooperation priorities’.34 The 2018 China–CELAC Forum facilitated the adoption of the ‘Declaration of Santiago and Joint Action Plan of China-CELAC Cooperation (Priority Areas) (2019–2021)’ and the ‘Special Statement on the “Belt and Road”’.35 Ministers of Foreign Affairs of CELAC welcomed the Chinese presentation of the BRI at this meeting.36
China’s strategic narratives drew on Silk Road mythology to stabilise its relations with Latin America and the Caribbean. According to the 2018 Special Statement:The Chinese Party expressed that this initiative is being widely shared by the international community and considers that Latin American and Caribbean countries are part of the natural extension of the Maritime Silk Route and are indispensable participants in international cooperation of the Belt and Road.37



Foreign Minister Wang Yi noted that ‘The ancient Maritime Silk Road had once connected us across the Pacific Ocean. Now in the twenty-first century, China stands ready to work with LAC countries to revitalise it’.38
7.1.2 Limited Material Interests
Despite China’s attempts to frame Latin American involvement as a natural extension of the Maritime Silk Road, Mexico has not formally joined the BRI. Narrating material benefits of BRI affiliation is difficult for Mexico for several reasons. First, Mexico is a manufacturing competitor to China, particularly in textiles and handicrafts. This makes it harder to promote a deal to Mexican citizens as being materially worthwhile. Additional factors include Mexico’s overreliance on the US economy; the unfavourable trade imbalance between Mexico and China; Chinese contraband on the Mexican markets; failed Chinese investments in Mexico, and Mexico’s signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and its 2020 successor, the United States–Mexico–Canada Agreement (UMSCA).
Despite Mexico’s concerns, there are several frameworks that facilitate closer economic relations with China. These include the binational investment fund between China and the Mexican Development Bank, and bilateral institutions such as ‘the Bilateral Commission, the High-Level Group, the Economic High-Level Group, and the Investment High-Level Group’.39 Business cooperation between Mexico and China is coordinated through a partnership named ‘Grupo de Alto Nivel Empresarial México-China’ (also called ‘GANE’). GANE was founded by former President Peña Nieto and Xi Jinping in 2013,40 and hosts annual meetings for high-profile companies, including Chinese companies such as Huawei, and the Mexican company, Aeroméxico.41 Ildefonso Guajardo, Mexico’s former economy secretary, noted that ‘this group, without a doubt, has given us a vision on how to continue forward at a time when protectionist messages’ are becoming more prevalent globally.42
These frameworks, however, do not accommodate all of Mexico’s material interests or alleviate its concerns. In reality, the countries are competitors in exporting manufactured goods to third markets. China’s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 caused competition due to lower labour costs in China.43 The perception of China as a major economic threat to Mexico delayed Mexico’s support for China’s WTO admission.44 The trend of companies moving their production east has also reversed, with a Foreign Affairs article from 2014 explaining thatrising wages in China, combined with higher Mexican productivity; increasing energy costs, which make shipping more expensive; the proximity of Mexican factories to the United States, reducing delivery times; and worries about intellectual property rights, have led a number of manufacturers to choose Mexico over China.45



According to the same article, ‘investing in Mexico remains, in essence, an anti-China play’.46 The competition between Mexico and China to export manufactured goods to the US makes it harder for Mexico to formally buy into to the BRI.
Mexico–China relations are affected by the triangular relationship between Mexico, the US, and China.47 The 1994 signing of the NAFTA agreement created a deep interdependency between Mexico and the US. NAFTA’s 2020 successor, the United States–Mexico–Canada Agreement (USMCA), further influenced the potential economic and commercial relations that Mexico could have with China. The new agreement has a provision about signing free trade agreements with a non-market country. According to article 32.10, ‘At least 3 months prior to commencing negotiations, a Party shall inform the other Parties of its intention to commence free trade agreement negotiations with a non-market country’.48 Tzili-Apango and Legler explain that ‘Although China is not mentioned explicitly, USMCA Article 32.10 can be perceived as an anti-China clause’, and the idea of a ‘non-market country’ refers to China.49 The USMCA therefore limits Mexico’s ability to sign a separate deal with China.50
Despite this restriction, uncertainties in Mexico’s future trading relationship with the US were fostered by Trump’s attempts to renegotiate NAFTA, his protectionist policies towards Mexican goods and his insensitive rhetoric towards Mexican citizens. According to former Head of Economic Affairs at the Embassy of Mexico, Antonio Ortiz-Mena, ‘I don’t think it’s Mexico’s first option, but if [Mexico’s] being pushed into a corner, China is looking more interesting and more attractive’.51 Uncertainties in Mexico–US trade relations coincided with major growth in Chinese investments in Mexico’s automotive, alternative energy, and IT sectors. A report by the Atlantic Council notes thatMexico has seen more than forty deals valued at over $4 billion in the span of three years (2014 to 2016) from China—a remarkable amount considering no previous year had seen more than five deals.52



Despite this situation, Mexico maintained a cautious approach towards China. While Xi Jinping and former President Peña Nieto welcomed more Chinese investments in Mexico, there are several factors impeding closer economic and commercial relations. Mexican economist Enrique Dussel Peters argues thatstructural imbalances in Mexico’s trade with China coupled with Mexican fears about the Chinese economic challenge are poisoning the domestic political atmosphere in Mexico and between Mexico and China, furthering impeding the growth of COFDI [Chinese outward foreign direct investment].53



In terms of the trade deficit, ‘in 2014, the Mexico-China import–export relationship was 11:1’, hugely disadvantaging Mexico.54 This remains a contentious issue. Marcelo Ebrard, the Mexican foreign minister, explained in 2019 that ‘from an economic point of view, the bilateral relationship is increasingly important but we are looking for greater trade, more investment and better economic relation[s]’.55
Trade relations between Mexico and China have different impacts on large industries and small-to-medium-sized businesses. The import of textiles, handicrafts and footwear from China to Mexico is seen by many Mexicans as a threat to the local economy, and advocacy groups have elicited state intervention on behalf of these sectors.56 Since the 2000s, Mexican administrations have imposed tariffs on goods from China. However, outside NAFTA, this has had little effect on making Mexican products more competitive.57 The Mexican government has assisted other industries, including agriculture and the automotive industry, with federal funding, and by supporting partnerships (and building trust) among Chinese and Mexican businesses.58 Access to financing, subsidies and tax breaks is difficult for small and medium-sized businesses. This in part has led to a huge informal sector. Illegal imports (contraband) from China reach the Mexican markets through ‘triangulation’—meaning when goods pass through the US, or through technical smuggling.59 The trade imbalance, influx of cheap (sometimes illicit) Chinese goods into the Mexican market and the loss of jobs in small and medium-sized enterprises in the textile and handicraft sectors, affects Mexico’s ability to create BRI strategic narratives that anticipate material benefits.
Chinese investments in Mexico have grown steadily in the last two decades, though they are less significant than the trade figures.60 Investments are mainly concentrated in manufacturing (automobile), transportation and the service industry. The US has tried to use its leverage to restrict Mexico’s acceptance of Chinese investments. Mexican diplomats have reported that:US authorities and diplomats have warned Mexico that the United States would take reprisals against the country if it supported Chinese initiatives such as the Belt and Road Initiative, and asked former President Peña Nieto not to join the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank.61



This again shows how pressure from allies, or countries’ concerns about their reactions, may constrain what strategic narratives are sayable and what policies are pursued.
Another issue that makes it harder for Mexico to justify BRI affiliation on material grounds is that the country has experienced failed Chinese investments. Two projects that have gained a lot of attention are the Dragon Mart shopping centre in Cancún and the high-speed rail link which would have connected Mexico City with the city of Querétaro.62 Former President, Enrique Peña Nieto, had to scrap a contract awarded to a consortium led by China Railway Construction Corporation and four Mexican companies including Grupo Higa, to build the Mexico City–Querétaro rail link after an outcry over transparency.63 The rail line was postponed due to ‘political competition over public contracts and kickbacks among various Mexican politicians and infrastructure construction executives’.64 It came to light that ‘the president’s White House family mansion had been paid for by a contractor who was a member of the Chinese-led train consortium’.65 The public bidding was relaunched in January 2015 but cancelled shortly after ‘as a result of the collapse of international oil prices’, which created additional fiscal strain in the Mexican economy.66 Subsequently, China claimed financial compensation from Mexico for cancellation of the Mexico–Querétaro railway.67
Local resistance against the Dragon Mart was shaped by environmental concerns,68 administrative irregularities,69 angst about an influx of Chinese goods that would undercut Mexican producers, and perceptions that ‘the arrival of 2500 Chinese merchants would eventually lead to the creation of a population hub of 100,000 Chinese’.70 A mixture of corruption, social resistance, institutional weaknesses, environmental concerns and a lack of understanding impeded the successful completion of these Chinese investments.
Another project that could have had Chinese involvement is the Trans-Isthmus railway corridor along the Isthmus of Tehuantepec between the cities of Salina Cruz, Oaxaca and Coatzacoalcos Veracruz. Visions of interoceanic transit and the Trans-Isthmus railway corridor are not new.71 In 2013, the Mexican Secretariat for Communications and Transportation spoke with Chinese companies about their potential involvement in the Trans-Isthmus railway corridor.72 President López Obrador and his team are developing this railway corridor to provide an alternative to the Panama Canal, and to transform the impoverished economy of southern Mexico.73 In addition to upgrading the rail corridor, there are plans to expand two ports, build new highways, pipelines and telecommunication infrastructure, and create ‘development poles’ (places for small and medium enterprises—similar to industrial parks).74 These projects are part of Mexico’s 2019–2024 national infrastructure programme (called ‘PNI’),75 which involves ‘new, ongoing and currently paralysed infrastructure works that are expected to be finalised before President Andrés Manuel López Obrador (AMLO) leaves office’.76 As such, this multimodal infrastructure project boosts both ‘interoceanic connectivity’ and inclusive growth; rhetoric familiar in China’s BRI strategic narratives, though without China’s involvement so far.
Close advisors to Mr. López Obrador—who shortly thereafter was elected President—welcomed foreign direct investments in Mexico in the area of transportation infrastructure. His government, however, held competing views on prospective investors: the newcomer, China or its traditional ally, the US. Regarding the Trans-Isthmus railway corridor, economic advisor to Mr. López, Gerardo Esquivel said in 2018: ‘I can see us perfectly well approaching the Chinese, above all. It’s the type of project they will certainly want to invest in, because [it is a] long-term infrastructure project with clearly positive returns’.77 Alternatively, Marcelo Ebrard, Mexico’s future foreign minister, anticipated more interest from US private investors: ‘It makes more sense. The US is our main partner’.78 Simultaneously, Chinese and American investments in Mexican infrastructure projects face domestic competition, with President López Obrador favouring Mexican firms.79
Taken together, Mexico’s economic and commercial relations with China are influenced by a significant trade deficit, economic competition in manufacturing exports to the US, Mexico’s signing of the United States–Mexico–Canada Agreement and its ‘anti-China’ provision, and failed Chinese investments in Mexico. Mexico strengthened its bargaining position with the US by showing a willingness to diversify its economic partners. Its bargaining position was enhanced further because of China’s stated willingness to work with Mexico.80 However, despite Trump’s often insensitive rhetoric towards Mexico, the countries’ contemporary history of close-knit economic and political relations made it difficult for the Mexican government to join the BRI or justify a closer relationship with China.
7.1.3 Ontological Security Maintained
If Mexico were to join the BRI, doing so would likely not undermine their ontological security significantly. One reason why is that political elites do not appear to rely strongly on creating a Chinese ‘Other’ against which Mexican national identity is defined. However, a mixture of positive and negative social interactions between Mexico and China does make it harder to narrate joining the BRI as a continuation of a past friendship between the states. Three periods are most relevant. First, the trading relationship between New Spain and the Philippines between the sixteenth and nineteenth century, in which the ‘Manila Galleons’, or ‘China ships’, helped forge an ostensibly positive relationship between the two territories. A second more negative period, between 1880 and 1940, saw extensive Chinese immigration to Mexico, during which the immigrants experienced racism and discrimination. Between 1940 and 1970 there were few links between China and Mexico.81 A third period of interaction extends from 1972—the year Mexico first recognised the PRC—to the present day. This period saw the commercial relationship between the states evolve, albeit with constant concerns about a trade imbalance in favour of China, and the persistence of some negative stereotypes about China within Mexican society. The positive and negative aspects of the relationship in each period makes it harder for Mexico to use historical narratives to justify joining the BRI. The Mexican government would need to ‘cherry-pick’ representations of the past in its strategic narratives, which risks making them look less coherent.
The first ‘encounter’ between Mexico and China happened during the Manila–Acapulco galleon trade between New Spain and the Philippines, lasting between 1565 and 1815. The Spanish trading ships carried mostly Chinese goods, thus producing the alternative name ‘the China ships’.82 China claims that these voyages established the foundation for current Mexico–China relations.83 An article in the Chinese state news outlet, the Global Times, notes:In mid-16th century, a Spanish expedition sailed from Mexico, arrived at the central region of the Philippines and then caught the eastward-blowing winds off the east coast of Japan that took them back to Acapulco. In this way they mapped out a ‘silk road’ across the Pacific Ocean. The Manila Galleon was manufactured in the Philippines by Spanish-hired Chinese craftsmen. With a capacity of 300 tons, it was the most state-of-the-art freighter in the world at that time. During the 250 years from the latter half of the 16th century to the early days of the 19th century, such galleons traveling between the Philippines and Mexico mainly transported raw silk, china, brocade and cotton cloth from South China's Guangdong Province and East China’s Fujian Province.84



The author refers to the organisation of a ‘China Ship’ festival in the Mexican city of Acapulco.85 Consistent with historical statecraft,86 the author then jumps 400 years to the present, and describes a revival of China–Latin-America relations through South-South trade and investment, and multilateral collaboration (China–CELAC).87
Evidence of Chinese porcelain found in Acapulco enables China to engage in heritage diplomacy with Mexico. Winter notes how ‘the diplomatic affordances of history and heritage’ ‘provide the symbolic and discursive framing around which relationships are woven together’.88 The 2018–2024 Nation Project document of Mr. López Obrador and his party, Morena, refers to this historical period as a framework for interaction.89 Whether Mexican officials are actively co-opting China’s Silk Road narrative in an effort to gain public support for BRI buy-in is unclear.90 Despite the economic vulnerabilities that arose from the interdependency of the silver trade, New Spain served during this time ‘as a fundamental trade hub and linking point through which Asia and Europe were connected’.91
Since this historical narrative celebrates trade and connectivity, Mexico could try and use it to make a close trading relationship with China seem a continuation of the past. Identifying Mexico as a ‘trading hub’ is also familiar rhetoric in China’s BRI strategic narratives. However, since the trade actually occurred in the Philippines and the Spanish colony of New Spain (rather than an independent Mexico), this narrative may be less likely to resonate with Mexican citizens today, especially those who value decolonisation as an important aspect of Mexico’s national biography. Even if the narrative were resonant for Mexican audiences, their more immediate concerns about economic competition from China would still constrain policymakers’ ability to project such a strategic narrative credibly.
Drawing on Mexico and China’s mutual experiences of colonialism may be a better way for China’s strategic narratives to convey a sense of togetherness with Mexico. The election of President López Obrador led to a re-evaluation and appreciation of Mexico’s indigenous history. Tweeting a video in 2019, he noted thatI have sent a letter to the Spanish king [Felipe VI] and another letter to the Pope so that the abuses can be acknowledged and an apology can be made to the indigenous peoples for the violations of what we now call human rights.92



Despite the potential for Mexico to create a strategic narrative about shared mutual experiences of colonialism, its government has not utilised this narrative to sell the idea of joining the BRI.
One issue that suggests joining the BRI might cause ontological insecurity for Mexican citizens is the prevalence of anti-China stereotypes across Mexican society. The China–Mexico relationship ‘has been historically marked by recurring distrust, stigmatisation, and discrimination toward the Chinese’.93 Mexico has a history of Sinophobia and anti-China campaigns, with Chinese immigrants having faced discrimination and violence in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.94 If Mexico deepens economic collaboration with China, the authorities will need to consider how to legitimise this policy change. As one scholar observed:Mexico is one of the countries in the region in which distrust toward both Chinese businessmen and ethnic Chinese is most deeply rooted. As far back as the Mexican Revolution, anti-Chinese sentiment inspired laws such as the prohibition of intermarriage between Chinese and Mexicans.95



Negative views of Chinese people are extended to Chinese goods, which are commonly assumed to be low quality or contraband. Chinese goods are believed to undercut Mexican producers and remove jobs from ordinary Mexicans.96 There is thus distrust for Chinese people and their commerce, leading to one author suggesting that ‘China has played the role of economic bogeyman in Mexican public opinion’.97 Also, Mexican media have promoted the idea of a China threat, frequently portraying China as their ‘favourite villain’.98 The digital era has continued the spread of negative stereotypes of Chinese people in Mexico.99
However, our analysis suggests that these local perceptions do not appear to impact official strategic narratives significantly. Political communications between the countries suggests their relationship is cordial. Mexico does not show quite the same concerns as the other liberal democracies in our case studies. They do not comment on how authoritarian China is; nor do they express concerns about its human rights abuses. This is why we locate Mexico in the bottom right of our strategic-narrative buy-in framework: at the official level we see few signs of ontological security concerns about working with China. Instead, Mexico’s government implies that friendship and partnership with China advances Mexico’s ontological security. Undersecretary of Foreign Trade, Luz Maria De la Mora, told Chinese officials at a Mexico–China economic forum in 2019 that ‘Mexico is a friend and partner to China. We know that with China, Mexico can be stronger, and with Mexico, China can be a stronger country too’.100 This implies that Mexico’s ontological security might not be undermined were it to join the BRI, provided it could continue to engage in routines associated with its close economic relationship with the US.
7.1.4 Mexico, the BRI and Future Policy Change
Overall, Mexico’s material concerns limit the viability of BRI affiliation. Consequently, a partial embrace is the most that can be expected from Mexico. Its official discourse on China articulates no concrete policy goals, merely that both sides ‘are working on a road map “for the next five years”, for which they must “intensify political dialogue”’.101 Joining the BRI may become more viable in the future, especially if Mexico’s US relationship declines. However, this would have implications for the legitimacy of the UMSCA.
Mexico does not openly express concerns about Chinese human rights practices or undemocratic values, which suggests that joining the BRI would not cause as much ontological insecurity as it would for other liberal democracies. Despite the prevalence of anti-China stereotypes within society, Mexico does not moralise about China’s broader international behaviour. Mutual commitment to educational exchanges and other forms of people-to-people interactions might alleviate persistent misunderstandings between the Chinese and Mexican people, and this might engender better economic and commercial relations.102
7.2 The Maldives 
The Maldives is an intriguing case study to examine states’ responses to the BRI. Since the Maldives is a small state, the stark difference in power and influence between it and China differentiates it from other countries in our study. The Maldives also shows how local fluctuations in electoral politics can cause shifts in responses to the BRI and the strategic narratives used to legitimise BRI partnership and projects. The Maldives’ response has moved from buying in fully to the BRI initially, to a period of uncertainty and opposition, and finally to a more moderate approach towards the initiative. These three stages are accompanied by different strategic narratives.
7.2.1 The Maldives’ Initial Response to the BRI: 2014–2018
The Maldives joined the BRI early, in 2014.103 Its policy response was shaped by material incentives and because joining would not undermine its ontological security. Initially, the Maldives did not cite any negative concerns about joining the BRI, or from strengthening its relations with China. With the Maldives being a close ally of India, former Minister Dunya Maumoon assured the public that the country would ‘continue to pursue its “India first Foreign Policy”’, while maintaining special relations with other countries, including China.104 China–Maldives relations improved during a series of state visits and through agreeing a ‘Future-Oriented All-Round Friendly and Cooperative Partnership’.105 Of special importance was Xi Jinping’s visit to the Maldives in 2014, which was the first time a Chinese head of state had ever visited.106 Economic minister Mohamed Saeed represented the Maldives during the First BRF in 2017.107
Dependent largely on tourism and fishery, the Maldives is home to many luxury resorts. According to the Maldives’ minister of economic development, Mohamed Saeed, ‘We are a sun, sand and sea country. That is our petroleum’.108 Such statements suggest that being a tourist paradise is a source of both economic and ontological security for the Maldives. Still, the country’s finance minister, Ahmed Munawar, explained how ‘One of the government’s main goals is to diversify our sources of GDP’.109 The Maldives has pursued the identity of a Middle-Income Country successfully.110 It is actively investing in social and economic development, and improving the country’s connectivity with the world. From 2012, China became a major economic and development partner.
The push to engage with China was first made by President Yameen, who was elected to power controversially in 2013 in what his opponents described as a ‘coup’.111 His decision to move closer to China through his ‘Looking East’ approach was partly motivated by a problematic relationship with Western liberal democracies. They objected to the lack of freedom of religion in the Maldives—with the 2008 constitution enshrining Sunni Islam as the only religion that can be publicly practised. This led the EU to decide not to extend the duty-free status of imported fish from the Maldives—which created another incentive to move towards China.112 Western powers also objected to Yameen’s crackdown on political opponents, including the later imprisonment of the pro-Western former President Nasheed.113 In response, Yameen framed the criticism as imperialist interference and as an assault on the Maldives being an Islamic state.114
Yameen’s criticisms reveal how self-identifying as an Islamic, post-colonial country was, from his administration’s perspective at least, a constituent of the Maldives’ ontological security. This partly explains the appeal of the BRI, on the assumption that China said it was not interested in critiquing the cultural values of prospective partners. According to Sara Vigil:Through the deployment of anti-western discourses that conflate the historical responsibility of colonialism, with the ideals of freedom, democracy and human rights, the regime has been aggressively seeking investment from countries that do not impose political conditionality.115



A statement by Yameen in 2014 reinforced the idea that joining the BRI would not undermine the Maldives’ ontological security, as it ‘would not adversely affect either the Maldives independence and sovereignty or the Islamic identity of the nation’.116 A notable silence in this strategic narrative concerns China’s domestic policies towards Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang.
Following the Maldives’ initial embrace of the BRI, it agreed with China to develop several infrastructure projects, including the construction of the China–Maldives Friendship Bridge (also named the ‘Sinamalé Bridge’), the upgrading of the Velana International Airport, and a social housing project on the island of Hulhumalé.117 Alongside a Chinese grant, the Maldives government agreed to pay for these projects with concessional loans and public funds.118 In 2015, President Yameen said that China is now the ‘number one donor country for infrastructure development in the Maldives’.119
By signing the contract for the Sinamalé Bridge, the Maldives government anticipated material benefits of BRI affiliation. Minister Dunya noted at the ceremony that:The China-Maldives Friendship Bridge is one of the mega projects and indeed the key, flagship project foreseen by our visionary President to bring connectivity to the greater Malé area and with it economic prosperity to our nation.120



During the bridge’s inauguration in 2018, President Yameen proclaimed that:The Sinamalé bridge is an embodiment of strong relations between the people of China and the people of Maldives. It is a true icon of how a mutually beneficial and truly genuine partnership between a larger country and a smaller one could affect meaningful change in the direction of progress and prosperity. It stands to show that constructive dialogue and mutual respect between states and between people can be a testament to greater things that could be achieved in the globalised world. Proof that through genuine partnership, nothing is impossible.121



Maintaining positive diplomatic and commercial relations with larger countries is a routine through which the Maldives—as a small state—can make itself more ontologically secure. The claim that the island nation has achieved ‘mutually beneficial’ partnership and ‘mutual respect’ illustrates how the Maldives government’s strategic narrative could align material interests and ontological security concerns. Notably, though, these infrastructure narratives about the China–Maldives Friendship Bridge were communicated one month before President Yameen’s election defeat.
As well as arguments about mutual respect and prosperity, the Maldives deploys historical narratives strategically to make its relationship with China seem a routine and natural continuation of the past. As President Yameen narrated in 2015:Sifting through the sands of time, we can confirm that the Maldives and China have indeed been friends and trading partners since times immemorial. Ancient Chinese scriptures and records from the Tang Dynasty that date back to 660 AD make reference to the King of the Maldives sending gifts to the then Chinese Emperor Kao-Tsung. The great Chinese Muslim admiral, diplomat and explorer Zheng He visited the Maldives on more than one occasion during the 15th Century.

Our strategic location on the Indian Ocean meant that the Maldives was a frequent and welcome stopover for voyagers between the East and the West. Evidence of the frequent interactions and transactions between our Chinese and Maldivian forefathers can be found today at the National Museum in Male, in the form of beautiful pieces of ancient Chinese earthenware and pottery.122



By referring to events during the Tang and early Ming dynasties, the Maldives co-opts China’s tailored Silk Road narratives in their own communication—and in that respect China’s strategic narratives are effective.123 It also shows that Silk Road nostalgia is a useful tool to frame bilateral relations, with the maritime element of the Silk Road especially important for the Maldives. By claiming that the Maldives is an integral link between East and West—similar to so many examples in this book—the Yameen government seeks to boost the country’s economic and ontological security as a vital port of call in world trade.
An area of importance that emerges in the Maldives government’s strategic narratives is that the initiative preserves the country’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. As a small state, reliant on others for security and aid, the risk of being exploited by larger powers could be a source of physical and ontological insecurity. The Joint Press Communiqué of 2017 appeared to be designed to be reassuring on this point, as well as repeating expressions of support for China’s longer-term political goals that are commonly found in statements when countries partner with it:The Chinese side adheres to the principle of non-interference in internal affairs, supports Maldives’ independent choice of development path which suits its domestic features and wishes Maldives economic and social development greater success. The Maldivian side reaffirmed its unwavering respect to the sovereignty and territorial integrity of China and reiterated its firm commitment to uphold its One China Policy, supports China’s position on Taiwan and Tibet and the efforts by the Chinese Government to realise national reunification.124



7.2.2 The Maldives’ Subsequent Response to the BRI: November 2018–2019
President Yameen’s administration’s BRI strategic narratives indicate clear agreement between China and the Maldives that the BRI would be mutually beneficial. However, a significant proportion of Maldivians (and allies) found these strategic narratives unconvincing. The Maldives’ growing opposition to the BRI was a reflection of what had emerged in the previous four years. Between 2014 and 2018, the opposition party held strong suspicions regarding the Maldives’ deepened relationship with China and full embrace of the BRI. These suspicions were shaped by both material interests and ontological security concerns. At the time that President Yameen entered into new agreements and BRI projects with China, the administration created beneficial conditions for trade and foreign direct investment that were rushed through the People’s Majlis (Parliament of the Maldives). In 2015, proposed constitutional amendments to allow for foreign ownership of Maldivian land caused fears about military occupation and a loss of territory.125 Even former President Mamoon Abdul Gayoom—and half-brother of Yameen—expressed concerns due to fears about the Maldives’ sovereignty.126 Additionally, there were concerns that the passing of the Special Economic Zones (SEZ) Act in 2014 enabled land-grabbing and the centralisation of autocratic government in the Maldives.127 The signing of a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with China in 2017 caused more distrust due to the speed with which the deal was signed, because parliament signed off a document of over 1000 pages ‘after less than an hour of discussion’ when this would usually take days or weeks.128
Key officials sought to refute these ‘misunderstandings’. Physical security concerns deriving from constitutional amendments were unnecessary according to Yameen, who said: ‘The Maldivian government has given assurances to the Indian government and our neighbouring countries as well to keep the Indian Ocean a demilitarised zone’.129 Yameen claimed that foreign ownership of Maldivian land was specifically targeted to large-scale economic activities that brought value and employment opportunities. Moreover, ‘If the Maldivian state’s sovereign authority is not lost, temples can’t be built there, casinos can’t be built there, and illegal activities cannot be carried out’.130 Former Minister Dunya Maumoon explained how the Special Economic Zone legislation would revive the economy through developing industry and finance, creating job opportunities, expanding trade and increasing foreign investment.131 While legislative changes were perceived by opponents as a ‘sweetener for China’,132 Yameen’s government felt they were able to communicate a coherent strategic narrative about material gains.
Informed by the ‘string of pearls’ theory which associates China’s naval strategy with the construction of a ‘string’ of ports across the strategic maritime corridors in the Indian Ocean—the opposition and traditional allies of the Maldives (particularly India) voiced concerns about the docking of Chinese naval ships in the Maldives’ harbours.133 These behaviours complicate the economic narratives of the BRI, and suggest instead that Chinese intentions in the Indian Ocean are geopolitical. Mixed interpretations of the Maldivian government’s policies and narratives towards China generated concerns that the ‘India-first’ policy was being replaced by a ‘China-first’ approach.134
Following the election victory of Ibrahim Mohamed Solih in September 2018 after a tumultuous campaign period (he officially commenced his position in November 2018),135 the Maldives temporarily changed its policies and narratives vis-à-vis China. President Solih won the elections on an anti-China campaign by ‘criticising the government for making the country indebted to China’,136 and expressing the fear that China has disproportionate power in the Maldivian economy. According to an article in Foreign Policy, ‘The Maldives’ new president calls the BRI “a big cheat” and a “debt trap” that must be abandoned or renegotiated’.137 Solih was responding to a changing mood locally which associated the BRI with excessive debt and land-grabbing.138 A local news article reported how the ‘opposition along with some international bodies have also voiced concerns that China’s growing presence in the Indian Ocean could compromise regional security’.139 Simultaneously, local newspapers reported Solih trying to reassure China that he would honour the Maldives’ existing contracts and ties.140
Solih’s rhetoric suggested a different interpretation of the source of the Maldives’ ontological security. Rather than emphasising the Maldives’ identity as an Islamic, post-colonial state, he stressed the importance of promoting democracy by guaranteeing human rights and ensuring accountability.141 He said that ‘We need to help seek justice for those subject to abuse and unfair treatment. The treasury needs to be strengthened. Unaccountable deaths and disappearances need to be investigated and findings disclosed’.142 Former President Nasheed—a friend of Solih—said that ‘The people of the Maldives have taken back their country from the brink’ and ‘This most certainly is a vote for democracy and freedom’.143 Only one month later, the Attorney General’s Office shared that the new administration had already fulfilled five of its pledges, including ‘Renegotiating loans and agreements that could threaten the sovereignty of the state and potentially result in debt’, and ‘Submitting a bill to curb illicit wealth flows’.144 President Solih became committed to reverse the Maldives’ ‘slide toward authoritarianism’ by respecting human rights and democratic processes.145
President Solih’s election victory led to updated strategic narratives about the BRI and Maldives–China relations. Initially these were hostile and distrustful from both sides.146 Ex-president Nasheed asserted that ‘The free trade agreement is very one-sided… the numbers don’t match’.147 This tense situation eased after a few months, illustrated by friendly dialogues between President Solih and the Chinese Ambassador to the Maldives in January 2019.148 A press release by the President’s Office of the Maldives noted that:The President conveyed assurance of his administration’s commitment to maintaining good relations with China, and expressed deep gratitude for the invaluable assistance extended by China over the years, towards the Maldives’ socio-economic development.149



Thus, despite some anti-China rhetoric in President Solih’s campaign, the new administration soon adopted a softer position vis-a-vis China and the BRI. However, former President Nasheed retained a more hostile attitude.
Despite the updated relationship between China and the Maldives, the Maldives was faced with substantial debt from its BRI projects—partly due to government corruption. According to finance minister Ibrahim Ameer: ‘Everything was engineered by government officials so as to ensure the most enrichment for them’, and ‘It was done that way by design’.150 President Solih explained in an interview that:Our government is still reviewing the extent of the debt incurred under the previous government. No doubt, the debt situation has put us in an extremely challenging situation. A vast number of infrastructural projects have been undertaken and we are in the process of reviewing the terms of these agreements.151



While reviewing the debt, Economic Minister Mohamed Saeed claimed that ‘There is no loan which should worry the Maldives’.152 The Maldives continued welcoming Chinese investments that were based on transparent financial terms.153 In this way the Solih administration continued to recognise the material benefits of BRI projects, without buying fully into China’s ‘win–win’ rhetoric due to its concerns about debt and land-grabbing.
Under Solih’s administration, the Maldives tried harder to reassure their traditional ally, India, by reinstating their ‘India-first policy’.154 India’s Prime Minister Modi attended Solih’s inauguration, and Solih’s first state visit was to India.155 These state visits were both symbolic and pragmatic, reinforcing the Maldives’ ontological security through a routine behaviour that signified its close relationship with India. As Chapter 6 explained, this was at a time when India was also trying to compete with the BRI by offering its own infrastructure and foreign investment initiatives to south Asian countries. During Solih’s India visit, the countries ratified numerous agreements, MoUs and joint declarations.156 In realising the Maldives’ ‘aspirations for socio-economic development, and strengthening of democratic and independent institutions’, India’s Prime Minister Modi announced an investment of $1.4bn.157 Both leaders agreed on ‘the importance of maintaining peace and security in the Indian Ocean Region’ due to a ‘shared recognition that the security interests of both the countries are interlinked in the region’.158 In an interview with The Economic Times, Solih described his expectations from India as follows:We are very thankful to India for understanding the precarious financial situation we’re currently facing, and responding so promptly with a considerable package of budgetary support, financial investment and capacity building. My government’s expectations from India is that we will always enjoy a close and neighbourly relationship bound through historical and cultural ties and a respect for each other’s sovereignty while maintaining a safe and secure Indian Ocean region.159



The focus on historical and cultural ties, and respect for sovereignty shown in the final sentence, bears similarity to China’s strategic narratives. However, the focus on sovereignty and security in the Indian Ocean is similar to India’s oft-cited concerns about China’s growing influence in the region. The wording is therefore potentially palatable to both India and China, and could support a Maldives diplomatic approach of hedging between the two powers.
Consistent with this, the Maldives participated in the Second BRF in 2019, independent of India’s non-attendance. This reaffirmed the importance of the Maldives’ BRI projects and its diplomatic relations with China. Departing from election campaign rhetoric, Foreign Minister Abdulla Shahid reaffirmed the Maldives’ friendship with China:The heightened cooperation between our two countries has indeed been mutually beneficial to our peoples. China will remain as an important economic and bilateral development partner for the Maldives, in its journey to become one of the most vibrant middle-income developing countries.160



Ministers again used similar language to that which they used with India, describing Maldives–China relations as founded on ‘historical ties’, ‘sovereign equality and mutual respect for territorial integrity’.161 This communication again suggests that they are trying to hedge with India and China to a certain degree. However, Minister Shahid also raised the speed of China’s growth and risk of failing to benefit from it:China is the fastest-growing economy in the world. All our neighbours are engaging themselves with China. The largest economies in the world are engaging with China. We will not be left behind in engaging with China.162


This highlights the Maldives’ expected material gains from engaging with China and reaffirms the importance of China as a development partner.
Regarding the Maldives’ national security concerns, Chief of Maldives National Defence Force, Major General Abdulla Shamaal, issued an assurance in July 2019 that there is ‘No Chinese military presence in Maldives, but there is interdependence in development, [and] security’.163 Shamaal also stressed China’s importance as an economic and development partner, and that Maldivian debts were owed to many countries, not just China. This rhetoric appears designed to reassure audiences that the material benefits of working with China continue to outweigh the costs.
7.2.3 Beyond the Second Belt and Road Forum
Since the Second BRF, relations between the Maldives and China have returned to being cautiously positive. The Maldives has also sought to retain a productive relationship with India. In response to Foreign Minister Abdulla Shahid’s visit to China in September 2019, the Chinese ambassador expressed gratitude, sinceWith all the noises, different voices, criticism and doubts about this relationship, people need to have a clear understanding and a clear picture of how this relationship develops. It helps to enhance our future cooperation.164



Both the Maldives and China remain vested in a constructive partnership that provides mutual benefits. Addressing persisting misunderstandings about the Maldives’ accumulated debt, the Foreign Ministry tweeted in December 2019 that Foreign Minister Shahidexpressed his confidence that the Maldives-China relationship is strong and vibrant enough to allow for discussions on all matters of mutual interest and hoped to see the relationship grow to new heights during President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih[’s] administration.165



Nevertheless, the signed Free Trade Agreement remains a contentious issue between the two countries, due to concerns about unequal benefits.166 Thus, while the Maldives’ administration can tell a story that promises material gains from BRI projects, it is qualified by ongoing concerns about its existing agreements.
The government of the Maldives under President Solih maintains good relations with both China and India. India’s Prime Minister Modi visited the Maldives in June 2019, where they reiterated their mutual commitment to ‘democracy, development and peaceful co-existence’.167 President Solih, on his part,reaffirmed his government’s ‘India-First Policy’ and pledged his government’s full support towards deepening the multifaceted, mutually beneficial partnership between India and the Maldives, which has traditionally been characterised by trust, transparency, mutual understanding and sensitivity.168



Solih also used this meeting to reaffirm their special relationship, to thank India for its investment and development support, and to agree to enhance maritime security.169 This implies that the Maldives’ ontological security is shaped by friendly and strategic relations with both India and China—despite the bilateral tensions between the latter. As a small state, the Maldives seeks to maintain positive relations with both India and China, which may explain why their BRI policy approach has been somewhat inconsistent.
7.3 Conclusion 
These two case studies illustrate how positions on our framework are not fixed but dynamic. At the time of the Second BRF, the Trump administration was in power, and had shown a degree of hostility towards Mexico. This may have made a closer relationship between Mexico and China seem more appealing, particularly as Trump’s rhetoric ‘Othered’ Mexican immigrants by associating them with criminality.170 Indeed, were Mexico’s relationship with the US to decline in future, joining the BRI might become more viable. However, under the Biden administration, US relationships with Mexico have largely normalised, and so the likelihood of Mexico joining the BRI remains remote for now, due to the constraints built into its economic relationship with the US.
The cases of Mexico and the Maldives show how shifting international relationships may change what strategic narratives are sayable and what policies can be justified. Both countries have strong relations with China’s competitors, the US and India. These relationships influence trade, investments, and regional connectivity, as well as Mexico and the Maldives’ ontological security. Their strategic narratives and policy options are constrained by the need to balance their relations with traditional partners while they engage with China.
The Maldives case study demonstrates how local fluctuations in politics can also shape the ability to enact and justify policy changes. Whether countries continue to buy into the BRI, and how they strategically narrate this, varies depending on who is in power, local perceptions of Chinese investments and behaviour, and how political elites interpret the sources of their country’s ontological security. Shifts in these factors can lead to countries moving to different segments of our strategic narrative buy-in framework, as their policymakers feel unable or unwilling to justify their involvement in a given initiative on material interest and/or ontological security grounds.
In the first five years of the BRI, it was difficult to identify countries that had few material incentives to join the BRI, even if they had minimal ontological security concerns. The prospect of more trade, foreign direct investments with favourable financial terms, and enhanced connectivity, appeals to many countries around the world. However, especially from 2018, evidence emerged from BRI partners that the costs of affiliation could be greater than anticipated. China’s investments and behaviour reflect poorly on it internationally if they result in local corruption, environmental problems, abandoned infrastructure projects and debt. China recognises this, as shown by its updated BRI strategic narratives during the Second Belt and Road Forum, and its willingness to renegotiate the financing of various BRI projects. If China had lost the support of the Maldives for the BRI, it would have lost a strategic location positioned along important shipping routes. If this came with a reassertion of the relationship between the Maldives and India, it could have caused ontological insecurity for China.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has caused significant upheaval in all spheres of international relations. Strategic narratives have been a crucial means for political actors to contest the pandemic’s causes, consequences and solutions. Countries have contested who they blame for the pandemic and what the appropriate domestic and international response should be. Debates about the future have been especially important within these narratives, be it the consequences of lockdowns, the effects of vaccination programmes, or how the pandemic will affect other policy initiatives—including the Belt and Road Initiative.
The challenge of strategically narrating COVID-19 has been especially acute for China, given the criticism it received for being the place where the virus was first discovered and for downplaying its severity early on. Thereafter, China’s public health response, while draconian, received a degree of praise, as it seemed to suppress the virus more effectively than several (but not all) liberal democracies. In 2020, countries such as the US, UK, France, Italy and Spain experienced tens of thousands more official COVID-19 deaths than China, and then experienced a second wave that China largely avoided. China then recovered far faster economically by the end of the year. Observers suggested that China managed to turn a highly damaging international crisis into an opportunity to promote its political system, societal values and its vision for the world’s future—with the BRI a key element of that vision.1
This chapter examines China’s strategic narratives in response to the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020) and how these narratives framed the BRI. It then investigates how different countries responded to China in their own strategic narratives. Finally, it considers what changes, if any, can be seen in countries’ policies towards the BRI.
8.1 Methods Update
To conduct this analysis, we employed the same qualitative narrative analysis methods as previously, highlighting where relevant the narrative components of plot, actor and setting. The nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, however, created several challenges for our data collection, and our analysis is somewhat impressionistic as a consequence. The pandemic’s dominance of policy debate, media coverage and public discourse made BRI coverage highly sporadic. The BRI might, in some countries, go weeks or months with little coverage, and then interest would spike around a particular speech, report, or event. Moreover, COVID-19-related crises—such as infection spikes and lockdowns, happened at different times in different countries. When they did, they dominated public discourse to the point where other issues barely gained attention. This inconsistency made it less useful to collect standardised data over a specific time period, since countries experiencing COVID-19 waves would have little data to collect. To address this, rather than gathering a large, whole-year data sample, most of which would not have been useful, we concentrated on two areas. First, collecting BRI-related policy and media documents as they emerged piecemeal during the year. Regular press conferences by China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs for the domestic and international press were especially useful, since journalists would often ask Chinese Communist Party (CCP) spokespersons questions about criticisms of China, to which they then responded with the government’s official line. We paid special attention to diplomatic events and controversies that we anticipated would produce richer data on China’s strategic narratives and policy responses to them. Analysing these data sources inductively enabled us to build a stronger impression of how China’s strategic narratives—and responses to them—evolved.
8.2 Findings: The Three Phases of China’s Strategic Narratives of COVID-19 and the BRI
Our analysis of China’s strategic narratives in 2020 revealed three phases through which they evolved. The phases reflect our impressionistic assessment of the dominant strategic narratives put forward by China during specific time periods. There is overlap between the phases, as elements of different strategic narratives reappear across the year. We contend that they are a useful heuristic device to show the focus of China’s strategic narratives at different points, and how countries respond to these.
The first phase, ‘China Defends Itself’, was dominant between January and April 2020. In this phase, China sought to defend itself from allegations that it had caused COVID-19, and that its censorship of information early in its response enabled the virus to spread globally. As the crisis developed, China’s lockdown suppressed the virus, while many other countries, acting far later, experienced tens of thousands more deaths. While the ‘China Defends Itself’ strategic narrative was dominant early in the year, China still had to defend its pandemic response later on. This was mainly to address criticism by the Trump administration, which persistently labelled COVID-19 the ‘China virus’.
The second phase, ‘China Emphasises Solidarity’, emerged in mid-March, but became dominant between April and August 2020. China appeared to recover from COVID-19, with observers praising the effectiveness of its ‘unique combination of strong governance, strict regulation, strong community vigilance and citizen participation, and wise use of big data and digital technologies’.2 As it did so, it began to look towards its longer-term projects such as the Belt and Road Initiative—which had received limited coverage in the pandemic’s first few months. China sought to use its discourse power to redress the harm the pandemic had caused to its international image. Beijing stressed that it was back to ‘business as normal’. It also sought to project a spirit of solidarity with others by combining ‘mask diplomacy’ and the promotion of the ‘Health Silk Road’ and ‘Digital Silk Road’.3 Facing attacks from the Trump administration throughout the year, China tried to frame itself as a ‘responsible power’ and a force for solidarity, stability and multilateralism, in contrast to the disunity and unilateralism implied by Trump’s US foreign policy.
Between October and December 2020, a third strategic narrative became dominant in China’s political communication: ‘China Asserts its International Leadership’. This narrative was characterised by greater boldness at a time when the US was struggling to suppress COVID-19, and experiencing civil unrest during the 2020 Presidential election campaign. Sensing China’s moment, Chinese media outlets and government figures promoted even more strongly the idea that China’s time had now come to establish itself at the centre of a new international order. Praising China’s leading contribution to managing COVID-19 throughout the year, official Chinese voices asserted broader claims that it was now the world’s best hope for global health and prosperity, while framing the US as the greatest source of global instability. The BRI, by extension, was central to the world’s ability to thrive after the pandemic. Through the BRI, China could ensure a ‘rising tide lifts all boats’—that its economic growth could lift up other countries too, so that they recover from the pandemic.
The following sections will examine each of these phases in turn, tracing China’s strategic narratives and countries’ responses. In this way, the analysis will show the iterative cycle through which strategic narratives are formed, projected, received and responded to. The frequency of different countries’ responses was inconsistent across the year. Some countries were highly vocal about China and the BRI at certain points and near-silent at others. Accordingly, they receive differing degrees of attention in the ensuing analysis.
8.3 Strategic Narrative Phase 1: China Defends Itself
From the outset, COVID-19 presented a unique challenge to China, since the first reports of its emergence originated there.4 This caused significant stigma and raised questions about China’s responsibility for the subsequent pandemic. Criticism of China began almost immediately following the initial media statement by the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission on cases of ‘viral pneumonia’ in Wuhan, which was picked up by the WHO on 31 December 2019.5 Observers criticised China for covering up early cases, including reporting no cases for two weeks in January 2020 despite hospitals in Wuhan filling up with patients.6 China’s restriction on information about the outbreak included silencing a doctor, Li Wenliang, who was reprimanded by state authorities for raising awareness about the disease.7 Later, international observers expressed concern that China was exerting undue influence on the WHO to praise its response.8 Critics argued instead that it had moved too slowly and suppressed vital information early in the outbreak. In some countries the blame game was subtle, questioning the timing and nature of China’s communication with the WHO, for instance. In others it was confrontational. Criticism was strongest from the Trump administration, but it was also strong across right-wing parties and media in other liberal democracies, including the UK. There, the Daily Mail newspaper lambasted China’s ‘nasty, lying, bullying Communist regime’, the CCP’s ‘hostility to the truth’, stating that China’s ‘coronavirus cover-up was one of the most grotesque deceptions by a totalitarian government ever’.9 Critics in the UK, US and Germany called for China to be sued for vast sums for causing the pandemic.10
The politics of ‘naming’ was a key part of early narrative exchanges.11 On 11 February 2020, the WHO announced that the coronavirus variant causing the pandemic would be called COVID-19. According to best practice, the WHO declared that the name was chosen ‘to avoid inaccuracy and stigma and therefore did not refer to a geographical location, an animal, an individual or group of people’.12 Ignoring its official name, US President Donald Trump repeatedly called COVID-19 the ‘China virus’, the ‘Chinese virus’, the ‘Wuhan virus’ and later the ‘Kung Flu’, claiming these labels were not racist, but instead a geographic indication of where the virus originated.13 The Chinese spokesperson Geng Shuang sought to defend China by criticising these labels as a ‘stigmatisation of China’ about which ‘we are strongly indignant and firmly opposed’.14
After China had been slow to admit full details of COVID-19’s emergence and spread in January 2020, it instituted a strict lockdown and embarked on a rapid construction effort to upgrade its medical facilities. Being the first country to go into lockdown placed a global spotlight on China’s response. News outlets covered Chinese citizens being barricaded and, in some cases, welded into their homes, or being tied to lampposts for not wearing face masks.15 The footage posed a further risk to China’s international image, which was already suffering because of growing evidence of repression against protesters in Hong Kong and Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang, and calls to ban Chinese 5G technology internationally. At this point, COVID-19 looked like a public relations disaster for China, with the potential to cause significant harm to the BRI if it made other countries more suspicious of China’s capabilities and intentions.
However, with the lockdown succeeding in arresting the disease’s spread, China began to receive a degree of praise. The WHO-China Joint Mission on COVID-19 reported in mid-February that ‘In the face of a previously unknown virus, China has rolled out perhaps the most ambitious, agile and aggressive disease containment effort in history’.16
Nevertheless, multiple countries expressed concern that China’s strict pandemic response was only needed because it failed to act swiftly and covered up key information necessary to suppress the virus early on. Countries accused China of pressuring the WHO to withhold information on COVID-19’s human-to-human transmission, and to delay declaring a pandemic. Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian defended China, claiming that ‘The Chinese leader didn’t even have such a phone call with the WHO head on January 21’, expressing hope that ‘certain media’ can ‘stop spreading disinformation’.17
China’s claims did little to reduce international criticism. German Chancellor Angela Merkel argued that ‘the more transparent China is about the origin of the virus, the better it is for everyone in the world in order to learn from it’.18 Carl Bildt, former Prime Minister of Sweden, stated thatIf Chinese authorities had openly acknowledged the threat and responded properly just three weeks earlier than they did, the spread of COVID-19 could have been reduced by as much as 95 per cent. Because local negligence, ignorance, and censorship prevailed at the critical moment, the entire world is now paying an enormous price.19



Addressing this international criticism, Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Geng Shuang responded, suggesting that China’s response was in fact an example for others to follow:Since the outbreak began, China has always acted in an open, transparent and responsible manner and taken a series of resolute, timely and forceful measures.
…
It lost no time in reporting the outbreak to WHO, shared the genome sequence of the virus with other countries, and carried out international cooperation on epidemic prevention and control among experts of different countries, which has won plaudits from the international community.20



China did receive praise for aspects of its response, even from long-standing critics such as Trump.21 However, once the virus spread throughout the world and countries experienced large outbreaks and lockdowns, China was heavily criticised once more.22 Out of the criticism emerged two clearly opposing strategic narratives. They differ in their evaluation of what caused COVID-19. The first was that ‘China caused COVID-19’. In this narrative, China is the villain of the story. The second, disseminated by China, was that ‘COVID-19 emerged naturally’. China is the victim of this story. The main differences are the narrative’s evaluations of what caused COVID-19 to emerge and therefore who is responsible for the consequences.
The ‘China caused COVID-19’ strategic narrative had numerous sub-variations, based on differing theories about how the virus emerged. Some blamed Chinese cultural traditions regarding the way live animals are treated in China, based on theories that the virus originated in a wet market in Wuhan.23 Others blamed traditional Chinese medicine for creating demand for exotic animals, which raises the likelihood of disease spread from animals to humans.24 While theories about how COVID-19 might spread were corroborated by some academic sources, more broadly they reinforced longstanding myths that contrasted Chinese backwardness with more ‘civilised’ countries.25 COVID-19’s emergence in China reinforced for citizens throughout the world ‘superficial stereotypes of the Chinese as dirty and uncivilised’.26 These ideas fuelled Sinophobia across the world, with widespread of accounts of discrimination against Chinese citizens.27
Simultaneously, China faced accusations that some of its citizens were discriminating against other ethnicities. Reports surfaced from Guangzhou, China, that Chinese citizens were barring black Africans from shops and accommodation based on the erroneous assumption that they were more likely to spread COVID-19.28 These incidents created a strong backlash from African countries, many of them demanding that the Chinese government immediately address the situation.29 The US joined the criticism too, with Tibor Nagy, US Assistant Secretary of State Bureau of African Affairs tweeting thatVideos and stories from #Guangzhou are appalling. Abuse and xenophobia has no place in our fight against this global pandemic. Chinese authorities must do more to stop these attacks against Africans living and working in China.30



In response, the CCP showed swift and flexible communication. Having invested heavily in improving relations with African countries, China stressed that the local authorities ‘attach great importance to some African countries’ concerns and are working promptly to improve their working method’.31 The CCP then pivoted to criticise the US, claiming they were ‘exaggerating this issue in an attempt to sow discord between China and African countries and undermine the two sides’ friendship’.32 In this way, China tried to reinforce existing relationships with developing countries and BRI members while undermining their geopolitical rival, the US.
While many accepted the explanation that Chinese cultural practices explained the virus’ emergence, others promoted the conspiracy theory that COVID-19 was released accidentally or deliberately from a virology lab in Wuhan.33 Evidence for this ‘lab leak’ theory was opaque. Accusations and calls for a more robust investigation have continued ever since.34 This narrative resonated for both those who saw malevolent intent behind much of China’s international behaviour, and for those who assumed Chinese incompetence.
Indeed, for China’s critics, it did not necessarily matter whether the virus was caused by a conspiracy theory or Chinese cultural practices. They all reinforced their strategic narrative that ‘China caused COVID-19’. Blaming China was a way for other countries to bolster their own ontological security by reinforcing a sense of superiority over China, despite China’s growing economic strength. China was either comparatively backward, comparatively incompetent or conspiring against them, or all three.
China tried to emplot the outbreak differently. It initially framed COVID-19 as naturally emerging: a global threat with China as its first victim. The virus was a problem for humanity to solve and not the fault of one country. This causal explanation was particularly noticeable in China’s responses to the ‘lab leak’ theory:The virus is a common enemy to all mankind and may strike anytime, anywhere. Like other countries, China is also a victim, not a perpetrator, even less an accomplice of COVID-19. As we have repeatedly stated, the origin of the virus is a matter of science that should be left to scientists and medical professionals. It should not be politicised.35



This official attempt to reframe China as a victim existed alongside disinformation campaigns that deflected responsibility from China onto its competitors. These efforts were first reported in the US and UK in March 2020, when analysts picked up claims in China’s media ecology that the virus originated in the US.36 These would often emerge on social media with their provenance obscured, and then Chinese officials would promote them on their accounts. In March 2020, a Chinese foreign ministry spokesman tweeted that ‘it might have been the US army that brought the virus to Wuhan’, later tweeting an article alleging ‘further evidence’ of this.37 Chinese state media outlet, the Global Times, amplified these claims, but separately claimed in March 2020 that Italy may be the origin of the virus.38 Later in 2020, Chinese scientists claimed COVID-19 originated in India in mid-2019.39 One conspiracy theory cited by Chinese state officials and media was that the virus was really created at Fort Detrick in the US,40 perhaps in the hope of plagiarising the Soviet Union’s disinformation campaign claiming that HIV/AIDS was created at the same site.41
Interestingly, therefore, the ‘China Defends Itself’ strategic narrative was not based on a single, coherent story; it evolved into at least into two, partly contradictory, storylines. In government press conferences and formal diplomatic exchanges, China sought to frame itself, along with humanity more broadly, as a victim of a naturally-occurring disease. Alongside this, China propagated a contradictory but more aggressive strategic narrative: that the virus was created by China’s enemies. China varied how it constructed the characters and plot of these strategic narratives, using different aspects of the contemporary media ecology to propagate different stories. However, as will be explained in the section below, once China got the virus under control in March 2020, and began to deliver medical equipment to other countries, it tried to shift its strategic narrative once more. Rather than being a victim of the pandemic, China started to cast itself as the pandemic’s hero, helping other nations cope with the virus.
8.3.1 Responses to the ‘China Defends Itself’ Strategic Narrative
How did other countries respond to China’s attempts to deflect blame for COVID-19 and its claims to victimhood? In our sample, the US and the UK were China’s sternest critics, though many other countries also castigated China for causing COVID-19 and failing to prevent its spread. This criticism potentially served several purposes. For some it may have reflected genuine frustration about the ever-worsening situation, as health services began to fail and governments instituted lockdowns. For countries who experienced far worse outbreaks than China, criticising China was a way of mitigating ontological insecurity that China had managed the pandemic more effectively than they had. For other governments, the criticism may have been a way of distracting audiences from the limitations of their own public health responses. Coincidence or not, some of the strongest critics of China in phase one were right-wing populist governments in the UK, US and Brazil. Each experienced some of the worst early COVID-19 outbreaks and was subjected to intense domestic and international criticism for not taking the virus seriously enough.42
The Trump administration led criticism of China, accusing Chinese officials of ignoring ‘their reporting obligations to the World Health Organization and pressur[ing] the World Health Organization to mislead the world when the virus was first discovered by Chinese authorities’.43 Trump then announced his plans to terminate the US’ membership of the WHO, and redirect respective funds.44 China responded that:The US believes that WHO should do its bidding because it is the largest contributor. This is typical hegemonic mentality. When WHO insisted on objectivity and impartiality and refused to cater, the US threatened it by cutting funding. This is classic blackmailing.45



While US media outlets would often challenge many of Trump’s claims, criticism of China was prominent across the political spectrum. A Bloomberg article stressed that the rest of the world should not forget China’s initial reaction and what it says about the CCP regime: ‘When faced with an outbreak of a new and deadly virus, [Chinese] authorities moved to suppress the information and punish those who discovered it’.46
Looking beyond COVID-19 itself, China’s critics sought to tell a broader story: that China’s actions in 2020 provide definitive proof of its malevolent intentions towards dominating the international system. As well as COVID-19, critics saw China enacting repressive, anti-democratic legislation in Hong Kong, and manoeuvring more assertively in the South China Sea. US Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, said that the CCP ‘is exploiting the world’s focus on the COVID-19 crisis by continuing its provocative behaviour’, including ‘coercing its neighbours in the [South China Sea], even going so far as to sink a Vietnamese fishing vessel. The U.S. strongly opposes China’s bullying and we hope other nations will hold them to account too’.47 In response, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Geng Shuang stressed at a press conference that ‘China will always resolutely safeguard its sovereignty, security and development interests, no matter what, no matter when’, and reaffirmed China’s sovereignty over what it claimed were ‘internal’ affairs.48
Brazilian Education Minister Abraham Weintraub’s criticism went further; he claimed that COVID-19 was a Chinese plot for world domination. On Twitter, he wrote: ‘Geopolitically, who will come out stronger from this global crisis?’ and ‘Who in Brazil is allied with this infallible plan for world domination?’49 The Chinese Embassy responded that ‘These completely absurd and despicable declarations, with their racist character and unspeakable objectives, have caused negative influences in the healthy development of bilateral relations’.50 China again reiterated that ‘The virus, knowing no borders or races, is a common enemy to all human beings. The urgent task for all countries is to defeat the virus through cooperation. We oppose stigmatisation and smears on China’.51 Once more China sought to oppose the ‘China caused COVID-19’ strategic narrative with its own ‘COVID-19 occurred naturally’ strategic narrative.
China also received strong criticism from the UK government and the UK’s right-wing media. Boris Johnson’s government was reportedly ‘furious’ about China’s ‘misinformation’ and its ‘attempts to exploit the pandemic for economic gain’.52 Johnson was apparently briefed by the UK’s scientific advisers in March that China’s COVID-19 cases were up to 40 times more than they officially claimed.53 Cabinet Minister Michael Gove accused China of not being clear about the ‘scale, nature and infectiousness’ of COVID-19.54 These claims did not go uncontested, though. Liberal Democrat Party leader, Ed Davey, criticised the claims as ‘feeble excuses’ for the British government’s failure to respond early enough to the pandemic.55 Still, on the political right in the UK, criticism of China was strong. Former Conservative Party leader, Iain Duncan Smith, even brought the Belt and Road Initiative into his criticism, stating that:For too long, nations have lamely kow-towed to China in the desperate hope of winning trade deals. But once we get clear of this terrible pandemic, it is imperative that we all rethink that relationship and put it on a much more balanced and honest basis.56



Overall, these criticisms coalesced into what might be described as a ‘China is found out’ narrative; in which the events of 2020 awaken the world out of false consciousness to realise the true nature of China’s malign intent. This is not a new strategic narrative, however. Rather, existing critics of China sought to incorporate COVID-19 into their existing strategic narratives about the threat China poses to the international system. What is different is how they position themselves in the story: that they were aware of the ‘China threat’ all along. And now they speak on behalf of others, who they claim have woken up to the threat the CCP poses. For instance, US Attorney General, William Barr claimed that ‘The American people are more attuned than ever to the threat that the Chinese Communist Party poses not only to our way of life, but to our very lives and livelihoods’.57 Right-wing populist Nigel Farage in the UK claimed that the UK’s increased hostility to China was a product of people finally realising ‘the extent to which the Chinese Communist Party is taking over our lives’.58
Politicians positioning themselves as speaking on behalf of ordinary citizens against elites is a routine rhetorical tactic for populists, but in these cases their claims were backed up by public opinion research. Analysis of aggregate polling over 2019 and 2020 in the UK found thatonly 18 percent of Britons hav[e] a positive view of China, a figure that has almost certainly worsened in recent months. Indeed, half of British citizens say their opinion of China has been impacted ‘negatively’ since the outbreak. Fully 60 percent now see China as a ‘force for bad’ in the world and as a ‘threat’ to their country.59



Academic analysis further corroborates the ‘China found out’ narrative. Kerry Brown suggests that COVID-19 had ‘alert[ed] many in the UK to China’s influence and its new status’. Moreover, it has been combined with Hong Kong and Xinjiang into a ‘narrative in which China represents an intense threat’.60 The spread of these sentiments corresponded with an increase in hate crimes against East Asian citizens in the UK.61 As Geddes suggests, it ‘was perhaps the first time that Britons fully realised that decisions taken in Beijing could also have life-threatening consequences for them’.62
Negative perceptions towards China were found in India, too. However, with India there was more of a split between public opinion, media coverage and the government. Similar to its previous responses to the BRI, the government avoided criticising China officially.63 Analysts suggested that this was because India would need medical equipment from China to manage the pandemic.64 Indian media and public opinion were far more critical, though. The Indian press reported increases in anti-China sentiment across the country.65 Polling in March 2020 found that 67% of Indians blamed China for the COVID-19 outbreak, with over 50% saying that referring to it as the ‘China virus’ was both not racist and ‘needed to make sure the neighbouring country didn’t escape responsibility’.66 65% of Indians thought China’s response to the pandemic was ‘draconian and opaque’, and only 3% felt China had either offered a model for others to contain the pandemic or ‘displayed the strength of its governance system’.67 Whether any of these views changed later is unclear—with India experiencing two of the worst COVID-19 outbreaks over the next year. What is clearer is that there is little evidence of sympathy in India for China’s attempts to deflect blame for COVID-19.
China did not ignore these criticisms. Similarly to how it responded to criticism of the BRI, China first tried to highlight the praise it had received from other countries, then it pivoted to attack its critics. According to Chinese spokesperson Hua Chunying:The merciless virus has brought out great warmth from our fellow human beings. In response to this unexpected epidemic, government officials and people from all walks of life in many countries have expressed sympathy, confidence and support for China’s fight against the epidemic in recent days. We’re deeply moved by what they’ve said and done for us, which will never be forgotten. In the meantime, we noted that a few extreme and irrational remarks have appeared in certain media of certain countries. We firmly reject them.68



8.3.2 Summary
Despite China’s communication efforts, we found little evidence of success in China’s attempts either to avoid blame for COVID-19 or to counter claims about its broader international activities. However, we also found that COVID-19 mainly reinforced existing strategic narratives about China rather than creating new ones. Governments that were already willing to be publicly critical of China became more vociferous. Countries previously unwilling to criticise China publicly largely avoided doing so.
The Belt and Road Initiative was not prominent in these ‘blame games’ early in the pandemic, as countries were preoccupied with dealing with the public health crisis. However, criticism claiming that COVID-19 revealed China’s malign intentions for the world was problematic for the BRI indirectly because the criticism undermined China’s strategic narrative that the BRI is a benevolent, ‘win–win’ initiative. Increased criticism of China in other countries made it harder for their governments to justify policy changes to join Chinese-led initiatives such as the BRI. However, China’s partial recovery from COVID-19 in 2020 created an opportunity to promote itself positively once more.
8.4 Strategic Narrative Phase 2: China Emphasises Solidarity
A second phase of China’s strategic communication on COVID-19 developed in March 2020, but became dominant between April and August. During this period, China’s draconian restrictions limited COVID-19’s spread and casualties. China also accelerated its manufacturing of medical supplies, becoming the chief supplier of COVID-19-related equipment for many governments. Meanwhile, countries worldwide—but especially liberal democracies such as the US, UK, France, Spain, and Italy—suffered mass casualties in their first infection waves. With China apparently recovering while other countries were struggling, a space opened up for China to boost its international image by helping other countries manage the pandemic.
The Belt and Road Initiative reappeared in China’s strategic narratives. China was keen to give the impression of ‘business as normal’, and it convened numerous diplomatic events to re-engage countries with the BRI. On 18 June, China organised a remote video conference, entitled ‘Belt and Road International Cooperation: Combating COVID-19 with Solidarity’.69 The BRI and the associated ‘Health Silk Road’ and ‘Digital Silk Road’ provided existing branding through which to promote China’s activities. China claimed that it was a force for solidarity, stability, and multilateralism, in contrast to the disunity and unilateralism implied by US foreign policy.
In the second phase, China sought to influence other countries’ strategic narratives in three ways. First, to change the plot of their strategic narratives about China to focus less on China’s early blame for the pandemic to its later solidarity with the rest of the world. Second, to change China’s character in the story, from a dangerous authoritarian to a ‘responsible power’. And third, to alter the setting of other countries’ strategic narratives to incorporate Xi Jinping’s vision for a ‘community of shared future for mankind’. These changes are not necessarily aimed at directly persuading countries to change—or maintain—their existing policies towards the BRI. Rather, they aim to promote a more positive international identity for China, and popularise its vision for the international system. If this came to dominate other countries’ perceptions, it could make them more likely to respond favourably to China’s policy initiatives in future.
8.4.1 China’s Mask Diplomacy: Shifting the Plot
China’s ‘solidarity’ strategic narrative was most strongly articulated at the Belt and Road Forum meeting in June 2020. However, it had evolved over several months from mid-March, when China’s lockdown managed to suppress the virus. This left China able to concentrate more on exporting equipment and resources to help other countries manage the pandemic. In addition to maintaining the production and export of medical equipment, China conducted high-profile donations of medical supplies to countries experiencing particularly large infection waves. External observers labelled this ‘mask diplomacy’, based on the assumption that China was doing this to enhance its power and distract from its responsibility for the pandemic.70 China, on the other hand, resurrected the ‘Health Silk Road’ to brand its activities (it had first used the term in 2015). With the pandemic restricting trade, travel and the movement of Chinese workers, BRI projects slowed significantly in the first half of 2020. A shift in rhetorical emphasis to the Health Silk Road was a useful way for China to give an impression of continuity in its activities.71
Italy was a major focus for Beijing’s efforts, as it was both a BRI member and was experiencing Europe’s first major outbreak. International media covered the delivery of a planeload of 30 tonnes of medical supplies to Italy in mid-March.72 Coverage highlighted the EU’s initial failure to respond adequately to Italy’s request for more medical support.73 Alongside this, analysts observed a widespread campaign by China across traditional and social media, including arelentless flow of symbolic messages of solidarity and commitment toward Italy portray[ing] China as a friend and saviour even while emphasising the absence of a coordinated response from the EU.74



The Italian government’s official response was positive, at a time when they had surpassed China’s official figures to lead the world in COVID-19 deaths. Foreign Minister (and renowned Sinophile) Luigi Di Maio posted to his Facebook account a video of the first Chinese plane’s arrival. He immediately lent support to China’s attempts to show solidarity, and enhanced the public relations win for China by criticising the EU. He stated that ‘many foreign ministers offered their solidarity and want to give us a hand’ and highlighted that ‘the first aid arrived from China’.75 In contrast, Italian ministers criticised the EU implicitly for a lack of urgency, with the Italian EU representative, Maurizio Massari, calling for more urgent action from the EU, and the avoidance of ‘selfishness’.76 Foreign policy commentary was even more scathing, with one analyst suggesting that the EU had ‘abandoned’ Italy, in a ‘scathing abdication of responsibility’, while ‘China is filling the void’.77
In contrast, observers who were already sceptical of China’s motives saw the episode as a crude effort to gain influence and to distract from China’s early failings.78 Critics began to report discrepancies between claims in Chinese media and reality. According to Zeneli and Santoro, while Chinese media framed their deliveries as aid donations, they were actually paid for by the Italian Protection Department.79 Critics pointed out that by 25 March, France and Germany had donated more masks to Italy than China had sold to it.80 Observing the Italian situation, the UK’s Daily Mail newspaper wrote that China ‘forces Italy to BUY back masks and coronavirus supplies it had DONATED to Beijing just weeks earlier’.81 This story reverses how China constructs the characters in its strategic narrative—positioning Italy as the generous actor helping China cope with the early pandemic, and China then exploiting Italy for economic gain.
Following its initial mask diplomacy, China began to push its ‘solidarity’ strategic narrative more strongly. On 18 March, China announced it would be convening a video conference with European government officials to share its experiences on COVID-19. The preliminary press conference drew on themes common in China’s BRI discourse, and reiterated that it stood alongside the international community:Since the outbreak, European countries and regional organisations have lent strong support and assistance to China. Now as the situation is getting more severe in Europe, with the vision of a community with a shared future for mankind, China will share its experience and provide its utmost assistance for those European countries in need.82



The statement continued by highlighting China’s support to other countries:The Chinese government has delivered medical supplies to Pakistan, Laos, Thailand, Iran, the ROK, Japan and the African Union, donated $20 million to the WHO, and announced assistance to be delivered to dozens of countries including Italy, France, Spain, Greece, Serbia, the EU, Cambodia, the Philippines, Egypt, South Africa, Iraq, Ethiopia, Kazakhstan, Belarus, Cuba and Chile. We also support countries’ procurement of medical supplies made in China. Our local governments, enterprises and civil institutions also made donations to other countries.

Besides, China is sharing our medical know-how with the world by sending healthcare professionals to Iran, Iraq, Italy and other countries, and holding video conferences with other countries and international organisations.

You throw a peach to me, and I give you a white jade for friendship. It is China’s traditional virtue to repay goodwill with greater kindness. We will never forget the political support from the international community during our hardest times, as well as the medical supplies we received from 79 countries and 10 international organisations.83



China’s ‘mask diplomacy’ evolved into ‘vaccine diplomacy’ towards the end of 2020, much of which is outside our data collection period. Based on analysis of the early months of China’s efforts, reception was mixed, largely reinforcing existing perceptions rather than noticeably changing countries’ views.84 In Europe, governments such as Italy and Serbia, who were already more sympathetic towards China and critical of the EU, were more willing to co-opt China’s strategic narrative that China was an effective crisis responder while the EU was not.85 Countries who already saw China’s international behaviour as malevolent interpreted mask diplomacy that way too. For instance, early in 2020, numerous countries were concerned that the involvement of Chinese company Huawei’s technology in their 5G networks constituted a national security threat. With Huawei also providing medical equipment internationally, those already concerned about their 5G rollout expressed concern that Huawei’s involvement in mask diplomacy was a quid pro quo for 5G contracts.86
Another source of scepticism concerned the quality of the products China was delivering. Spain returned 50,000 test kits received from China in April after they discovered they only had a 30% accuracy rate. In our cases, the UK, Italy and the Netherlands all returned protective equipment or testing kits for being poor quality.87 As with the Belt and Road Initiative, if China produces poor quality products, this either directly undermines their image, or strengthens the arguments of those who assume their motives are not genuine.
Something China could not control was how its mask diplomacy was received and re-purposed by recipient countries in their strategic narratives. While Italy expressed gratitude, other governments framed the import of Chinese health products to serve their own governments’ purposes. The UK government website, on 29 April, reported on how ‘the UK government has flown over 22 million pieces of PPE and more than 1000 ventilators to the NHS (National Health Service) and Social Care Services from China in the last three weeks’.88 The heroic central character in this strategic narrative is not China; it is the UK government. The article quotes the British Ambassador to China expressing delight that ‘we have been able to deliver huge quantities of lifesaving equipment for the NHS’.89 Moreover ‘our strong relationship with our Chinese partners has meant that we have been able to source the right equipment’ [our emphasis]. The report does quote a charity director of Age UK expressing gratitude to ‘the people of Changsha for their kind support and donation’.90 But overwhelmingly the British government frames itself as the actor that most deserves praise for supplying medical equipment, and that this was possible due to the strength of British diplomacy. At a time when the UK was experiencing one of the world’s worst COVID-19 outbreaks, this could be read as both an attempt to boost the government’s image, and to alleviate ontological insecurity at Britain responding comparatively poorly to the pandemic at that stage.
8.4.2 China as the ‘Responsible Power’: Altering How China’s Character Is Portrayed
As well as stressing its solidarity with other countries and its humanitarian credentials, another important element of China’s solidarity narrative was how it evaluated its character compared to the US. Its strategic narratives repeatedly claimed that China was a ‘responsible power’, looking out for the broader interests of the international community.91 In contrast, it framed the US as neglecting its duties to the world, being too focused on ‘stigmatising China’ either to manage the pandemic effectively at home or to support other countries abroad. It should be noted that this narrative was aided by concrete US policy behaviours, such as Trump’s decision to withdraw from the WHO. It was easier for China to claim that its geopolitical rival was managing the pandemic inadequately when, by mid-2020, the US had just 4% of the world’s population but had registered 25% of the world’s COVID-19 deaths.92
Sometimes the comparison between the US and China was implicit. When questioned about criticism from the US on March 18th, Geng Shuang responded that ‘All countries should choose solidarity, reason and action over disagreement, prejudice and procrastination’; implicitly associating the former with China, and the latter with the US.93 Positioning China as ‘responsible’ and the US as ‘irresponsible’ is even more explicit in the following response:Both China and the US are important countries, and keeping a sound, stable China-US relationship serves the interests of both and the common aspiration of the international community. After the COVID-19 broke out, China has been in communication and cooperation with the US. We would like to work with the international community, including the US, to deal with the pandemic together and jointly safeguard international public health security. But what are we seeing here? We are seeing unwarranted accusations from certain US officials and congress members, triggering indignation among the Chinese people. We are seeing unreasonable restrictions and political oppression against Chinese media agencies in the US. … It is the US who started it and is therefore responsible for the whole thing.

Let me repeat this. We hope the US will act in a responsible manner, work with China to manage differences on the basis of mutual respect and expand cooperation with mutual benefit, and jointly move forward China-US relations featuring coordination, cooperation and stability.94



Another way China’s strategic narratives sought to construct it as a responsible power was by noting that it retained the support of international organisations. The joint statement at the June BRI summit welcomes ‘the UN system’s continued support to the Belt and Road cooperation’.95 Another press release about Wang Yi’s speech reported that ‘On behalf of WHO, Dr. Tedros highly commended the role China has played in supporting the global response to COVID-19 and its assistance and support to countries in need’.96 Highlighting the central roles of the UN and the WHO reinforced the impression of China’s commitment to multilateralism and its respect for international law, in contrast to Trump’s decision to withdraw from the WHO. Emphasising China’s respect for international organisations was also a means to counter accusations that the WHO was ‘China’s accomplice’ in the spread of COVID-19.97 This allegation was based on the claim that China had pressured the WHO both to obscure key information early in the pandemic, and to portray China’s response too favourably.98
8.4.3 Solidarity: Incorporating China’s Vision for the Future of International Relations
As 2020 progressed, China’s solidarity narrative evolved from trying to repair its identity to articulating its vision for the future of the international system. Its strategic narratives began to focus more on their setting—the international system in which the pandemic was taking place. ‘Solidarity’ was the key term within China’s updated strategic narrative. The idea of solidarity is rooted in historical struggles against division, and inequality. Its use can be traced back to the non-aligned movement during the Cold War, and to the BRICS group formation.99 Xi Jinping framed solidarity as ‘the most powerful weapon’ against COVID-19, and the key to his future vision of forging a ‘community of shared future for mankind’.100
Chinese foreign policy spokespersons explicitly stated that their future vision was the key to resolving the pandemic. On 18 March, spokesperson Geng Shuang was asked ‘how should we cope with the challenge that this pandemic is now posing to the global public health security?’ His answer was unequivocal: ‘First, we need to follow the concept of building a community of a shared future for mankind’.101 Shuang labelled the pandemic as an existential threat: it is ‘no longer the battle of one country or one city. It is now a battle for all with global public health security, mankind’s health and well-being and world development and prosperity at stake’.102 The suggested solution was to buy into China’s vision for the future of the international order.
Xi Jinping presented the fight against COVID-19 in a similar way at its BRI conference in June (discussed below). He framed the world as being at a critical junction between unity and division.103 China rejected outdated ideas of the Cold War, and other forms of division, stressing that ‘in taming the virus or in achieving economic recovery, we cannot succeed without solidarity, cooperation, and multilateralism’.104 The ‘right approach to tackling global crises and realising long-term development is through greater connectivity, openness, and inclusiveness’.105 This succinctly captures Xi Jinping’s Thought on Diplomacy, and shows how China’s COVID-19 strategic narrative overlapped clearly with justifications for the BRI.106
8.4.4 China Communicates About the Belt and Road Initiative Again
As China’s recovery continued it sought to bring the BRI back to prominence, convening a video conference with the theme ‘Belt and Road International Cooperation: Combating COVID-19 with Solidarity’ in June 2020. Only 25 countries attended out of over 100 BRI affiliates—perhaps a reflection of their ongoing preoccupation with the pandemic. The conference joint statement frames COVID-19 as a ‘global challenge that calls for [a] global response based on unity, solidarity, mutual support and multilateral cooperation’.107
Despite the pandemic restricting many aspects of BRI projects, China sought to reframe COVID-19 as having illustrated the BRI’s strengths. Wang Yi explained thatfar from holding back Belt and Road cooperation, COVID-19 has only highlighted its strong resilience and vitality. Coming through this testing time, BRI cooperation will enjoy a stronger foundation, greater driving forces and brighter prospects.108



China also used the conference to project a strategic narrative of continuity. This narrative silenced China’s initial response to COVID-19, and instead prioritised the ongoing support it had been providing to the international community:Between January and May [of 2020], the China-Europe Railway Express saw a 28 percent increase in freight train services, and 32 percent in freight volume. To date, it has transported 12,524 tons of medical supplies, serving as a key ‘cargo lifeline’ and ‘bond of solidarity’.109



China sought to link its pandemic response to the BRI through the Health and Digital Silk Roads. The former concerned its provision of health equipment and expertise, and the latter concerned the export of digital technologies, such as surveillance and tracking, used by China in its public health response. Envisioning the ‘Health Silk Road’, the Joint Statement promises China’s partners access to ‘equitable access to health products’. It argues that ‘COVID-19 vaccines should be recognised as global public goods’.110 With Trump’s intention to pull out of the WHO, and invoking the Defense Production Act to ban enterprises from exporting critical medical supplies,111 China and several BRI partners presented attractive alternative commitments to the world. Noticeably, China explained how it prioritised Belt and Road partners over other countries, with Xi Jinping announcing a ‘US$2 billion international assistance program’.112 The joint statement attempts to claim the moral high ground for China and its partners, asserting that ‘We agree that there is no place for any form of discrimination, stigmatisation, racism and xenophobia in our response to the pandemic’.113 Countries agreeing to this wording were in effect agreeing to China’s strategic narrative in response to US criticism in the early months of the pandemic.
China and its BRI partners promised to resume business as soon as possible.114 Re-emphasising ‘connectivity’, Wang Yi stressed the importance of safeguarding industrial and supply chains for countries’ economic recoveries.115 Wang Yi explained that ‘Over the past year and more, despite headwinds like COVID-19 and a sluggish global economy, Belt and Road cooperation has pressed ahead against all odds, making new, encouraging progress’.116 Alongside this optimism, China’s BRI strategic narrative retained a degree of caution, stressing that it was important to ‘maintain the right balance between proper COVID-19 containment and sound socio-economic development’.117
The joint statement underlines the importance of technologies associated with the ‘Digital Silk Road’ in aiding recovery and cooperation. Countries should ‘push forward the building of the Digital Silk Road’ by enhancing cooperation in ‘5G’, ‘artificial intelligence’ and ‘big data technology’, while promoting ‘e-commerce’ and ‘smart cities’. All this should ideally ‘draw on international good practices’.118 The latter presumably refers to China’s practices, and implies that China is a standards-setting power in these areas. An example includes the Chinese company Huawei ‘offering artificial intelligence capabilities to help diagnose coronavirus cases’ in Latin American and Caribbean countries.119
The June 18th 2020 BRI conference represented a major effort by China to present the BRI not as something that had foundered because of the pandemic, but as something that had continued all along. Strengthening this impression was a means to alleviate China’s ontological insecurity about harm to its image from its early COVID-19 response. Promoting ‘solidarity’ conveyed a sense of continuity in China’s efforts to assist developing countries; a behavioural routine that has evolved out of China’s self-identification as ‘the largest developing country in the world’.120 The BRI was thus a useful tool to give the impression that, despite the pandemic being a global shock, China’s ongoing efforts to promote international peace and prosperity never faltered.
8.4.5 Responses to China’s Solidarity Strategic Narrative
8.4.5.1 Kazakhstan
Across our cases, the response to China’s solidarity strategic narrative was largely consistent with countries’ prior approaches to China and the BRI. Kazakhstan responded positively, remaining wholly committed to the BRI and to its positive relationship with China. From the eight countries assessed in this book, only Kazakh Foreign Minister Mukhtar Tileuberdi attended the high-level video conference on Belt and Road international cooperation in 2020. Articles in the Astana Times confirm Minister Tileuberdi’s intent to engage with the Health Silk Road and the Digital Silk Road.121 Chinese Foreign Minister, Wang Yi, visited Kazakhstan in September to reaffirm the special relations between the two countries and their Belt and Road cooperation.122 This message was co-opted in Kazakhstan, with former President Nursultan Nazarbayev telling Wang Yi that ‘There are no problems in our relations, and this should continue’.123
Just like China, Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev was keen to promote a return to normality after COVID-19, highlighting investment opportunities in the agriculture sector: ‘Kazakh producers have great potential and can begin exporting a wide range of agricultural products to China, including cereals and oilseeds’.124 Kazakh ministers reiterated the country’s readiness to ‘serve as a transit and transport hub connecting Asia and Europe’.125 The Kazakhstan press praised Kazakhstan’s relatively low COVID-19 rates, claiming its ‘successful response to the outbreak saved the ELB [Eurasian Land Bridge] and boosted the country’s global reputation as a state whose leadership in crisis scenarios is on par with (if not comparatively better than) its larger counterparts’.126 Apparently ‘the world should learn from Kazakhstan’s response to COVID-19’.127 In this way, Kazakhstan sought to boost its ontological security for both its key role in the BRI, and its pandemic response.
8.4.5.2 Mexico
There is limited evidence of how far Mexico embraced China’s solidarity strategic narrative. However, there is circumstantial evidence that their relationship has improved since China supplied Mexico with much-needed medical support from April 2020. At the time, Mexico was experiencing one of the world’s highest COVID-19 infection rates—among Latin American countries only Brazil had a worse death rate by August 2020.128 Mexico needed significant medical and economic support, but the US had placed restrictions on exports and was preoccupied with its own outbreak.129 China delivered a shipment of medical equipment on 11 April, encouraging foreign secretary Marcelo Ebrard to tweet ‘Gracias China!!!’.130 Xinhua claims on 11 April 2020 that, in a call with Xi, Mexican President Obrador thanked China for ‘valuable support and assistance’, and stated that ‘Mexico has always maintained a brotherly friendship with China’.131 Mexico’s president later stated elsewhere that ‘The day we spoke on the phone, [the president of China] decided to give us special attention. … After that call, more ventilators were secured from China’.132 By July 2020, Mexico had received 23 planeloads of medical goods purchased from China.133 That Mexico initially chose to purchase Chinese vaccines early in 2021 suggests a degree of success for China in improving the relationship. Indeed, a former official in the Obama administration acknowledged ruefully China’s progress in improving relations with countries such as Mexico in 2020:Ten years ago we would not have thought [China] would be this far along. But moving the discussion away from the origins of the virus to talking about how they will provide medicines to your grandmother: that’s a powerful statement.134



8.4.5.3 The Netherlands
The Netherlands accepted China’s call for solidarity, co-opting it itself in its own strategic narratives. Prime Minister Mark Rutte tweeted about a phone call he had with Chinese Prime Minister Li Keqiang:We stressed the need for effective international cooperation in the fight against #COVID19. We are in this together. I thanked China for its solidarity and all the support it provides with high quality medical equipment.135



However, while the Netherlands may have agreed with the general notion of solidarity, this was not sufficient for it to silence its concerns about China’s human rights record. Foreign Minister Wang Yi visited the Netherlands on August 26, 2020. Foreign Minister Stef Blok said that his meeting with Wang Yi showed that ‘the Netherlands and China want to work together on a serious mutual relationship’, but human rights concerns remained a stumbling block, including ‘recent arrests [in Hong Kong] of lawmakers and journalists, the postponement of the elections for the legislative council and the national security law’.136 Blok also highlighted the ‘restriction of freedom of religion and belief in China, which affects in particular Muslims, Christians and Tibetan Buddhists’.137 At the European Commission meeting in October 2020, Mark Rutte said that the Netherlands will continue to develop a relationship with China that ‘keeps channels of communication open’, that is ‘self-assured and based on equality’ and that the Netherlands must ‘keep voicing our concerns about matters like human rights and [Hong Kong]’.138 So, while the Netherlands embraces the general idea of solidarity, China’s ongoing behaviours elsewhere are, for the Netherlands, still too great a source of ontological insecurity for the countries to work more closely together. China’s strategic narratives promised a return to ‘business as usual’, but for the Dutch government, ‘there can be no resumption of “business as usual” with Beijing while the persecution of Uighur Muslims, Christians and other religious and ethnic minorities in China continues’.139
8.4.5.4 India
India’s response to China’s solidarity narrative was similar to how it had responded to the BRI in previous years. Again, because of the importance of its trade relationship with China, and the need for medical equipment from it, the Indian government avoided criticising China directly. However, research and media commentary indicated distrust about China’s initial handling of the virus and its offers of help. Polling in spring 2020 found ongoing distrust among Indian citizens of China’s claims about having suppressed the virus.140 The Director of the Brookings Institution’s India Project suggested that Beijing’s overtures ‘backfired’ in India, as they came across as patronising and indicative of China’s superiority.141
Rather than accepting China’s strategic narrative, India once more sought to counter it by promoting initiatives of its own. On 13 March, Modi proposed a joint strategy to counter COVID-19 across the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Only Pakistan voted against it. As with India’s previous attempts to counter China’s initiatives, its scale was far smaller. India only offered US$10m to the initiative to begin with (compared to the US$2bn fund China later announced for the international community), though India also offered to ‘deploy its specially-constituted Rapid Response Teams of medical and other professionals, and testing equipment, to any SAARC partner country’.142 The other members agreed in principle to an emergency fund being set up, and in this respect the initiative was partly successful in giving the impression that India could provide a leading role in the region—boosting its ontological security in the process. How much effect this had in the longer term remains to be seen, especially since India went on to experience two of the world’s largest and most lethal COVID-19 outbreaks, with the Modi administration criticised extensively for the inadequacy of its response. Though an interesting postscript is that, with India’s ability to manufacture large quantities of vaccines, it was later successful in supporting several neighbours with their vaccination campaigns, with observers even suggesting it had ‘beaten China at its own game’.143
8.4.5.5 The Maldives
We found limited evidence of how the Maldives responded to China’s strategic narratives during the pandemic. The Maldives did receive medical supplies from China in March 2020, but India had sent medical teams already, much to the delight of the Indian media.144 That Indian outlets were so keen to assert that they beat China to deliver supplies can be read as a sign of the extent of ontological insecurity felt in India towards China’s regional influence. India later pledged a US$500m loan to the Maldives to help them recover economically from the pandemic.
Still, rhetoric from the Solih government suggested a softening of relations with China in 2020 too. China agreed in June 2020 to suspend repayment of the Maldives government’s loans to China for four years.145 Xinhua published excerpts from an interview with Maldivian Foreign Minister, Abdulla Shahid in July 2020, describing China as an ‘important economic and bilateral development partner’.146 Reinforcing the Maldives’ commitment to the BRI, the minister reportedly stated that ‘The government of Maldives remains committed to working with China in completing the ongoing projects and to engage in new ones in the future’.147 This response is a departure from the Solih government’s criticism of China and its stated reluctance to engage further with the BRI in 2018 and early 2019. It may be motivated partly by material concerns. Tourism provides 70% of the Maldives’ GDP, and it declined catastrophically during the pandemic, with a flight ban meaning no foreign tourists arrived between April and June 2020.148 Given the desperate economic situation, there were clear material incentives for the Maldives to soften its stance towards China, and to benefit from the ongoing competition between China and India as much as it could.
8.4.6 Summary
Overall, due to the COVID-19 pandemic’s dominance of public discourse in 2020, we often struggled to find extensive evidence of how countries responded to China’s solidarity strategic narratives, beyond the joint statements of those who attended specific summits and meetings. What we can say is that beyond the democracies that criticised China in the pandemic’s early months, we found relatively little criticism of China from other governments. For existing BRI members, this makes sense diplomatically, but it also makes sense to many countries economically. China produced 43% of global imports of protective medical equipment early in 2020,149 and was the principal medical supplier for many countries, including some of its stronger critics. During a period of profound economic crisis, it is unwise to criticise one’s top trading partners. We found little, if any, evidence that China successfully convinced others that it was not responsible for COVID-19. However, numerous nations acknowledged that, at a time when the US was especially slow to act, China had supplied them with vital equipment they needed to manage the pandemic. China’s solidarity strategic narrative may not have persuaded other countries that COVID-19 was not its fault, but circumstantial evidence from mid-2020 suggests it had some success in framing itself as ‘the country that came to the rescue of other nations’.150
8.5 Strategic Narrative Phase 3: China Asserts Its International Leadership
The final third of 2020 saw a more assertive shift in China’s strategic narratives. Leading democracies such as the US, France, Germany, and the UK were all experiencing debilitating second waves of COVID-19. The US was also experiencing social unrest ahead of the 2020 election. China appeared to interpret this as the ideal moment to project a strategic narrative asserting that it was now the world’s central source of stability, peace and prosperity. Assertions of China’s future international leadership were not new; Xi Jinping admitted at the 19th Party Congress in 2017 China’s aim to be ‘a global leader in terms of composite national strength and international influence by 2049’.151 What is different is how strongly Chinese official sources implied this timeframe had been brought forward, due to the vacuum in global leadership shown by the Trump administration’s domestic chaos and withdrawal from international institutions.152
China’s more assertive strategic narrative emerged in official speeches, press statements and Chinese state media. At regular press conferences, CCP spokespersons gave repetitive accounts of China’s pandemic leadership, combined with attempts to deflect criticism. Chinese press releases would try to reinforce its claims of world leadership by publicising gushing praise from other countries, alongside stark criticism of the West for its apparent failures. State media would publish this content too, but often the strongest praise and criticism would not be relayed by Chinese authors, but instead by ‘China-friendly’ foreign ‘experts’. The logic was that China’s strategic narratives will be more credible internationally if foreign audiences are relaying them.153 The editorial line in these op-eds is so consistent as to be obviously propagandist—China, without exception, only receives praise, whereas the US and its allies only receive criticism.154 The following analysis will draw from these sources to capture China’s evolving strategic narratives.
The unique circumstances of the 2020 US election created a further opportunity to push China’s growing importance in international relations.155 The election saw months of electoral fraud claims and civil disorder, all taking place while the US was facing the world’s largest COVID-19 outbreak and a huge economic slowdown. Conversely, China appeared to be returning to a semblance of normality. The situation gave Chinese media plenty of ammunition to contrast China favourably with the US without needing disinformation. Chinese media could report publicly available COVID-19 case rates regularly and factually, and they would show US governance looking inferior to China. Similarly, with international economic organisations projecting that China would be the only major economy to experience growth in 2020, and leading liberal democracies facing recessions, just reporting these projections served to highlight China’s superior response. China could portray itself as working productively with international organisations from which the US had recently withdrawn. China could promise vaccines to the developing world while the US and many rich democracies were hoarding them for their own populations. With the US seemingly in disarray, CCP strategic communicators felt they could now state confidently that China was the world’s best hope for progress and prosperity.156
Over the course of 2020, Chinese state spokespersons became increasingly forceful in dismissing US leadership and advancing their own. On 18 September, Chinese official spokesperson Wang Wenbin responded to criticism from the US that China threatened the ‘rules-based order’:Before pointing the finger at others, the US should first ask itself the following questions. Why did it exit the WHO? Why did it withdraw from the Paris Agreement and the [Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action]? Why did it declare it won’t abide by the WTO ruling? Why did it vote against a UN resolution supported by an overwhelming majority for a ‘comprehensive and coordinated response’ to the COVID-19 pandemic? The world sees clearly who’s the quitter from international treaties and organisations, who’s the violator of international rules and who’s a threat to international order.157



Other press statements describe the US as violating ‘the principles of international law’ and undermining ‘the global governance system’.158 Separate CGTN articles describe the US as the greatest threat to ‘global strategic security and stability’, and to ‘sovereignty and democracy’ worldwide.159 The US’s apparent reluctance to engage with international institutions give it ‘no right to lead the world’.160
8.5.1 Manipulating the Plot of International Relations
An important rhetorical move Chinese officials make is to strategically narrate the plot of international relations in a way that positions US foreign policy as the past, and positions China’s supposedly more enlightened foreign policy as the future. Officials do this by dismissing the US’ interactions with other countries as backward and inappropriate because ‘we are already in the twenty-first century where all countries are equal regardless of their size and hegemonic bullying is a dead end’.161 Spokesperson Zhao Lijian says the US’ ‘Cold War mentality’, ‘hegemonic mindset’ and its ‘pressure and coercion’ of other countries ‘will be rejected by history’ and ‘stand against the trend of the times’.162 These claims that the US approach to international affairs is anachronistic serve to position China as an enlightened actor that has moved beyond the power politics of the past and is forging a harmonious global future.
Chinese state media also try to elongate the plot of their anti-US strategic narrative to make US revisionism and disruption a long-term phenomenon, not just a product of recent presidencies or Trump’s foreign policy in particular. A CGTN editorial claimed that America has conducted an aggressive and destabilising form of ‘military diplomacy’ and ‘hegemonic bullying’ for ‘at least the last century’.163 Trump may be ‘jeopardising global security out of desperation to score a few political points at home before the election’, but the problem is really a long-term issue with US international behaviour.164 Before the election, articles argued that Biden has promised a similarly confrontational approach, including an ongoing commitment to military interventionism and a willingness to act unilaterally when the US chooses.165 This implies the future will see more of the same.
8.5.2 Contrasting the Character of the US and China
In addition to plot, Chinese officials adjust how they characterise the US and China. Positioning themselves as speaking on behalf of the international community, a Chinese spokesperson claims that ‘the world clearly sees’ or that ‘anyone can see’ that China is a force for good and the US is a force for ill.166 In some cases China’s strategic narratives draw a Manichean contrast between good (China) and evil (the US):The difference or confrontation between China and the US is not a fight for power, status or social system, but a choice of upholding justice or spreading evil, championing multilateralism or unilateralism, advocating win–win cooperation or zero-sum game.167



Chinese state media editorials assert that its political system is benign and non-threatening:Communism with Chinese characteristics is its own unique form. It seeks a community of shared future for mankind, not world domination. It’s true that in the earliest days of New China, there was a desire to globally export revolution, but since reform and opening-up forty years ago, China’s sole exports have been as the world’s factory providing a vast array of manufactured goods from simplest to the most advanced.168



Moreover, despite its authoritarianism being on clear public display in previous months, China apparently ‘upholds the common values of peace, development, fairness, justice, democracy and freedom shared by all mankind’.169
Chinese officials’ remarkable claim that authoritarian China upholds ‘democracy and freedom’ worldwide contrasts with Chinese state media’s denigration of the US political system. The latter is portrayed as a ‘sham democracy’, with a ‘farcical’ electoral system, that is ruled by elites and for elites, not everyday people.170 The US’ poor COVID-19 response is due to its political system prioritising ‘individual freedoms over centralised authority’, whereas China’s ‘system of broad state controls – over both citizens and economy’ allegedly provides a superior model for the world to thrive post-pandemic.171
8.5.3 Where the Belt and Road Initiative Fits in
When the BRI entered the war of words between China and the US, Chinese spokespersons repeated the same slogans advanced since the Second Belt and Road Forum. When invited to respond to further criticism of debt traps, Zhao Lijian stated that:The so-called ‘debt trap’ is another example of America’s ‘lying diplomacy’.

So far, no Belt and Road partner has fallen into any so-called debt trap because of its cooperation with the BRI. On the contrary, many partners have spoken highly of the BRI.

As is known to all, BRI cooperation adheres to the principle of extensive consultation, joint contribution and shared benefits and is advanced through open, green and clean approaches and aims to achieve development featuring high standards, livelihood improvement and sustainability. Relevant projects are conducted through cooperative efforts to ensure sustainability in economic, social, fiscal, financial and environmental sectors. China believes that those who view and analyse the BRI in an objective and unbiased way will arrive at a right conclusion.

Those that are cooperating with China are in the most suitable position to comment on how such cooperation is going, and they have given their unequivocal answer by signing more than 130 BRI cooperation documents and seeking to expand cooperation with China. All attempts to smear and slander will fade into nothing in front of these facts.172



Chinese state media reinforced these ideas. Seeking to discredit again the accusation that Sri Lanka had experienced a debt trap, a CGTN op-ed flips the perspective onto the US, suggesting that the debt trap label better describes US relationships with developing countries.173 Supposedly developing countries risk being ‘lured’ into becoming American ‘vassal states’ if they accept US investment.174
While in phase two China mainly sought to emphasise that the BRI was returning to normal, later in the year it became more bullish, championing the BRI’s ‘win–win’ economic approach as the superior model for the world’s recovery from COVID-19 and its future economic development:China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), far from being on the back foot like Western perception managers wrongly claimed, is destined to play the leading role in the future global economy [our emphasis]. Not only that, but its win-win model of balanced economic relations will assist its Global South partners in recovering from their COVID-inflicted poverty unlike how much worse their plight would be if U.S.-led zero-sum neoliberal economics was still running the world.175



The argument here is explicit: the world would be better off if led by China’s approach to economic relations rather than the neoliberal capitalism associated with the US. Apparently, the next decade will be China’s because of ‘its leadership’s effective response to the COVID-19 pandemic’ and its BRI philosophy that ‘a rising tide lifts all boats’ – whereby China’s ongoing economic growth will help others grow too if they choose to work with it.176 Compared to US failures to respond to COVID-19 and the economic damage that continues to cause, China is the ‘champion of global economic recovery’, starting a ‘recovery miracle’ that is ‘supporting the global economy to bounce back’.177
This combination of official discourse and media commentary conveys an increasingly assertive strategic narrative: that a Chinese-led international order is the future and the US-led order is the past. China is ‘leading from the front’ in forging a new international order supposedly ‘devoid of selfishness and exploitation’.178 A world driven by Chinese leadership and inspired by Chinese ideas and Xi Jinping Thought will apparently be fairer, more just, more prosperous, more sustainable, and more respectful of human rights.179 The world’s recovery from COVID-19 and future economic prosperity would be best achieved through Chinese initiatives such as the BRI. In short, China is the key to the world’s future. The US is the greatest threat to it.
8.5.4 Vaccine Diplomacy and Initial Responses
China sought to reinforce its strengthened claims to global leadership through vaccine diplomacy. Much of this behaviour falls outside our research period, since vaccination had barely begun in 2020. Still, 2020 saw many of the world’s major powers competing to develop their own vaccines, and in some cases try to discredit those of their opponents.
China sought to strategically narrate its vaccine programme as a continuation of its efforts to help the international community recover from the pandemic, and as a continuation of the Health Silk Road. Critics saw China’s vaccine diplomacy as a cynical ploy to distract audiences further from its responsibility for the pandemic.180 To gain comparative advantage, China prioritised BRI affiliates and the Global South, stating early on that it would prioritise helping developing countries acquire its vaccines. Its approach was captured in a Chinese spokesperson’s response when asked about China’s decision to join COVAX (The COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access Facility)—a global initiative to secure vaccines for 92 middle and lower-income countries:181Currently, the COVID-19 pandemic still poses a severe threat to the safety and health of people in all countries. China continues to focus on ensuring that developing countries have equal access to appropriate, safe and effective vaccines. To that end, we have solemnly pledged to make vaccines developed and deployed by China a global public good, which will be provided to developing countries as a priority. Therefore, China has maintained close communication with COVAX with a positive attitude towards joining it. Even when China is leading the world with several vaccines in advanced stages of R&D and with ample production capacity, it still decided to join COVAX. We are taking this concrete step to ensure equitable distribution of vaccines, especially to developing countries, and hope more capable countries will also join and support COVAX.182



In relative terms, China’s subsequent actions reinforced its claims that it was playing a leading role in global vaccination. By March 2021 it had given free doses to 69 countries, mostly in Africa, Asia and Latin America, while major European and North American countries had bought up almost all of their initial vaccine supplies for their own populations. The US had instituted the Defense Production Act, obliging vaccine manufacturers to fulfil US contracts first. This meant that exports to other countries were delayed by months, while the US prioritised its own population.183
While China played a leading role in global vaccination, evidence suggests that this was driven by propaganda objectives and not just altruism. Most of China’s vaccine exports were achieved through bilateral deals rather than using COVAX. With COVAX being a communal system, from a propaganda perspective it would be harder to champion China’s distinct contribution. For several months, China prioritised vaccine diplomacy over its own population, exporting 62% of the vaccines it had made by March 2021.184 Chinese state media lauded its generosity in donating vaccines, but in fact 98% of China’s vaccines were sold, in some cases at higher prices than Western vaccines.185 Far from being a ‘global public good’ as China claimed, most of China’s vaccine supplies were available for purchase on the international market, much like any other product.
Still, China’s approach is likely to have given a more positive impression to the developing world than the hoarding of many rich democracies. By promising vaccines and delivering them, China in theory made its strategic narratives more credible. Although, within our study period, there is limited evidence that vaccine diplomacy had significant effects on Chinese soft power, or on international enthusiasm for Chinese foreign policy, including the BRI. Partly this is because China had significant competition in vaccine diplomacy from India and Russia, who also had successes in convincing countries to acquire their vaccines. It may also be partly because international perceptions of China derived from many more issues than its response to COVID-19.186 These concerns—outlined throughout this book—did not disappear just because of vaccine diplomacy, no matter how many doses China exported.
8.5.5 Responses to China’s Assertions of International Leadership
The notion that COVID-19 could be an ‘epochal moment’ for China to successfully forge its preferred international order was raised in academic debate on China in August 2020. Smith and Fallon argued that China, to that point, had struggled to ‘create meaningful friendships’ with many of the world’s leading countries, despite its promises of benevolence and innocent partnership.187 Up until then, they suggested, most of China’s bilateral relationships through initiatives like the BRI had been unequal. Countries were joining the BRI to benefit from Chinese largesse rather than ‘agreeing with [China’s] vision of the international order’.188 However, the authors suggested that, by playing a humanitarian role in countries heavily affected by the pandemic, China could finally forge stronger friendships with others and win acceptance of its vision for the future.189
Unlike the first two phases of China’s COVID-19 strategic narratives, we found few primary sources indicating how the ‘China Asserts its International Leadership’ strategic narrative was received. Debates on China’s assertions of international leadership were mostly academic, drawing on circumstantial evidence from secondary sources such as opinion polls, soft power indices, vaccine purchase rates and expert commentary. This lack of primary data makes it hard to draw definitive conclusions about how countries interpreted and responded to China’s assertions of world leadership in late 2020.
Part of the reason for the lack of strategic narrative evidence may be because countries, desperate to recover from the pandemic, had few material incentives to get involved in the increasingly vicious war of words between China and the US. By joining one side’s criticism, countries were potentially sacrificing future material support from the other.
Countries’ vaccine behaviours also provide circumstantial evidence that many ignored the narrative battles between the US and China, either because of preoccupation with managing the pandemic or so that they could draw future support from both sides. European countries that had expressed friendship with China most strongly, such as Serbia, acquired vaccines from Russia and the US too.190 Numerous Asian countries, including our case study, the Maldives, received vaccines and medical support from India, China, and later the US.191 Latin American and Middle Eastern countries received vaccines from China, Russia and the US at different points. Middle- and lower-income countries, without their own vaccine programmes and production capabilities, had little incentive to take sides openly in late 2020.
Accepting vaccines, medical equipment or even BRI funding from China does not necessarily equate to accepting China’s vision for the future of international order. Countries’ employment of Chinese vaccines may have simply been because they were the only ones available, because richer democracies had pre-ordered US and European stocks.192 As the Serbian Prime Minister explained, ‘Whether [vaccines] come from China, the US or EU - we don’t care as long as they’re safe and we get them as soon as possible’.193 Moreover, ‘for us, vaccination is not a geopolitical matter. It is a healthcare issue’.194
Still, while our overall impression is that countries largely ignored China’s more assertive claims to world leadership, that does not mean the strategic narrative harmed China either. China’s vaccine diplomacy, and its further commitment to the Digital and Health Silk Roads, were a means to maintain productive relations with existing BRI members at a time when China was investing far less in hard infrastructure projects.195 More sceptical observers suggested China’s vaccine diplomacy was mainly to ‘help secure its many Belt and Road projects’, as ‘the quicker those developing countries recover from the pandemic, the better it is for China’s own economic growth’.196 But for receiving countries, at a time of profound economic crisis, maintaining a productive relationship with China was likely to be well received. Whether China’s vaccine diplomacy has actually had a notable effect on international preferences for China’s international leadership is unclear—and requires further research.
Countries already willing to criticise China publicly largely ignored the ‘China Asserts its International Leadership’ strategic narrative. Some were preoccupied with advancing strategic narratives promoting their own governments, in order to boost their credibility in response to criticism of their pandemic responses. When the UK approved the use of the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine before the EU, the UK government and press proclaimed that the UK was ‘leading the world’ in the vaccination programme.197 The Boris Johnson government used this frame as a justification for Brexit, since it suggested that Britain could react more flexibly and quickly than when it was in the EU. Nationalist sentiment was most strongly expressed by Secretary of Education Gavin Williamson, who exclaimed that the UK was able to approve the vaccine ahead of France, Belgium and the US ‘because we’re a much better country than every single one of them’.198 That the British government felt the need to claim that approving another country’s vaccine made its COVID-19 response ‘world leading’ can be interpreted as a sign of how much ontological insecurity it felt about its COVID-19 response by that point. The vaccine was, after all, designed by Turkish immigrants in Belgium, and manufactured by German and American pharmaceutical companies.199
The UK government and right-wing media’s claim that Britain was the ‘first country in the world to clinically approve a coronavirus vaccine’ was highly significant for China too. This is because it completely ignored that Russia and China had already approved their own vaccines (albeit that Russia did so before completing third stage trials and China did so without revealing full data from its own trials). The omission of Russia and China’s approvals from the British government and media’s strategic narratives implies that Russia’s and China’s vaccines were not even worth mentioning, and certainly not ‘world-leading’.
That countries like the UK essentially ignored China’s vaccine diplomacy shows the limits of China’s discourse power, especially among liberal democracies and US allies. It suggests that ongoing stereotypes about the inferiority of Chinese products still influence how countries respond to its attempts to lead in global health. Finally, it also shows a key limitation of strategic narratives: if other events dominate political discourse, or one’s intended recipients have other priorities, even the most well-designed strategic narrative may simply not register with them.
8.6 Conclusion: COVID-19’s Effects on BRI Strategic Narratives and Policy Responses
From early in the pandemic, plenty of forecasts considered COVID-19’s effects on the BRI. Experts imagined ‘Project failures, cases of insolvency, and bankruptcies’ and delays due to travel restrictions and supply chain problems.200 The economic harm caused to BRI members raised concerns about whether China would ‘get its money back’.201 Analysts reflected on how the pandemic would alter the BRI more generally. They observed China’s increasing focus on the ‘Digital Silk Road’ and ‘Health Silk Road’, and a move away from hard infrastructure projects.202 Predictions suggested that budget cuts would increase scrutiny of potential BRI projects, making their acceptance less likely.203 These forecasts are common-sensical—global infrastructure projects will be harder to realise if there are fewer resources available and restrictions on trade and the movement of workers. In turn, solutions to many of the BRI’s logistical issues could be addressed relatively easily (if not cheaply, necessarily) as travel restrictions subsided and supply chains opened up.
A more significant question for us is whether COVID-19 shaped countries’ policies towards the BRI and the strategic narratives through which they justified them. Our analysis suggests there was relatively little change in countries’ responses to the BRI. On 30 April 2020, the US-based Council on Foreign Relations concluded that for all China’s efforts to alter perceptions about its role in the COVID-19 pandemic, they had mainly ‘reinforced pre-existing relationships and sentiments’.204 In a speech regarding the BRI on 18 December 2020, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi asserted that, despite the challenges of the pandemic, ‘the international community’s need for the Belt and Road remains unchanged’ and ‘partners’ support for the Belt and Road remains unchanged’.205
Looking at strategic narratives and policy responses over the whole of 2020, we get a similar impression. Countries who were already critical of China and the Belt and Road Initiative remained critical. They simply added China’s COVID-19 response as a new plot point in their strategic narratives. Countries like the US and UK framed COVID-19 as part of a ‘China found out’ narrative, which supposedly proved what they believed about China all along. Their story had not changed; they just imagined that more people now saw China as the threat they believed it to be. India, at the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation in November 2020, raised the identical concerns about CPEC that it raised previously, and once more refused to participate in the BRI.206 It continued to compete with China for influence in South Asia; it just added vaccine diplomacy as another means of competition. Countries like the Maldives hedged their larger allies, seeking benefits from all of them, and eschewed the strategic narrative contest between the great powers. Enthusiastic BRI supporters like Kazakhstan remained so. Even if any of China’s behaviour concerned them, their elites did not voice this. No countries left the BRI in 2020. Its main critics remained those who had already refused to participate.
Recalling our strategic narrative buy-in framework (see Chapter 2, Fig. 2.​2), COVID-19’s first year may have altered countries’ material interests and ontological security concerns about working with China, but not enough to change significantly their strategic narratives or policies towards the BRI. This is partly because COVID-19 arrived after 2019 and had already harmed China’s image significantly. 2019 saw damning evidence emerge of China’s treatment of the Uighurs in Xinjiang, protests in Hong Kong against Chinese rule and, as documented in this book, a backlash against the BRI in various countries.207 China’s response to COVID-19 largely confirmed many people’s existing views and stereotypes about it, rather than changing them.
Rather than COVID-19 making countries more ontologically insecure about China, we found that COVID-19 revealed countries’ ontological insecurities about themselves. Ontological insecurity was especially noticeable in countries whose COVID-19 responses were less effective than they had expected them to be compared to others. China exhibited ontological insecurity about its compromised (self-)image due to the first months of the pandemic. It responded by trying to frame itself as saving others from the pandemic rather than causing it. The US responded inadequately to the pandemic, suffering the world’s worst outbreak for much of 2020, despite ostensibly being the world’s most advanced country. It responded to this ontological insecurity by attacking China even more strongly for its early handling of the pandemic. The UK government, at several points, responded to its own ontological insecurities by claiming world-leading responses, while ignoring other countries’ attempts to do the same. Russia named its vaccine Sputnik V, alluding to one of the few occasions in the Cold War where it had a technological lead over the West. This naming suggests a degree of long-held ontological insecurity in Russia about how far behind the West (and China) it has fallen. India responded by trying to match China’s mask and vaccine diplomacy. Despite experiencing one of the world’s worst outbreaks, it too prioritised exporting vaccines for propaganda effect over protecting its own population and economy. In each case, the pandemic revealed less about countries’ ontological insecurities towards China’s behaviour, and more about their ontological insecurities regarding their own limitations.
Ontological (in)security may have influenced these states’ responses to COVID-19, but as our strategic narrative buy-in framework suggests, it is the combination of material interests and ontological security concerns that is more likely to justify policy change. Thus, even if some BRI members felt growing ontological insecurity about China’s increasingly assertive strategic narratives over the year, the economic stress caused by the pandemic meant they retained clear material incentives to persist with their membership.
COVID-19, therefore, has not been as transformative as some predicted.208 China tried to distract attention from its initial response to COVID-19, and attempted to sow the blame elsewhere. Through its mask and vaccine diplomacy, and by reinvigorating the Health Silk Road, China tried to strategically narrate the BRI as a story of continuity. Other countries, in turn, incorporated COVID-19 into their existing criticisms of China. Regarding plot, by the end of 2020, COVID-19 looked more like the latest episode in a continuing story for both China and its critics, rather than a transformative event. However, this does not mean other countries accepted China’s more assertive claims to leadership of the future international order. Neither does it mean that China successfully repaired its international image after the disastrous early months of 2020. That image was already deteriorating in many countries because of China’s other international behaviour, including its approach to the Uighurs in Xinjiang, its military advances in the South China Sea, and its aggressive responses to even minor criticism. COVID-19’s first year was a profound shock to the international community. However, regarding the BRI and countries’ policies towards China, it was not as transformative as many assumed.209 Despite predictions throughout 2020, the BRI did not ‘die of coronavirus’.210
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This book has sought to explain states’ decisions to join or reject global policy initiatives, and the role that strategic narratives play in the process. We focused specifically on China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): the largest infrastructure initiative of the early twenty-first century, and China’s flagship global policy initiative. We asked: how do China’s strategic narratives try to persuade other states to join the BRI? How do other states respond to China’s strategic BRI in their own explanations of why they are joining or rejecting the initiative? What roles do material interests and identity concerns play in states’ justifications for joining the BRI? What can we learn from this about the role strategic narratives play in the policy process? Finally, what can we infer from answering these questions about what makes some strategic narratives more effective than others in helping to achieve policy change in international relations?
To address these questions, we first developed a theory of the role of strategic narratives in justifying policy change. Its central premise is that ‘buy-in’ to a policy initiative is more likely if policymakers can construct a strategic narrative that convinces audiences of two things. First, that the material benefits of the policy change will outweigh the costs, and second, that the initiative will not undermine the country’s ontological security. In other words, for the state directing a global policy initiative such as the BRI, the task is to convince potential participants that they will benefit materially from the initiative without undermining the narratives and behaviours through which they maintain their sense of ‘who they are’. In turn, potential participants must be able to project a strategic narrative that convinces their target audiences of the same thing. To capture this idea, we presented our strategic narrative buy-in framework, which explains how the combination of material incentives and ontological security concerns affects whether strategic narratives are contested, and whether policy change occurs.
As well as offering a novel theory about the relationship between strategic narratives, ontological security, and policy change, the book contributes empirically by providing updated analysis of how countries have been responding to the evolving BRI. We did this by tracing eight countries’ responses to China’s BRI strategic narratives from the project’s inception in 2013 through to the Second Belt and Road Forum (2019), and the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020). For each country, we traced how far their strategic narratives co-opted or contested China’s own, and we examined how closely this aligned with their policy choices regarding the BRI.
To contextualise states’ responses, we outlined in Chapter 3 how China’s BRI strategic narratives had evolved up to the 2019 Belt and Road Forum. We explained how China tried to emplot the BRI in a historical narrative about the Silk Road, to give the impression of a continuous story of trade, cooperation, peace and partnership. This strategic narrative draws upon neoliberal ideas about how free trade brings peace and prosperity. It also implicitly counters realist arguments that the BRI is geopolitically motivated, and an attempt by Beijing to gain relative power.
In Chapter 4, we explained how Kazakhstan and Italy have affiliated officially with the BRI, albeit with more contestation in Italy. Both reiterated China’s strategic narrative promises of ‘connectivity’, ‘partnership’ and increased trade. Kazakhstan has clear material incentives to embrace the BRI given that it borders China and provides the most direct land route to Europe. Its leaders have also employed BRI rhetoric to boost their ontological security as a modernising transit hub connecting Europe and Asia, while framing themselves as China’s partner. Italy, meanwhile, drew on the Silk Road mythology and the country’s historical centrality in the Mediterranean to make affiliation seem like a routine continuation of past behaviour, rather than a significant and controversial policy shift. This was intended to justify the policy change by mitigating any ontological insecurity that might be caused by being seen to be moving away from its traditional allies in Europe and the US.
In Chapter 5, we described how Britain and the Netherlands acknowledged the potential material benefits of joining the BRI, but expressed concern about China’s insufficient adoption of international rules and standards and its human rights record. These are common arguments of liberal democracies contemplating closer affiliation. Both identified positively with China’s calls to improve connectivity and trade, seeing these as important elements of the countries’ contemporary and historical influence. The UK framed itself as helping China meet international standards, as a way to reduce ontological insecurity about China’s growing relative power. However, neither could countenance joining the initiative. This was not necessarily due to the BRI itself, but because of concerns about China’s other behaviours and its opposition to liberal values. Because of these, policymakers could not construct a convincing strategic narrative justifying affiliation.
Chapter 6 illustrated how the US and India are the BRI’s most strident critics. Both might benefit economically from the initiative, and already trade more extensively with China than their political rhetoric suggests. However, they harbour significant physical security and ontological security concerns. They frame the BRI as a nefarious project to reshape the international system in China’s favour, and as a clear threat to their security. The US perceives a threat to its leading position in international order. India asserts that the passage of the BRI through Pakistani-controlled Kashmir undermines its sovereignty and territorial integrity, and is ontologically insecure about losing its status as the leading power in South Asia. Without sufficient material incentives to join, or their ontological security concerns being addressed, neither states’ policymakers can construct a strategic narrative justifying joining the initiative.
The hardest segment of our strategic narrative buy-in framework to populate concerned countries that see limited material benefits from the BRI, even though they accept it on ontological security grounds. In Chapter 7, we used Mexico to show how the BRI is less appealing for countries that possess alternative economic relationships to the BRI, who compete on a manufacturing level, and who have experienced failed Chinese projects. These issues constrain countries’ decisions to join, even if doing so would not particularly undermine their ontological security. While there are concerns among the Mexican public about Chinese goods and manufacturing competition, Mexico’s political cooperation with China is not significantly influenced by value-based concerns such as human rights. The Maldives exemplifies a country that initially anticipated material benefits from the BRI, without notable ontological security concerns about working with China. But after the Maldives government under President Yameen joined the BRI, a new administration under President Solih adopted a more cautious approach, due to concerns about debt traps and land grabs. This showed how growing appreciation of the material costs of BRI affiliation is contributing to strategic narrative shifts and policy changes for BRI affiliates.
Chapter 8 examined China’s strategic narratives during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020) and how countries responded to them. It identified dominant strategic narratives in three phases during 2020. The first strategic narrative, ‘China Defends Itself’, was China’s reaction to criticism in the early months of the pandemic. As it began to recover from its initial outbreak, a second strategic narrative became dominant in mid-2020: ‘China Emphasises Solidarity’. This stressed how China was playing a leading role in helping other states manage the pandemic; especially BRI members and developing countries. Later in 2020, China propagated a third strategic narrative: ‘China Asserts its International Leadership’. Juxtaposing Chinese order and US disorder, China claimed confidently that it was now the world’s leading source of political stability and economic growth. While the BRI took a back seat throughout 2020, China tried to convey a sense of ‘business as normal’, compensating for its reduced investment in hard infrastructure projects by promoting the Health Silk Road and the Digital Silk Road. China also used its economic revival as evidence that it could help countries recover from the pandemic, especially if they worked with it through the BRI.
Countries’ responses to these strategic narratives varied, although their policy impact on the BRI appears to have been limited. China’s existing critics became more critical, employing a ‘China is found out’ narrative to suggest that the world was finally waking up to the threat posed by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). However, BRI affiliates largely avoided criticising China, recognising the importance of their ongoing economic relationship with China for their recovery from COVID-19.
9.1 Theoretical Contribution: Strategic Narratives, Ontological Security and Policy Change
This book has made both theoretical and empirical contributions to research on international relations and political communication. Our strategic narrative buy-in framework offers a novel explanation for the role strategic narratives play in policy choices. It has shown how material interests and ontological security concerns are both core constituents of the strategic narratives political actors use to justify policy change. Material interests can still be tangible—a new bridge, an increase in foreign investment, and so on. But the meaning of those gains is shaped by strategic narratives which designate them as being more or less worthwhile.
We have also shown that studying strategic narratives and ontological security in tandem can produce deeper insights into the role ontological (in)security plays in how decisions are legitimised in international relations. We have advanced the literature on the reception of strategic narratives by showing how this affects how states construct their subsequent strategic narratives. By examining how material interests and ontological security concerns are constituted within states’ strategic narratives about China’s BRI, we have demonstrated the methodological value of analysing strategic narratives to enhance understanding of global policy processes. Before a policy change occurs, the anticipated gains from the policy are mainly hypothetical: they are narrativised in storylines or ‘scripts’ policymakers use to imagine how the future will play out. These future-orientated strategic narratives are not transparent windows into policymakers’ minds. However, examining them helps us understand what policies decision-makers thought were viable and how they sought to justify them.
9.2 Factors that Mediate How States Construct Strategic Narratives About Global Policy Initiatives 
Beyond our strategic narrative buy-in framework, our case studies showed how several domestic and international factors shape states’ BRI strategic narratives. This list will be familiar to researchers in fields such as foreign policy analysis, and is not exhaustive: other factors may have emerged in different case studies and contexts. It includes party politics, changes of government, public opinion, pressure from external actors, and strategic shocks. These factors mediated how political actors narrativised their material interests and ontological security concerns about the BRI.
9.2.1 Domestic Level: Party Politics, Changes of Government and Public Opinion
While most of our cases’ policies towards the BRI were consistent, some of their strategic narratives changed over time. Key factors in this were changes in domestic government, party politics and public opinion. These potentially alter where countries fit on the strategic narrative buy-in framework, moving them from buying into a policy initiative to opposing it.
A change in government to one driven by a different ideology can shape interpretations about whether a given initiative will be materially beneficial or not. If a new government perceives China as more of a threat and its economic system as more hostile, it is more likely to calculate that the costs of joining the BRI will outweigh the benefits. Their strategic narratives will likely reflect this.
Domestic political changes affect the relationship between ontological security and policy change. Different parties in government may have differing ideas of ‘who we are’ as a nation, ‘what we should do’ in the world, and what the nation’s ‘national biography’ includes. They therefore have different ideas about what makes their political community ontologically secure. This shapes what policy shifts they might see as congruent with their interpretations of the country’s national biography. Policymakers are less likely to pursue initiatives that they cannot readily sell as being congruent with their vision of the country’s past, present and future.
Finally, different parties and governments value—and seek to draw support from—different domestic and international audiences. If policymakers consider that their key domestic constituents and international allies have particular material interests or ontological security concerns regarding a given policy, they are likely to take these into account when constructing their strategic narratives. If public opinion research indicates domestic opposition to certain policies, or diplomacy reveals other countries’ concerns, these considerations shape what policies decision-makers think are viable and legitimate, and what stories they believe their key audiences will accept. Strategic narratives that are sayable by one party or country may not be sayable by another.
These domestic political changes affected several of our cases’ strategic narratives towards the BRI. A change in government in the Maldives saw the country move from enthusiastic acceptance of the BRI under President Yameen’s rule to greater caution and concern under President Solih. Indeed, the latter’s electoral popularity was partly achieved by adopting an anti-China stance.1 The accession of a populist coalition in Italy brought to power an anti-establishment, anti-EU government. Valuing the opinions of its anti-establishment base more than Italy’s traditional allies, it was willing to break symbolically from its EU and Atlantic allies and join the BRI. However, disagreement within the coalition meant that their BRI strategic narrative was far more conciliatory towards Italy’s traditional allies than it might have been. The fall of this government several months later ushered in a new regime, far more cautious towards China.
9.2.2 International Level: External Actors
The US case shows how a third-party country can shape how a state responds to global policy initiatives such as the BRI. Based on its opposition to China and the BRI, successive US administrations pressured US allies to reject closer relationships with China. In 2020 the US pressured Italy to end its proposed collaboration with China’s space agency, over concerns about technology transfers that might benefit China.2 It pressured European allies, including the UK, to restrict the involvement of technology from the Chinese company, Huawei, from their 5G networks. The US has also placed sanctions on some Chinese state-owned companies, including the China Communications Construction Company, which had an agreement to collaborate in developing the Italian ports of Genoa and Trieste.3 If Chinese companies involved in BRI projects are experiencing sanctions, this potentially raises the economic and political costs for countries to work with them.
US criticism of its traditional allies’ responses to China also has ontological security implications for those states. Countries may choose certain foreign policies because they reflect what decision-makers see as their country’s ‘role’ in the world.4 For example, a country that perceives it has a role in upholding the existing international order is more likely to join policy initiatives that reinforce that order. However, a country’s imagined ‘role’ in the world is also shaped socially by the expectations of others, including allies.5 Thus, a liberal democracy that sees its role as upholding human rights and individual freedoms may experience ontological insecurity if other countries believe its behaviour does not live up to its claims. This partly explains why the UK and the Netherlands rejected joining the BRI, because joining authoritarian China’s initiative could be seen by their allies as violating the role those allies expect them to play. The same logic may partly explain why Italy tried to insist that its Memorandum of Understanding with China was only a narrow economic agreement, because it experienced ontological insecurity at being seen to betray its role as an ‘Atlanticist’, ‘Western’ liberal democracy. Being seen to abandon allies has diplomatic implications, but it also makes it harder to strategically narrate a policy shift as a natural continuation of past behaviour. This restricts what policies decision-makers can justify in their strategic narratives.
There is no guarantee that US criticism would lead countries away from China, though. The Trump administration’s hostile rhetoric and economic policies towards Mexico could have influenced Mexico to embrace further Chinese investment. Italy initially justified joining the BRI as a cathartic break from overbearing allies, before tempering its rhetoric later. A break from the past can be ontological security-affirming, if one can make it consistent with other aspects of a state’s national biography or behavioural routines.6
9.2.3 Strategic Shocks
The COVID-19 pandemic shows how strategic shocks7 can shape the dynamics of strategic narrative communication regarding global policy initiatives. Because COVID-19 was initially discovered in China, it increased international animosity towards China. This had the potential to turn countries against Beijing. Yet, based on our impressions, it has had little effect on whether countries buy into the BRI. The economic harm caused by the pandemic meant that countries retained incentives to maintain strong economic relations with China, particularly as in 2020 it appeared to manage the pandemic more effectively than its competitors.
However, the main way that the pandemic affected BRI strategic narratives was that they received limited attention due to the international community’s overwhelming focus on managing the pandemic. Beyond the general hostility towards China for failing to prevent COVID-19’s initial spread, few governments and media outlets paid sustained attention to the BRI in 2020—and even China only prioritised BRI communication at certain points. This provides an important reminder of the limitations of strategic narratives. One might construct and communicate an emotive, engaging story about why a given initiative should be joined, but audiences may not have the capacity or interest to respond. The context in which a strategic narrative is communicated is integral to how it is received, and affects whether it provokes a response at all.
Taken together, these mediating factors remind us not to oversimplify the process of strategic narrative communication. Contemporary politics is not just a contest of competitive storytelling; a sequence of ‘narrative battles’ to be won. Policymakers do not just work out whether China’s strategic narrative ‘resonates’ with them and join or reject the initiative accordingly. They must factor in a range of domestic and international considerations in deciding how to respond. Party politics, public opinion, individual relationships between leaders, external allies, historical rivalries, and perceived cultural differences, all shape what policies political actors deem sayable and thus what policies they pursue. The relative importance of these issues varies in different countries and contexts. They do not necessarily make a given strategic narrative more directly persuasive. Rather, they influence policymakers’ perceptions about what strategic narratives are sayable and what policies they think they can justify.
9.3 What Makes Some Strategic Narratives More Effective Than Others at Helping to Achieve Policy Change in International Relations?
Through our strategic narrative buy-in framework, we have already argued that strategic narratives promoting global policy initiatives will be more effective if they promise audiences material gain without undermining their ontological security. If states promoting policy initiatives can communicate both of these elements convincingly, they are more likely to persuade other states to join their policy initiatives. However, determining that a given strategic narrative had a causal persuasive effect is difficult, if not impossible, in everyday political communication.
It is possible to identify another way in which strategic narratives are effective: whether elements of one state’s strategic narrative are co-opted by another. This does not prove a causal persuasive effect. However, it does indicate that policymakers consider that the original state’s strategic narrative would be an effective way to justify joining the initiative to their own audiences.
A further way strategic narratives can be effective is by helping a given interpretation of events become dominant over the longer term. This makes getting one’s narrative co-opted by others even more useful. All strategic narratives are selective, and thus every incidence of strategic narration silences an alternative narrative that is left unsaid.8 Over time, through repeated strategic narration, certain interpretations can come to dominate political discourse, while others are more likely to be forgotten.9 As a given narrative comes to dominate, it acquires a mythological quality, which makes behaviour in line with that interpretation seem more obvious, more commonsensical. Determining causation remains an issue, for it is impractical to prove the long-term, real-world effect of a given actor’s strategic narratives. Still, textual analysis does allow us to trace the projection of a given strategic narrative over time, and examine the extent to which it dominates political discourse on an issue.
Applying these arguments to the BRI, a strategic narrative about the BRI could be effective in three main ways. First, if it contributed to persuading states to join—or not leave—the initiative. Second, if it were co-opted by other states in their justifications for joining the initiative. And third, if it reinforced the longer-term impression that China’s rise to international dominance is inevitable, and non-threatening. If audiences eventually accepted this uncritically, it would be easier for policymakers to justify policies in line with this interpretation.
Looking beyond these theoretical arguments, what else can we learn from our eight case studies about what makes some strategic narratives more effective than others in achieving policy change in international relations? Several suggestions emerge from our findings. Some reinforce those made in prior research. Others point to new avenues of scholarship to improve our understanding of the role strategic narratives play in policy processes.
9.3.1 Combining a Narrative of Continuity and a Narrative of Progress
Our findings suggest that strategic narratives promoting global policy initiatives will be more effective if their plots combine narratives of continuity with narratives of progress. Analysing the strategic narratives across our study, it was striking how hard policymakers tried to narrate their BRI policy as a continuation of the past. This was the case whether they changed policy to join the initiative, or continued to reject it. Typically, they would do this by cherry-picking episodes in their national biographies that demonstrated their trading credentials, or suggested that they had a positive historical relationship with China. Often this was in response to China doing the same thing: a common feature of bilateral statements between China and BRI affiliates was how they drew on historical narratives to make their relationship seem a natural continuation of some mutually beneficial past.10 Countries that drew on myths from their past could, in theory, make their policy change seem more commonsensical and intuitive to political elites and public audiences. This enabled those countries to frame joining the BRI as ontological security-affirming.
Constructing a strategic narrative to make a change in policy seem like continuation of past behaviour is easier if one possesses more ‘usable pasts’ that can credibly be included in the story. Across our cases, we found that countries with a troubled historical relationship with China found it harder to construct a strategic narrative justifying joining the BRI. In effect they had fewer narrative resources to select from.
The lack of usable pasts is illustrated well by the strategic narratives used by India and China to negotiate their positions regarding the BRI. The problem for China is that its historical relationship with India has featured unresolved border disputes ever since Partition, and those disputes continue today. China can draw on the history of the Silk Road, and suggest that India, like China, is a great civilisation, but beyond these flattering generalities, historical narratives of positive recent relations between China and India are limited. China has attempted to get around this by claiming optimistically that past conflicts can be kept separate from trade negotiations. This is doubly convenient as it supports the strategic narrative that the BRI is economically, not geopolitically, driven. But countries cannot leave their identities and ontological insecurities at the door when they enter negotiations. Ignoring these identity issues is especially difficult if they have a history of conflict with their negotiating partners, and if this history is a foundational element of the national biographies through which their nation is brought into being.
With limited narrative resources to make joining a policy initiative fit within countries’ national biographies, countries may have to draw on tenuous, little-known references to convey a sense of continuity. Doing so risks the resulting strategic narrative becoming less coherent and convincing. As an Indian policymaker said in response to the idea that past trade makes one a ‘natural partner’, merchants trading fruits and fabrics over a millennium ago does not necessarily make one a ‘natural partner’ to China in today’s globalised economy.11
Lacking a reservoir of historical myths to strategically narrate a new policy as a continuation of the past does not mean that countries cannot work together or trade with each other. Notably, countries with limited usable pasts among our cases, such as the US, UK, and Mexico, largely avoided detailed historical accounts as they described their relationships with China. Instead, they employed narrower arguments, focusing on the material benefits of trade and investment. These arguments appeared to be sufficient to maintain ongoing trade with China, but appeared insufficient to frame joining the BRI as being congruent with their countries’ national biographies. If it is harder to frame the BRI as a continuation in the national story, joining is more likely to cause ontological insecurity, as it will look like a greater break from past behaviour. This makes the policy shift harder to justify, and therefore less likely to be enacted.
The importance of a narrative of continuity appears to hold for countries for whom joining the BRI was a significant policy shift. Ontological security can be maintained not just through routine behaviours—it can be boosted by a symbolic break from the past.12 Italy provided the clearest example of this in our cases, with its decision to sign a BRI Memorandum of Understanding, despite the objections of its traditional allies in Europe and the US. Nevertheless, Italian policymakers still sought to frame it as a continuation of history, and reaffirmed Italy’s identity as a European and Atlantic ally. They sought to give the impression that the policy change did not change ‘who Italy is’ in relation to others.
The tendency of BRI members to construct narratives of continuity reinforces Jelena Subotić’s arguments about how strategic narratives are used to justify policy change. That is, that countries try to justify policy change by selecting certain aspects of their national biographies to bridge from the past to the present, while silencing other storylines that would be contradictory.13 That way, decision-makers can try and portray the relevant policy shift as less severe, and make themselves and relevant audiences feel less ontologically insecure about it. Despite these efforts, the more the policy shift is a break from established routines, the more contestation the strategic narrative justifying it will likely receive, no matter how artfully it is constructed.
9.3.1.1 The Importance of a Narrative of Progress
Another important lesson from the BRI is the importance of strategic narratives incorporating a narrative of progress, to convince audiences that the initiative will benefit them in future. This reinforces Ringsmose and Børgesen’s assertion that strategic narratives are more effective if they offer a reasonable prospect of success.14 China consistently emphasises BRI successes, repeating praise from other countries in its media, while constantly reiterating its slogans about ‘win–win’ outcomes and mutual benefit. But these strategic narratives are undermined whenever a project fails, receives bad publicity, or participants cede concessions to alleviate debt. These episodes provide significant ammunition for the BRI’s critics. People are more willing to accept initiatives if the future benefits outweigh the costs. The more countries have to cede land, territory, economic security and agency because of the BRI, the less credible the initiative becomes.
China finds it harder to sell the BRI the less successful projects are. The less economic benefit is derived from a project, the more the project looks like it is really geopolitically motivated.15 Framing the initiative as a failure is thus a doubly effective rhetorical tool for China’s opponents. It strengthens the argument that China’s motives are geopolitical, not benevolent, and that it is not in countries’ material interests to join. Failed or poor quality projects also give the impression of incompetence, which may harm Beijing’s image as an infrastructure and ‘standards-setting’ power further, and reinforce negative stereotypes about the poor quality of Chinese products. This explains why China has become increasingly reticent about funding risky projects, and why it prefers to label only successful projects with the BRI brand.16 The credibility of China’s BRI strategic narratives relies on its economic success and the quality of the outputs it produces.
To summarise, combining narratives of progress with narratives of continuity enables strategic narrators to explain that policy change will bring a better future, without undermining the target political actor’s ontological security. This dovetails with our strategic narrative buy-in framework. A strategic narrative of progress can help convince audiences that the policy shift will bring future material gain. Combining this with a narrative of continuity ensures the policy change is ontologically security-affirming, since it is consistent with the actor’s sense of identity.
9.3.2 Minimise Contradictions Between Domestic and International Strategic Narratives
A further way political actors can make their strategic narratives more effective is by reducing contradictions between those they intend to propagate domestically and those they spread internationally. China faces a problem that many great powers face, and a problem that may be more acute in authoritarian states. The more insecure a regime feels about its physical and ontological security, the more it will feel the need to trumpet enthusiastically its achievements to its population. The CCP has an ongoing need to present itself as governing China effectively. Its narratives emphasise the CCP’s instrumental role in returning China to what they see as its rightful place as a world-leading civilisation.17 The Party claims, in effect, to be Making China Great Again, and that it has been on this road since the CCP founded the People’s Republic of China. Despite China seeking to restrict its citizens’ access to Western social media outlets, these ideas are projected on China’s own international media outlets to global audiences. Some countries may accept this positive framing of China’s development, and seek to emulate its successes in poverty reduction and economic development. But others have interpreted China’s push to restore its former greatness as a threat to them, and by extension, they interpret Chinese initiatives like the BRI as a threat too. The BRI shows that strategic narratives for domestic audiences can undermine strategic narratives for international audiences—particularly if audiences have access to both within the prevailing media ecology.
Moreover, as we have shown in our cases, the need to trumpet one’s achievements and influence is readily interpreted as a product of ontological insecurity. Several of our case studies lend support to Hagström’s argument that countries that are keen to promote their greatness may be doing so to offset anxiety about inferiority or decline.18 Grand statements emphasising national greatness to domestic audiences may boost a government’s ontological security, but in turn can cause ontological insecurity for other actors and exacerbate ‘ontological security dilemmas’.19
By implication, a key challenge for countries trying to sell their global policy initiatives is to promote the initiatives without over-promoting themselves in the process. China’s previous internal strategic narrative about ‘hiding its strength and biding its time’ was better suited to this—but meant it received far less attention than many in China felt it deserved.20 China’s contemporary dilemma is that the more it seeks to assert a leadership role internationally, the more it will undermine the ontological security of others—making it harder for them to justify joining its policy initiatives.
9.3.3 Minimising the Gap Between Narrative Reality and Material Reality Remains Important
The final lesson from our cases is the ongoing importance of minimising the gap between what might be termed ‘narrative reality’—reality as presented in a (strategic) narrative—and ‘material reality’—the real-world situation. In strategic narrative research, a similar lesson was taken from the War on Terror. Strategic theorists asserted that counterinsurgency in Afghanistan and Iraq would be more ineffective the greater the ‘say-do gap’ between the positive intentions stated by the counterinsurgents and the outcomes of their actions.21 Promising civilians peace and prosperity would have little credibility if one’s military action harmed them unduly. If words are contradicted by reality on the ground, the words will be less credible. Theoretically, the gap between narrative reality and material reality should therefore be kept as small as possible.
With the growing prominence of disinformation worldwide, and the success of figures such as Donald Trump, it is tempting to conclude that political actors can sustain a greater gap between narrative reality and material reality than previously assumed. Substantiating this requires further research. Either way, our studies of the BRI reinforce the importance of congruence between words and deeds, between reported outcomes and actual outcomes. For the BRI, there are two aspects where the gap between narrative reality and material reality matters most. First, whether the outcomes of projects match the rhetoric about them. Second, whether China’s claims about the motives driving the BRI match the motives suggested by its broader international behaviour.
The first challenge China faces is that the more the material outcomes of the BRI do not meet China’s claims about the initiative’s successes, the less credible the initiative becomes, and the less likely countries are to join. If local citizens and elites are not noticeably benefiting from projects, they are likely to start opposing them. Claims that the initiative is ‘win–win’ are contradicted if countries are making concessions due to being excessively indebted. If governments and their people experience these material realities, then even a well-crafted strategic narrative will have little sway with them.
The second challenge China faces is that its claims that the BRI is a benevolent project with ‘win–win’ outcomes risks being discredited by other aspects of its international behaviour. In addition to China’s ongoing attempts to gain military control of the South China Sea, evidence is proliferating that China’s influence operations are becoming more aggressive, including engagement in mass disinformation campaigns and electoral interference.22 Multiple authors provide evidence of a ‘Russification’ of China’s influence operations, whereby China is increasingly imitating more subversive information activities associated with Russian political warfare.23 Researchers suggest this began in 2017, but that the international community ‘only became aware of the problem in 2020 with the COVID-19 pandemic’.24 The mounting evidence of these activities undermines China’s claims that initiatives like the BRI are benevolent and intended to achieve ‘win–win outcomes’. China is, in effect, undermining its ‘ethos’—its credibility as a speaker.25 The greater the gap between narrative reality and material reality, the less credible the BRI will become, and the less able other states will be to justify participation.
Finally, a large ‘say-do gap’ is potentially a source of ontological insecurity for a state which is communicating about a global policy initiative. In theory, ontological security is maintained or enhanced through a combination of strategic narration and routine behaviours.26 Ideally these would mutually reinforce one another, so that the stories one tells about oneself are illustrated by one’s actions. If there is a large gap between one’s strategic narratives and one’s behaviour, however, they no longer reinforce one another, with ontological insecurity the potential result. Political actors may respond to this with political lying or denial, but if the delusion cannot be maintained they will lose credibility among watching audiences when the distinction is revealed.
9.4 The Future of the Belt and Road Initiative
The preceding chapters show that the Belt and Road Initiative has evolved considerably since its inception. As criticism emerged about debt traps, sustainability, governance and environment standards, Xi sought to rebrand the BRI at the Second Belt and Road Forum as an ‘open, clean and green’ initiative, which would adhere more closely to international standards and be more receptive to partners’ needs. Over time, the BRI has evolved to incorporate digital and health infrastructure through the Digital Silk Road and Health Silk Road brands. This trend accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic. Responding to the opening up of Arctic trade routes, China has pledged to build the ‘Polar Silk Road’, prioritising the geopolitical significance of the trade route over the ahistorical nature of the analogy.27 Since 2020, however, China’s BRI investment has shrunk precipitously. Having invested over US$100bn per year in BRI countries from 2014–2019, China reduced this to an estimated US$47bn in 2020, partly due to mounting concerns about China’s own debt and the COVID-19-induced economic slowdown.28 China’s BRI investment reduced further to US$19.3bn in the first half of 2021.29 Some analysts suggest the initiative is moving towards smaller investments in shorter projects that are quicker to implement, and fewer large and loss-making projects.30 Analysts more sympathetic to the initiative’s aims argue the initiative is not slowing down; its activities have simply diversified, so investment figures are an inadequate performance indicator.31 Yet the nature of the initiative still remains amorphous. There is still ‘no set definition for what comprises a BRI project and no official records of total spending or even the number of participating countries’.32
While the extent of BRI investment has declined over time, criticism of the initiative—and China more broadly—has increased in scale and detail, especially among leading liberal democracies. A European Parliament Briefing in December 2021 collates many of these criticisms, including the following excerpts:The PRC’s infrastructure diplomacy… has evolved into a major tool in the great power competition with the US for global influence and more broadly in the competition between democracies and autocracies for the superior governance system.


…

The BRI has enabled the PRC to extend its sphere of influence by exporting, along the Digital Silk Road, key features of its techno-authoritarianism, such as facial recognition software (e.g. to Serbia in the framework of Huawei’s ‘Safe City project’). … The BRI moreover has the potential to enable the PRC to co-opt or coerce countries into behaviour supportive of or refraining from criticism of Chinese policies.

…

The overwhelming majority of BRI-related engineering contracts are allocated without a public bidding process to Chinese SOEs that use Chinese workers and equipment and thus do little to boost local jobs and skills development; moreover, the PRC has been accused of imposing forced technology transfer requirements on foreign companies in violation of World Trade Organization (WTO) rules. Although the BRI has been promoted by the PRC as an open infrastructure development scheme, foreign companies hardly play a role in BRI projects.

…

The lack, non-disclosure or poor quality of impact assessments on economic viability, on environmental and social sustainability, and on human rights increase the risk that BRI projects would yield poor economic returns and/or create adverse environmental and social impacts or even useless ‘white elephants’. Given the absence of competition, BRI projects tend to be overpriced. Their opacity makes them particularly prone to sustaining or fostering corruption and nepotism.33


China continues to contest these claims, and some think tanks and academics have argued that debt trap accusations, at least, are largely misplaced.34 However, the criticisms continue to be reinforced by new claims about debt traps and faltering projects. In December 2021, China attempted to deny emergent reports that it was poised to take over Uganda’s Entebbe International Airport due to Uganda’s inability to repay Chinese debt.35 The same month, protests erupted in Gwadar, Pakistan: the key terminus of CPEC, once considered the ‘flagship’ project of the BRI.36 Analysts describe local grievances about the project only benefiting Chinese workers and companies, while locals have experienced food and water insecurity and declining living conditions.37 Critics describe CPEC as a ‘corridor to nowhere’ that has ‘generated little growth’ and is ‘depleting the region’s resources’.38 These criticisms are reinforced by China’s broader international behaviour. As already mentioned, the more evidence there is of China’s increasingly subversive influence activities, including disinformation campaigns and electoral interference, the less believable are its claims that its BRI motives are benevolent and benign.
Still, no countries have left the BRI. This may partly be because the vague nature of affiliation would make doing so mainly a symbolic act. Withdrawing would also be counterproductive if concrete projects are underway. Demand for infrastructure and investment remains high, especially with many countries struggling to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic. China’s increasingly assertive strategic narratives in late 2020 and early 2021 have reinforced counter-narratives that its behaviour, including the BRI, is part of a broader project to establish itself as the leading world power. This has contributed to increasing scepticism about China’s motives. Nevertheless, the economic cost of the pandemic means that countries need China economically, in some cases potentially more than before. So, while non-participants are more openly critical of China and the BRI than they were, we found far less evidence of criticism from participants, who largely accept the need to work economically with China.
Perhaps the most significant change the BRI faces is that it now has more competition. In 2021, the G7 liberal democracies of Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the US and the UK established the Build Back Better World Initiative (‘B3W’), to fill the ‘infrastructure gap in low and medium-income countries’.39 The slogan itself derives from Joe Biden’s successful presidential campaign, with the initiative reflecting his administration’s assertion that China is the ‘main threat to be challenged’ in the international system.40 B3W is billed as a ‘sustainable’ alternative to the BRI, which will ‘address the challenges [the BRI] poses to the rules-based international order’.41 The EU, in November 2021, announced its Global Gateway initiative, a project to ‘support smart investments in quality infrastructure, respecting the highest social and environmental standards, in line with the EU’s values’. It aims to ‘mobilise up to 300bn Euros over six years in the sectors of ‘digital, climate and energy, transport, health, and education and research’.42 These are just two of many initiatives of varying scale and scope that countries have developed as alternatives to the BRI, including India and Japan’s Asia–Africa Growth Corridor and Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy.43
For countries with significant infrastructure gaps, this is good news, as it increases their sources of investment. Competition may also increase the quality of projects, ensuring better value. How successful these initiatives will be is uncertain, though. Build Back Better World, for instance, seeks to derive funds mainly from the private sector, which may prove more reluctant to make risky investments in indebted countries than China has been. The need to coordinate multiple countries’ interests and preferences may make it harder to match the BRI, which is driven by a single state, even if central direction of the BRI is not always as strong as observers assume.44 If an initiative is led by a coalition, it is also harder to construct a clear and coordinated strategic narrative, as countries directing these initiatives may have different histories and priorities in the regions the initiatives will serve.
How far these new multilateral initiatives will benefit their developers’ influence and growth will doubtless receive sustained research attention. As one researcher claims, these rival initiatives are arguably as much about the perceived need to respond to China as they are about the needs of other countries to close their infrastructure gaps.45 But early, systematic attention should also be paid to how countries respond. The Cold War was well underway before a sustained research agenda began to look beyond the superpowers’ perspectives to examine how smaller states exerted agency by shaping US and Soviet behaviour. An early, systematic research agenda to examine how countries exert their agency and negotiate their responses to these new initiatives would be invaluable.
9.5 Future Research Areas
9.5.1 Everyday Strategic Narratives and Ontological Security
As well as examining how countries respond to the BRI’s new competitors, our research also indicates other areas that would benefit from further investigation. The first is to understand better how initiatives such as the BRI are received and narrated by everyday citizens. There is a growing literature on how ontological security is experienced by ‘ordinary’ people, who are not otherwise involved in political decision-making.46 When BRI projects such as port developments are undertaken, there will often be selective media commentary on how locals are taking the decision, but rather less systematic academic research. The BRI, in most countries, is only intermittently prominent in public discourse, and many citizens may possess little knowledge or interest in its nuances. But concerns about China may be more widely held, including anxiety at the prospect of jobs being lost to Chinese industry and to Chinese workers, negative stereotypes about the quality of Chinese products, and fears of Chinese threats to national security. However, it is unclear how initiatives like the BRI generate ontological (in)security for citizens and how they respond to political elites’ strategic narratives about the BRI. It is unclear how China’s BRI strategic narratives, and those of countries who join, are received by different population groups, and how these vary with proximity to BRI projects. There is much more research to be done in this area, and the emergence of BRI competitors opens up the potential for further comparative analysis.
9.5.2 Narrative vs Argument
Another dynamic that emerges in our analysis and warrants further investigation is the extent to which countries respond to the BRI by engaging in narration or argumentation. While there is overlap between them in everyday speech, these are different modes of communication: narratives comprising accounts of how events play out over time, and arguments making deductions from a series of premises.47 China uses narration (or ‘storytelling’) when it mythologises the Silk Road, situating it in a grand historical narrative about connectivity, trade and knowledge exchange. Many countries reciprocate this, narrating themselves into a similar story, to imply that they and China share that history, and that this shared history makes them ‘natural partners’. Alternatively, countries may draw on their own historical myths, for example highlighting a history of global trade to make joining the BRI look like continuity rather than change. Interestingly, though, the countries that oppose the BRI most strongly, the US and India, mainly employed argumentation rather than narrative—with the exception of India’s cultural initiative in the Indian Ocean, Project Mausam. Both the US and India took the premises of China’s strategic narrative one by one, and sought to debunk them. Their strategic narratives, in other words, were really a sequence of counterarguments, with very little narrativity. China claimed the BRI would achieve win–win outcomes; they countered that it would only benefit China. China claimed the BRI is innocently economic; they countered that it is malevolently geopolitical, and so on. Neither the US nor India chose to dramatise an alternative history—they chose to address present day claims and rebut them directly, as one might do in a debate. They supported their claims by listing evidence—typically countries that were not benefiting from the BRI as hoped.
Whether political actors choose narrative or argument may partly be due to the preferences of the policymakers in question. Alternatively, as outlined earlier, it may be because countries’ histories with China are contentious and conflictual, which limits the ‘usable’ pasts they can narrate. In the case of the US and India regarding the BRI, it may also be because their policymakers could not easily counter the mythology of the Silk Road, and so they chose to discredit the initiative in other ways. However, it raises further questions about how narratives and arguments are used differently within political discourse, and how this relates to support or opposition to a given cause. This has received limited research to date in international relations and international political communication. One reason is because of a common tendency to refer to all political discourse as ‘narrative’ in recent years, rather than differentiating narrative and non-narrative political communication. Ronald Krebs’ work on US national security narratives suggests that narratives or arguments are more applicable in different situations, with crises more amenable to narrative communication, and argumentation more commonplace in everyday politics.48 Our findings suggest more research needs to be done in this area. We need to learn more about why some actors choose narrative to justify some policy choices, and why others choose argument. Research that analyses the choice of narrative or argument systematically would add depth to our understanding of how political actors justify policy choices rhetorically.
9.5.3 The Strategic Narrative Buy-In Framework’s Broader Utility
Beyond the BRI, it would be useful to examine our buy-in framework’s utility in a broader range of cases. Our case studies, while diverse, represent fewer than five per cent of the world’s countries. They overrepresent liberal democracies and advanced economies—which are more likely to oppose the BRI—and do not include any African countries, despite the majority being BRI affiliates.49 This was because of our need to balance coverage of cases across the four segments of our buy-in framework, combined with the richness of data available. Nevertheless, studying an even more diverse range of countries would be useful. Similarly, this study was state-centric, but we contend that our strategic narrative buy-in framework would be just as pertinent to sub-state and non-state actors too. They, after all, also need to justify policies to key audiences, and convince them that new policies will benefit them materially while being true to the stories they tell about who they are.
Beyond examining different actors, it would be useful to apply the strategic narrative buy-in framework to global policy issues other than the BRI, because the BRI’s dynamics may differ from other issues in certain ways. With the BRI, we found the material, economic dimension of the initiative was far more prominent in government strategic narratives than ontological security-related issues. This may partly be because few political actors want to be seen to admit ontological insecurity, so it often has to be inferred from deeper analysis of what political actors say and what they silence. Still, ontological security-related discourse may be more prominent in other policy issues—and on some issues it may be the main driver of policy choice.
Consider strategic narratives on irregular migration, which is a global policy issue, albeit not one with a coordinated international policy response. The material cost of welcoming large numbers of refugees may outweigh material benefits, but states justify doing so on ontological security grounds, as a behaviour that maintains their ontological security as states committed to human rights, or simply as states who help their neighbours. Military interventions provide an alternative example. They are often justified based on physical security and ontological security grounds—that interventions are necessary to maintain security, and that they affirm a nation’s ongoing sense of self as a ‘force for good’ or an ‘ethical international actor’.50 But the economic dimension of military interventions is usually silenced, either because of the cost of intervention, or because it makes it too easy for opponents to construct counter-narratives accusing the intervener of neo-imperialism.
Climate change and pandemics are the most prominent global policy issues currently. Examining how our strategic narrative buy-in framework applies to them would be useful. Many strategic narratives have been constructed by states, international organisations, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and individuals to convince people to make the lifestyle changes necessary to mitigate climate change. But beyond relatively superficial behaviour changes, such as plastic recycling, climate change strategic narratives have always struggled to achieve sufficient policy change at the elite level or behaviour change at community level.51 A significant barrier for many audiences is the material cost of changes. It may be relatively straightforward to construct a strategic narrative that says climate change mitigation policies are ontological security-affirming. States can readily claim that such policies are consistent with their country’s national biography and behavioural routines, be it as a humanitarian, as a technological leader, or as preserving the world for future generations. It is far harder to convince people to pay much more for heating, transport, food, or to restrict certain habits to mitigate the issue. In other words, on different issues, narratives promising material benefit may be harder to construct than narratives promising the initiative will boost or maintain ontological security. Nonetheless, we would still anticipate that both elements are necessary for strategic narratives to persuade people to accept policy change.
The BRI is different from pandemics and climate change, in that it is initiated by a specific state, and it is widely perceived as being intended to enhance that state’s influence relative to others. China may portray it as ‘belonging to the world’, as China’s propagandistic ‘Belt and Road Bedtime Stories’ do.52 However, based on the Chinese government’s policy statements elsewhere, it is self-evidently in China’s interest too.53 Political actors who see the world through a realist lens will likely read it as an attempt to gain relative influence at the cost of others. What our study does show is that for states promoting their global initiatives, a major challenge will always be to convince others that the initiative is more for the ‘greater good’ than for national self-interest. China has had more success with the BRI when persuading countries bilaterally using narrower economic arguments. But on issues such as climate change, narrow economic arguments and bilateral agreements will not be enough to achieve sufficient policy coordination at the global level.
9.6 Conclusion
To conclude, this book comes at a time of uncertainty about the future of global politics. The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the challenges of achieving global cooperation to mitigate threats to humanity. An apparent resurgence of authoritarianism, nationalism and populism imperils efforts to achieve global coordination. Growing authoritarianism creates more antagonism within and between democratic and undemocratic political systems. Growing nationalism potentially increases hostility between countries, and makes it more likely that countries prioritise national interests over global ones. Populism increases hostility towards political elites, who are often involved in collaborative efforts to solve global policy issues. These trends are troubling, especially given that climate change is likely to pose a far greater challenge than COVID-19 over the longer term, and future pandemics may be even more challenging if combined with growing antimicrobial resistance across the world.
Amidst these developments, political actors worldwide have internalised the idea that strategically designed narratives are potentially a powerful tool to persuade others to adopt new policies and shape international perceptions in line with their interests. States and non-state actors alike are devoting ever-greater resources to shaping opinions and behaviours in pursuit of their preferred political projects. Attention to narratives has become mainstream—no longer is it primarily the domain of literary theorists and constructivist IR scholars. States have codified strategic narratives into their national security strategies as integral tools in their pursuit of ‘discourse power’. For China, as we have shown, strategic narratives are a key dimension of its efforts to persuade other countries to join the BRI. They are also a key site of contestation for countries who question China’s motives and what future its behaviours will bring.
Political actors worldwide have increasingly accepted the power of narratives to shape perceptions. This could be grounds for optimism. But like any means of communication, it is available to the truthteller and the liar, the media outlet pursuing objective truth and the outlet designed to sow disinformation. The early optimism among liberal democracies that strategic narratives might enable them to win wars, counter terrorism, sustain alliances and promote prosperity has yielded to recognition that the same theories and tools can help keep dictators in power, sustain insurgents, and convince people to reject mainstream politics and embrace conspiracism instead. Political lying seems more expedient and less consequential than the past. Narratives are increasingly seen as ‘weapons’; munitions of the mind for those seeking to wage war by other means. Some see telling ‘one’s truth’ (regardless of its veracity) as just as authentic and valid a representation of the human experience as telling ‘the truth’.
Alongside these developments, recent years have highlighted that humankind faces a range of increasingly existential threats that require united action. Strategic narratives are an important tool for political actors to persuade others to accept these realities and change policy. In a sense, the initial question about future policy initiatives is not ‘will the benefits truly happen’; it is ‘can I sell a story to my key audiences that convinces them the benefits will happen’. The decision to join a new policy initiative is based on a script that anticipates future benefit, not factual certainty about how great the benefit will be. Thus, the immediate challenge for policymakers is to develop a sayable strategic narrative that sells their initiatives to target audiences. As with so many political projects, the strategic narrative may promote the initiative convincingly enough to secure the policy change, even if the proposed benefits never materialise. The longer-term challenge is to shape the myths or master narratives through which audiences interpret the nature of international relations and those that act within it. This is potentially a more significant achievement, as one’s future policy initiatives may be more likely to be accepted intuitively as common sense by one’s target audiences. However, it is a long-term challenge, in which progress is very hard to measure.
Over-relying on strategic narratives has limits. Ultimately, any policy will be discredited the more it materially fails to achieve its promises. When BRI projects fail, they reflect poorly on the governments who join the initiative, and they reflect poorly on China. Despite it appearing that today’s political communicators experience fewer costs from political lying and sowing disinformation than in the past, the gap between narrative reality and material reality still matters. This will become even more evident on global issues like climate change and antimicrobial resistance, where the gap between narrative reality and material reality will be measured in lost lives and sustainable livelihoods.
Strategic narratives cannot alone solve complex problems such as pandemics and climate change. They are not a panacea to solve today’s policy challenges. They complement, rather than supplant, economic and military might as instruments of power—albeit they shape how these are interpreted. They are but one means political actors can use to shape the perceptions and actions of others. Still, we contend that our strategic narrative buy-in framework provides an important theoretical contribution to explaining what makes some strategic narratives more effective in helping to convince international actors to join global policy initiatives. States should formulate strategic narratives in a way that promises prospective participants material gain but without undermining their ontological security. In turn, prospective participants should try and convince their key audiences of the same thing. Strategically narrating the policy in a way that implies it is a continuation of historical behaviour appears to be a useful way of maintaining ontological security even if the policy represents a significant behaviour shift. A narrative of progress is essential to persuade audiences that the benefits will outweigh the costs.
If the recipient of a strategic narrative about joining a policy initiative sees limited material benefits or ontological security concerns, they are more likely to pursue more moderate policy options or reject involvement. They may consider that they cannot credibly project a sayable strategic narrative about a policy that contradicts who they are and which breaks established routines. They may calculate that a policy that does not bring material benefit is not worthwhile. A strategic narrative that convinces target audiences that they will benefit materially while staying true to who they are, will be more likely to be co-opted by those audiences. This is a good start, but political storytelling has its limits. Decades of research has shown that influencing political actors to alter their behaviour through communication is hard to achieve, and fails more often than not.54 To navigate the complex challenges humankind faces in the coming decades, linking strategic narratives to coordinated, sustainable global behaviour change remains a major challenge.
Notes
	1.
Sultana, Gulbin. ‘The 2018 Maldivian Presidential Elections: Two-horse Race between Development and Reforms’, IDSA Issue Brief, 17 September 2018, https://​idsa.​in/​issuebrief/​the-2018-maldivian-presidential-elections-gsultana-170918.

 

	2.
Pioppi, Stefano. ‘Così l’Italia ritrova la bussola spaziale (meno Cina e più Usa). Tutte le mosse del governo’, https://​formiche.​net/​2020/​01/​italia-stati-uniti-cina-luna-spazio.

 

	3.
Ghiretti, Francesca. ‘The Belt and Road Initiative in Italy: The Ports of Genoa and Trieste’, https://​www.​iai.​it/​sites/​default/​files/​iaip2117.​pdf.

 

	4.
McCourt, David. Britain and World Power Since 1945: Constructing a Nation’s Role in International Politics. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2014.

 

	5.
Ibid.

 

	6.
Browning, Christopher, and Pertti Joenniemi. ‘Ontological Security, Self-Articulation and the Securitization of Identity’. Cooperation and Conflict 52, no. 1 (2017): 31–47.

 

	7.
Defined here per Schwartz and Randall as surprise events which ‘make a big difference to the future, force decision-makers to challenge their own assumptions of how the world works, and require hard choices today’. See Schwartz, Peter, and Doug Randall. ‘Ahead of the Curve: Anticipating Strategic Surprise’. In Francis Fukuyama, ed. Blindside: How to Anticipate Forcing Events and Wild Cards in Global Politics. Washington, DC: Brookings, 2007, 93.

 

	8.
Fivush, Robin. ‘Speaking Silence: The Social Construction of Silence in Autobiographical and Cultural Narratives’. Memory 18, no. 2 (2010): 88–98.

 

	9.
Ibid.

 

	10.
van Noort, Carolijn. ‘Strategic Narratives of the Past: An Analysis of China’s New Silk Road Communication’. Global Society 34, no. 2 (2020): 186–205.

 

	11.
Singh, Zorawar Daulet. ‘Indian Perceptions of China’s Maritime Silk Road Idea’. Journal of Defence Studies 8, no. 4 (2014): 133–148.

 

	12.
Browning, Christopher. ‘Brexit, Existential Anxiety and Ontological (in)Security’. European Security 27, no. 3 (2018): 336–355.

 

	13.
Subotić, Jelena. ‘Narrative, Ontological Security, and Foreign Policy Change’. Foreign Policy Analysis 12, no. 4 (2015): 610–627.

 

	14.
Ringsmose, Jens, and Berit Kaja Børgesen. ‘Shaping Public Attitudes towards the Deployment of Military Power: NATO, Afghanistan and the Use of Strategic Narratives’. European Security 20, no. 4 (2011): 505–528.

 

	15.
Greer, Tanner. ‘One Belt, One Road, One Big Mistake’, Foreign Policy, 6 December 2018, https://​foreignpolicy.​com/​2018/​12/​06/​bri-china-belt-road-initiative-blunder.

 

	16.
Kuo, Lily. ‘Belt and Road Forum: China’s “Project of the Century” Hits Tough Times’, The Guardian, 25 April 2019, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​world/​2019/​apr/​25/​belt-and-road-forum-chinas-project-of-the-century-hits-tough-times.

 

	17.
Nordin, Astrid, and Mikael Weissmann. ‘Will Trump Make China Great Again? The Belt and Road Initiative and International Order’. International Affairs 94, no. 2 (2018): 231–249.

 

	18.
Hagström, Linus. ‘Great Power Narcissism and Ontological (In)Security: The Narrative Mediation of Greatness and Weakness in International Politics’. International Studies Quarterly 65, no. 2 (2021): 331–342.

 

	19.
Heritage, Anisa, and Pak K. Lee. Order, Contestation and Ontological Security-Seeking in the South China Sea. Governance, Security and Development. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020.

 

	20.
Nordin and Weissmann, ‘Will Trump’.

 

	21.
Ingram, Haroro, and Alastair Reed. ‘Lessons from History for Counter-Terrorism Strategic Communications’, ICCT—The Hague, 2016, https://​scholarlypublica​tions.​universiteitleid​en.​nl/​access/​item%3A2939949/​view.

 

	22.
Brandt, Jessica. ‘How Autocrats Manipulate Online Information: Putin’s and Xi’s Playbooks’. The Washington Quarterly 44, no. 3 (2021): 127–154; Charon, Paul, and Jean-Baptiste Jeangene Vilmer. ‘Chinese Influence Operations: A Machiavellian Moment’, https://​www.​irsem.​fr/​report.​html; Kliman, Daniel, et al. ‘Dangerous Synergies: Countering Chinese and Russian Digital Influence Operations’, CNAS, May 2020, https://​www.​cnas.​org/​publications/​reports/​dangerous-synergies.

 

	23.
Charon and Vilmer, ‘Chinese Influence Operations’.

 

	24.
Ibid.

 

	25.
Aristotle. Poetics. New York: Penguin Classics, 1996.

 

	26.
Browning and Joenniemi, ‘Ontological Security’.

 

	27.
Tillman, Henry, Yang Jian, and Egill Thor Nielsson. ‘The Polar Silk Road: China’s New Frontier of International Cooperation’. China Quarterly Journal of International Strategic Studies 4, no. 3 (2018): 345–362.

 

	28.
Nedophil, Christoph. ‘China’s Investments in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2020: A Year of COVID-19’, https://​greenfdc.​org/​wp-content/​uploads/​2021/​01/​China-BRI-Investment-Report-2020.​pdf.

 

	29.
Nedophil, Christoph. ‘China Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Investment Report H1 2021’, https://​greenfdc.​org/​china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-h1-2021.

 

	30.
Ibid.

 

	31.
Devonshire-Ellis, Chris. ‘Are China’s Belt And Road Investments Slowing Down?’, Silk Road Briefing, 23 November 2021, https://​www.​silkroadbriefing​.​com/​news/​2021/​11/​23/​are-chinas-belt-and-road-investments-slowing-down.

 

	32.
Osman, Ruby. ‘Understanding the Mosaic of the Belt and Road’, https://​institute.​global/​policy/​understanding-mosaic-belt-road.

 

	33.
Grieger, Gisela. ‘Towards a Joint Western Alternative to the Belt and Road Initiative?’, European Parliamentary Research Service, https://​www.​europarl.​europa.​eu/​RegData/​etudes/​BRIE/​2021/​698824/​EPRS_​BRI(2021)698824_​EN.​pdf.

 

	34.
Jones, Lee, and Shahar Hameiri. ‘Debunking the Myth of “Debt-trap Diplomacy”’, Chatham House, 19 August 2020, https://​www.​chathamhouse.​org/​2020/​08/​debunking-myth-debt-trap-diplomacy/​4-sri-lanka-and-bri.

 

	35.
Mishra, Abhishek. ‘China and Uganda’s Entebbe International Airport: Reading between the lines’. Observer Research Foundation, 9 December 2021, https://​www.​orfonline.​org/​expert-speak/​china-and-ugandas-entebbe-international-airport.

 

	36.
Xinhua. ‘Pakistan Views CPEC as Flagship Project of China’s Belt and Road Initiative’, 11 May 2017, http://​www.​xinhuanet.​com/​english/​2017-05/​11/​c_​136274094.​htm.

 

	37.
Grare, Frédéric. ‘Corridor to Nowhere: The Gwadar Protests and the Pakistan-China Relationship’, European Council on Foreign Relations, 5 January 2022, https://​ecfr.​eu/​article/​corridor-to-nowhere-the-gwadar-protests-and-the-pakistan-china-relationship.

 

	38.
Ibid.

 

	39.
Grieger, ‘Towards’.

 

	40.
The White House. ‘Interim National Security Strategic Guidance’, March 2021, https://​www.​whitehouse.​gov/​wp-content/​uploads/​2021/​03/​NSC-1v2.​pdf.

 

	41.
Grieger, ‘Towards’.

 

	42.
European Commission. ‘Global Gateway’, https://​ec.​europa.​eu/​info/​strategy/​priorities-2019-2024/​stronger-europe-world/​global-gateway_​en.

 

	43.
Siu, Margaret. ‘Alternatives to the Belt and Road Initiative: The State of Play & Potential for the Future’, Oxford Silk Road Think Tank, 2021, https://​www.​silkroadsoc.​com/​_​files/​ugd/​fb919d_​fbd588bb8b4a4f76​a6770b0608633a7d​.​pdf.

 

	44.
Osman, ‘Understanding’.

 

	45.
Ibid.

 

	46.
Innes, Alexandria. ‘Everyday Ontological Security: Emotion and Migration in British Soaps’. International Political Sociology 11, no. 4 (2017): 380–397.

 

	47.
Colley, Thomas. Always at War: British Public Narratives of War. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2019; Krebs, Ronald R. Narrative and the Making of US National Security. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015.

 

	48.
Krebs, Narrative.

 

	49.
Nolan, Jack, and Wendy Leutert. ‘Signing Up or Standing Aside: Disaggregating Participation in China’s Belt and Road Initiative’, Brookings, October 2020, https://​www.​brookings.​edu/​articles/​signing-up-or-standing-aside-disaggregating-participation-in-chinas-belt-and-road-initiative.

 

	50.
Colley, Thomas. ‘Is Britain a Force for Good? Investigating British Citizens’ Narrative Understanding of War’. Defence Studies 17, no. 1 (2017): 1–22.

 

	51.
Bevan, Luke, Thomas Colley, and Mark Workman. ‘Climate Change Strategic Narratives in the United Kingdom: Emergency, Extinction, Effectiveness’. Energy Research & Social Science 69 (2020): 1–13, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​j.​erss.​2020.​101580.

 

	52.
China Daily. ‘The Belt and Road Belongs to the world—“Belt and Road Bedtime Stories” Series Episode 2’, YouTube, 9 May 2017, https://​www.​youtube.​com/​watch?​v=​NnI844THpfM.

 

	53.
Callahan, William. ‘China’s “Asia Dream”: The Belt Road Initiative and the New Regional Order’. Asian Journal of Comparative Politics 1, no. 3 (2016): 226–243.

 

	54.
Miskimmon, Alister, Ben O’Loughlin, and Laura Roselle. Forging the World: Strategic Narratives and International Relations. Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2017, 320.

 








References
	Abdenur, Adriana Erthal, and Ariel Gonzalez Levaggi. ‘Trans-Regional Cooperation in a Multipolar World: How Is the Belt and Road Initiative Relevant to Latin America?’, Working Paper No. 1, 2018, https://​www.​lse.​ac.​uk/​international-relations/​assets/​documents/​global-south-unit/​Working-Paper-No.​-1.​-2018-Adriana-Abdenur-and-Ariel-Gonz%C3%A1lez.​pdf.

	Abdulla, Ismail, Hassan Hameed, and Ahmed Shiyam. ‘The Making of the China—Maldives Friendship Bridge: A Dream Realized’, 2019, https://​bit.​ly/​3AUMJzT.

	Abdulla, Shaina. ‘Maldives Might Pull Out of Free Trade Deal with China: Nasheed’, The Edition, 20 November 2018, https://​edition.​mv/​search/​7944.

	Advisory Council on International Affairs. ‘Adviesraad: Nederland en de EU moeten strategischer optreden in relatie tot China’, https://​bit.​ly/​33enJaw.

	Advisory Council on International Affairs. ‘China and the Strategic Tasks for the Netherlands in Europe’, 26 June 2019, https://​www.​advisorycouncili​nternationalaffa​irs.​nl/​documents/​publications/​2019/​06/​26/​china-and-the-strategic-tasks-for-the-netherlands-in-europe.

	Agence France-Presse. ‘China Outraged after Brazil Minister Suggests Covid-19 Is Part of “plan for world domination”’, The Guardian, 7 April 2020, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​world/​2020/​apr/​07/​china-outraged-after-brazil-minister-suggests-covid-19-is-part-of-plan-for-world-domination.

	Al Jazeera. ‘China Admits It Lost Four Soldiers in 2020 India Border Clash’, 19 February 2021, https://​www.​aljazeera.​com/​news/​2021/​2/​19/​china-admits-it-lost-four-soldiers-in-2020-india-border-clash.

	Al Jazeera. ‘China Sends Essential Coronavirus Supplies to Italy’, 13 March 2020, https://​www.​aljazeera.​com/​news/​2020/​3/​13/​china-sends-essential-coronavirus-supplies-to-italy.

	Altynsarina, Elya. ‘Kazakhstan and China: Strengthening Friendship and Partnership in a New Era’, The Astana Times, 15 September 2019, https://​astanatimes.​com/​2019/​09/​kazakhstan-and-china-strengthening-friendship-and-partnership-in-a-new-era.

	Ambrose, Jillian. ‘China’s Nuclear Power Firm Could Be Blocked from UK Projects’, The Guardian, 26 July 2021, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​environment/​2021/​jul/​26/​chinas-nuclear-power-firm-could-be-blocked-from-uk-projects.

	Anaya, Norma. ‘Confirman Irregularidades de Exfuncionarios en caso Dragon Mart’, El Financiero, 18 November 2015, https://​www.​elfinanciero.​com.​mx/​nacional/​confirman-irregularidades-de-exfuncionarios-en-caso-dragon-mart.​html.

	Anderlini, Jamil. ‘Interview: “We Say, if You Want to Get Rich, Build Roads First”’, Financial Times, 25 September 2018, https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​4ec28916-9c9b-11e8-88de-49c908b1f264.

	Anderson, Kyle, and Logan Pauley. ‘The Old Silk Road to Rome Gets New Life’, The Diplomat, 22 March 2019, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2019/​03/​the-old-silk-road-to-rome-gets-new-life.

	Andornino, Giovanni. ‘Sino-Italian Relations in a Turbulent Mediterranean: Trends and Opportunities’. Mediterranean Quarterly 26, no. 1 (2015): 40–58.

	Aneja, Atul. ‘Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar (BCIM) Economic Corridor No Longer Listed under BRI Umbrella’, The Hindu, 28 April 2019, https://​www.​thehindu.​com/​news/​international/​bangladesh-china-india-myanmar-bcim-economic-corridor-no-longer-listed-under-bri-umbrella/​article26971613.​ece.

	Anguiano, Eugenio. ‘Las Vinculaciones de México con China y Estados Unidos’. Economía UNAM 16, no. 46 (2019): 144–156.

	ANSA. ‘China/Italy: No to Colonisation on Belt and Road—Salvini’, 11 March 2019, http://​www.​ansa.​it/​english/​news/​2019/​03/​11/​chinaitaly-no-to-colonisation-on-belt-and-road-salvini_​268eef47-4669-4334-96ce-794b7f906aba.​html.

	Antoniades, Andreas, Alister Miskimmon, and Ben O’Loughlin. ‘Great Power Politics and Strategic Narratives’, CGPE, No. 7, https://​www.​sussex.​ac.​uk/​webteam/​gateway/​file.​php?​name=​cgpe-wp07-antoniades-miskimmon-oloughlin.​pdf&​site=​359.

	Archetti, Cristina. Understanding Terrorism in the Age of Global Media: A Communication Approach. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013.

	Aristotle. Poetics. New York: Penguin Classics, 1996.

	Arranz, Adolfo, and Marco Hernandez. ‘How Silver Changed the World’, South China Morning Post, 27 May 2018, https://​multimedia.​scmp.​com/​culture/​article/​spanish-galleon/​chapter_​04.​html.

	Atlantic Council. ‘Chinese FDI in Latin America’, 26 June 2017, https://​www.​atlanticcouncil.​org/​in-depth-research-reports/​report/​chinese-fdi-in-latin-america.

	Avas. ‘China-Maldives Friendship Is an Example to the World’, 22 July 2019, https://​avas.​mv/​en/​67402.

	Avas. ‘Maldives Govt Denies Seeking “New Deal” on China Debt’, 7 December 2019, https://​avas.​mv/​en/​74463.

	Avas. ‘MP Ali Azim Stated That the FTA Established between China and Maldives Is Invalid’, 18 December 2019, https://​avas.​mv/​en/​75067.

	Bagchi, Indrani. ‘How “India First” Turned into “China First” for Maldives’, The Times of India, 10 February 2018, https://​timesofindia.​indiatimes.​com/​india/​how-did-india-first-turn-into-china-first-in-the-maldives/​articleshow/​62864889.​cms.

	Bagchi, Indrani. ‘India Slams China's One Belt One Road Initiative, Says It Violates Sovereignty’, The Times of India, 14 May 2017, https://​bit.​ly/​3r41ETS.

	Barigazzi, Jacopo. ‘Italy’s Foreign Minister Hails Chinese Coronavirus Aid’, Politico, 13 March 2020, https://​www.​politico.​eu/​article/​italys-foreign-minister-hails-chinese-caronavirus-aid.

	Barragán, Sebastián. ‘China reclama a México 11 mil millones por Cancelación del Tren México-Querétaro’, Aristequi Noticias, 22 November 2017, https://​aristeguinoticia​s.​com/​2211/​mexico/​china-reclama-a-mexico-11-mil-millones-por-cancelacion-del-tren-mexico-queretaro.

	Baumeister, Roy, and Stephen Hastings. ‘Distortions of Collective Memory: How Groups Flatter and Deceive Themselves’. In James Pennebaker, Darjo Paez, and Bernard Rim, eds. Collective Memory of Political Events: Social Psychological Perspectives. Hoboken: Taylor and Francis, 2013, 277–294.

	Baynham, Mike. ‘Narratives in Space and Time: Beyond “Backdrop” Accounts of Narrative Orientation’. Narrative Inquiry 13, no. 2 (2003): 347–366.

	BBC. ‘Mexico Demands Apology from Spain and the Vatican over Conquest’, 26 March 2019, https://​www.​bbc.​co.​uk/​news/​world-latin-america-47701876.

	Belt and Road Forum. ‘Xi Jinping Attends the Opening Ceremony of the Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation (BRF) and Delivers a Keynote Speech’, 27 April 2019, http://​www.​beltandroadforum​.​org/​english/​n100/​2019/​0429/​c22-1391.​html.

	‘Belt and Road Forum in Beijing: Chancellor’s Speech’, 14 May 2017, https://​www.​gov.​uk/​government/​speeches/​belt-and-road-forum-in-beijing-chancellors-speech.

	Belt and Road Portal. ‘Joint Communique of Leaders Roundtable of Belt and Road Forum’, 16 May 2017, https://​eng.​yidaiyilu.​gov.​cn/​zchj/​qwfb/​13694.​htm.

	Berenskoetter, Felix. ‘Parameters of a National Biography’. European Journal of International Relations 20, no. 1 (2014): 262–288.

	Berkley, Seth. ‘COVAX Explained’, GAVI, 3 September 2020, https://​www.​gavi.​org/​vaccineswork/​covax-explained.

	Bevan, Luke, Thomas Colley, and Mark Workman. ‘Climate Change Strategic Narratives in the United Kingdom: Emergency, Extinction, Effectiveness’. Energy Research & Social Science 69 (2020): 1–13, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​j.​erss.​2020.​101580.Crossref

	Bhalla, Madhu. ‘India Should Revive the Mausam Initiative—But Not as It Stands Now’, The Wire, 20 July 2020, https://​thewire.​in/​diplomacy/​mausam-initiative-indian-ocean-world.

	Bially-Mattern, Janice. Ordering International Politics: Identity, Crisis and Representational Force. New York: Routledge, 2005.

	Bildt, Carl. ‘The Responsibility to Report’, Project Syndicate, 25 March 2020, https://​www.​project-syndicate.​org/​commentary/​responsibility-to-report-contagious-outbreaks-by-carl-bildt-2020-03.

	Bindi, Federiga. ‘Why Did Italy Embrace the Belt and Road Initiative?’, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, https://​carnegieendowmen​t.​org/​2019/​05/​20/​why-did-italy-embrace-belt-and-road-initiative-pub-79149.

	Blanchard, Ben. ‘China Says “fed up” with Hearing U.S. Complaints on Belt and Road’, Reuters, 9 May 2019, https://​uk.​reuters.​com/​article/​uk-china-silkroad-usa/​china-says-fed-up-with-hearing-u-s-complaints-on-belt-and-road-idUKKCN1SF0VQ.

	Blanchard, Jean-Marc. ‘Probing China’s Twenty-First-Century Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI): An Examination of MSRI Narratives’. Geopolitics 22, no. 2 (2017): 246–268.

	Blankenship, Bradley. ‘America’s Huge UN Debt Shows It Has No Right to Lead the World’, CGTN, 24 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-24/​America-s-huge-UN-debt-shows-it-has-no-right-to-lead-the-world-UR0cSOFKxO/​index.​html.

	Blankenship, Bradley. ‘Mike Pompeo's Last Hurrah’, CGTN, 9 November 2020, https://​bit.​ly/​3sDaZCx.

	Bloomberg. ‘China's Belt and Road Cracks Down on Corruption in Image Revamp’, 22 April 2019, https://​www.​bloomberg.​com/​news/​articles/​2019-04-22/​china-belt-and-road-cleanup.

	Bloomberg. ‘India Beats China at Its Own Game in Vaccine Diplomacy Fight’, 25 February 2021, https://​www.​bloomberg.​com/​news/​articles/​2021-02-25/​india-beats-china-at-its-own-game-in-vaccine-diplomacy-battle.

	BnAmericas. ‘Mexico’s Tehuantepec Isthmus Rail Corridor: Much More Than a Pacific-Atlantic Link’, 6 March 2020, https://​bit.​ly/​3487KeF.

	BnAmericas. ‘Spotlight: The Projects in Mexico’s Infra Program’, 28 November 2019, https://​www.​bnamericas.​com/​en/​features/​spotlight-the-projects-in-mexicos-infra-program.

	Boghardt, Thomas. ‘Operation Infektion: Soviet Bloc Intelligence and Its Aids Disinformation Campaign’. Studies in Intelligence 53, no. 4 (2009): 1–24.

	Bossuyt, Fabienne. ‘The EU’s and China’s Development Assistance towards Central Asia: Low versus Contested Impact’. Eurasian Geography and Economics 59, no. 5–6 (2018): 606–631.

	Brandt, Jessica. ‘How Autocrats Manipulate Online Information: Putin’s and Xi’s Playbooks’. The Washington Quarterly 44, no. 3 (2021): 127–154.

	Brattberg, Erik and Philippe Le Corre. ‘The EU and China in 2020: More Competition Ahead’, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, https://​carnegieendowmen​t.​org/​2020/​02/​19/​eu-and-china-in-2020-more-competition-ahead-pub-81096.

	Brautigam, Deborah. ‘Is China the World’s Loan Shark?’, New York Times, 26 April 2019, https://​www.​nytimes.​com/​2019/​04/​26/​opinion/​china-belt-road-initiative.​html.

	Braw, Elisabeth. ‘The EU Is Abandoning Italy in Its Hour of Need’, Foreign Policy, 14 March 2020, https://​foreignpolicy.​com/​2020/​03/​14/​coronavirus-eu-abandoning-italy-china-aid.

	Breuninger, Kevin, and Christina Wilkie. ‘Trump Bans Export of Coronavirus Protection Gear, Says He’s “not happy with 3M”’, CNBC, 3 April 2020, https://​www.​cnbc.​com/​2020/​04/​03/​coronavirus-trump-to-ban-export-of-protective-gear-after-slamming-3m.​html.

	Brewster, David. ‘Silk Roads and Strings of Pearls: The Strategic Geography of China’s New Pathways in the Indian Ocean’. Geopolitics 22, no. 2 (2017): 269–291.

	British Embassy Beijing. ‘Over 22 Million Pieces of Protective Equipment Shipped to UK from China’, 29 April 2020, https://​www.​gov.​uk/​government/​news/​over-22-million-pieces-of-protective-equipment-shipped-to-uk-from-china.

	Brown, Kerry, and Ruby Congjiang Wang. ‘Politics and Science: The Case of China and the Coronavirus’. Asian Affairs 51, no. 2 (2020): 247–264.

	Brown, Kerry. ‘The British “Integrated Review” and the Issue of China’. In Joe Devanny and John Gearson, eds. The Integrated Review in Context: A Strategy Fit for the 2020s? London: King’s College London, 2021.

	Brown, Rachel. ‘Where Will the New Silk Road Lead? The Effects of Chinese Investment and Migration in Xinjiang and Central Asia’. Columbia University Journal of Politics and Society 26 (2016): 69–90.

	Browning, Christopher, and Pertti Joenniemi. ‘Ontological Security, Self-Articulation and the Securitization of Identity’. Cooperation and Conflict 52, no. 1 (2017): 31–47.

	Browning, Christopher. ‘Brexit Populism and Fantasies of Fulfilment’. Cambridge Review of International Affairs 32, no. 3 (2019): 222–244.

	Browning, Christopher. ‘Brexit, Existential Anxiety and Ontological (in)Security’. European Security 27, no. 3 (2018): 336–355.

	Bruner, Jerome. ‘The Narrative Construction of Reality’. Critical Inquiry 18, no. 1 (1991): 1–21.

	Buckley, Peter. ‘China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the COVID-19 Crisis’. Journal of International Business Policy 3, no. 3 (2020): 311–314.

	Burke, Jason, and Zaheena Rasheed. ‘Former Maldives President Mohamed Nasheed Jailed for 13 Years’, The Guardian, 14 March 2015, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​world/​2015/​mar/​14/​former-maldives-president-mohamed-nasheed-jailed-for-13-years.

	Burke, Jason, Emmanuel Akinwotu, and Lily Kuo. ‘China Fails to Stop Racism against Africans over Covid-19’, The Guardian, 27 April 2020, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​world/​2020/​apr/​27/​china-fails-to-stop-racism-against-africans-over-covid-19.

	Burkhanov, Aziz, and Yu-Wen Chen. ‘Kazakh Perspective on China, the Chinese, and Chinese Migration’. Ethnic and Racial Studies 39, no. 12 (2016): 2129–2148.

	Callahan, William. ‘China’s “Asia Dream”: The Belt Road Initiative and the New Regional Order’. Asian Journal of Comparative Politics 1, no. 3 (2016): 226–243.

	Campbell, David. Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992.

	Carreño King, Paulo. ‘Grupo de Alto Nivel México-China: Relación más allá de los Negocios’, El Economista, 16 November 2017, https://​www.​eleconomista.​com.​mx/​opinion/​Grupo-de-Alto-Nivel-Mexico-China-relacion-mas-alla-de-los-negocios-20171117-0002.​html.

	Casa Condesa. ‘12th NAO International Festival in Acapulco–November 10–17, 2018’, 2 November 2018, https://​casacondesa.​com/​nao-international-festival-acapulco-2018.

	Casarini, Nicola. ‘Rome-Beijing: Changing the Game: Italy’s Embrace of China’s Connectivity Project, Implications for the EU and the US’. IAI Papers 19/05, 2019.

	Casarini, Nicola. ‘When All Roads Lead to Beijing: Assessing China’s New Silk Road and Its Implications for Europe’. The International Spectator 51, no. 4 (2016): 95–108.

	Centeno, Jesus. ‘Mexico’s Ebrard to Harness China's “enormous” Trade and Investment Potential’, Efe, 2 July 2019, https://​www.​efe.​com/​efe/​english/​world/​mexico-s-ebrard-to-harness-china-enormous-trade-and-investment-potential/​50000262-4013970.

	CGTN. ‘Beijing Opposes Trump’s Usage of “Chinese virus”’, CGTN, 17 March 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-03-17/​China-says-Trump-s-China-virus-tweet-smears-China--OVVyq7P79u/​index.​html.

	CGTN. ‘Full text: Xi Jinping's Speech at the General Debate of the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly’, 23 September 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-09-23/​Full-text-Xi-Jinping-s-speech-at-General-Debate-of-UNGA-U07X2dn8Ag/​index.​html.

	CGTN. ‘No Stopping the U.S. from Turning over the International Order’, 11 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-11/​No-stopping-the-U-S-from-turning-over-the-international-order-Uv8UoEYWYM/​index.​html.

	CGTN. ‘What Is the New Type of International Relations China Is Proposing?’, 15 June 2021, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2021-06-15/​What-is-the-new-type-of-international-relations-China-is-proposing--116xd6FFxHa/​index.​html.

	CGTN. ‘Xi Jinping Hails Solidarity as “most powerful weapon” against COVID-19’, 7 May 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-05-07/​President-Xi-hold-phone-calls-with-Uzbek-Portuguese-presidents-QiZX0uVody/​index.​html.

	Chance, Alek, and Alidad Mafinezam. ‘American Perspectives on the Belt and Road Initiative: Sources of Concern, Possibilities for US-China Cooperation’, Institute for China-America Studies, November 2016, https://​chinaus-icas.​org/​wp-content/​uploads/​2017/​02/​American-Perspectives-on-the-Belt-and-Road-Initiative.​pdf.

	Chang, Y-Y. ‘Understanding the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): An Initiative to Make China Great Again?’ European Journal of East Asian Studies 18, no. 1 (2019): 7–35.

	Charon, Paul, and Jean-Baptiste Jeangene Vilmer. ‘Chinese Influence Operations: A Machiavellian Moment’, https://​www.​irsem.​fr/​report.​html.

	Chatzky, Andrew, and James McBride. ‘China’s Massive Belt and Road Initiative’, Council on Foreign Relations, 2020, https://​www.​cfr.​org/​backgrounder/​chinas-massive-belt-and-road-initiative.

	Chaudhury, Dipanjan Roy. ‘India Pips China to Extend Emergency Medical Supplies to South Asian Neighbours’, The Economic Times, 21 March 2020, https://​bit.​ly/​3sMaqqt.

	Chaudhury, Dipanjan Roy. ‘Maldives Won’t Be Used as a Plaything for Powers in Indian Ocean: Ibrahim Mohamed Solih’, The Economic Times, 12 January 2019, https://​bit.​ly/​3oZJ2UL.

	Chaudhury, Dipanjan Roy. ‘Unlike China, India's Soft Power Built through Trust, Credibility and Democracy’, The Economic Times, 19 November 2020, https://​bit.​ly/​3zRFic9.

	Chaudhury, Dipanjan Roy, and Manu Pubby. ‘Maldives President’s Brother, Mamoon Abdul Gayoom Raises Objections to Constitutional Amendment Favouring China’, The Economic Times, 24 July 2015, https://​bit.​ly/​3gSweuO.

	Chauhan, Priyanshi. ‘Energy Dimension of the Belt and Road Initiative: Implications for India’s Energy Security’. Indian Journal of Asian Affairs 32, no. 1/2 (2019): 119–152.

	Chee, Foo Yun. ‘EU Industry Chief Sees No Quid Pro Quo in Chinese Firms’ “mask diplomacy”’, Reuters, 1 April 2020, https://​uk.​reuters.​com/​article/​us-health-coronavirus-eu-huawei-tech/​eu-industry-chief-sees-no-quid-pro-quo-in-chinese-firms-mask-diplomacy-idUKKBN21J6C8.

	Chen, Xiangming, and Fakhmiddin Fazilov. ‘Re-Centering Central Asia: China’s “New Great Game” in the Old Eurasian Heartland’. Palgrave Communications 4, no. 71 (2018): 1–12.

	China Daily. ‘Belt and Road Initiative Achieves Closer People-to-People Ties’, 24 April 2019, http://​www.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​a/​201904/​24/​WS5cc00024a31048​42260b80fc.​html.

	China Daily. ‘Full Text of Xi Jinping's Report at 19th CPC National Congress’, 18 October 2017, https://​www.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​china/​19thcpcnationalc​ongress/​2017-11/​04/​content_​34115212.​htm.

	China Daily. ‘Full Text: China-UK Joint Declaration on Building a Global Comprehensive Strategic Partnership for the 21st Century’, 22 October 2015, https://​www.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​world/​2015xivisituk/​2015-10/​22/​content_​22257782.​htm.

	China Daily. ‘President Xi Jinping Visits Trinidad and Tobago, Costa Rica, Mexico, US’, 2013, http://​www.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​china/​/​/​/​/​2013xivisit/​china_​mexico.​html.

	China Daily. ‘The Belt and Road Belongs to the World—“Belt and Road Bedtime Stories” series episode 2’, YouTube, 9 May 2017, https://​www.​youtube.​com/​watch?​v=​NnI844THpfM.

	China-CELAC Forum. ‘CELAC and China Joint Plan of Action for Cooperation on Priority Areas (2019–2021)’, 2018, https://​celac.​rree.​gob.​sv/​wp-content/​uploads/​2018/​04/​Joint-Action-Plan-II-CELAC-China-Forum.​-22-01-18.​pdf.

	China-CELAC Forum. ‘Special Declaration of Santiago of the II Ministerial Meeting of the CELAC-China Forum on the Belt and Road Initiative’, 2018, http://​www.​itamaraty.​gov.​br/​images/​2ForoCelacChina/​Special-Declaration-II-CELAC-CHINA-FORUM-FV-22.​1.​18.​pdf.

	Chitty, Naren, et al. ‘The Chinese Belt and Road Initiative and the Indian Ocean Region: Sentiment towards Economic Prosperity and Security Implications’. The Indian Journal of Politics 52, no. 1/2 (2018): 1–20.

	City of London. ‘Greening the Belt and Road: A UK-China Collaboration’, 2019, https://​www.​cityoflondon.​gov.​uk/​supporting-businesses/​economic-research/​research-publications/​greening-the-belt-and-road-a-uk-china-collaboration.

	Clinton, Hillary. ‘Remarks at the New Silk Road Ministerial Meeting’, 22 September 2011, https://​2009-2017.​state.​gov/​secretary/​20092013clinton/​rm/​2011/​09/​173807.​htm.

	CNTV. ‘President Xi Delivers Speech to Mexican Senate’, 6 June 2013, http://​www.​china.​org.​cn/​video/​2013-06/​06/​content_​29042940.​htm.

	Cole, Harry. ‘Downing Street Says China Faces a “reckoning” over Their Handling of Coronavirus and Risks Becoming a “pariah state” as Boris Johnson Faces Pressure to Scrap the Huawei Deal’, Daily Mail, 4 April 2020, https://​www.​dailymail.​co.​uk/​news/​article-8163767/​Downing-Street-says-China-faces-reckoning-coronavirus.​html.

	Colley, Thomas, and Martin Moore. ‘News as Geopolitics: China, CGTN and the 2020 US Presidential Election’. Forthcoming, 2022.

	Colley, Thomas. Always at War: British Public Narratives of War. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2019.

	Colley, Thomas. ‘Diplomacy and Domestic Populations’. In Jack Spence, Claire Yorke, and Alastair Masser, eds. New Perspectives on Diplomacy: Contemporary Diplomacy in Action. London: IB Tauris, 2021.

	Colley, Thomas. ‘Is Britain a Force for Good? Investigating British Citizens’ Narrative Understanding of War’. Defence Studies 17, no. 1 (2017): 1–22.

	Colley, Thomas. ‘Strategic Narratives and War Propaganda’. In Paul Baines, Nicholas O’Shaughnessy, and Nancy Snow, eds. The SAGE Handbook of Propaganda. London: Sage, 2020, 38–54.

	Colley, Thomas. ‘What’s in It for Us’. The RUSI Journal 160, no. 4 (2015): 60–69.

	Congressional Research Service. ‘China’s “One Belt, One Road”’, 6 August 2015, https://​crsreports.​congress.​gov/​product/​pdf/​IF/​IF10273.

	Corder, Mike. ‘Dutch Minister Discusses Rights with Chinese Counterpart’, Associated Press, 26 August 2020, https://​apnews.​com/​article/​32b9f8f7726dfa04​061cbdaeadff9810​.

	Cornejo, Romer, Francisco Haro, and José Luis León-Manríquez. ‘Trade Issues and Beyond: Mexican Perceptions on Contemporary China’. Latin American Policy 4, no. 1 (2013): 57–75.

	Cornejo, Romer. ‘China y México 2012-2018: Entre el Inicio Idílico y la Realidad’. Foro Internacional 59, no. 3–4 (2019): 879–906.

	Coticchia, Fabrizio, and Andrea Catanzaro. ‘The Fog of Words: Assessing the Problematic Relationship between Strategic Narratives, (Master) Frames and Ideology’. Media, War & Conflict (2020), https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​1750635220965622​.

	Courtier, Virginie, and Etienne Decroly. ‘Covid-19: Why the Lab Leak Theory Must Be Formally Investigated’, The Conversation, 2 June 2021, https://​theconversation.​com/​covid-19-why-the-lab-leak-theory-must-be-formally-investigated-161297.

	Croft, Stuart. Securitizing Islam: Identity and the Search for Security. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012.

	Crookes, Paul, and John Farnell. ‘The UK’s Strategic Partnership with China beyond Brexit: Economic Opportunities Facing Political Constraints’. Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 48, no. 1 (2019): 106–121.

	Cruz, Consuelo. ‘Identity and Persuasion: How Nations Remember Their Pasts and Make Their Futures’. World Politics 52, no. 3 (2000): 275–312.

	Dave, Bhavna, and Yuka Kobayashi. ‘China’s Silk Road Economic Belt Initiative in Central Asia: Economic and Security Implications’. Asia Europe Journal 16, no 3 (2018): 267–281.

	Daye, Marcella et al. ‘Exploring Local Stakeholders’ Views on the Prospects of China’s Belt & Road Initiative on Tourism Development in Kazakhstan’. Current Issues in Tourism 23, no. 15 (2020): 1958–1959.

	De Fina, Anna, and Alexandra Georgakopoulou. Analyzing Narrative: Discourse and Sociolinguistic Perspectives. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012.

	De Graaf, Beatrice, George Dimitriu, and Jens Ringsmose, eds. Strategic Narratives, Public Opinion and War: Winning Domestic Support for the Afghan War. New York: Routledge, 2015.

	Delauney, Guy. ‘Covid: How Serbia Soard Ahead in Vaccination Campaign’, BBC, 10 February 2021, https://​www.​bbc.​co.​uk/​news/​world-europe-55931864.

	Delehanty, Will, and Brent Steele. ‘Engaging the Narrative in Ontological (In)security Theory: Insights from Feminist IR’. Cambridge Review of International Affairs 22, no. 3 (2009): 523–540.

	Della Salla, Vincent. ‘Narrating Europe: The EU's Ontological Security Dilemmas’. European Security 27, no. 3 (2018): 266–279.

	Deng, Chao, and Josh Chin. ‘Chinese Doctor Who Issued Early Warning on Virus Dies’, The Wall Street Journal, 7 February 2020, https://​www.​wsj.​com/​articles/​chinese-doctor-who-issued-early-warning-on-virus-dies-11581019816.

	Department of Defense of the United States of America. ‘Assessment on U.S. Defense Implications of China’s Expanding Global Access’, December 2018, https://​media.​defense.​gov/​2019/​Jan/​14/​2002079292/​-1/​-1/​1/​EXPANDING-GLOBAL-ACCESS-REPORT-FINAL.​PDF.

	Department of Latin American and Caribbean Affairs Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China. ‘Basic Information about China-CELAC Forum’, 2016, http://​www.​chinacelacforum.​org/​eng/​ltjj_​1/​P020161207421177​845816.​pdf.

	Des Garats Geddes, Thomas. ‘UK-China Relations: From Gold to Dust’, The Diplomat, 2 October 2020, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2020/​10/​uk-china-relations-from-gold-to-dust.

	Devonshire-Ellis, Chris. ‘Are China’s Belt and Road Investments Slowing Down?’, Silk Road Briefing, 23 November 2021, https://​www.​silkroadbriefing​.​com/​news/​2021/​11/​23/​are-chinas-belt-and-road-investments-slowing-down.

	Devonshire-Ellis, Chris. ‘Britain’s New PM Boris Johnson Praises The Belt & Road Initiative—Could an EU Exit Mean a UK BRI Deal?’ Silk Road Briefing, 25 July 2019, https://​www.​silkroadbriefing​.​com/​news/​2019/​07/​25/​britains-new-pm-boris-johnson-praises-belt-road-initiative-eu-exit-mean-uk-bri-deal.

	Devonshire-Ellis, Chris. ‘China’s Foreign Minister at the Belt & Road Forum for International Cooperation: Analysis of Wang Yi’s Statements’, Silk Road Briefing, 22 December 2020, https://​www.​silkroadbriefing​.​com/​news/​2020/​12/​21/​chinas-foreign-minister-at-the-belt-and-road-forum-for-international-cooperation-analysis-of-wang-yis-statements.

	Ding, Gang. ‘China Trade Thrives Again in Latin America’, Global Times, 4 January 2015, https://​www.​globaltimes.​cn/​content/​899845.​shtml.

	Dollar, David. ‘Seven Years into China’s Belt and Road’, Brookings, 1 October 2020, https://​www.​brookings.​edu/​blog/​order-from-chaos/​2020/​10/​01/​seven-years-into-chinas-belt-and-road.

	Donaldson, Robert. ‘Russia: A Fallen Superpower Struggles Back’. In Andrew Dorman and Joyce Kaufmann, eds. Providing for National Security: A Comparative Analysis. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2014, 198–220.

	Dossi, Simone. ‘Italy-China Relations and the Belt and Road Initiative. The Need for a Long-Term Vision’. Italian Political Science 15, no. 1 (2020): 1–17.

	Downie, Edmund. ‘The Dragon Mart Fiasco Still Haunts China-Mexico Relations’, The Diplomat, 24 January 2017, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2017/​01/​the-dragon-mart-fiasco-still-haunts-china-mexico-relations.

	Drezner, Daniel. ‘The Song Remains the Same: International Relations after COVID-19’. International Organization 74, no. S1 (2020): E18–35. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1017/​S002081832000035​1.

	Dunst, Charles. ‘How China’s Mask Diplomacy Backfired’. The American Interest, 15 April 2020, https://​www.​the-american-interest.​com/​2020/​04/​15/​how-chinas-mask-diplomacy-backfired.

	Dussel Peters, Enrique. ‘Chinese Infrastructure Projects in Mexico: General Context Two Case Studies’. In Enrique Dussel Peters et al., eds. Building Development for a New Era. China’s Infrastructure Projects in Latin America and the Caribbean. Mexico: University of Pittsburgh, 2018, 58–76.

	Dussel Peters, Enrique. ‘Chinese Investment in Mexico: The Contemporary Context and Challenges’. Asian Perspective 40, no. 4 (2016): 627–652.

	Dussel Peters, Enrique, Adrian Hearn, and Harley Shaiken. China and the New Triangular Relationships in the Americas, 2014, https://​www.​dusselpeters.​com/​62.​pdf#page=​85.

	Dyer, Geoff, and Parker, George. ‘US Attacks UK’s “constant accommodation” with China’, Financial Times, 12 March 2015, https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​31c4880a-c8d2-11e4-bc64-00144feab7de.

	Dzodin, Harvey. ‘The US Awakens Frankenstein’s Monster’, CGTN, 10 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-10/​The-U-S-awakens-Frankenstein-s-monster-Usdr7AxCFy/​index.​html.

	Edgerton, David. ‘Tony Blair’s Warfare State’. New Left Review 1 (1998): 123–130.

	Edney, Kingsley. ‘Soft Power and the Chinese Propaganda System’. Journal of Contemporary China 21, no. 78 (2012): 899–914.

	Ehizuelen, Michael. ‘China, Champion of Global Economic Recovery’, CGTN, 27 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-27/​-China-champion-of-global-economic-recovery-UVfeaM6BgY/​index.​html.

	Ejdus, Filip. ‘Critical Situations, Fundamental Questions and Ontological Insecurity in World Politics’. Journal of International Relations and Development 21, no. 4 (2018): 883–908.

	Ejdus, Filip. ‘“Not a heap of stones”: Material Environments and Ontological Security in International Relations’. Cambridge Review of International Affairs 30, no. 1 (2017): 23–43.

	El Occidental. ‘Reparará Hank Rhon 49 km del Tren Transístmico’, 10 February 2020, https://​www.​eloccidental.​com.​mx/​finanzas/​reparara-hank-rhon-49-km-del-tren-transistmico-4814469.​html.

	Elgot, Jessica. ‘Theresa May Sidesteps Backing $900bn Silk Road Project of China’, The Guardian, 31 January 2018, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​politics/​2018/​jan/​31/​theresa-may-holds-off-backing-china-900bn-pound-silk-road-strategy.

	Ellis, Evan. ‘Neighbor at Risk: Mexico’s Deepening Crisis’, CSIS, 4 September 2020, https://​www.​csis.​org/​analysis/​neighbor-risk-mexicos-deepening-crisis.

	Ellis, R. Evan. ‘The China-Mexico Strategic Relationship and Its Impact on the US’, The Manzella Report, 2014, http://​www.​manzellareport.​com/​index.​php/​world/​854-the-china-mexico-strategi.

	Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Republic of Kenya. ‘President Xi Jinping Holds Talks with President Uhuru Kenyatta of Kenya Announcing Establishment of China-Kenya Comprehensive Cooperative Partnership of Equality Mutual Trust, Mutual Benefit and Win-Win Outcome’, 19 September 2013, http://​ke.​china-embassy.​org/​eng/​zkgx/​t1067910.​htm.

	Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Republic of Maldives. ‘China and Maldives: Partners in Building 21st Century Maritime Silk Road Together’, 16 January 2015, http://​mv.​chineseembassy.​org/​eng/​zmgx/​zywx/​t1228934.​htm.

	Epstein, Charlotte. ‘Who Speaks? Discourse, the Subject and the Study of Identity in International Politics’. European Journal of International Relations 17, no. 2 (2011): 327–350.

	Erickson, Andrew. ‘Make China Great Again: Xi’s Truly Grand Strategy’, War on the Rocks, 30 October, 2019, https://​warontherocks.​com/​2019/​10/​make-china-great-again-xis-truly-grand-strategy.

	Ethirajan, Anbarasan. ‘China Debt Dogs Maldives’ “bridge to prosperity”’. BBC, 17 September 2020, https://​www.​bbc.​co.​uk/​news/​world-asia-52743072.

	European Commission. ‘Connecting Europe and Asia—Building Blocks for an EU Strategy’, 19 September 2018, https://​eeas.​europa.​eu/​sites/​eeas/​files/​joint_​communication_​-_​connecting_​europe_​and_​asia_​-_​building_​blocks_​for_​an_​eu_​strategy_​2018-09-19.​pdf.

	European Commission. ‘Elements for a New EU Strategy on China’, 22 June 2016, https://​eeas.​europa.​eu/​archives/​docs/​china/​docs/​joint_​communication_​to_​the_​european_​parliament_​and_​the_​council_​-_​elements_​for_​a_​new_​eu_​strategy_​on_​china.​pdf.

	European Commission. ‘EU-China—A Strategic Outlook’, https://​ec.​europa.​eu/​info/​sites/​default/​files/​communication-eu-china-a-strategic-outlook.​pdf.

	European Commission. ‘Global Gateway’, https://​ec.​europa.​eu/​info/​strategy/​priorities-2019-2024/​stronger-europe-world/​global-gateway_​en.

	Expansion. ‘AMLO quiere abrir un Nuevo Capítulo en la Relación Bilateral con China’, 10 November 2018, https://​politica.​expansion.​mx/​presidencia/​2018/​11/​10/​amlo-quiere-abrir-un-nuevo-capitulo-en-la-relacion-bilateral-con-china.

	Expansion. ‘Esta es la Carta Completa que envió López Obrador a Trump’, 25 July 2018, https://​expansion.​mx/​economia/​2018/​07/​25/​esta-es-la-carta-completa-que-envio-lopez-obrador-a-trump.

	Fardella, Enrico, and Giorgio Prodi. ‘The Belt and Road Initiative Impact on Europe: An Italian Perspective’. China & World Economy 25, no. 5 (2017): 125–138.

	Farrell, Sean, and Terry Macalister. ‘Work to Begin on Hinkley Point Reactor within Weeks after China Deal Signed’, The Guardian, 21 October 2015, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​environment/​2015/​oct/​21/​hinkley-point-reactor-costs-rise-by-2bn-as-deal-confirmed.

	Feldwisch-Drentrup, Hinnerk. ‘How WHO Became China’s Coronavirus Accomplice’, Foreign Policy, 2 April 2020, https://​foreignpolicy.​com/​2020/​04/​02/​china-coronavirus-who-health-soft-power.

	Feng, Zhongping, and Jing Huang. ‘Chinese Strategic Narratives of Europe since the European Debt Crisis’. In Miskimmon et al., One Belt, One Road, One Story? Towards an EU-China Strategic Narrative. London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2020, 139–166.

	Fengyuan, Duan and Zhang Xinyue. ‘Italy to Embrace BRI: When History Meets the Future’, CGTN, 20 March 2019, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​3d3d674d7759444e​33457a6333566d54​/​index.​html.

	Financial Times. ‘Theresa May Declines to Endorse China’s Belt and Road Initiative’, 29 January 2018, https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​6e39fd0e-0517-11e8-9650-9c0ad2d7c5b5.

	Fisher, Walter. ‘Narration as a Human Communication Paradigm: The Case of Public Moral Argument’. Communication Monographs 51, no. 1 (1984): 1–22.

	Fivush, Robin. ‘Speaking Silence: The Social Construction of Silence in Autobiographical and Cultural Narratives’. Memory 18, no. 2 (2010): 88–98.

	Flockhart, Trine. ‘The Problem of Change in Constructivist Theory: Ontological Security Seeking and Agent Motivation’. Review of International Studies 42, no. 5 (2016): 799–820.

	Ford, John. ‘The Pivot to Asia Was Obama’s Biggest Mistake’, The Diplomat, 21 January 2017, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2017/​01/​the-pivot-to-asia-was-obamas-biggest-mistake.

	‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Geng Shuang's Regular Press Conference on March 18, 2020’, http://​edinburgh.​china-consulate.​org/​eng/​fyrth/​202003/​t20200319_​3619598.​htm.

	Fowdy, Tom. ‘Malaysia’s BRI Renegotiation Shows the Project’s Durability’, CGTN, 13 April 2019, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​3d3d514d346b544f​33457a6333566d54​/​index.​html.

	France 24. ‘Mixed Feelings in Italy and Europe about Joining China's Belt and Road Initiative’, https://​www.​france24.​com/​en/​20190322-business-italian-ports-await-chinese-investment-xi-jinping-italy-china-belt-road-initiative.

	Freedman, Lawrence, and Jeffrey Michaels, eds. Scripting Middle East Leaders. London: Bloomsbury, 2012.

	Freedman, Lawrence. ‘The Transformation of Strategic Affairs’. Adelphi Papers, no. 379. International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2006.

	Freyman, Eyck. ‘The UK’s Strategic Options: Belt and Road’, China Research Group, 11 March 2021, https://​chinaresearchgro​up.​org/​research/​belt-and-road.

	Friedman, Uri. ‘The Coronavirus-Denial Movement Now Has a Leader’, The Atlantic, 27 March 2020, https://​www.​theatlantic.​com/​politics/​archive/​2020/​03/​bolsonaro-coronavirus-denial-brazil-trump/​608926.

	Gabuev, Alexander. ‘Crouching Bear, Hidden Dragon: “One Belt One Road” and Chinese-Russian Jostling for Power in Central Asia’. Journal of Contemporary East Asia Studies 5, no. 2 (2016): 61–78.

	Gao, Charlotte. ‘China Says Latin America “Eager” to Join Belt and Road’, The Diplomat, 24 January 2018, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2018/​01/​china-says-latin-america-eager-to-join-belt-and-road.

	García, Ariadna. ‘México recibe de China 50 mil kits de prueba para detectar Covid-19’, El Universal, 31 March 2020, https://​www.​eluniversal.​com.​mx/​nacion/​coronavirus-mexico-recibe-de-china-50-mil-kits-de-prueba-para-detectar-covid-19.

	García Herrero, Alicia, and Xu Jianwei. ‘Countries’ Perceptions of China’s Belt and Road Initiative: A Big Data Analysis’. Bruegel Working Paper, No. 2019/01, 2019. Bruegel, Brussels.

	Garlick, Jeremy. ‘If You Can’t Beat ’em, Join ’em: Shaping India’s Response to China’s “Belt and Road” Gambit’. China Report 53, no. 2 (2017): 143–157.

	Gaskarth, Jamie. British Foreign Policy: Crises, Conflicts and Future Challenges. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013.

	Gaskarth, Jamie. ‘Strategizing Britain’s Role in the World’. International Affairs 90, no. 3 (2014): 559–581.

	Gelles, David. ‘The Husband-and-Wife Team Behind the Leading Vaccine to Solve Covid-19’, New York Times, 10 November 2020, https://​www.​nytimes.​com/​2020/​11/​10/​business/​biontech-covid-vaccine.​html.

	Georgakopoulou, Alexandra, and Dionysis Goutsos. ‘Revisiting Discourse Boundaries: The Narrative and Non-Narrative Modes’. Text-Interdisciplinary Journal for the Study of Discourse 20, no. 1 (2000): 63–82.

	Ghiasy, Richard. ‘The Belt and Road Initiative in South Asia’. In Florian Schneider, ed. Global Perspectives on China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Asserting Agency through Regional Connectivity. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2021.

	Ghiretti, Francesca. ‘Europe’s Manoeuvring on 5G Technology: The Case of Italy, https://​www.​iai.​it/​en/​pubblicazioni/​europes-manoeuvring-5g-technology-case-italy.

	Ghiretti, Francesca. ‘The Belt and Road in Italy: Two Years Later’, https://​www.​eureporter.​co/​world/​china-2/​2021/​04/​08/​the-belt-and-road-in-italy-two-years-later.

	Ghiretti, Francesca. ‘The Belt and Road Initiative in Italy: The Ports of Genoa and Trieste’, https://​www.​iai.​it/​sites/​default/​files/​iaip2117.​pdf.

	Ghossein, Tania, Bernard Hoekman, and Anirudh Shingal. ‘Public Procurement in the Belt and Road Initiative’, World Bank, 20 December 2018, https://​blogs.​worldbank.​org/​trade/​public-procurement-belt-and-road-initiative.

	Giddens, Anthony. Modernity and Self-Identity. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991.

	Giles, Christopher. ‘Why Are UK and China Relations Getting Worse?’ BBC, 20 July 2020, https://​www.​bbc.​co.​uk/​news/​world-asia-48868140.

	Gilsinan, Kathy. ‘A Boom Time for U.S. Sanctions’, The Atlantic, 3 May 2019, https://​www.​theatlantic.​com/​politics/​archive/​2019/​05/​why-united-states-uses-sanctions-so-much/​588625.

	Githaiga, Nancy Muthoni, and Wang Bing. ‘Belt and Road Initiative in Africa: The Impact of Standard Gauge Railway in Kenya’. China Report 55, no. 3: 219–240.

	Golunov, Sergey, and Roger McDermott. ‘Border Security in Kazakhstan: Threats, Policies and Future Challenges’. Journal of Slavic Military Studies 18, no. 1 (2005): 31–58.

	Goodman, Matthew, and Jonathan Hillman. ‘China’s Second Belt and Road Forum’, CSIS, 24 April 2019, https://​www.​csis.​org/​analysis/​chinas-second-belt-and-road-forum.

	Gorvett, Zaria. ‘The Tricky Politics of Naming the New Coronavirus’, BBC, 17 February 2020, https://​www.​bbc.​com/​future/​article/​20200214-coronavirus-swine-flu-and-sars-how-viruses-get-their-names.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Speech by Prime Minister Mark Rutte in China’, 15 November 2013, https://​www.​government.​nl/​documents/​speeches/​2013/​11/​15/​speech-by-prime-minister-mark-rutte-at-a-signing-ceremony-and-reception.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Humboldt Speech on Europe by Minister of Finance Wopke Hoekstra’, 7 May 2019, https://​www.​government.​nl/​documents/​speeches/​2019/​05/​07/​humboldt-speech-on-europe-by-minister-of-finance-wopke-hoekstra.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Joint Statement between the People’s Republic of China and the Kingdom of the Netherlands on the Establishment of an Open and Pragmatic Partnership for Comprehensive Cooperation’, 24 March 2014, https://​bit.​ly/​3oTp3XW.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Koenders Invests in Broad Relations with China’, 23 June 2015, https://​www.​government.​nl/​latest/​news/​2015/​06/​19/​koenders-invests-in-broad-relations-with-china.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Press Statement Prime Minister Rutte on Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank’, 28 March 2015, https://​www.​government.​nl/​latest/​news/​2015/​03/​28/​press-statement-prime-minister-rutte-on-asian-infrastructure-investment-bank.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Prime Minister Rutte on Trade Mission to China’, 25 March 2015, https://​www.​government.​nl/​latest/​news/​2015/​03/​25/​prime-minister-rutte-on-trade-mission-to-china.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Short Speech by Prime Minister Mark Rutte at a Lunch on the Occasion of the Visit by Premier Li Keqiang of China to the Netherlands, The Hague’, 15 October 2018, https://​bit.​ly/​355wswh.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Speech by Prime Minister Rutte at the Trade Dinner in Shanghai, China’, 25 March 2015, https://​www.​government.​nl/​documents/​speeches/​2015/​03/​25/​speech-by-prime-minister-rutte-at-the-trade-dinner-in-shanghai-china.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Speech by Prime Minister Rutte at the Trade Dinner in Shenzhen, China’, 26 March 2015, https://​www.​government.​nl/​documents/​speeches/​2015/​03/​25/​speech-by-prime-minister-rutte-at-the-trade-dinner-in-shenzhen-china.

	Government of the Netherlands. ‘Transatlantic Ties More Important Than Ever’, 6 May 2014, https://​www.​government.​nl/​latest/​news/​2014/​05/​06/​transatlantic-ties-more-important-than-ever.

	Grare, Frédéric. ‘Corridor to Nowhere: The Gwadar Protests and the Pakistan-China Relationship’, European Council on Foreign Relations, 5 January 2022, https://​ecfr.​eu/​article/​corridor-to-nowhere-the-gwadar-protests-and-the-pakistan-china-relationship.

	Gray, Eliza. ‘Britain's Courting of China Raises Concerns among Its Allies’, Time, 21 October 2015, https://​time.​com/​4079509/​britain-china-courting.

	Green, Melanie, and Timothy Brock. ‘The Role of Transportation in the Persuasiveness of Public Narratives’. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 79, no. 5 (2000): 701–721.

	Greer, Tanner. ‘One Belt, One Road, One Big Mistake’, Foreign Policy, 6 December 2018, https://​foreignpolicy.​com/​2018/​12/​06/​bri-china-belt-road-initiative-blunder.

	Greitens, Sheena et al. ‘Understanding China’s “preventive repression” in Xinjiang’, Brookings, 4 March 2020, https://​www.​brookings.​edu/​blog/​order-from-chaos/​2020/​03/​04/​understanding-chinas-preventive-repression-in-xinjiang.

	Grieger, Gisela. ‘Towards a Joint Western Alternative to the Belt and Road Initiative?’, European Parliamentary Research Service, https://​www.​europarl.​europa.​eu/​RegData/​etudes/​BRIE/​2021/​698824/​EPRS_​BRI(2021)698824_​EN.​pdf.

	Guy, Peter. ‘China Never Really Stopped Being a Copycat, and That’s Why Its Tech Companies Aren’t Changing the World’, South China Morning Post, 10 April 2016, https://​www.​scmp.​com/​business/​article/​1934779/​china-never-really-stopped-being-copycat-and-thats-why-its-tech-companies.

	Hagström, Linus, and Karl Gustafsson. ‘Narrative Power: How Storytelling Shapes East Asian International Politics’. Cambridge Review of International Affairs 32, no. 4 (2019): 387–406.

	Hagström, Linus. ‘Great Power Narcissism and Ontological (In)Security: The Narrative Mediation of Greatness and Weakness in International Politics’. International Studies Quarterly 65, no. 2 (2021): 331–342.

	Halliday, Josh. ‘Gavin Williamson: UK Is “a much better country than every single one of them”’, The Guardian, 3 December 2020, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​society/​2020/​dec/​03/​gavin-williamson-britains-a-much-better-country-than-all-of-them.

	Halverson, Jeffry R., Steven R. Corman, and H. L. Goodall. Master Narratives of Islamist Extremism. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.

	Hammond, Philip. ‘Belt and Road Forum: Philip Hammond's Speech’, https://​www.​gov.​uk/​government/​speeches/​belt-and-road-forum-philip-hammonds-speech.

	Hanks, Reuel. ‘“Multi-vector politics” and Kazakhstan’s Emerging Role as a Geo-strategic Player in Central Asia’. Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies 11, no. 3 (2009): 257–267.

	Hansen, Lene. Security as Practice: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War. New York: Routledge, 2006.

	Hansen, Lene, and Ole Wæver, eds. European Integration and National Identity: The Challenge of the Nordic States. London: Routledge, 2002.

	Hansler, Jennifer. ‘The Many Times Trump Has Praised China's Handling of the Coronavirus Pandemic’, CNN, 19 May 2020, https://​edition.​cnn.​com/​2020/​04/​21/​politics/​trump-china-praise-coronavirus-timeline/​index.​html.

	Haven, Kendall. Story Proof: The Science Behind the Startling Power of Story. Westport, CO: Libraries Unlimited, 2007.

	Hazarika, Obja Borah. ‘To Cooperate, or Not to Cooperate: Assessing Payoffs of the Belt and Road Initiative for India’. Contemporary Chinese Political Economy and Strategic Relations: An International Journal 4, no. 3 (2018): 989–1022.

	Hearn, Adrian. ‘Mexico, China, and the Politics of Trust’. Latin American Perspectives 42, no. 6 (2015): 120–139.

	Henderson, Matthew et al. ‘Coronavirus Compensation? Assessing China’s Potential Culpability and Avenues of Legal Response’, Henry Jackson Society, April 2020, https://​henryjacksonsoci​ety.​org/​publications/​coronaviruscompe​nsation.

	Her Majesty’s Government (HMG). ‘Global Britain in a Competitive Age: The Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy’, https://​www.​gov.​uk/​government/​publications/​global-britain-in-a-competitive-age-the-integrated-review-of-security-defence-development-and-foreign-policy.

	Her Majesty’s Government (HMG). ‘Why China’s Belt and Road Offers the UK Huge Opportunities’, https://​www.​gov.​uk/​government/​speeches/​why-chinas-belt-and-road-offers-the-uk-huge-opportunities.

	Heritage, Anisa, and Pak K. Lee. Order, Contestation and Ontological Security-Seeking in the South China Sea. Governance, Security and Development. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020.

	Herrera, Denisse. ‘Mexico and China Can Be Stronger Together: Mexican Gov’t’, 5 June 2019, https://​www.​telesurenglish.​net/​news/​Mexico-and-China-Can-Be-Stronger-Together-Mexican-Govt-20190605-0018.​html.

	Hilton, Isabel, Jonathan Fenby, and Robert Barnett. ‘Has Britain Sold Out to Beijing?’, Foreign Policy, 23 October 2015, https://​foreignpolicy.​com/​2015/​10/​23/​china-britain-trade-uk-xi-jinping-cameron-nuclear-investment.

	Hindustan Times. ‘India Refuses to Support China’s Belt and Road Project at SCO Meet’, 30 November 2020, https://​www.​hindustantimes.​com/​india-news/​india-doesn-t-join-sco-members-in-endorsing-china-s-belt-and-road-project/​story-CBH22ODWVImRFpwk​khehWI.​html.

	Hindustan Times. ‘“Technical glitch” Hits India’s Strong Response to China-Led BRI at UN Meet’, 20 October 2021, https://​www.​hindustantimes.​com/​world-news/​technical-glitch-hits-india-s-strong-response-to-china-led-bri-at-un-meet-101634729541741.​html.

	Ho, Selina. ‘Infrastructure and Chinese Power’. International Affairs 96, no. 6 (2020): 1461–1485.

	Horsley, Jamie. ‘Let’s End the COVID-19 Blame Game: Reconsidering China’s Role in the Pandemic’. Brookings, 19 August 2020, https://​www.​brookings.​edu/​blog/​order-from-chaos/​2020/​08/​19/​lets-end-the-covid-19-blame-game-reconsidering-chinas-role-in-the-pandemic.

	House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee. ‘China and the Rules-Based International System: Sixteenth Report of Session 2017–19’, HC612, https://​publications.​parliament.​uk/​pa/​cm201719/​cmselect/​cmfaff/​612/​612.​pdf.

	House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee. ‘Global Security: UK-US Relations, Sixth Report of Session 2009–10’, https://​publications.​parliament.​uk/​pa/​cm200910/​cmselect/​cmfaff/​114/​114.​pdf.

	Hsiang, Antonio. ‘Mexico Should Offer Its Own Apology—To the Chinese-Mexican Community’, Mexico News Daily, 10 May 2019, https://​mexiconewsdaily.​com/​opinion/​mexico-should-offer-its-own-apology.

	Hsiang, Antonio. ‘The Isthmus of Tehuantepec Rail Line Is One That Might Interest China’, Mexico News Daily, 5 July 2018, https://​mexiconewsdaily.​com/​opinion/​its-time-for-mexico-to-pivot-to-china.

	Hua, Jinling, and Rajib Shaw. ‘Corona Virus (COVID-19) “Infodemic” and Emerging Issues through a Data Lens: The Case of China’, International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 17, no. 7 (2020): 2309.

	Huang, Zhao, and Rui Wang. ‘Building a Network to “Tell China Stories Well”: Chinese Diplomatic Communication Strategies on Twitter’. International Journal of Communication 13 (2019): 2984–3007.

	Humphrys, Rachel, and Tania Branigan. ‘Is the UK's “golden era” of Relations with China Now Over?’, The Guardian, 14 July 2020, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​news/​audio/​2020/​jul/​14/​is-uk-golden-era-relations-china-over-podcast.

	Ibrahim, Aminath. ‘China Minister Hails Invaluable “Belt and Road” Forum’, Avas, 22 March 2017, https://​avas.​mv/​en/​31155.

	Ide, Bill, and Saibal Dasgupta. ‘US to Attend China’s Belt and Road Forum’, Voice of America, 12 May 2017, https://​www.​voanews.​com/​a/​us-to-attend-china-belt-and-road-forum/​3849761.​html.

	Ingram, Haroro, and Alastair Reed. ‘Lessons from History for Counter-Terrorism Strategic Communications’, ICCT—The Hague, 2016, https://​scholarlypublica​tions.​universiteitleid​en.​nl/​access/​item%3A2939949/​view.

	Innes, Alexandria. ‘Everyday Ontological Security: Emotion and Migration in British Soaps’. International Political Sociology 11, no. 4 (2017): 380–397.

	Isaacs, Rico. ‘“Papa”—Nursultan Nazarbayev and the Discourse of Charismatic Leadership and Nation-Building in Post-Soviet Kazakhstan’. Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalism 10, no. 3 (2010): 435–452.

	Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation. ‘Italy's Economic Diplomacy, 6 February: Latest News from the World’, https://​www.​esteri.​it/​mae/​en/​sala_​stampa/​archivionotizie/​approfondimenti/​2019/​02/​cina-belt-and-road-initiative.​html.

	Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation. ‘Joint Statement on the 9th Meeting of the China-Italy Joint Government Committee’, 25 January 2019, https://​www.​esteri.​it/​mae/​en/​sala_​stampa/​archivionotizie/​comunicati/​2019/​01/​comunicato-congiunto.​html.

	Jakimów, Małgorzata. ‘Desecuritisation as a Soft Power Strategy: The Belt and Road Initiative, European Fragmentation and China’s Normative Influence in Central-Eastern Europe’. Asia Europe Journal 17 (2019): 369–385.

	Jalyl, Raif Amyl. ‘No Chinese Military Presence in Maldives: Shamaal’, The Edition, 7 July 2019, https://​edition.​mv/​news/​11381.

	Jha, Prem Shankar. ‘China-India Relations under Modi: Playing with Fire’. China Report 53, no. 2 (2017): 158–171.

	Jones, Hugo. ‘China’s Quest for Greater “Discourse Power”’, The Diplomat, 24 November 2021, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2021/​11/​chinas-quest-for-greater-discourse-power.

	Jones, Lee, and Shahar Hameiri. ‘Debunking the Myth of “Debt-trap Diplomacy”’, Chatham House, 19 August 2020, https://​www.​chathamhouse.​org/​2020/​08/​debunking-myth-debt-trap-diplomacy/​4-sri-lanka-and-bri.

	Jones, Michael, Elizabeth Shanahan, and Mark McBeth, eds. The Science of Stories: Applications of the Narrative Policy Framework in Public Policy Analysis. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.

	Kaldor, Mary, Mary Martin, and Sabine Selchow. ‘Human Security: A New Strategic Narrative for Europe’. International Affairs 83, no. 2 (2007): 273–288.

	Kambarov, Bulat. ‘Kazakhstan, China Sign $50 Billion Worth of Deals in 2015, Ambassador in Beijing Says’, The Astana Times, 15 December 2015, https://​astanatimes.​com/​2015/​12/​kazakhstan-china-sign-50-billion-worth-of-deals-in-2015-ambassador-in-beijing-says.

	Kampfner, John. ‘Vaccine Competition May Now Be the World’s Best Bet’, Chatham House, 30 June 2021, https://​www.​chathamhouse.​org/​2021/​06/​vaccine-competition-may-now-be-worlds-best-bet.

	Kaufman, Alison. ‘The “Century of Humiliation” and China’s National Narratives’, https://​www.​uscc.​gov/​sites/​default/​files/​3.​10.​11Kaufman.​pdf.

	Kembayev, Zhenis. ‘Development of China–Kazakhstan Cooperation’. Problems of Post-Communism 67, no. 3 (2020): 204–216.

	Kington, Tom. ‘Snubbing China’s Belt and Road Initiative Could Be Disastrous, Expert Tells Mario Draghi’, The Times, 16 June 2021.

	Kinnvall, Catarina, and Jennifer Mitzen. ‘Ontological Security and Conflict: The Dynamics of Crisis and the Constitution of Community’. Journal of International Relations and Development 21, no. 4 (2018): 825–835.

	Kliman, Daniel, et al. ‘Dangerous Synergies: Countering Chinese and Russian Digital Influence Operations’, CNAS, May 2020, https://​www.​cnas.​org/​publications/​reports/​dangerous-synergies.

	Korybko, Andrew. ‘American “military diplomacy” Is Destabilizing the World’, CGTN, 13 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-13/​American-military-diplomacy-is-destabilizing-the-world-UytfxSm9SU/​index.​html.

	Korybko, Andrew. ‘China’s Post-COVID-19 Recovery Contrasts with U.S’. COVID-19 Calamity’, CGTN, 16 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-16/​China-s-post-COVID-19-recovery-contrasts-with-U-S-COVID-19-calamity-UDt7KfWFsQ/​index.​html.

	Korybko, Andrew. ‘Kazakhstan’s COVID-19 Containment Policy Saved the Eurasian Land Bridge’, The Astana Times, 30 April 2020, https://​astanatimes.​com/​2020/​04/​kazakhstans-covid-19-containment-policy-saved-the-eurasian-land-bridge.

	Kowalski, Bartosz. ‘China’s Mask Diplomacy in Europe: Seeking Foreign Gratitude and Domestic Stability’. Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 50, no. 2 (2021): 209–26.

	Krahmann, Elke. ‘The Market for Ontological Security’. European Security 27, no. 3 (2018): 356–373.

	Krebs, Ronald R. Narrative and the Making of US National Security. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015.

	Krebs, Ronald R., and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson. ‘Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms: The Power of Political Rhetoric’. European Journal of International Relations 13, no. 1 (2007): 35–66.

	Kucera, Joshua. ‘The New Silk Road?’ The Diplomat, 11 November 2011, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2011/​11/​the-new-silk-road.

	Kuchipudi, Suresh. ‘Why So Many Epidemics Originate in Asia and Africa—And Why We Can Expect More’, The Conversation, 4 March 2020, https://​theconversation.​com/​why-so-many-epidemics-originate-in-asia-and-africa-and-why-we-can-expect-more-131657.

	Kudrenok, Tatyana. ‘Kazakhstan, China to Create 50 Joint Enterprises’, Kazinform, 21 September 2016, https://​www.​inform.​kz/​en/​kazakhstan-china-to-create-50-joint-enterprises_​a2951403.

	Kuo, Lily. ‘Belt and Road Forum: China's “project of the century” Hits Tough Times’, The Guardian, 25 April 2019, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​world/​2019/​apr/​25/​belt-and-road-forum-chinas-project-of-the-century-hits-tough-times.

	Kuo, Lily. ‘China Withheld Data on Coronavirus from WHO, Recordings Reveal’, The Guardian, 2 June 2020, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​world/​2020/​jun/​02/​china-withheld-data-coronavirus-world-health-organization-recordings-reveal.

	Lake, Eli. ‘China’s Response to the Coronavirus Is Not a Model for the U.S.’, Bloomberg, 10 March 2020, https://​www.​bloomberg.​com/​opinion/​articles/​2020-03-10/​china-s-response-to-the-coronavirus-is-not-a-model-for-the-u-s.

	Lamb, Keith. ‘US Interference Is the Biggest Threat to Sovereignty and Democracy’, CGTN, 24 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-24/​U-S-interference-is-the-biggest-threat-to-sovereignty-and-democracy-UQNIZuhXfW/​index.​html.

	Lams, Lutgard. ‘Examining Strategic Narratives in Chinese Official Discourse under Xi Jinping’. Journal of Chinese Political Science 23, no. 3 (2018): 387–411.

	Lancaster, Kirk, and Michael Rubin. ‘Assessing the Early Response to Beijing’s Pandemic Diplomacy’, Council on Foreign Relations, 30 April 2020, https://​www.​cfr.​org/​blog/​assessing-early-response-beijings-pandemic-diplomacy.

	Langendonk, Steven. ‘Discourse Power as a Means to “Struggle for Position”: A Critical Case Study of the Belt and Road Narrative’s Effects on Foreign Policy Formulation in the Netherlands’. Journal of Chinese Political Science 25, no. 2 (2020): 241–260.

	Lau, Stuart, and Catherine Wong. ‘Germany Pushes China for Answers to Coronavirus Origin’, South China Morning Post, 21 April 2020, https://​www.​scmp.​com/​news/​china/​diplomacy/​article/​3080918/​germany-pushes-china-answers-coronavirus-origin-adding.

	Le Corre, Philippe. ‘Kazakhs Wary of Chinese Embrace as BRI Gathers Steam’. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 28 February 2019, https://​carnegieendowmen​t.​org/​2019/​02/​28/​kazakhs-wary-of-chinese-embrace-as-bri-gathers-steam-pub-78545.

	Leandro, Francisco José, and Paulo Duarte, eds. The Belt and Road Initiative: An Old Archetype of a New Development Model. Springer Nature, 2020.

	Lee, Dmitry. ‘National Railway Carrier KTZ to Build Eurasian Transcontinental Bridge’, The Astana Times, 29 November 2016, https://​astanatimes.​com/​2016/​11/​national-railway-carrier-ktz-to-build-eurasian-transcontinental​-bridge.

	Lee, Paul. ‘The Rise of China and Its Contest for Discursive Power’. Global Media and China 1, no. 1–2 (2016): 102–120.

	Lee, Seow Ting. ‘Vaccine Diplomacy: Nation Branding and China’s COVID-19 Soft Power Play’. Place Branding and Public Diplomacy, 2021, 1–15, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1057/​s41254-021-00224-4.

	Lew, Jacob, et al. ‘China’s Belt and Road: Implications for the United States’, Council on Foreign Relations, https://​on.​cfr.​org/​3pbsLMY.

	Li, Jiatao, et al. ‘Belt and Road Initiative, Globalization and Institutional Changes: Implications for Firms in Asia’. Asia Pacific Journal of Management, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10490-021-09770-0.

	Lillis, Joanna. Dark Shadows: Inside the Secret World of Kazakhstan. London: I.B. Tauris, 2019.

	Linde, Charlotte. ‘Private Stories in Public Discourse: Narrative Analysis in the Social Sciences’. Poetics 15, no. 1–2 (1986): 183–202.

	Lindley-French, Julian. Little Britain? Twenty-First Century Strategy for a Middling European Power. 2nd ed. Marston Gate: Amazon, 2015.

	Lingzhi, Fan, Huang Lanlan, and Zhang Hui. ‘Suspect No. 1: Why Fort Detrick Lab Should Be Investigated for Global COVID-19 Origins Tracing’, Global Times, 28 June 2021, https://​www.​globaltimes.​cn/​page/​202106/​1227219.​shtml.

	Lisbona Guillén, Miguel, and Enrique Rodríguez Balam. ‘Estereotipos sobre los Chinos en México: De la Imagen Caricaturesca al Meme en Internet’. Revista Pueblos y Fronteras Digitales 13 (2018): 1–29.

	López Obrador, Andrés Manuel. ‘Letter to Mr. Donald J. Trump President of the United States of America’, 2018, https://​lopezobrador.​org.​mx/​wp-content/​uploads/​2018/​07/​Traduccio%CC%81n-de-cortesi%CC%81a.​pdf.

	López Obrador, Andrés Manuel. ‘Mexican President López Obrador’s Letter to President Trump’, The Wall Street Journal, 31 May 2019, https://​www.​wsj.​com/​articles/​mexican-president-lopez-obradors-letter-to-president-trump-11559309803.

	López-Dóriga Digital. ‘China considera a México como un Socio Estratégico: Embajador’, 28 June 2018, https://​lopezdoriga.​com/​economia-y-finanzas/​china-considera-a-mexico-como-un-socio-estrategico-embajador.

	Lord Patten. ‘LORD PATTEN: China's Nasty, Lying, Bullying Communist Regime Must Face the Judgment of the World over the Coronavirus Pandemic’, Daily Mail, 9 May 2020, https://​bit.​ly/​3H5ihEQ.

	Macias, Amanda. ‘Pompeo, in Fiery Speech, Hammers China over International Abuses’, CNBC, 23 July 2020, https://​www.​cnbc.​com/​2020/​07/​23/​pompeo-in-fiery-speech-hammers-china-over-international-abuses.​html.

	Maldives Independent. ‘“China-Maldives Friendship Bridge” Project Launched’, 31 December 2015, https://​maldivesindepend​ent.​com/​business/​china-maldives-friendship-bridge-project-launched-121081.

	Maldives Independent. ‘Amendments Raise Fear of Chinese Military Expansion in the Maldives’, 22 July 2015, https://​maldivesindepend​ent.​com/​politics/​amendments-raise-fear-of-chinese-military-expansion-in-the-maldives-101207.

	Maldives Monetary Authority. ‘Special Economic Zones Act 1. Act Number: 24/2014’, 2014, http://​www.​mma.​gov.​mv/​files/​regulations/​sezacteng.​pdf.

	Malhotra, Jyoti. ‘Why Modi’s India Won’t Join US, France and Other Nations in Blaming China for Covid Just Yet’, The Print, 21 April 2020, https://​theprint.​in/​opinion/​global-print/​why-modis-india-wont-join-us-france-and-other-nations-in-blaming-china-for-covid-just-yet/​405663.

	Malsa, Mariyam. ‘China to Suspend Debt Repayment for Four Years: President Solih’, The Edition, 24 June 2020, https://​edition.​mv/​news/​17454.

	Mandhana, Niharika. ‘Maldives Election Result Halts Drift toward Authoritarianism’, Wall Street Journal, 24 September 2018, https://​www.​wsj.​com/​articles/​maldives-election-result-halts-drift-toward-authoritarianism​-1537789511.

	Mangan, Dan. ‘Trump Defends Calling Coronavirus “Chinese virus” — “ It’s Not Racist at All”’, CNBC, 18 March 2020, https://​www.​cnbc.​com/​2020/​03/​18/​coronavirus-criticism-trump-defends-saying-chinese-virus.​html.

	Mardell, Jacob. ‘China’s “Health Silk Road”: Adapting the BRI to a Pandemic-Era World’, Mercator Institute for China Studies, 25 November 2020, https://​merics.​org/​en/​short-analysis/​chinas-health-silk-road-adapting-bri-pandemic-era-world.

	Mardell, Jacob. ‘Fear of the Middle Kingdom in Central Asia’. Berlin Policy Journal, 16 January 2020, https://​berlinpolicyjour​nal.​com/​sinophobia-in-central-asia.

	Massari, Maurizio. ‘Italian Ambassador to the EU: Italy Needs Europe’s Help’, Politico, 10 March 2020, https://​www.​politico.​eu/​article/​coronavirus-italy-needs-europe-help.

	Mayer, Maximilian. ‘China’s Historical Statecraft and the Return of History’. International Affairs 94, no. 6 (2018): 1217–1235.

	McCourt, David. Britain and World Power since 1945: Constructing a Nation’s Role in International Politics. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2014.

	McDermott, John. ‘Review: A Century of British Decline’. The International History Review 12, no. 1 (1990): 111–124.

	McGregor, Richard. The Party: The Secret World of China’s Communist Rulers. London: Penguin.

	‘Memorandum of Understanding between the Government of the Italian Republic and the Government of the People’s Republic of China on Cooperation within the Framework of the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road Initiative’, https://​www.​governo.​it/​sites/​governo.​it/​files/​Memorandum_​Italia-Cina_​EN.​pdf.

	Menéndez, Fernando. ‘Mexico’s Elections Matter to the U.S. and China’, China US Focus, 2 March 2018, https://​www.​chinausfocus.​com/​foreign-policy/​mexicos-elections-matter-to-the-us-and-china.

	Menon, Shivshankar. ‘How India and China Can Keep the Peace’, Foreign Affairs, 8 December 2021, https://​www.​foreignaffairs.​com/​articles/​china/​2021-12-08/​how-india-and-china-can-keep-peace.

	Merrick, Rob. ‘Coronavirus: Michael Gove Blames China for Failing to Stop Spread of Covid-19’, The Independent, 29 March 2020, https://​www.​independent.​co.​uk/​news/​uk/​politics/​coronavirus-michael-gove-china-wuhan-covid-19-pandemic-a9432496.​html.

	Mexican Government. ‘Plan Nacional de Desarrollo 2013–2018 [National Development Plan 2013–2018]’, Mexico City: Diario Oficial, 2013, https://​bit.​ly/​3L9YeYQ.

	Mexico News Daily. ‘Trans-isthmus Railway Plan a “Pipe Dream”, says Shipping Agents Group’, 22 April 2019, https://​mexiconewsdaily.​com/​news/​trans-isthmus-corridor-plan-a-pipe-dream.

	Mexico Projects Hub. ‘Planning Documents’, 2021, https://​www.​proyectosmexico.​gob.​mx/​en/​library/​planning-documents.

	Midler, Paul. Poorly Made in China: An Insider’s Account of the China Production Game. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

	Ministry of Commerce People’s Republic of China. ‘China and Maldives Sign the Free Trade Agreement’, 2017, http://​english.​mofcom.​gov.​cn/​article/​newsrelease/​significantnews/​201712/​20171202683630.​shtml.

	Ministry of Culture. ‘Project Mausam’, https://​www.​indiaculture.​nic.​in/​project-mausam.

	Ministry of External Affairs Government of India. ‘Joint Statement on the Occasion of State Visit of the President of the Republic of Maldives to India’, 17 December 2018, https://​bit.​ly/​3rvhkRv.

	Ministry of External Affairs Government of India. ‘Official Spokesperson's Response to a Query on Participation of India in OBOR/BRI Forum’, 13 May 2017, https://​bit.​ly/​350tGYS.

	Ministry of External Affairs Government of India. ‘Question No. 2761 International Support Against BRI’, 12 December 2019, https://​mea.​gov.​in/​rajya-sabha.​htm?​dtl/​32201/​QUESTION_​NO2761_​.

	Ministry of External Affairs Government of India. ‘Question No. 849 One Belt and One Road Initiative’, 26 June 2019, https://​bit.​ly/​3HUAGW5.

	Ministry of External Affairs Government of India. ‘Speech by Foreign Secretary at Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi’, 2 March 2016, https://​bit.​ly/​3BpDJmt.

	Ministry of External Affairs Government of India. ‘Video Conference of Leaders of SAARC Countries’, 16 March 2020, https://​mea.​gov.​in/​press-releases.​htm?​dtl/​32540/​Video+Conference​+of+Leaders+of+S​AARC+Countries.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘Adhering to the Path of Solidarity, Cooperation and Win-Win Results’, 19 June 2020, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​zxxx_​662805/​t1790070.​shtml.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘Belt and Road Cooperation: Shaping a Brighter Shared Future’, 27 April 2019, https://​eng.​yidaiyilu.​gov.​cn/​qwyw/​rdxw/​88230.​htm.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Geng Shuang's Regular Press Conference on April 20, 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​nanhai/​eng/​fyrbt_​1/​t1771576.​htm.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Geng Shuang's Regular Press Conference on April 21, 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​nanhai/​eng/​fyrbt_​1/​t1772006.​htm.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Geng Shuang's Regular Press Conference on April 23, 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​nanhai/​eng/​fyrbt_​1/​t1772783.​htm.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying's Daily Briefing Online on February 3 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​eng/​xwfw_​665399/​s2510_​665401/​2511_​665403/​202002/​t20200203_​693069.​html.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying's Regular Press Conference on October 9, 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​xwfw_​665399/​s2510_​665401/​2511_​665403/​202010/​t20201009_​693409.​html.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying's Regular Press Conference on January 7, 2021’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​xwfw_​665399/​s2510_​665401/​2511_​665403/​202101/​t20210107_​693569.​html.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Wang Wenbin's Regular Press Conference on September 18, 2020’, http://​ge.​china-embassy.​org/​eng/​fyrth/​202009/​t20200918_​1070025.​htm.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Wang Wenbin's Regular Press Conference on September 28, 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​xwfw_​665399/​s2510_​665401/​2511_​665403/​202009/​t20200928_​693402.​html.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian’s Regular Press Conference on April 7, 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​nanhai/​eng/​fyrbt_​1/​t1767006.​htm.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian's Regular Press Conference on April 14, 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​nanhai/​eng/​fyrbt_​1/​t1769716.​htm.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian's Regular Press Conference on May 11, 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​nanhai/​eng/​fyrbt_​1/​t1777953.​htm.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian’s Regular Press Conference on October 13, 2020’, http://​bh.​china-embassy.​org/​eng/​fyrth/​202010/​t20201013_​1049151.​htm.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian's Regular Press Conference on October 16, 2020’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​xwfw_​665399/​s2510_​665401/​2511_​665403/​202010/​t20201016_​693421.​html.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian's Regular Press Conference on October 23, 2020’ https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​xwfw_​665399/​s2510_​665401/​2511_​665403/​202010/​t20201023_​693446.​html.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘Joint Statement of the High-level Video Conference on Belt and Road International Cooperation: Combating COVID-19 with Solidarity’, 19 June 2020, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​zxxx_​662805/​t1790079.​shtml.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, ‘List of Deliverables of the Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation’, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​zxxx_​662805/​t1658767.​shtml.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘President Xi Jinping Delivers Important Speech and Proposes to Build a Silk Road Economic Belt with Central Asian Countries’, 7 September 2013, https://​bit.​ly/​3LBpSOK.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘Remarks by Foreign Minister Wang Yi at the Opening Ceremony of China-CELAC Economic and Trade Cooperation Forum and China-LAC Business Council Annual Meeting 2018’, 27 January 2018, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​wjdt_​665385/​zyjh_​665391/​t1529529.​shtml.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘State Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi Chairs the High-level Video Conference on Belt and Road International Cooperation’, 19 June 2020, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​zxxx_​662805/​t1790439.​shtml.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘Study and Implement Xi Jinping Thought on Diplomacy Conscientiously and Break New Ground in Major-Country Diplomacy with Chinese Characteristics’, 20 July 2020, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​topics_​665678/​kjgzbdfyyq/​t1799305.​shtml.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘Wang Yi: The Belt and Road Initiative Becomes New Opportunity for China-Latin America Cooperation’, 18 September 2017, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​zxxx_​662805/​t1494844.​shtml.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘Wang Yi Attends the Second Ministerial Meeting of the China-CELAC Forum’, 23 January 2018, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​wjb_​663304/​zzjg_​663340/​ldmzs_​664952/​xwlb_​664954/​t1528297.​shtml.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. ‘Xi Jinping Attends China-Latin America and the Caribbean Summit and Delivers Keynote Speech’, 18 July 2014, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​topics_​665678/​xjpzxcxjzgjldrdl​chwdbxagtwnrlgbj​xgsfwbcxzlldrhw/​t1176650.​shtml.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Maldives. ‘China-Maldives Friendship Bridge Is a Bridge of “dreams” for Many Maldivians Says Minister Dunya’, 30 December 2015, https://​www.​foreign.​gov.​mv/​index.​php/​en/​mediacentre/​news/​2185-china-maldives-friendship-bridge-is-a-bridge-of-dreams-for-many-maldivians-says-minister-dunya.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Maldives. ‘Joint Press Communiqué between the Republic of Maldives and the People’s Republic of China 8 December 2017, Beijing’, 8 December 2017, https://​www.​foreign.​gov.​mv/​index.​php/​en/​mediacentre/​news/​4290-joint-press-communique-between-the-republic-of-maldives-and-the-people-s-republic-of-china-8-december-2017,-beijing.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Maldives. ‘Joint Statement on the Occasion of the State Visit of Prime Minister Modi to the Republic of Maldives’, 8 June 2019, https://​foreign.​gov.​mv/​index.​php/​en/​mediacentre/​news/​5053-joint-statement-on-the-occasion-of-the-state-visit-of-prime-minister-modi-to-the-republic-of-maldives.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Maldives. ‘Minister Dunya Gives an Interview to Avas’, 19 June 2016, https://​www.​foreign.​gov.​mv/​index.​php/​en/​mediacentre/​news/​1952-minister-dunya-gives-an-interview-to-avas.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Maldives. ‘Remarks by Her Excellency Ms Dunya Maumoon, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Maldives at a Reception for Ambassadors Accredited to the Maldives Colombo, 10 September 2014’, 10 September 2014, https://​bit.​ly/​32YOmjy.

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Maldives. ‘Remarks by President Xi Jinping during the Joint Press Statement with President Yameen’, 14 September 2014, https://​foreign.​gov.​mv/​index.​php/​en/​mediacentre/​news/​2709-remarks-by-president-xi-jinping-during-the-joint-press-statement-with-president-yameen.

	Minivan News. ‘President Yameen Slams “Western colonial powers,” Declares Foreign Policy Shift to East’, 11 November 2014, https://​minivannewsarchi​ve.​com/​politics/​president-yameen-slams-western-colonial-powers-declares-foreign-policy-shift-to-east-90937.

	Mishra, Abhishek. ‘China and Uganda’s Entebbe International Airport: Reading between the Lines’. Observer Research Foundation, 9 December 2021, https://​www.​orfonline.​org/​expert-speak/​china-and-ugandas-entebbe-international-airport.

	Miskimmon, Alister, and Ben O’Loughlin. ‘Narratives of the EU in Israel/Palestine: Narrative “Stickiness” and the Formation of Expectations’. European Security 28, no. 3 (2019): 1–16.

	Miskimmon, Alister, Ben O’Loughlin, and Jinghan Zeng, eds. One Belt, One Road, One Story?: Towards an EU-China Strategic Narrative. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020.

	Miskimmon, Alister, Ben O’Loughlin, and Laura Roselle. ‘Forging the World: Strategic Narratives and International Relations’, 2012, http://​newpolcom.​rhul.​ac.​uk/​storage/​Forging%20​the%20​World%20​Working%20​Paper%20​2012.​pdf.

	Miskimmon, Alister, Ben O’Loughlin, and Laura Roselle. Forging the World: Strategic Narratives and International Relations. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2017.

	Miskimmon, Alister, Ben O’Loughlin, and Laura Roselle. Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New World Order. New York: Routledge, 2013.

	Mitzen, Jennifer. ‘Ontological Security in World Politics: State Identity and the Security Dilemma’. European Journal of International Relations 12, no. 3 (2006): 341–70.

	Moak, Ken. ‘Will U.S. Succeed in Luring Developing Nations to Ditch Chinese Telecom Equipment?’, CGTN, 27 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-27/​Will-U-S-lure-developing-nations-to-ditch-Chinese-telecom-equipment-UVNwlNjAti/​index.​html.

	Mohamed, Shahudha. ‘China Will Remain Important Development Partner: Minister Shahid’, The Edition, 22 July 2019, https://​edition.​mv/​news/​11628.

	Mohamed, Shahudha. ‘Chinese Ambassador Fires Back at Nasheed’s Remarks’, The Edition, 14 December 2019, https://​edition.​mv/​news/​13948.

	Mohamed, Visham. ‘Q&A: Maldives Not in Debt Crisis, China Insists’, Avas, 18 September 2019, https://​avas.​mv/​en/​70080.

	Mohan, Geeta. ‘India Refuses to Be Part of China’s “One Belt, One Road” at SCO’, India Today, 1 December 2020, https://​www.​indiatoday.​in/​india/​story/​india-refuses-to-be-part-of-china-s-one-belt-one-road-at-sco-1745536-2020-12-01.

	Morena. ‘Proyecto de Nación 2018–2024’, 2017, https://​transparencia.​info.​jalisco.​gob.​mx/​sites/​default/​files/​Plan-de-Nacion-de-Morena.​pdf.

	Mundy, Simon, and Kathrin Hille. ‘The Maldives Counts the Cost of Its Debts to China’, Financial Times, 11 February 2019, https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​c8da1c8a-2a19-11e9-88a4-c32129756dd8.

	Mundy, Simon, and Kathrin Hille. ‘Maldives Seeks to Renegotiate with China over Belt and Road Debt’, Financial Times, 31 January 2019, https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​fcab0410-2461-11e9-8ce6-5db4543da632.

	Naish, Ahmed. ‘Foreign Freeholds Will Not Threaten Indian Ocean Security, Assures President Yameen’, Minivan News, 23 July 2015, https://​minivannewsarchi​ve.​com/​author/​ahmed-naish.

	Nakazawa, Katsuji. ‘Trump Spoils Xi's Belt and Road Forum, Without Even Attending’, Nikkei, 2 May 2019, https://​asia.​nikkei.​com/​Editor-s-Picks/​China-up-close/​Trump-spoils-Xi-s-Belt-and-Road-Forum-without-even-attending.

	Nardi, Yara. ‘Italy Can't Resist China's “Belt and Road” Deal, Despite US Opposition’, 21 March 2019, https://​www.​pri.​org/​stories/​2019-03-21/​italy-cant-resist-chinas-belt-and-road-plan-despite-us-opposition.

	National Digital History. ‘The Address of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan “Nurly Zhol—A Way to the Future”’. 14 December 2014, https://​bit.​ly/​34mb1XP.

	Nazarbayev, Nursultan. ‘Address by the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Leader of the Nation, N.A. Nazarbayev Strategy Kazakhstan 2050 New Political Course of the Established State’, 2012, https://​www.​amu.​kz/​en/​about_​the_​university/​The%20​strategy%20​Kazakhstan-2050.​pdf.

	Nazari, Saman, and Andrea Ghiselli. ‘Understanding the Impact of the Normative Power of the European Union on the Belt and Road Initiative: The Case of Italy, Serbia and Latvia', https://​gupea.​ub.​gu.​se/​bitstream/​2077/​66827/​1/​gupea_​2077_​66827_​1.​pdf.

	Ndegwa, Stephen. ‘BRICS Has Come of Age, Can Create an Empathetic New World Order', CGTN, 27 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-27/​BRICS-has-come-of-age-can-create-an-empathetic-new-world-order--UViLuOkIV2/​index.​html.

	Nederlandse Omroep Stichting. ‘Kabinet worstelt met Vraagstuk “hoe om te gaan met China?”’, 5 April 2019, https://​nos.​nl/​artikel/​2279076-kabinet-worstelt-met-vraagstuk-hoe-om-te-gaan-met-china.​html.

	Nedophil, Christoph. ‘China Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Investment Report H1 2021’, https://​greenfdc.​org/​china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-h1-2021.

	Nedophil, Christoph. ‘China’s Investments in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2020: A Year of COVID-19’, https://​greenfdc.​org/​wp-content/​uploads/​2021/​01/​China-BRI-Investment-Report-2020.​pdf.

	Negro, Gianluigi. ‘Framing the One Belt and One Road Initiative in Italian’. Problemi Dell’Informazione 45, no. 1 (2020): 3–33.

	Nolan, Jack, and Wendy Leutert. ‘Signing Up or Standing Aside: Disaggregating Participation in China’s Belt and Road Initiative’, Brookings, October 2020, https://​www.​brookings.​edu/​articles/​signing-up-or-standing-aside-disaggregating-participation-in-chinas-belt-and-road-initiative.

	Nordin, Astrid, and Mikael Weissmann. ‘Will Trump Make China Great Again? The Belt and Road Initiative and International Order’. International Affairs 94, no. 2 (2018): 231–249.

	Nye, Joseph. Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. New York: Public Affairs, 2005.

	Office of the United States Trade Representative. ‘Chapter 32: Exceptions and General Provisions’. In Agreement between the United States of America, the United Mexican States, and Canada 7/1/20 Text, 2020, https://​bit.​ly/​3JsRqUs.

	Official Information Source of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan. ‘Kazakh-Chinese Cooperation under One Belt, One Road Initiative Discussed in Astana’, 7 September 2018, https://​primeminister.​kz/​en/​news/​17096.

	Official Information Source of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan. ‘Prime Minister Askar Mamin and Vice Premier of State Council of the People's Republic of China Han Zheng Review Progress of Joint Projects’, 15 May 2019, https://​bit.​ly/​33u9Wg4.

	Official Site of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan. ‘The Strategy for Development of the Republic of Kazakhstan’, 2021, https://​www.​akorda.​kz/​en/​official_​documents/​strategies_​and_​programs.

	Okano-Heijmans, Maaike, and Tomoki Kamo. ‘Engaging but Not Endorsing: China’s Belt and Road Initiative’, Clingendael Institute, May 2019, https://​www.​clingendael.​org/​sites/​default/​files/​2019-05/​PB_​China_​Belt_​and_​Road_​Initiative_​May_​2019.​pdf.

	Oliveira, Gustavo de LT, and Margaret Myers. ‘The Tenuous Co-production of China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Brazil and Latin America’. Journal of Contemporary China (2020): 1–19.

	O’Neil, Shannon. ‘Mexico: Viva las Reformas’. Foreign Affairs 93, no. 1 (2014): 11–16.

	Orazgaliyeva, Malika. ‘Kazakhstan Has Turned into “competitive transit hub”, Nazarbayev Tells Belt and Road forum’, The Astana Times, 27 April 2019, https://​astanatimes.​com/​2019/​04/​kazakhstan-has-turned-into-competitive-transit-hub-nazarbayev-tells-belt-and-road-forum.

	Orazgaliyeva, Malika. ‘Kazakh President Attends One Belt, One Road Forum, Meets with Leaders in China’, The Astana Times, 16 May 2017, https://​astanatimes.​com/​2017/​05/​kazakh-president-attends-one-belt-one-road-forum-meets-with-leaders-in-china.

	Osman, Ruby. ‘Understanding the Mosaic of the Belt and Road’, 4 August 2021, https://​institute.​global/​policy/​understanding-mosaic-belt-road.

	Pahuamba, Argelia Munoz, Ye Jianmu, and Abdoulaye Oury Bah. ‘Comparative Experience of Trade Relationships between Mexico and China’. Journal on Innovation and Sustainability RISUS 6, no. 1 (2015): 76–86.

	Paravicini, Giulia. ‘Pompeo Takes Veiled Swipe at China on Final Leg of Africa Trip’, Reuters, 19 February 2020, https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​uk-usa-pompeo-ethiopia-idUKKBN20D1PW.

	Patrikarakos, David. War in 140 Characters: How Social Media Is Reshaping Conflict in the Twenty-First Century. New York: Basic Books.

	Patterson, Molly, and Kristen Monroe. ‘Narrative in Political Science’. Annual Review of Political Science 1, no. 1 (1998): 315–331.

	Pendlebury, Richard, and John Naish. ‘China's Deadly Legacy’, Daily Mail, 17 April 2020, https://​bit.​ly/​352MIhq.

	Pew Research Global Attitudes Project. ‘Opinion of China’, Global Indicators Database, 2014, www.​pewglobal.​org/​database/​indicator/​24/​country/​107.

	Pieper, Moritz. ‘The Linchpin of Eurasia: Kazakhstan and the Eurasian Economic Union between Russia’s Defensive Regionalism and China’s New Silk Roads’. International Politics (2020): 1–21.

	Pillalamarri, Akhilesh. ‘Project Mausam: India’s Answer to China’s “Maritime Silk Road”’, The Diplomat, 18 September 2014, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2014/​09/​project-mausam-indias-answer-to-chinas-maritime-silk-road.

	Pioppi, Stefano. ‘Così l’Italia ritrova la bussola spaziale (meno Cina e più Usa). Tutte le mosse del governo’, https://​formiche.​net/​2020/​01/​italia-stati-uniti-cina-luna-spazio.

	Pleasance, Chris. ‘Now Chinese Scientists Claim Coronavirus Originated in INDIA in Summer 2019 Amid Heatwave “that forced humans and Animals to Drink the Same Water”’, Daily Mail, 27 November 2020, https://​www.​dailymail.​co.​uk/​news/​article-8993667/​Now-Chinese-scientists-claim-coronavirus-originated-INDIA-summer-2019.​html.

	Polkinghorne, Donald. Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988.

	Pompeo, Mike. ‘The United States and ASEAN Are Partnering to Defeat COVID-19, Build Long-Term Resilience, and Support Economic Recovery’, U.S. Department of State, 22 April 2020, https://​www.​state.​gov/​the-united-states-and-asean-are-partnering-to-defeat-covid-19-build-long-term-resilience-and-support-economic-recovery.

	Pompeo, Mike. ‘Communist China and the Free World’s Future’, 23 July 2020, https://​cl.​usembassy.​gov/​secretary-michael-r-pompeo-remarks-communist-china-and-the-free-worlds-future.

	Pompeo, Mike. ‘State Legislature and the China Challenge’, 23 September 2020, https://​2017-2021.​state.​gov/​state-legislatures-and-the-china-challenge/​index.​html.

	Prados, Luis. ‘China and Mexico Sign “Tequila Pact” to Boost Bilateral Trade’, El País, 5 June 2013, https://​english.​elpais.​com/​elpais/​2013/​06/​05/​inenglish/​1370460721_​956003.​html.

	Rafsanjani, Fatema Hashemi. ‘Iran’s Role in the New Silk Road Strategy in the 3rd Millennium’, Schiller Institute, https://​bit.​ly/​3Jy0Myj.

	Rasheed, Zaheena. ‘Ibrahim Mohamed Solih Sworn in as New Maldives President’, Al Jazeera, 17 November 2018, https://​www.​aljazeera.​com/​news/​2018/​11/​17/​ibrahim-mohamed-solih-sworn-in-as-new-maldives-president.

	Rayner, Tim, and Andrew Jordan. ‘The United Kingdom: A Paradoxical Leader?’ In Rudiger Wurzel and James Connelly, eds. The European Union as a Leader in International Climate Change Politics. London: Routledge, 2010.

	Rehman Shah, Abdur. ‘Revisiting China Threat: The US’ Securitization of the “Belt and Road Initiative”’. Chinese Political Science Review, 2021, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s41111-021-00179-0.

	Reilly, Katie. ‘Here Are All the Times Donald Trump Insulted Mexico’, Time, 31 August 2016, https://​time.​com/​4473972/​donald-trump-mexico-meeting-insult.

	Reuters. ‘African Ambassadors Complain to China over “discrimination” in Guangzhou’, 11 April 2020, https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​us-health-coronavirus-africa/​african-ambassadors-in-china-complain-to-government-over-discrimination-idUSKCN21T0T7.

	Reuters. ‘China Sends Medical Supplies, Experts to Help Italy Battle Coronavirus’, 13 March 2020, https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​us-health-coronavirus-italy-respirators-idUSKBN2101IM.

	Reuters. ‘Italy Can't Resist China's “Belt and Road” Deal, Despite US Opposition’, https://​www.​pri.​org/​stories/​2019-03-21/​italy-cant-resist-chinas-belt-and-road-plan-despite-us-opposition.

	Reuters. ‘Malaysia to Cancel $20 Billion China-Backed Rail Project: Minister’, 26 January 2019, https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​us-china-malaysia-idUSKCN1PK03P.

	Reuters. ‘Maldives Allows Foreign Ownership of Land Despite Opposition Concern’, 23 July 2015, https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​maldives-land-foreigners-idUSL3N1024IL201​50723.

	Reuters. ‘Maldives Rushes through Trade Pact with China Despite Opposition’, 8 December 2017, https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​us-maldives-china-idUSKBN1E22N4.

	Reuters. ‘UK Looks to Remove China's CGN from Nuclear Power Projects—FT’, 25 July 2021, https://​www.​reuters.​com/​world/​uk/​uk-looks-remove-chinas-cgn-nuclear-power-projects-ft-2021-07-25.

	Reuters. ‘UK Parliament Declares Genocide in China’s Xinjiang; Beijing Condemns Move’, https://​www.​reuters.​com/​world/​uk/​uk-parliament-declares-genocide-chinas-xinjiang-raises-pressure-johnson-2021-04-22.

	Ricoeur, Paul. ‘Narrative Time’. Critical Inquiry 7, no. 1 (1980): 169–190.

	Ridler, Faith. ‘European Politicians Can't Help Sniping While Britain Leads the World with Covid Vaccine Roll-Out’, Daily Mail, 9 December 2020, https://​www.​dailymail.​co.​uk/​news/​article-9033997/​European-politicians-help-sniping-Britain-leads-world-Covid-vaccine-roll-out.​html.

	Riessman, Catherine Kohler. Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences. London: Sage, 2008.

	Rijksoverheid. ‘Beantwoording Kamervragen over het Bericht dat de Chinese Overheid Ambtenaren inzet om de Oeigoeren in Xinjiang te controleren en te indoctrineren’, 4 July 2018, https://​bit.​ly/​3rDPyCm.

	Rijksoverheid. ‘Oeigoeren in China—2016–03–03’, 3 March 2016, https://​www.​rijksoverheid.​nl/​documenten/​ambtsberichten/​2016/​03/​03/​oeigoeren-in-china-2016-03-03.

	Rijksoverheid. ‘Op Spoormissie in China [on a rail-mission to China]’, 16 April 2019, https://​www.​rijksoverheid.​nl/​actueel/​nieuws/​2019/​04/​16/​op-spoormissie-in-china.

	Rijksoverheid. ‘Thematisch Ambtsbericht Tibetanen in China 2014–2016’, 15 August 2016, https://​www.​rijksoverheid.​nl/​documenten/​ambtsberichten/​2016/​08/​15/​thematisch-ambtsbericht-tibetanen-in-china-2014-2016.

	Rijksoverheid. ‘Toespraak van minister-president Rutte bij de opening van de China-Dutch Business Forum in het Gemeentemuseum in Den Haag’, 16 October 2018, https://​bit.​ly/​3sKDxdB.

	Ringsmose, Jens, and Berit Kaja Børgesen. ‘Shaping Public Attitudes towards the Deployment of Military Power: NATO, Afghanistan and the Use of Strategic Narratives’. European Security 20, no. 4 (2011): 505–528.

	Roberts, Geoffrey. ‘History, Theory and the Narrative Turn in IR’. Review of International Studies 32, no. 4 (2006): 703–714.

	Rodriguez, Sabrina. ‘Mexico Gets Closer to China as NAFTA Talks Fray U.S. Relationship’, Politico, 20 November 2017, https://​www.​politico.​com/​story/​2017/​11/​20/​mexico-gets-closer-to-china-as-nafta-talks-fray-us-relationship-176074.

	Roe, Emery. Narrative Policy Analysis: Theory and Practice. Durham: Duke University Press, 1994.

	Rolland, Nadѐge. ‘China’s Pandemic Power Play’. Journal of Democracy 31, no. 3 (2020): 25–38.

	Romero, Federico. ‘Rethinking Italy’s Shrinking Place in the International Arena’. The International Spectator 51, no. 1 (2016): 1–12.

	Ronfeldt, David and John Arquilla. ‘Whose Story Wins: The Rise of the Noosphere, Noopolitik, and Information-Age Statecraft’, RAND Corporation, 2020, https://​www.​rand.​org/​pubs/​perspectives/​PEA237-1.​html.

	Roselle, Laura, Alister Miskimmon, and Ben O’Loughlin. ‘Strategic Narrative: A New Means to Understand Soft Power’. Media, War and Conflict 7, no. 1 (2014): 70–84.

	Roselle, Laura. ‘Strategic Narratives and Alliances: The Cases of Intervention in Libya (2011) and Economic Sanctions against Russia (2014)’. Politics and Governance 5, no. 3 (2017): 99–110.

	Royal House of the Netherlands. ‘Speech by His Majesty the King at the Networking Reception during the State Visit to China, Shanghai’, 28 October 2015, https://​www.​royal-house.​nl/​documents/​speeches/​2015/​10/​28/​speech-by-his-majesty-the-king-at-the-networking-reception-during-the-state-visit-to-china.

	Royal House of the Netherlands. ‘Speech by His Majesty the King at the State Banquet on the Occasion of the State Visit to China, Beijing, 26 October 2015’, 26 October 2015, https://​www.​royal-house.​nl/​documents/​speeches/​2015/​10/​26/​speech-by-his-majesty-the-king-at-the-state-banquet-on-the-occasion-of-the-state-visit-to-china-beijing-26-october-2015.

	Royal House of the Netherlands. ‘Speech by His Majesty the King on the Occasion of the State Visit China, the Royal Palace Amsterdam’, 22 March 2014, https://​www.​royal-house.​nl/​documents/​speeches/​2014/​03/​22/​speech-by-his-majesty-the-king-on-the-occasion-of-the-state-visit-china-the-royal-palace-amsterdam.

	RT. ‘“Just jealous”: Italy Responds to Criticism for Joining China’s Belt and Road Initiative’, 27 March, https://​www.​rt.​com/​business/​454868-italy-critics-jealous-china-belt.

	Rumelili, Bahar. ‘Identity and Desecuritisation: The Pitfalls of Conflating Ontological and Physical Security’. Journal of International Relations and Development 18, no. 1 (2015): 52–74.

	Rumelili, Bahar. ‘Ontological (In)security and Peace Anxieties: A Framework for Conflict Resolution’. In Bahar Rumelili, ed. Conflict Resolution and Ontological Security: Peace Anxieties. London: Routledge, 2015, 10–29.

	Rutte, Mark. ‘Speech by Prime Minister Mark Rutte at a Trade Dinner, Guangzhou, China’, Government of the Netherlands Website, 11 April 2018, https://​www.​government.​nl/​documents/​speeches/​2018/​04/​11/​speech-by-prime-minister-mark-rutte-at-a-trade-dinner-guangzhou-china.

	Rutte, Mark. ‘Speech by Prime Minister Mark Rutte at a Trade Dinner, Guangzhou, China’, 11 April 2018, https://​www.​government.​nl/​documents/​speeches/​2018/​04/​11/​speech-by-prime-minister-mark-rutte-at-a-trade-dinner-guangzhou-china.

	Ruz, Camila. ‘Why Does the UK Need China to Build Its Nuclear Plants?’ BBC, 25 September 2015, https://​www.​bbc.​co.​uk/​news/​magazine-34329617.

	Sachdeva, Gulshan. ‘Indian Perceptions of the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative’. International Studies 55, no. 4 (2018): 285–296.

	Salmon, Christian. Storytelling: Bewitching the Modern Mind. Translated by David Macey. Brooklyn, NY: Verso, 2010.

	Sardarizadeh, Shayan, and Olga Robinson. ‘Coronavirus: US and China Trade Conspiracy Theories’, BBC, 26 April 2020, https://​www.​bbc.​co.​uk/​news/​world-52224331.

	Satubaldina, Assel. ‘Kazakh Foreign Minister Addresses High-Level Belt and Road Meeting’, The Astana Times, 23 June 2020, https://​astanatimes.​com/​2020/​06/​kazakh-foreign-minister-addresses-high-level-belt-and-road-meeting.

	Satubaldina, Assel. ‘Kazakh President Meets with Chinese Foreign Minister, Reaffirms Kazakhstan’s Commitment to Strategic Partnership’, The Astana Times, 14 September 2020, https://​bit.​ly/​3p1h4Ic.

	Saudelli, Giulia, and Cui, Mu. ‘In Italy, China's New Silk Road Is Not Seen as a Threat’, Deutsche Welle, 24 April 2019, https://​www.​dw.​com/​en/​in-italy-chinas-new-silk-road-is-not-seen-as-a-threat/​a-48441190.

	Savic, Bob. ‘End of “golden era” in UK-China Relations Goes Beyond Any US Meddling’, South China Morning Post, 30 July 2020, https://​www.​scmp.​com/​comment/​opinion/​article/​3095108/​end-golden-era-uk-china-relations-goes-beyond-any-us-meddling.

	Schmitt, Olivier. ‘When Are Strategic Narratives Effective? The Shaping of Political Discourse through the Interaction between Political Myths and Strategic Narratives’. Contemporary Security Policy 39, no. 4 (2018): 487–511.

	Schwartz, Peter, and Doug Randall. ‘Ahead of the Curve: Anticipating Strategic Surprise’. In Francis Fukuyama, ed. Blindside: How to Anticipate Forcing Events and Wild Cards in Global Politics. Washington, DC: Brookings, 2007.

	Scissors, Derek. ‘The Belt and Road Is Overhyped, Commercially’, American Enterprise Institute, 12 June 2019, https://​www.​aei.​org/​research-products/​testimony/​belt-and-road-overhyped-commercially.

	Shaahunaz, Fathmath. ‘China Hopes Solih's Govt Will Respect FTA, Back Belt and Road Initiative’, The Edition, 26 September 2018, https://​edition.​mv/​search/​7315.

	Shaahunaz, Fathmath. ‘China President’s Special Representative to Attend Solih’s Inauguration’, The Edition, 14 November 2018, https://​edition.​mv/​search/​7869.

	Sharma, Unnati. ‘67% Indians Blame China for Covid-19, 50% Say Calling It “Chinese virus” Not Racist: Survey’, The Print, 6 April 2020, https://​theprint.​in/​india/​67-pc-indians-blame-china-for-covid-19-50-pc-say-calling-it-chinese-virus-not-racist-survey/​396496.

	Shen, Hong. ‘Building a Digital Silk Road? Situating the Internet in China’s Belt and Road Initiative’. International Journal of Communication 12 (2018): 2683–2701.

	Shepard, Wade. ‘Is China’s Belt and Road Already in Retreat?’ Forbes, 30 January 2020, https://​www.​forbes.​com/​sites/​wadeshepard/​2020/​01/​30/​is-chinas-belt-and-road-already-in-retreat/​?​sh=​459727735ebe.

	Shepherd, Christian, and Yuan Tang. ‘China’s Coronavirus “red guards” Revive Painful Memories’, Financial Times, 1 March 2020, https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​fd2d8bf8-587a-11ea-abe5-8e03987b7b20.

	Shijia, Ouyang. ‘Digital Infrastructure Key to Growth’. China Daily, 19 March 2020, http://​global.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​a/​202003/​19/​WS5e72d56ba31012​821728057c.​html.

	Shukla, Ajai. ‘How China and India Came to Lethal Blows’, New York Times, 19 June 2020, https://​www.​nytimes.​com/​2020/​06/​19/​opinion/​China-India-conflict.​html.

	Silk Road Briefing. ‘The Belt & Road Initiative in Mexico & Central America’, 27 May 2019, https://​www.​silkroadbriefing​.​com/​news/​2019/​05/​27/​belt-road-initiative-mexico-central-america.

	Simões, Eduardo. ‘Brazil-China Diplomatic Spat Escalates over Coronavirus Supplies’, Reuters, 6 April 2020, https://​uk.​reuters.​com/​article/​uk-health-coronavirus-brazil/​brazil-china-diplomatic-spat-escalates-over-coronavirus-supplies-idUKKBN21O23O.

	Simpson, Emile. War from the Ground Up: Twenty-First Century Combat as Politics. London: Hurst & Co., 2012.

	Singh, Zorawar Daulet. ‘Indian Perceptions of China’s Maritime Silk Road Idea’. Journal of Defence Studies 8, no. 4 (2014): 133–148.

	Siu, Margaret. ‘Alternatives to the Belt and Road Initiative: The State of Play & Potential for the Future’, Oxford Silk Road Think Tank, 2021, https://​www.​silkroadsoc.​com/​_​files/​ugd/​fb919d_​fbd588bb8b4a4f76​a6770b0608633a7d​.​pdf.

	Smith, Jeff, and Fabio Van Loon. ‘Xi Goes to Rome: Course-Correction for China’s Belt and Road Initiative?’, The Diplomat, 23 May 2019, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2019/​05/​xi-goes-to-rome-course-correction-for-chinas-belt-and-road-initiative.

	Smith, Nicholas Ross, and Tracey Fallon. ‘An Epochal Moment? The COVID-19 Pandemic and China’s International Order Building’. World Affairs 183, no. 3 (2020): 235–255.

	Solomon, Ty. ‘Rhythm and Mobilization in International Relations’. International Studies Quarterly 63, no. 4 (2019): 1001–1013.

	Somers, Margaret. ‘The Narrative Constitution of Identity: A Relational and Network Approach’. Theory and Society 23, no. 5 (1994): 605–649.

	Spector-Mersel, Gabriela. ‘Mechanisms of Selection in Claiming Narrative Identities: A Model for Interpreting Narratives’. Qualitative Inquiry 17, no. 2 (2011): 172–185.

	Spencer, Alexander. Romantic Narratives in International Politics—Pirates, Rebels and Mercenaries. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016.

	Standish, Reid. ‘China’s Path Forward Is Getting Bumpy’. The Atlantic, 1 October 2019, https://​www.​theatlantic.​com/​international/​archive/​2019/​10/​china-belt-road-initiative-problems-kazakhstan/​597853.

	State Information Center. ‘Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st Century Silk Road’, Belt and Road Portal, 30 March 2015, https://​eng.​yidaiyilu.​gov.​cn/​qwyw/​qwfb/​1084.​htm.

	Steele, Brent. ‘Welcome Home! Routines, Ontological Insecurity and the Politics of US Military Reunion Videos’. Cambridge Review of International Affairs 32, no. 3 (2019): 322–343.

	Steele, Brent. Ontological Security in International Relations: Self-Identity and the IR State. Abingdon: Routledge, 2008.

	Stott, Michael. ‘China Cleans Up in Latin America as US Flounders over Coronavirus’, Financial Times, 9 August 2020, https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​741e72ed-e1db-4609-b389-969318f170e8.

	Subotić, Jelena. ‘Narrative, Ontological Security, and Foreign Policy Change’. Foreign Policy Analysis 12, no. 4 (2015): 610–627.

	Subotić, Jelena. ‘Stories States Tell: Identity, Narrative, and Human Rights in the Balkans’. Slavic Review 72, no. 2 (2013): 306–26.

	Sultana, Gulbin. ‘The 2018 Maldivian Presidential Elections: Two-Horse Race between Development and Reforms’, IDSA Issue Brief, 17 September 2018, https://​idsa.​in/​issuebrief/​the-2018-maldivian-presidential-elections-gsultana-170918.

	Summers, Tim. ‘China’s “New Silk Roads”: Sub-National Regions and Networks of Global Political Economy’. Third World Quarterly 37, no. 9 (2016): 1628–1643.

	Sun, Wanning. ‘Mission Impossible? Soft Power, Communication Capacity, and the Globalization of Chinese Media’. International Journal of Communication 4 (2010): 54–72.

	Sun, Wanning. ‘Slow Boat from China: Public Discourses behind the ‘Going Global’ Media Policy’. International Journal of Cultural Policy 21, no. 4 (2015): 400–418.

	Sweigart, Emilie, and Gabriel Cohen. ‘Mexico’s Evolving Relationship with China’, Americas Quarterly, https://​www.​americasquarterl​y.​org/​article/​mexicos-evolving-relationship-with-china.

	Taniguchi, Takuya. ‘Should We Forget about the Asia-Africa Growth Corridor?’, IFRI, https://​www.​ifri.​org/​en/​publications/​editoriaux-de-lifri/​lettre-centre-asie/​should-we-forget-about-asia-africa-growth.

	Taylor, Ros. ‘What Makes Britain “Great”? The End of the Postwar Consensus of Liberal Internationalism’, London School of Economics, 15 November 2017, https://​blogs.​lse.​ac.​uk/​brexit/​2017/​11/​15/​what-makes-britain-great-the-end-of-the-postwar-consensus-of-liberal-internationalism​.

	Teo, Hoong Chen et al. ‘Environmental Impacts of Infrastructure Development under the Belt and Road Initiative’. Environments 6, no. 6 (2019): 1–22.

	Teo, Peter, and Huimin Xu. ‘A Comparative Analysis of Chinese and American Newspaper Reports on China’s Belt and Road Initiative’. Journalism Practice, 2021, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​17512786.​2021.​1981149.

	The Diplomat. ‘Belt and Road Attendees List’, 12 May 2017, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2017/​05/​belt-and-road-attendees-list.

	The Economic Times. ‘India Signals to Boycott China’s Belt and Road Forum for Second Time’, 20 March 2019, https://​economictimes.​indiatimes.​com/​news/​politics-and-nation/​india-hints-wont-attend-aprils-belt-and-road-forum/​articleshow/​68494152.​cms.

	The Economic Times. ‘PM Modi Arrives in Maldives to Attend President-Elect Ibrahim Mohamed Solih's Inauguration’, 18 November 2018, https://​bit.​ly/​3L5uhJB.

	The Edition. ‘Five of the 100-Day Pledges Initiative Fulfilled: AG Office’, 20 December 2018, https://​edition.​mv/​news/​8398.

	The Edition. ‘Our Debt to China Is Far Lower Than 3.2 Billion Dollars: Minister Saeed’, 12 November 2018, https://​edition.​mv/​search/​7835.

	The Guardian. ‘Mike Pompeo Says Free World Must Change China or “China Will Change Us”’, 24 July 2020, https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​world/​2020/​jul/​24/​mike-pompeo-says-free-world-must-change-china-or-china-will-change-us.

	The Hans India. ‘External Affairs Minister Says India Won't Copy China’s Belt and Road Initiative’, 4 October 2019, https://​bit.​ly/​3thNqBp.

	The Independent. ‘Trump Inauguration Speech’, 21 January 2021, https://​www.​independent.​co.​uk/​news/​world/​americas/​trump-inauguration-speech-full-transcript-read-b1789856.​html.

	The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘Antwoord op vragen van de leden Amhaouch, Van den Berg en Van Helvert over het voornemen van Italië om zich aan te sluiten bij het Chinese Belt and Road investeringsprogramm’, 12 April 2019, https://​www.​tweedekamer.​nl/​kamerstukken/​kamervragen/​detail?​id=​2019Z04566&​did=​2019D14342.

	The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘Policy Paper The Netherlands and China: A New Balance’, 15 May 2019, https://​www.​government.​nl/​documents/​policy-notes/​2019/​05/​15/​china-strategy-the-netherlands--china-a-new-balance.

	The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘Response to the AIV Advisory Report on “China and the Strategic Tasks for the Netherlands in Europe”’, 9 September 2019, https://​bit.​ly/​3gNWDu1.

	The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘State of the European Union 2019’, 4 February 2019, https://​www.​government.​nl/​documents/​parliamentary-documents/​2019/​02/​04/​state-of-the-european-union-2019.

	The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘Summary of The Netherlands and China: A New Balance’, 15 May 2019, https://​www.​government.​nl/​documents/​policy-notes/​2019/​05/​15/​china-strategy-the-netherlands--china-a-new-balance.

	The President’s Office (Maldives). ‘Chinese Ambassador Pays Courtesy Call on President Solih’, 10 January 2019, https://​www.​presidencymaldiv​es.​gov.​mv/​Press/​Article/​20351.

	The President’s Office (Maldives). ‘Keynote Speech by His Excellency Abdulla Yameen Abdul Gayoom, President of the Republic of Maldives, at the Opening Ceremony of the 10th China-South Asia Business Forum’, Ref: FAS/RAY/2015/23, 12 June 2015, https://​presidency.​gov.​mv/​Press/​Article/​15600.

	The President’s Office (Maldives). ‘President Concludes Visit to China’, Ref: 2014-438, 20 August 2014, https://​presidency.​gov.​mv/​Press/​Article/​14715.

	The President’s Office (Maldives). ‘Press Statement by His Excellency Abdulla Yameen Abdul Gayoom, President of the Republic of Maldives, on the State Visit by His Excellency Xi Jinping, President of the People’s Republic of China’, Ref: FAS/RAY/2014/52, 15 September 2014, https://​presidency.​gov.​mv/​Press/​Article/​14815.

	The Prime Minister of Kazakhstan Official Website. ‘The State Program of Infrastructure Development “Nurly Zhol” for 2015–2019’, https://​bit.​ly/​3oXkig7.

	The Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation. ‘Wang Yi: Evaluation of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Should Be Based on Facts’, 19 April 2019, http://​www.​beltandroadforum​.​org/​english/​n100/​2019/​0427/​c22-1292.​html.

	The Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation. ‘Xi Jinping Meets with the First President of Kazakhstan Nursultan Nazarbayev’, 30 April 2019, http://​www.​beltandroadforum​.​org/​english/​n100/​2019/​0430/​c22-1414.​html.

	The State Council Information Office The People’s Republic of China. ‘President Xi Sends Message to Conference on Belt and Road Int'l Cooperation’, 19 June 2020, http://​english.​scio.​gov.​cn/​topnews/​2020-06/​19/​content_​76180114.​htm.

	The State Council the People’s Republic of China. ‘Achievements of BRI’, 26 April 2019, http://​english.​www.​gov.​cn/​news/​video/​2019/​04/​26/​content_​281476629540766.​htm.

	The Syrian Observer. ‘The Belt and Road: A New Page of Cooperation between China and Syria’, 13 May 2019, https://​syrianobserver.​com/​EN/​news/​50356/​the-belt-and-road-a-new-page-of-cooperation-between-china-and-syria.​html.

	The Times of India. ‘Beijing Plans to Turn Pakistan into Its Economic Colony’, 16 May 2017, https://​timesofindia.​indiatimes.​com/​world/​china/​beijing-plans-to-turn-pak-into-its-economic-colony/​articleshow/​58689279.​cms.

	The Times of India. ‘Belt and Road Forum: It Doesn’t Serve India’s Interests to Join This Chinese Party’, 25 April 2019, https://​timesofindia.​indiatimes.​com/​blogs/​toi-editorials/​belt-and-road-forum-it-doesnt-serve-indias-interests-to-join-this-chinese-party.

	The Times of India. ‘China to Hold 2nd BRF Meet on Thursday; India to Give It a Miss’, 24 April 2019, https://​timesofindia.​indiatimes.​com/​world/​china/​china-to-hold-2nd-brf-meet-on-thursday-india-to-give-it-a-miss/​articleshow/​69029326.​cms.

	The White House. ‘Interim National Security Strategic Guidance’, March 2021, https://​www.​whitehouse.​gov/​wp-content/​uploads/​2021/​03/​NSC-1v2.​pdf.

	The White House. ‘National Security Strategy of the United States of America’, December 2017, https://​trumpwhitehouse.​archives.​gov/​wp-content/​uploads/​2017/​12/​NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.​pdf.

	The White House. ‘United States Strategic Approach to the People’s Republic of China’, https://​trumpwhitehouse.​archives.​gov/​wp-content/​uploads/​2020/​05/​U.​S.​-Strategic-Approach-to-The-Peoples-Republic-of-China-Report-5.​24v1.​pdf.

	The World Bank. ‘The Maldives: A Development Success Story’, 10 April 2013, https://​bit.​ly/​3gWvdlM.

	Thussu, Daya, Hugo De Burgh, and Anbin Shi, ed. China’s Media Go Global. London: Routledge, 2017.

	Tiezzi, Shannon. ‘Who Is (and Who Isn’t) Attending China's 2nd Belt and Road Forum?’ The Diplomat, 27 April 2019, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2019/​04/​who-is-and-who-isnt-attending-chinas-2nd-belt-and-road-forum.

	Tilford, Simon. ‘The British and Their Exceptionalism’, Center for European Reform, https://​www.​cer.​eu/​insights/​british-and-their-exceptionalism.

	Tillman, Henry, Yang Jian, and Egill Thor Nielsson. ‘The Polar Silk Road: China’s New Frontier of International Cooperation’. China Quarterly Journal of International Strategic Studies 4, no. 3 (2018): 345–362.

	Timsit, Annabelle. ‘The Brexification of the UK’s China Debate’, Quartz, 8 March 2021, https://​qz.​com/​1978678/​what-to-know-about-uk-china-relations-in-2021.

	Tonchev, Plamen. ‘The Belt and Road after COVID-19’, The Diplomat, 7 April 2020, http://​www.​viet-studies.​com/​kinhte/​BeltRoadPostcovi​d_​Diplomat.​pdf.

	Triggle, Nick. ‘Covid: UK's Early Response Worst Public Health Failure Ever, MPs say’, BBC, 12 October 2021, https://​www.​bbc.​co.​uk/​news/​health-58876089.

	Trump, Donald. ‘Remarks by President Trump on Actions against China’, The White House, 30 May 2020, https://​www.​whitehouse.​gov/​briefings-statements/​remarks-president-trump-actions-china.

	Turak, Natasha. ‘The First Resort: How FDI Can Help the Maldives to Preserve Its Paradise’, Foreign Direct Investment, 13 April 2017, https://​www.​fdiintelligence.​com/​article/​68940.

	Turner, Gillian. ‘White House Slams China's “highly dubious” Infrastructure Project as Bolton Warns Ukraine’, Fox News, 28 August 2019, https://​www.​foxnews.​com/​politics/​white-house-china-dubious-infrastructure-project-bolton-ukraine.

	Tyagi, Harish. ‘Why Modi’s India Has Become a Dangerous Place for Muslims’, The Conversation, https://​theconversation.​com/​why-modis-india-has-become-a-dangerous-place-for-muslims-132591.

	Tzili-Apango, Eduardo, and Thomas Legler. ‘Mexico’s Elusive Partnership with China: The Search for Explanations’. Norteamérica. Revista Académica Del CISAN-UNAM 15, no. 2 (2020): 127–154.

	Tzili-Apango, Eduardo. ‘Silver Road Meets Silk Road: Insights about Mexico’s Insertion into Silk Road Dynamics’. Acta Via Serica 3, no. 2 (2018): 73-90.

	U.S. Mission to Maldives. ‘The United States Donates 60 Ventilators to Maldives to Respond to COVID-19’, 26 September 2020, https://​mv.​usmission.​gov/​the-united-states-donates-60-ventilators-to-maldives-to-respond-to-covid-19.

	Uatkhanov, Yerbolat. ‘COSCO Shipping to Invest in Khorgos-Eastern Gate Free Economic Zone’, The Astana Times, 16 May 2017, https://​astanatimes.​com/​2017/​05/​cosco-shipping-to-invest-in-khorgos-eastern-gate-free-economic-zone.

	van Noort, Carolijn, and Precious Chatterje-Doody. ‘Visualizing China’s Belt and Road Initiative on RT (Russia Today): From Infrastructural Project to Human Development’. Eurasian Geography and Economics, 2021, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​15387216.​2021.​2005650.

	van Noort, Carolijn, and Thomas Colley. ‘How Do Strategic Narratives Shape Policy Adoption? Responses to China’s Belt and Road Initiative’. Review of International Studies 47, no. 1 (2021): 39–63.

	van Noort, Carolijn. China’s Communication of the Belt and Road Initiative: Silk Road and Infrastructure Narratives. New York: Routledge, 2022.

	van Noort, Carolijn. Infrastructure Communication in International Relations. New York: Routledge, 2021.

	van Noort, Carolijn. ‘Strategic Narratives of the Past: An Analysis of China’s New Silk Road Communication’. Global Society 34, no. 2 (2020): 186–205.

	van Noort, Carolijn. ‘Strategic Narratives, Visuality and Infrastructure in the Digital Age: The Case of China’s Maritime Silk Road Initiative’. Cambridge Review of International Affairs 33, no. 5 (2020): 734–751.

	van Noort, Carolijn. ‘The Aesthetic Power of Ships in International Political Communication: Why Ships Matter in China’s Communication of the Maritime Silk Road Initiative'. Global Society, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13600826.​2021.​1942801, (2021): 1–22.

	van Noort, Carolijn. ‘The Construction of Power in the Strategic Narratives of the BRICS’. Global Society, 33 no. 4 (2019): 462–478.

	van Noort, Carolijn. ‘Visual Analysis of the Belt and Road Initiative: The Securing of a Regional Geopolitical Order, China’s Identity, and Infrastructure Development Narratives’. In Alister Miskimmon, Ben O’Loughlin, and Jinghan Zeng, eds. One Belt, One Road, One Story? Towards an EU-China Strategic Narrative. London: Palgrave, 2020, 195–228.

	Vanderhill, Rachel, Sandra Joireman, and Roza Tulepbayeva. ‘Between the Bear and the Dragon: Multivectorism in Kazakhstan as a Model Strategy for Secondary Powers’. International Affairs 96, no. 4 (2020): 975–993.

	Vangeli, Anastas. ‘Global China and Symbolic Power: The Case of 16 + 1 Cooperation’. Journal of Contemporary China 27, no. 113 (2018): 674–687.

	Veldkamp, Joan. ‘Waarom de Nieuwe China-strategie van Nederland geen Strategie is’, De Correspondent, 17 May 2019, https://​decorrespondent.​nl/​9510/​waarom-de-nieuwe-china-strategie-van-nederland-geen-strategie-is/​137128855380-b5d74cfd.

	Verma, Raj. ‘China’s “mask diplomacy” to Change the COVID-19 Narrative in Europe’. Asia Europe Journal 18 (2020): 205–209.

	Vigil, Sara. ‘The Global Land Rush at a Geostrategic Enclave. Drivers, Impacts, and Implications for the Maldives’, 2018, https://​bit.​ly/​34yrEPr.

	Wadhams, Nick. ‘Blinken Says Only China Can Truly Challenge Global System’, Bloomberg, 3 March 2021, https://​www.​bloomberg.​com/​news/​articles/​2021-03-03/​blinken-calls-china-competition-a-key-challenge-for-the-u-s.

	Wæver, Ole. ‘Identity, Communities and Foreign Policy: Discourse Analysis as Foreign Policy Theory’. In Hansen and Wæver, eds. European Integration and National Identity: The Challenge of the Nordic State. London: Routledge, 2002, 20–49.

	Wang, Longde, et al. ‘Emergence and Control of Infectious Diseases in China’. Lancet 372, no. 9649 (2008): 1598–1605.

	Wang, Yi. ‘“The Backward Will Be Beaten”: Historical Lesson, Security, and Nationalism in China’. Journal of Contemporary China 20, no. 126 (2020): 887–900.

	Wang, Yong. ‘Offensive for Defensive: The Belt and Road Initiative and China’s New Grand Strategy’. The Pacific Review 29, no. 3 (2016): 455–463.

	Webber, Jude. ‘Mexican “Silk Road” Trade Corridor Is Set to Spice Up US Tension’, Financial Times, 6 June 2018, https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​93f1efda-6966-11e8-b6eb-4acfcfb08c11.

	Wenshan, Jia. ‘Is the US a Democracy or an Oligarchy?’, CGTN, 31 October 2020, https://​news.​cgtn.​com/​news/​2020-10-31/​Is-the-U-S-a-democracy-or-an-oligarchy--V0RcQhVQ7S/​index.​html.

	Wensink, Chris, et al. ‘The Road to Holland. The Belt and Road Initiative: Implications and Opportunities of Rail Freight Transport between China and the Netherlands’, Rijksoverheid, 20 December 2018, https://​www.​rijksoverheid.​nl/​documenten/​rapporten/​2018/​12/​20/​bijlage-5-panteia-china-rapport-the-road-to-holland.

	Wilson, Jeanne. ‘The Eurasian Economic Union and China’s Silk Road: Implications for the Russian-Chinese Relationship’. European Politics and Society 17 (2016): 113–132.

	Winberry, John. ‘The Mexican Landbridge Project: The Isthmus of Tehuantepec and Inter-Oceanic Transit’. Yearbook (Conference of Latin Americanist Geographers) 13 (1987): 12–18.

	Winter, Tim. ‘Geocultural Power: China’s Belt and Road Initiative’. Geopolitics (2020): 1–24, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​14650045.​2020.​1718656.

	Winter, Tim. Geocultural Power: China’s Quest to Revive the Silk Roads for the Twenty-First Century. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019.

	Winter, Tim. ‘Heritage Diplomacy along the One Belt One Road’. The Newsletter 74 (2016): 8–10.

	Wong, Tessa. ‘Sinophobia: How a Virus Reveals the Many Ways China Is Feared’, BBC, 20 February 2020, https://​www.​bbc.​co.​uk/​news/​world-asia-51456056.

	World Health Organization. ‘Report of the WHO-China Joint Mission on Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)’, https://​www.​who.​int/​docs/​default-source/​coronaviruse/​who-china-joint-mission-on-covid-19-final-report.​pdf?​sfvrsn=​fce87f4e_​2.

	World Health Organization. ‘Timeline of WHO’s Response to COVID-19’, 29 June 2020, https://​www.​who.​int/​news/​item/​29-06-2020-covidtimeline.

	World Integrated Trade Solution. ‘Kazakhstan Trade Summary 2018 Data’, https://​wits.​worldbank.​org/​CountryProfile/​en/​Country/​KAZ/​Year/​LTST/​Summary.

	World Trade Organization. ‘DS451: China—Measures Relating to the Production and Exportation of Apparel and Textile Products’, 2012, https://​www.​wto.​org/​english/​tratop_​e/​dispu_​e/​cases_​e/​ds451_​e.​htm.

	Wright, Thomas. ‘Pompeo’s Surreal Speech on China’, Brookings, 27 July 2020, https://​www.​brookings.​edu/​blog/​order-from-chaos/​2020/​07/​27/​pompeos-surreal-speech-on-china.

	Wu, Jiao. ‘President Xi Gives Speech to Indonesian Parliament’, China Daily, 2 October 2013, http://​www.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​china/​2013xiapec/​2013-10/​02/​content_​17007915.​htm.

	Wuthnow, Joel. ‘From Friend to Foe-ish: Washington’s Negative Turn on the Belt and Road Initiative’, The Asan Forum, 21 May 2018, https://​theasanforum.​org/​from-friend-to-foe-ish-washingtons-negative-turn-on-the-belt-and-road-initiative.

	Xi, Jinping. ‘Full Text of Chinese President’s Signed Article on Saudi Newspaper’, China Daily, 19 January 2016, http://​www.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​world/​2016xivisitmiddl​eeast/​2016-01/​19/​content_​23139368.​htm.

	Xi, Jinping. ‘Promote Friendship between Our People and Work Together to Build a Bright Future’, 8 September 2013, https://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​wjdt_​665385/​zyjh_​665391/​t1078088.​shtml.

	Xi, Jinping. ‘The Central Conference on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs Was held in Beijing: Xi Jinping Delivered an Important Address at the Conference’, Xinhua, 29 November 2015, http://​www.​fmprc.​gov.​cn/​mfa_​eng/​zxxx_​662805/​t1215680.​shtml.

	Xi, Jinping. ‘Working Together to Deliver a Brighter Future for Belt and Road Cooperation’, China Daily, 26 April 2019, http://​govt.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​a/​201904/​26/​WS5cc5663c498e07​9e6801f3c0.​html.

	Xi, Jinping. On the Governance of China. Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2014.

	Xinhua. ‘China Focus: Belt and Road Forum Agenda Set’, 18 April 2017, http://​www.​xinhuanet.​com/​/​english/​2017-04/​18/​c_​136218408.​htm.

	Xinhua. ‘China Focus: What to Expect from Belt and Road Forum’, 1 May 2017, http://​www.​xinhuanet.​com/​/​english/​2017-05/​01/​c_​136248648.​htm.

	Xinhua. ‘Confucius Institutes Lauded in Promoting “Belt and Road” Initiative’, 12 December 2016, https://​www.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​china/​2016-12/​12/​content_​27640662.​htm.

	Xinhua. ‘Europeans Embrace Belt and Road Initiative as Mutual Benefits Grow’, 27 April 2019, https://​eng.​yidaiyilu.​gov.​cn/​qwyw/​rdxw/​88202.​htm.

	Xinhua. ‘Interview: Maldives Aims to Strengthen Relations with China: Foreign Minister’, 26 July 2020, http://​www.​xinhuanet.​com/​english/​asiapacific/​2020-07/​26/​c_​139241689.​htm.

	Xinhua. ‘Pakistan Views CPEC as Flagship Project of China’s Belt and Road Initiative’, 11 May 2017, http://​www.​xinhuanet.​com/​english/​2017-05/​11/​c_​136274094.​htm.

	Xinhua. ‘World Leaders Laud BRI’s Substantial Progress, Envision Promising Future’, 27 April 2019, https://​eng.​yidaiyilu.​gov.​cn/​qwyw/​rdxw/​88072.​htm.

	Xinhua. ‘Xi Says China Ready to Continue Supporting Mexico in COVID-19 Fight’, 11 April 2020, http://​www.​xinhuanet.​com/​english/​2020-04/​11/​c_​138966329.​htm.

	Yao, Kevin. ‘China Seeks to Allay Fears over Belt and Road Debt Risks’, Reuters, 25 April 2019, https://​uk.​reuters.​com/​article/​uk-china-silkroad/​china-seeks-to-allay-fears-over-belt-and-road-debt-risks-idUKKCN1S1069.

	Yong, Ed. ‘How the Pandemic Defeated America’, The Atlantic, September 2020, https://​www.​theatlantic.​com/​magazine/​archive/​2020/​09/​coronavirus-american-failure/​614191.

	Zalif, Zunana. ‘President Yameen Inaugurates Sinamale Bridge’, Raajje, 30 August 2018, https://​raajje.​mv/​39753.

	Zarakol, Ayşe. ‘Ontological (In)Security and State Denial of Historical Crimes: Turkey and Japan’. International Relations 24, no. 1 (2010): 3–23.

	Zeneli, Valbona, and Federica Santoro. ‘China’s Disinformation Campaign in Italy’, The Diplomat, 9 June 2020, https://​thediplomat.​com/​2020/​06/​chinas-disinformation-campaign-in-italy.

	Zeng, Jinghan. ‘Narrating China’s Belt and Road Initiative’. Global Policy 10, no. 2 (2019): 207–216.

	Zenglein, Max, and Anna Holzmann. ‘Evolving Made in China 2025: China’s Industrial Policy in the Quest for Global Tech Leadership’, Mercator Institute for China Studies, July 2019, https://​www.​merics.​org/​sites/​default/​files/​2019-07/​MPOC_​8_​MadeinChina_​2025_​final_​3.​pdf.

	Zhang, Lejin, and Doreen Wu. ‘Media Representations of China: A Comparison of China Daily and Financial Times in Reporting on the Belt and Road Initiative’. Critical Arts 31, no. 6 (2017): 29–43.

	Zhang, Xiao. ‘Belt and Road: Path of Mutually Beneficial Development and Shared Prosperity of China and Kazakhstan’, The Astana Times, 11 September 2018, https://​astanatimes.​com/​2018/​09/​belt-and-road-path-of-mutually-beneficial-development-and-shared-prosperity-of-china-and-kazakhstan.

	Zhang, Xiaoling, and Gareth Shaw. ‘The UK Media Coverage of China’s Handling of the Coronavirus Outbreak’. Global Media and China 6, no. 1 (2021): 40–61.

	Zhu, Zhe, Chen, Weihua, and Cheng Guangjin. ‘China, Mexico boost Relations’, China Daily, 5 July 2013, http://​www.​chinadaily.​com.​cn/​china/​/​/​/​/​2013xivisit/​2013-06/​05/​content_​16573196.​htm.

	Zimmerman, Thomas. ‘The New Silk Roads: China, the US, and the Future of Central Asia’, Center on International Cooperation, New York University, 2015, https://​cic.​nyu.​edu/​sites/​default/​files/​zimmerman_​new_​silk_​road_​final_​2.​pdf.



Index

A

actor1–5, 8, 9, 11, 19–25, 27–29, 32, 33, 37, 38, 50–53, 55, 70, 83, 107, 108, 121, 146, 150, 164, 211, 212, 226, 228, 240, 269, 270, 273, 274, 277–280, 285–291

affiliation5, 7, 8, 12, 27, 30, 33, 34, 48, 58, 61, 73, 81, 82, 84, 86, 88, 90, 91, 102, 104, 105, 107, 110, 120, 124, 125, 140, 173, 174, 179, 182, 187, 190, 199, 266–268, 282

agency24, 91, 141, 160, 229, 271, 277, 284

aid60, 191, 226

Aksai Chin153

allies23, 25, 32, 61, 81–84, 87, 89, 90, 92, 101, 104, 106, 138, 144, 154, 163, 182, 183, 188, 192, 193, 195, 239, 247, 249, 267, 270–273, 276

anxiety25, 27, 29, 33, 84, 87, 92, 105, 106, 117, 145–148, 150, 278, 284

argument4, 7, 8, 20, 22, 27, 29, 33, 37–39, 79, 84, 88, 89, 91, 103, 107, 124, 140, 143, 154, 191, 228, 243, 266, 267, 274, 276–278, 285, 286, 288

artistic charm50

Asia–Africa Growth Corridor (AAGC)159, 168, 283

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB)48, 104, 107, 114, 129, 138, 151, 182

audiences2, 4–6, 8, 10, 19–23, 26, 29–34, 39, 48, 52, 55, 56, 58, 59, 69, 83, 93, 109, 143, 163, 186, 197, 220, 239, 244, 265, 266, 270, 271, 273–278, 280, 286, 287, 289–291

authoritarianism142, 145, 149, 150, 194, 241, 281, 288


B

Bangladesh, China, India and Myanmar Economic Corridor (BCIM)159, 170

Belt and Road Forum (BRF)34, 54–56, 225
See alsoFirst Belt and Road Forum; Second Belt and Road Forum

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)2, 3–13, 20, 26–29, 31, 33–40, 47–61, 66, 69–92, 101–114, 116, 117, 119–125, 135–164, 170, 173–175, 177–180, 182–190, 192–196, 198, 199, 211–215, 218, 221–226, 228, 230–235, 237, 242–246, 248–251, 265–286, 288–290
See alsoOne Belt One Road (OBOR)

big data213

border conflict152, 153, 162

brand/branding10, 34, 55, 79, 89, 143, 177, 224, 225, 277, 281

Brazil220, 221, 234

Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS)230

Brexit2, 27, 110, 112, 247

Build Back Better World Initiative (B3W)283

buy-in4, 11, 20, 22, 28, 30, 34, 39, 71, 75, 77, 90, 114, 185, 187, 265, 286


C

capitalism51, 60, 139, 243

case studies11, 20, 69, 71, 91, 150, 174, 175, 187, 188, 198, 199, 246, 269, 270, 274, 278, 286

censorship142, 213, 216

Century of Humiliation2, 59, 103, 127

China2–8, 10–13, 20, 25, 26, 28, 33–40, 47–61, 69–75, 77–92, 101–125, 135–164, 173–199, 207, 211–250, 265–285, 288–290

China–CELAC178, 185, 201, 202

China Communications Construction Company271

China Development Bank179

China Dream58, 73

China General Nuclear Power (CGN)103, 129

China Global Television Network (CGTN)48, 62, 67, 87, 140, 240, 242, 252, 257, 258, 260, 261

China–Maldives Friendship Bridge190, 191, 206, 207
See alsoSinamalé Bridge

China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)151, 152, 155–157, 159, 162, 168, 249, 282, 293

China Radio International (CRI)48

Chinese Communist Party (CCP)58, 59, 120, 142, 143, 149, 163, 212, 215, 218, 220, 222, 238, 239, 268, 278

civilisation2, 5, 7, 8, 50, 58, 59, 86, 147, 275, 278

climate change11, 108, 112, 118, 287, 288, 290

Cold War144, 230, 231, 240, 249, 284

colonisation28

communication power20

communism110, 138, 241

Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC)178

community of shared destiny142

community of shared future of mankind53, 225, 230

Confucianism50

connectivity2, 6, 47–49, 51, 55, 57, 58, 60, 70, 72, 76, 79, 82, 85, 108, 115, 121, 123, 124, 137, 151, 154–156, 158–160, 173, 185, 189, 190, 199, 231, 232, 266, 267, 285

constructivism19, 32, 289

contestation (of strategic narratives)26, 31, 34, 276

co-optation (of strategic narratives)31, 37, 227, 266, 273

corruption10, 53, 61, 83, 107, 139, 142, 149, 173, 183, 195, 199, 282

counter-narratives22, 49, 51, 52, 56, 72, 81, 82, 105, 157, 283, 287

COVID-199, 10, 12, 35, 49, 149, 211–224, 226, 228–234, 236–239, 241–245, 247–250, 266, 268, 272, 280, 281, 283, 288

credibility58, 143, 161, 163, 247, 277, 279, 280

crisis communication286

culture4, 23, 48, 50, 59, 114, 160, 161


D

debt51, 52, 55, 61, 72, 80, 86, 155–157, 193–195, 197, 199, 277, 281, 282

debt trap10, 33, 34, 55, 61, 87, 88, 107, 141, 156, 157, 174, 193, 242, 268, 280, 282
debt trap diplomacy55, 139–141

democracy32, 80, 85, 88, 91, 93, 105, 110, 117, 119, 145, 146, 148, 161, 189, 194, 198, 237–241, 245, 246, 272, 281

development partner60, 189, 196, 197, 237

Digital Silk Road2, 49, 60, 149, 213, 224, 232, 233, 246, 248, 268, 281

diplomacy3, 85, 90, 228, 270, 281

discourse3, 19–22, 37, 38, 80, 102, 105, 110, 112, 137–139, 141–143, 145, 147, 150, 175, 187, 189, 212, 226, 237, 243, 247, 274, 284, 286, 287

discourse power49, 144, 213, 247, 289

disinformation12, 216, 218, 219, 239, 279, 280, 282, 289, 290

domestic politics181, 270, 271


E

economic security111, 277

economy54, 57, 71, 73, 85, 87, 90, 101, 104, 111, 112, 114, 120, 135, 137, 140–142, 156, 179, 181–183, 193, 196, 232, 239, 241, 243, 250, 276, 286

Egypt6, 50, 85, 227

elections3, 149, 150, 177, 186, 191, 193, 194, 196, 214, 235, 238–240

elite(s)26, 31, 32, 37, 72, 84, 105, 147, 177, 184, 199, 222, 241, 249, 275, 279, 284, 287, 288

emotion(s)22

emplotment266

energy59, 73, 74, 76, 77, 81, 105, 137, 152, 154, 176, 178, 180, 283

environment33, 54, 82, 114, 280

Eurasian Economic Union (EEU)52, 56, 65, 74, 94

European Union (EU)2, 27, 79–81, 83, 84, 87, 90–92, 96, 110–112, 114, 117, 119, 121–124, 158, 189, 225–227, 246, 247, 271, 283

exceptionalism105, 108, 109, 115, 145, 146, 161

export(s)60, 81, 82, 114, 142, 176, 180, 181, 184, 225, 232, 234, 241, 244


F

financial crisis80, 83

financial terms195, 199

First Belt and Road Forum49, 52, 54, 57, 69, 71, 81, 138, 151, 154–156, 158, 160, 175, 188

foreign investment82, 120, 144, 193, 195, 269

foreign policy1, 3, 22, 34, 48, 51, 71, 74, 75, 80, 83, 90–92, 105, 106, 109–113, 122, 135, 136, 138, 139, 142, 143, 145, 146, 148, 156, 213, 224, 226, 230, 240, 245, 270, 271

framing89, 101, 114, 154, 185, 214, 238, 266, 277, 278

free trade agreement (FTA)60, 180, 192, 194, 197

friendship6, 7, 74, 76, 78, 83, 87, 113, 176, 184, 187, 196, 218, 227, 234, 246


G

5G52, 88, 91, 112, 118, 122, 123, 215, 227, 232, 271

G769, 79, 81, 83, 104, 107, 283

geocultural power6

geopolitics89, 155

globalisation27, 52, 53, 57, 58, 60, 71, 141

global policy2, 10, 13, 20, 29, 31, 39, 80, 93, 163, 265, 269, 271–274, 278, 280, 286–288, 290

Global South243, 244

governance54, 58, 107, 114, 118, 121, 138, 139, 142, 148, 149, 155, 158, 213, 223, 239, 240, 280, 281

grants190

great powers1, 24, 108, 147, 249, 278, 281

Greece85–87, 227

green development54, 85


H

Hambantota port51, 138, 157

health77, 108, 112, 211, 214, 219, 220, 223, 228–230, 232, 244, 247, 281, 283

Health Silk Road2, 213, 224, 225, 232, 233, 244, 246, 248, 250, 251, 256, 268, 281

hedging196

heritage59, 185
heritage diplomacy59, 185

historical nihilism59

historical statecraft50, 185

history5–7, 28, 30, 31, 37, 38, 59, 73, 87, 101–103, 110, 113, 115, 124, 147, 154, 161–163, 184–186, 216, 240, 275, 276, 284, 285

Hong Kong103, 109, 111, 215, 220, 222, 235, 249

human rights52, 85, 91, 101, 104, 105, 109–111, 113, 116–121, 123–125, 142, 148, 177, 186–189, 194, 235, 243, 267, 268, 272, 282, 287


I

identity3–6, 8, 11, 19, 20, 23–30, 37, 50, 58, 69, 71, 77, 79, 89, 90, 92, 105, 108, 112, 125, 148, 152, 162, 184, 189, 190, 194, 225, 230, 265, 275–277
image79
role in the world271, 272
self-identity58, 139, 145, 158, 161, 164

identity narratives28

ideology51, 57, 59, 138, 149, 270

image

IMF60, 80

India9, 11, 12, 35, 36, 49, 52, 135–137, 150–163, 188, 193, 195–199, 219, 222, 223, 235–237, 245, 246, 248, 250, 267, 275, 283, 285

Indo-Pacific136, 138–140, 143, 156, 163

infrastructure2, 5, 8, 33, 39, 49, 51, 54, 57, 58, 60, 61, 71–73, 76, 77, 79, 84, 85, 88, 101, 105–108, 112, 119, 121, 122, 136–138, 140–142, 144, 150, 151, 153, 154, 159–161, 163, 173, 176–178, 182, 183, 190, 195, 199, 246, 248, 265, 268, 277, 281–284
infrastructure communication49
infrastructure narratives49, 50, 60, 191

international communication58, 286

international developmentxvii

international order2, 50, 51, 53, 58, 115, 118, 135, 145, 147, 149, 163, 214, 231, 239, 243, 245, 246, 250, 267, 271
See alsoliberal international order

international organisation49, 54, 116, 123, 227, 230, 239, 287

international relations (IR)1, 3, 10, 13, 19, 48, 49, 53, 211, 239, 240, 265, 269, 274, 286, 290

international system1, 26, 38, 51, 53, 56, 107, 109, 116, 118, 148, 220, 222, 225, 230, 267, 283

interpretive policy analysis10

Iran7, 159, 227

Italy9, 11, 12, 35, 36, 69, 70, 79–92, 96, 120, 122, 140, 211, 219, 224–228, 266, 271, 272, 276, 283


J

journalism48


K

Kashmir136, 152, 153, 157, 162, 267

Kazakhstan9, 11, 12, 35, 47, 69–79, 85, 92, 95, 160, 227, 233, 234, 249, 266

Kenya7, 16, 50

Khorgos Gateway75

knowledge partner113, 123


L

land grabbing52

Latin American and Caribbean countries (LAC)174, 178, 179, 233

leadership25, 50, 88, 121, 144–146, 150, 234, 238, 239, 243, 245–247, 250, 279

liberal democracies12, 91, 101, 103, 113, 117, 124, 150, 187–189, 211, 215, 224, 239, 247, 267, 281, 283, 286, 289

liberal international order135, 147

liberal values60, 101, 102, 105, 113, 124, 267

loan(s)2, 141, 149, 151, 157, 159, 190, 194, 195, 237


M

Made in China 2025 (MIC25)60

Malaysia55, 87, 139, 157

Maldives6, 9, 11, 12, 35, 36, 52, 174, 175, 188–199, 207, 236, 237, 246, 249, 268, 271

Maldives National Defence Force (MNDF)197

Malé190

manufacturing81, 82, 151, 173, 178, 179, 182, 184, 224, 267, 268

Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI)50, 51

mask diplomacy213, 225–228, 256, 257

master narrative4, 23, 106, 290

material interests3, 11, 12, 32, 33, 38, 61, 71, 72, 80, 82, 84, 85, 113, 124, 143, 144, 151, 160, 174, 179, 191, 192, 249, 250, 265, 269, 270, 277

material reality12, 22, 163, 279, 280, 290

media
Chinese media55, 214, 226, 229, 239
social media1, 48, 148, 219, 225, 278
state media48, 49, 53, 56, 60, 157, 219, 238, 240–242, 244
Western media278

media ecology8–10, 219, 278

metanarrative4, 23
See alsomaster narrative; myth

Mexico9, 11, 12, 35, 36, 173–188, 198, 234, 267, 272, 276

Middle East and North Africa (MENA)81

migration177, 287

military intervention287

Ming dynasty5

Ministry of Commerce of the People’s Republic of China207

multilateralism53, 55, 213, 224, 230, 231, 241

multi-vector diplomacy70

myth4, 6, 8, 10, 23, 24, 90, 110, 217, 275, 276, 285, 290


N

narcissism108, 147

narrative
See alsoplot; strategic narrative(s); storytelling
definition27
narrative analysis33
narrative of continuity37, 56, 231, 274, 276, 277
narrative of decline37, 61, 92, 106, 108
narrative of progress37, 56, 274, 277, 290
narrative policy analysis10, 19
narrative reality12, 22, 163, 279, 280, 290

national biography24, 28, 92, 162, 186, 270, 272, 275, 276, 287

nationalism288

national security82, 88, 102, 105, 106, 111, 112, 118, 120, 123, 136, 140, 149–151, 153, 197, 227, 235, 284, 286, 289

NATO40, 81, 83, 292

natural resources58, 73

neo-imperialism287

The Netherlands (NL)9, 11, 12, 35, 36, 91, 101, 113–125, 150, 228, 235, 267, 272

New Eurasian Land Bridge75

New Silk Road73, 81, 137

norm(s)25, 27, 28, 58, 109, 121, 139, 148, 155, 158

normative power58, 139

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)179–181

Nurly Zhol71, 76, 77, 95


O

One Belt One Road (OBOR)48, 156, 157, 169

ontology security
national biography24, 28, 92, 162, 270, 272, 275, 276, 287
ontological insecurity10, 12, 24, 25, 27, 28, 33, 34, 56, 59–61, 70, 82, 89, 101, 102, 106, 108, 110, 112, 117–119, 124, 125, 145–148, 150, 153, 158, 160, 161, 164, 186, 188, 191, 199, 220, 228, 233, 235, 237, 247, 249, 250, 267, 272, 275, 276, 278, 280, 287
routines25, 27, 30, 33, 39, 59, 84, 87, 92, 112, 115, 117, 146, 150, 152, 162, 187, 190, 191, 195, 222, 233, 266, 272, 276, 280, 287, 291


P

Pakistan88, 136, 137, 150, 152–154, 156, 157, 227, 236, 282

pandemic9–12, 35, 211–217, 219–226, 228–234, 237–239, 243–250, 266, 268, 272, 280, 281, 283, 287, 288, 290

partnership6, 38, 48, 51, 54, 56, 61, 70–72, 78, 80, 85, 115, 143, 154, 176, 179, 181, 187, 188, 190, 191, 197, 198, 245, 266

party politics270, 273

peace2, 5, 6, 34, 38, 48, 51, 57, 75, 111, 116, 137, 155, 195, 233, 238, 241, 266, 279
peace missions116

People’s Republic of China (PRC)15, 16, 53, 58, 65, 74, 97, 130, 149, 184, 206, 258, 278, 281, 282

perception179, 243

persuasion1, 3, 4, 22, 26, 27

phase213, 214, 220, 224, 242, 245, 268

physical security24, 25, 105, 151, 193, 267, 287

plot3, 9, 11, 23, 24, 37–39, 44, 50–53, 56, 57, 59, 71, 73, 75, 83, 86, 88, 104, 105, 110, 116, 137, 141, 143, 145, 146, 155, 212, 219, 221, 224, 225, 240, 241, 250, 274
See alsoemplotment

poetry50

Polar Silk Road281

policy
See alsoglobal policy
policy change3–5, 8–11, 13, 20–22, 24, 26–30, 33, 36, 39, 105, 186, 199, 224, 250, 265–270, 274–277, 287–289
policymakers5, 8–10, 26, 28–34, 37, 39, 61, 69, 78, 79, 81, 82, 84, 85, 87, 88, 92, 102, 103, 108, 125, 144–146, 150, 151, 153, 154, 158, 161, 186, 199, 265, 267, 269, 270, 273–276, 285, 286, 289
policy narrative71
policy process3, 8, 9, 20, 28, 265, 274

political communication4, 20, 37, 58, 187, 213, 269, 273, 286

populism288

port75, 76, 85, 86, 88, 89, 91, 103, 114, 140, 151, 152, 157, 183, 191, 193, 271, 284

post-colonial189, 194

poststructuralism19, 32

power
discourse power49, 144, 213, 247, 289
hard power1, 151
power of narrative3, 289
relative power3, 106, 135, 144, 147, 266, 267
responsible power213, 224, 229, 230
soft power48, 50, 51, 161, 170, 245

Project Mausam160, 170, 285

propaganda19, 48, 244, 250

prosperity2, 7, 30, 34, 38, 39, 48, 51, 55, 57, 60, 72, 73, 75–77, 83, 104, 109, 116, 137, 142, 154, 155, 190, 191, 214, 231, 233, 238, 239, 243, 266, 279, 289

public opinion82, 187, 222, 270, 273


Q

qualitative narrative analysis9, 37, 212
See alsonarrative, narrative analysis


R

racism52, 184, 232

railway77, 157, 182, 183

realism3, 32

rejuvenation2, 58

research design11, 34

resonance4, 27

right-wing88, 89, 215, 220–222, 247

role in the world271

routine(s)25, 27, 30, 33, 39, 84, 87, 92, 112, 115, 117, 146, 150, 152, 162, 187, 190, 191, 195, 222, 233, 266, 272, 276, 280, 287, 291

rule of law54, 105, 118–120, 155, 158

rules-based international order121, 283
See alsoliberal international order

Russia2, 70, 74, 94, 245–247, 249


S

Saudi Arabia5

script(s)33, 269, 289

Second Belt and Road Forum9–11, 35, 47, 49, 52–54, 56, 57, 60, 65, 69, 71, 74, 75, 77, 79, 84, 95, 106, 107, 109–111, 113, 124, 127, 140–142, 144, 151, 157–159, 162, 175, 196–199, 242, 266, 280

self-identity58, 139, 145, 158, 161, 164

setting9, 11, 22–24, 37, 38, 52, 53, 71, 73, 75, 89, 111, 145, 212, 224, 230

shame24, 92, 106, 108, 109, 147

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO)74, 162, 248

Silk Road
See alsoDigital Silk Road; Health Silk Road
Silk Road Fund48, 81
Silk Road narratives50, 191
Silk Road spirit57, 177

Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB)47, 51, 61, 71, 93, 97

Sinamalé Bridge190

Sino-centric world order2, 10, 51, 61

Sinophobia52, 72, 186, 217

social media1, 48, 148, 219, 225, 278

solidarity213, 224–226, 229–235, 237, 238

South Asia136, 150–153, 156, 158, 160, 163, 164, 249, 267

South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC)236

South China Sea111, 220, 250

South-South development cooperation56

sovereignty9, 54, 58, 103, 136, 139, 141, 142, 144, 149, 152, 156, 157, 162, 163, 173, 190–192, 194, 196, 221, 240, 267

Special Economic Zones (SEZ)60, 192

Sri Lanka51, 87, 138, 152, 156, 157, 236, 242

standards49, 54, 56, 58, 61, 72, 101, 106–109, 114, 123, 138, 151, 155, 158, 242, 267, 280, 283
standards-setting power50, 60, 233, 277

state media48, 49, 53, 56, 60, 157, 219, 238, 240–242, 244

stereotype60, 175, 184, 186–188, 217, 247, 249, 277, 284

stigma214, 215
stigmatisation186, 221, 232

storytelling1, 19, 20, 273, 285, 291

strategic narrative(s)
construction of76, 78, 103, 177, 190, 193
contestation of26, 31, 34, 276, 289
co-optation of9, 30–32, 34, 37, 227, 266, 273, 274, 291
definition of27
persuasiveness of20, 22, 125
projection of8, 21, 274
reception of8, 21, 269
strategic narrative communication process21

strategic narrative buy-in framework8, 11, 13, 20, 30, 34–36, 39, 69, 70, 101, 102, 136, 174, 199, 249, 250, 266, 267, 269, 270, 273, 277, 286, 287, 290

sustainability52, 55, 158, 242, 280, 282
sustainable development109

Syria7


T

Tang Dynasty5, 50, 191

technology52, 60, 112, 119, 120, 122, 144, 148, 150, 155, 160, 175, 176, 178, 213, 215, 227, 232, 271, 282
technological power121

tourism79, 160, 189, 237

trade5–8, 38, 47, 49, 51, 52, 57, 58, 60, 70–72, 74–77, 79, 82, 85–87, 101, 108, 110–115, 118, 120, 123, 124, 138, 144, 151, 152, 154, 155, 160, 162, 164, 173, 176–178, 180–182, 184–186, 191–193, 199, 221, 225, 235, 248, 266, 267, 275, 276, 281, 285
trade imbalance79, 82, 179, 181, 184

transparency52, 54, 107, 155, 158, 162, 173, 182, 198


U

Uighur Muslims105, 190, 215, 235

United Kingdom (UK)2, 7, 9, 11, 12, 35, 36, 56, 91, 101–113, 124, 125, 128, 129, 138, 150, 211, 215, 219–222, 224, 226, 228, 238, 247–249, 257, 263, 267, 271, 272, 276, 283

United Nations (UN)49, 55, 67, 111, 116, 117, 123, 230, 239, 258
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)59, 160

United States (US)2, 11, 12, 25, 35, 36, 49, 52, 71, 79, 83, 84, 89, 90, 92, 96, 101, 104, 111, 112, 118, 121, 128, 135–150, 154, 158, 163, 173, 177–184, 187, 198–200, 203, 211, 213–215, 217–220, 222, 224, 229, 232, 234, 238–244, 246–249, 251, 254, 260, 262, 267, 268, 271, 272, 276, 281, 283–286

United States–Mexico–Canada Agreement (UMSCA)179, 180, 184, 187

US Department of Defense (DoD)16, 64, 66, 140, 141, 165, 166


V

vaccine232, 234, 239, 245–247
vaccination211, 236, 243, 244, 246, 247
vaccine diplomacy227, 243–247, 249, 250

values24, 25, 29, 34, 49, 50, 53, 57, 73, 79, 91, 103, 105, 106, 108–110, 112, 118–120, 124, 139, 146, 148, 150, 158, 160, 161, 186, 188, 189, 193, 212, 241, 269, 270, 283


W

win-win (cooperation)48, 53, 103, 141, 241

World Bank (WB)49, 60, 73, 206

World Health Organization (WHO)214–216, 220, 227, 229, 230, 232, 239, 251, 252

World Heritage sites59, 160

World Trade Organization (WTO)54, 81, 176, 179, 239, 282


X

Xinjiang52, 72, 91, 105, 111, 117, 118, 128, 131, 142, 152, 190, 215, 222, 249, 250


Y

Yuan dynasty50, 115





OEBPS/images/512253_1_En_6_Chapter/512253_1_En_6_Fig1_HTML.png
Low ability
to maintain
ontological
security

High material interests

UK Kazakhstan
Netherlands Italy
India Mexico
us Maldives

Low material interests

High ability
to maintain
ontological
security





OEBPS/images/512253_1_En_2_Chapter/512253_1_En_2_Fig3_HTML.png
Low ability
to maintain
ontological
security

High material interests

UK Kazakhstan
Netherlands Italy
India Mexico
us Maldives

Low material interests

High ability
to maintain
ontological
security





OEBPS/images/512253_1_En_7_Chapter/512253_1_En_7_Fig1_HTML.png
Low ability
to maintain
ontological
security

High material interests

UK Kazakhstan
Netherlands Italy
India Mexico
us Maldives

Low material interests

High ability
to maintain
ontological
security





OEBPS/images/512253_1_En_5_Chapter/512253_1_En_5_Fig1_HTML.png
Low ability
to maintain
ontological
security

High material interests

UK Kazakhstan
Netherlands Italy
India Mexico
us Maldives

Low material interests

High ability
to maintain
ontological
security





OEBPS/images/512253_1_En_4_Chapter/512253_1_En_4_Fig1_HTML.png
Low ability
to maintain
ontological
security

High material interests

UK Kazakhstan
Netherlands Italy
India Mexico
us Maldives

Low material interests

High ability
to maintain
ontological
security





OEBPS/css/sidebar.gif





OEBPS/images/512253_1_En_2_Chapter/512253_1_En_2_Fig1_HTML.png
Formation Projection

/ Reception

Our focus





OEBPS/navigation.xhtml

    
      Contents


      
        		Cover


        		Front Matter


        		1. Introduction: Strategic Narratives and Global Policy Initiatives


        		2. Strategic Narratives, Ontological Security and Policy Change


        		3. China’s Belt and Road Strategic Narratives up to the Second Belt and Road Forum


        		4. Accepting the Belt and Road Initiative: Kazakhstan and Italy


        		5. Ontological Security Concerns About the Belt and Road Initiative: The UK and the Netherlands


        		6. Rejecting the Belt and Road Initiative: The US and India


        		7. Material Concerns About the Belt and Road Initiative: Mexico and the Maldives


        		8. China’s COVID-19 Strategic Narratives in 2020 and How States Responded to Them


        		9. Conclusion


        		Back Matter


      


    
    
      Landmarks


      
        		Cover


        		Table of Contents


        		Body Matter


      


    
  

OEBPS/images/978-3-031-00852-8_CoverFigure.jpg
ives, .
. Ontological Sec&%iy@“ﬂ 7
Global Policy

Responses to China’s Belt
and Road Initiative

Thomas Colley

: |
Caroli&m Noort palgrave

macmillan





OEBPS/images/512253_1_En_2_Chapter/512253_1_En_2_Fig2_HTML.png
High material interests

SN Contestation: SN Contestation: Low
Moderate

Policy response: Rejection | Policy response:

Low ability or partial acceptance Acceptance

to maintain

ontological

security SN Contestation: High SN Contestation: Moderate
Policy response: Policy response: Rejection or
Rejection partial acceptance

Low material interests

High ability
to maintain
ontological
security





OEBPS/css/envelope.png





OEBPS/images/512253_1_En_BookFrontmatter_Figa_HTML.png
palgrave

macmillan





