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Abstract 

The Belt and Road Initiative is an unprecedented megaproject and the Chinese government has 

successfully convinced an increasing number of countries to join in. At the same time, the Western 

world fears that the initiative is a threat to the global order. This thesis analyses China’s response to 

this Western fear of the Belt and Road Initiative as a way to understanding China’s behaviour vis-à-vis 

other states. Traditional approaches overlook important social dynamics clarifying states’ behaviour. 

Therefore, this thesis makes use of the English School’s perspective and studies China’s foreign policy 

discourse by means of an interpretative case study. The English School’s ideal modes of international 

interactions are extended to include suitable discursive strategies. China’s response in foreign policy 

discourse shows that China values diplomatic mores and seemingly identifies itself as part of an 

international society. As China sees itself as a cooperation partner, so should others to enable fruitful 

interaction. 

 

Key words: Belt and Road Initiative, China, state behaviour, English School, international society, 

international system, world society, discursive strategies. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

In 2017, the Chinese government organized the first Belt and Road Forum (BRF) which turned out to 

be the largest international summit conference since 1945, besides sessions of the United Nations, 

even though the Belt and Road Initiative had just been initiated four years before.1 It was in 

September 2013 that Chinese President Xi Jinping proposed for the first time an “economic belt 

along the Silk Road”, while giving a speech at the Nazarbayev University in Kazakhstan.2 A month 

later in a speech in the Indonesian parliament, Xi added the suggestion for a 21st century Maritime 

Silk Road. Since then, these two plans of modern Silk Roads have been put together under the 

umbrella of the One Belt One Road (OBOR) Initiative. In English, this has been rebranded the Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI) to highlight that the project aims to build more than one road to connect Asia, 

Africa and Europe.3 This goes to show that China’s reach is truly global, and although these two main 

roads have been highlighted, construction projects around the world are popping up under the BRI 

umbrella.4 President Xi Jinping and premier Li Keqiang have been busy convincing other nations to 

sign a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) and to join the Belt and Road Initiative. Participation is 

already high as China’s state media announced in 2019 that 120 countries have signed an MoU.5 The 

overall aim is also ambitious, addressing divergent domains to promote the connectivity of the 

world. The Belt and Road Initiative focuses not only on the connectivity of infrastructure, but also on 

policy coordination, on unimpeded trade, as well as on financial integration, and even on closer 

people-to-people ties.6 Due to its scope, the BRI is often compared to the American Marshall Plan. 

Nevertheless, the historical international project by the hegemon at the time cost 130 billion current 

US dollars.7 This is incredibly small compared to the BRI, which projects to include over 1 trillion US 

                                                           
1
 Michael Dunford and Weidong Liu, “Chinese perspectives on the Belt and Road Initiative,” Cambridge Journal 

of Regions, Economy and Society 12, no. 1 (2019): 154. 
2
 Wu Jiao and Zhang Yunbi, “Xi proposes a ‘new Silk Road’ with Central Asia,” China Daily, September 8, 2013, 

accessed March 19, 2020, https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013xivisitcenterasia/2013-
09/08/content_16952228_2.htm. 
3
 Wade Shephard, “Beijing To The World: Don't Call The Belt And Road Initiative OBOR,” Forbes¸ August 1, 

2017, accessed June 11, 2020, https://www.forbes.com/sites/wadeshepard/2017/08/01/beijing-to-the-world-
please-stop-saying-obor/#6f8fc34417d4. 
4
 Yeroen van der Leer and Joshua Yau, “China’s New Silk Route,” PwC’s Growth Market Centre, February 2016, 

2, accessed March 16, 2020, https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/growth-markets-center/assets/pdf/china-new-silk-
route.pdf. 
5
 Xinhua, “China signs MOUs with 37 African countries, AU on B&R development,” Xinhua, September 7, 2019, 

accessed March 19, 2020, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-09/07/c_137452482.htm. 
6
 Office of the Leading Group for Promoting the Belt and Road Initiative, The Belt and Road Initiative: Progress 

Contributions and Prospects (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press Co. Ltd, 2019), 2-3, accessed May 13, 2020, 
https://www.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/wcm.files/upload/CMSydylgw/201904/201904220254037.pdf. 
7
 The Economist, “Our bulldozers, our rules,” The Economist, July 2, 2016, accessed March 19, 2020, 

https://www.economist.com/china/2016/07/02/our-bulldozers-our-rules. 
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dollars between 2017 and 2027.8 The Silk Road Fund as well as the Asian Infrastructure and 

Investment Bank (AIIB) have been set up to support the enormous amount of projected 

infrastructure investments.9 Overall, the Belt and Road Initiative is an unprecedented global 

megaproject and an increasing number of countries are joining in. 

A project of such magnitude cannot go unnoticed and will face many obstacles along the 

way. The United States (US) and Western European countries are exerting pressure on other 

countries not to join the BRI.10 That is, the West seems afraid of China’s global influence through this 

new megaproject. Indeed, tensions in China’s relations with the West have increased as China has 

been branded a strategic competitor by American President Donald Trump in 2017.11 The European 

Union has similarly labelled the People’s Republic of China an economic competitor and even a 

systemic rival that promotes alternative models of governance in its 2019 outlook on EU-China 

relations.12 Namely, the West is afraid of hidden strategic intentions pursued through the Belt and 

Road Initiative.13 Westerners fear that China uses the BRI to consolidate its economic and political 

power around the world to increase its sphere of influence.14 More specifically, they fear that China 

intents to make developing countries dependent on China by making them import markets for 

Chinese goods and by burdening them with debts to influence their politics. According to the West, 

China aims to become a new global leader promoting different values and alternate modes of 

governance by means of offering massive and cheap loans to countries in need of investments 

through the Belt and Road Initiative.  

Hence, China supports the development of an unprecedented megaproject including a 

growing number of countries. At the same time however, the whole Western world fears that this 

may challenge the existing world order. Nowadays, China cannot not interact with other states. The 

country especially cannot shield itself from other globally oriented actors such as Western countries. 

Thus, the question arises: How does China react to this fear? More specifically, this thesis aims to 

answer the following research question:  

How does China respond to Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative? 

                                                           
8
 OECD, China's Belt and Road Initiative in the Global Trade, Investment and Finance Landscape (Paris: OECD 

Publishing, 2018), 3. 
9
 Michael Clarke, “The Belt and Road Initiative: China’s New Grand Strategy?,” Asia Policy 24 (July 2017): 71. 

10
 The Economist, “China’s Leaders Should Study James Bond Films,” The Economist, March 21, 2019, accessed 

March 3, 2020, https://www.economist.com/china/2019/03/21/chinas-leaders-should-study-james-bond-
films. 
11

 Demetri Sevastopulo, “Trump Labels China a Strategic ‘Competitor’,” Financial Times, December 18, 2017, 
accessed March 19, 2020, https://www.ft.com/content/215cf8fa-e3cb-11e7-8b99-0191e45377ec. 
12

 European Commission, EU-China – A Strategic Outlook (Strasbourg: European Commission, 2019): 1. 
13

Zhen, Zhexin, “The Belt and Road Initiative: China’s New Geopolitical Strategy,” China Quarterly of 
International Strategic Studies 4, no. 3 (2018): 334, 341. 
14

 Zhexin, “The Belt and Road Initiative,” 335.  
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1.2 Approach 

This research thus sets out to provide an understanding of China’s response to the West. To be able 

to provide an understanding of China’s behaviour in foreign policy, it is necessary to reflect on state 

interactions in general. Traditional approaches to explaining state behaviour such as realism and 

liberalism have tended to marginalize important social dynamics. They tend to take state preferences 

for granted and disregard that social interactions also depend on a country’s self-understanding and 

on mutual perceptions. Meanwhile, the English School (ES) seems to provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of state interactions than the materialist, system-based approaches.15 That is, the 

English School distinguishes between a social structure and a material structure in international 

relations and focuses on the former. The School therefore also discerns a novel taxonomy of the 

principal objects that should be studied in International Relations (IR). Following the English School, 

states behave according to how they understand “their” world. More specifically, international 

interactions can be categorized into three ideal modes, namely an international system, an 

international society and a world society mode of international interactions.16 These modes may 

inform how states behave towards other states. Following this theory, China’s worldview might drive 

China to defend its initiative in a certain way. To be able to understand the Chinese response to 

Western fears, I therefore make use of the English School’s triad.  

The three different modes of international interactions identify three different expectations 

of state behaviour. This research then explicates state behaviour in foreign policy by specifying the 

discursive strategies that state officials can use. In this way, the three modes each show which 

discursive strategy is fitting for state representatives to employ. Different discursive strategies are 

thus suitable for each of the three ideal modes of international interactions. These are discursive 

strategies of rejection (international system), of diplomatic framing (international society), and of 

substantial engagement (world society). Consequently, when China considers itself to be part of an 

international system, China is likely to respond predominantly on the basis of power politics through 

discursive strategies of rejection. Whereas one would expect China to respond predominantly on the 

basis of cooperation between nations through discursive strategies of diplomatic framing when it 

considers itself to be part of an international society. Lastly, China is expected to respond 

predominantly on the assumption of a sociological unification of humankind by means of discursive 

strategies of substantial engagement when it considers itself to be part of a world society. I therefore 

investigate China’s response to each of the four most prominent Western fears of the Belt and Road 

                                                           
15

 Barry Buzan, “China’s Rise in English School Perspective,” International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 18, no. 3 
(September 2018): 450. 
16

 Tim Dunne, “The English School,” in The Oxford Handbook of International Relations, ed. Christian Reus-Smit 
and Duncan Snidal (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 271. 
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Initiative on the basis of these three discursive strategies. This thesis thus employs an interpretive 

case study design to analyse China’s response to Western fears within foreign policy discourse. In this 

way, I also hope to provide a general understanding of China’s current behaviour towards other 

states. 

1.3 Justification 

This thesis aims to add to International Relations literature by providing a profound understanding of 

China’s behaviour vis-à-vis other states. Additionally, this thesis aims to contribute to the IR literature 

by showing whether the English School is able to provide a convincing and distinctive perspective on 

China’s response and thus on its behaviour within foreign policy. Moreover, this thesis may show 

that social dynamics in interstate interactions should be taken into account, while they are 

overlooked by traditional approaches to IR. Whereas most English School literature on China address 

the general rise of the country within international relations by focusing on historical time periods, I 

choose to study the ongoing megaproject of BRI in specific. 17 This thesis thereby attempts to add to 

the English School literature as well. Lastly, academic literature with respect to the Belt and Road 

Initiative has focused on China’s strategic intentions with the megaproject as well as the impacts of 

the initiative on different economic, political, environmental and geopolitical developments.18 This 

thesis rather focuses on China’s speech acts addressing the Belt and Road Initiative. Such an 

approach may provide a new and profound understanding of China’s behaviour within the initiative. 

Regarding its societal relevance, this thesis hopes to shine a light onto how China is likely to 

proceed in international interactions. China is of societal interest because of its increasingly 

influential geopolitical position. It is therefore important to understand China’s foreign policy 

behaviour and to infer what kind of (great) power China will be. Consequently, additional insights 

into how to approach China in a fruitful manner might be deduced.  

1.4 Structure 

This thesis continues in the following manner. In the next section, the theoretical assumptions of the 

English School provide an overview of the English School’s modes of international interactions. Three 

expectations of state behaviour and suitable discursive strategies in specific, follow from these 

modes. The methodological choices are justified in chapter three. Subsequently, this thesis provides 

an analysis of the use of discursive strategies by Chinese officials in chapter four. In this chapter, the 

Chinese response is split up into four subcases. These subcases relate to the four most prominent 

Western fears. The thesis concludes with a discussion of the results and their implications in chapter 

                                                           
17

 Buzan, “China’s Rise,” 450. 
18

 Zhexin, “The Belt and Road Initiative,” 335. 
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five. In sum, China consistently responds diplomatically to Western fears. International actors are 

therefore advised to approach China as a serious partner for cooperation.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 

This chapter provides an overview of the English School’s theory. Moreover, the modes of 

international interactions are explained and extended to include suitable discursive strategies that 

state officials can employ. 

2.1 Theoretical choice 

This thesis aims to understand how states interact with one another. More specifically, it aims to 

understand how China behaves towards Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative through the 

use of discursive strategies in foreign policy discourse. Nevertheless, in order to understand state 

behaviour in this specific situation, it is necessary to reflect on state interactions in general. 

Traditionally, mainstream approaches such as realism and liberalism came up with answers 

explaining state behaviour towards other states. However, their reliance on rationalist assumptions 

and a positivist approach started to face opposition.19 The discontent with the mechanistic approach 

offered by these traditions led to the rise of an approach that became known as the English School. 

By the mid-1990s, the English School was seen as a serious contestant to the mainstream 

approaches.20  

The English School presents a more complete approach to understanding state behaviour 

compared to the mainstream traditions. First of all, liberal and realist traditions explain state 

behaviour as rational actors pursuing their self-interest, for either absolute or relative gains.21 The 

English School, in turn, emphasizes the importance of values and identities alongside state interests 

to explain state interactions.22 Although structural comparisons are of importance to understanding 

international relations, English School scholars focus more on social dynamics involved and thereby 

engage with what the materialist approaches tended to marginalize.23 In this regard, the English 

School shares its substantive interest with social constructivism.24 Since a rational choice approach 

focusing solely on state interests limits the understanding of state interactions, I choose to employ 

the English School for a more comprehensive understanding.  

Additionally, the English School is based on an epistemology of understanding rather than 

explaining. The behavioralist approach employed by realist and liberalist scholars towards explaining 

international relations is based on positivist principles that generate law-like explanations from direct 

                                                           
19

 Barry Buzan, An Introduction to the English School of International Relations: The Societal Approach (Malden: 
Polity Press, 2014), 3. 
20

 Time Dunne, “The English School,” in International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity, 3rd ed., eds. 
Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 134. 
21

 Buzan, An Introduction, 29. 
22

 Balkan Devlen, Patrick James, and Özgür Özdamar, "The English School, International Relations, and 
Progress," International Studies Review 7, no. 2 (2005): 183. 
23

 Buzan, An Introduction, 26. 
24

 Dunne, “The English School,” in International Relations Theories, 136. 
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observable behaviour only.25 The English School’s most prominent scholars were not entirely 

convinced by the positivist methodological approach.26 The School inclines instead towards 

understanding international relations by interpreting the social dynamics that are of substantive 

interest to them. In order to identify and understand certain interests, values and identities, a 

researcher can draw on the language used in international interactions, such as foreign policy 

discourse.27 This requires an interpretive approach to understanding state behaviour. To understand 

better how China behaves in foreign policy discourse, one cannot reduce the social world to 

observable and measurable behaviour only. The English School’s foundation in understanding state 

interactions thus helps to provide a convincing account of China’s foreign policy behaviour. The 

purpose of understanding rather than explaining for this thesis is elaborated further on.  

Now that the theoretical choice for the English School has been established, its historical and 

sociological context is briefly presented in the next subchapter. This is followed by a discussion of 

understanding versus explaining in order to establish the purpose of the theoretical framework. 

Afterwards, the chapter focuses in on the theoretical assumptions of the English School. That is, the 

English School theorizes three ideal modes of state interactions. These modes may inform how states 

behave vis-à-vis each other. The ideal modes of state interactions may thus also inform the Chinese 

use of discursive strategies in dealing with fears from the West. Consequently, the English School’s 

modes of state interactions are discussed and state behaviour is extended to include suitable 

discursive strategies. Lastly, the theoretical framework with the purpose of understanding rather 

than explaining state behaviour is summarized.  

2.2 The English School in International Relations 

The historical and sociological context of the English School’s theory is briefly presented to 

understand its theoretical foundation as well as its place within International Relations theory.  

After the Second World War, the idea of an international system gained prominence 

especially in the United States.28 As highlighted before, discontent with such a mechanistic idea led 

to the upsurge of the idea of a society of states, or an international society. This key concept of the 

English School is not authentic to it. Already in 1736, Antoine Pecquet argued that “the corps of 

                                                           
25

 Milja Kurki and Colin Wight, “International Relations and Social Science,” in International Relations Theories: 
Discipline and Diversity, 3rd ed., eds. Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013), 20.; Martin Hollis and Steve Smith, Explaining and Understanding International Relations (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1990), 71.; Sandra Halperin and Oliver Heath, Political Research: Methods and Practical Skills 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 31-32. 
26

 Buzan, An Introduction, 26. 
27

 Richard Little, "The English School's Contribution to the Study of International Relations," European Journal of 
International Relations 6, no. 3 (2000): 409. 
28

 Buzan, An Introduction, 3. 
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ministers formed an independent society bound by a community of privileges”.29 In the eighteenth 

century, international society thus included a very empiricist account of international interactions. 

Moreover, a German historian called Heeren actually discussed the states-systems as it was called 

then.30 His discussion influenced early English School theorizing on the now-labelled concept of 

international society. Moreover, the term has been fundamental within international law since the 

nineteenth century. 

Professors at the London School of Economics (LSE), such as Martin Wight and Charles 

Manning, started to engage with this renewed version of international society. This entailed a more 

historical and sociological perspective on state interactions.31 Additionally, the establishment of the 

British Committee on the Theory of International Politics in 1959 helped work out this renewed 

perspective. Leading scholars of the Committee included Martin Wight and Hedley Bull. Wight has 

arguably provided a sense of direction in English School theorizing. He acknowledged the existence of 

three traditions of IR theory, namely: realism, rationalism and revolutionism32.33 He argued that 

these interrelated traditions together encompass all that is international relations which requires 

embracing all three inquiries of thought.34 Indeed, the key writers of the English School were 

dissatisfied with the either/or choice between the power politics of realism and the utopianism of 

revolutionism.35 As a result, the English School is a synthesis; its ideas are broadly influenced by 

Hobbesian realism on the one hand and Kantian revolutionism on the other.36 More direct influences 

can be traced back to Grotian rationalism, which is seen as the middle ground between both Hobbes 

and Kant. Following the Hobbesian tradition, states interact in a state of conflict. Grotian rationalism 

as the middle way, assumes the possibility of cooperative state interactions. Whereas according to 

the Kantian tradition, state behaviour is conditioned by the existence of a community of mankind. 

From Wight’s three traditions, the key theoretical basis for the English School has been derived. That 

is, the English School theorizes three modes of international interactions, namely the international 

                                                           
29

 Tim Dunne, Inventing International Society, a History of the English School (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
1998), 7. 
30

 Buzan, An Introduction, 2. 
31

 Buzan, An Introduction, 3. 
32

 Dunne, “The English School,” in International Relations Theories, 133.; Janne E. Nijman, "On Faith in the 
Moral Force of International Law - Martin Wight and Hugo de Groot: Four Seminal Thinkers in International 
Theory - Machiavelli, Grotius, Kant, and Mazzini, Martin Wight," Journal of the History of International Law 12, 
no. 2 (2010): 334.  
Revolutionism entails an account of international relations that aims to dismantle the basic structure of 
international relations. Revolutionists tend to have an optimistic view on human nature which leads them to 
believe in a universal moral unity among individuals . 
33

 Barry Buzan, From International to World Society?: English School Theory and the Social Structure of 
Globalisation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004): 7. 
34

 Little, “The English School’s,” 397-398. 
35

 Dunne, “The English School,” in The Oxford Handbook of International Relations, 268. 
36

 Devlen, James, and Özdamar, "The English School," 174-175. 
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system, international society and world society modes of interaction. This triad is explored in more 

detail below as it forms the basis for understanding state behaviour in this thesis. 

Due to its theoretical eclecticism, the English School has been recognized as a via media in 

itself, similarly to Grotian rationalism.37 At the same time, it is contested that the English School is 

just that, a middle way. This position has also been the subject of criticism from outside the School, 

stating it is nothing more but soft realism.38 However, English School theorizing actually came into 

existence because of a post-realist dialogue. Overall, the English School provides a synthetic account 

of international relations which avoids having to choose between the false dichotomies put forward 

by the mainstream approaches.39 This enables a more comprehensive understanding of state 

behaviour compared to mainstream traditions. 

However, it was only when Roy Jones called for its closure in 1981 that the English School 

received its lasting label.40 The name has given some confusion since there is no specific focus on 

English foreign relations and neither are its founding figures exclusively English.41 Still, as mentioned 

before, there is a close link with the British Committee and the teachings were centred around the 

LSE, Oxford and Cambridge. Most importantly, however, the name has stuck and provides helpful 

practical reference in the field of International Relations theory. During the seventies and the 

eighties, the English School became more of an interlinkage between different scholars rather than 

being a specific club.42 Indeed, scholars from different places succeeded each other across 

generations. In the nineties, this network even went global, totally erasing the visible link to the 

Committee and to three major English universities. In 1999, Buzan called for a reconvening of the 

English School which strengthened not only the internal ties but also its external recognition.43 

The call also included an appeal for increased epistemological explicitness within the English 

School.44 In the next subchapter, the epistemological underpinning of the English School is 

highlighted. The English School is guided by understanding state behaviour rather than explaining it. 

This distinction must be laid out before moving on to providing the theoretical framework since the 

framework has the purpose of understanding theory.  

                                                           
37

 Little, “The English School’s,” 396. 
38

 Dunne, Inventing International Society, 5. 
39

 Dunne, “The English School,” in The Oxford Handbook of International Relations, 5. 
40

 Buzan, An Introduction, 2. 
41

 Dunne, “The English School,” 2.;Buzan, An Introduction, 2. 
42

 Buzan, An Introduction, 4. 
43

 Buzan, An Introduction, 6. 
44

 Buzan, An Introduction, 6. 
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2.3 Understanding versus Explaining  

As highlighted in the theoretical choice for the English School approach, the English School tends to 

understanding rather than explaining state behaviour. Such a discussion entrenches on the 

philosophy of science, which entails philosophical thoughts about the epistemological and 

methodological assumptions within the social sciences.45 The type of knowledge that can be acquired 

about real state interactions depends on the epistemological convictions.46 The strategies that can be 

used to obtain this knowledge depend on the methodological assumptions. The English School first 

showed indifference towards methodological precision.47 This resulted in, and explains, their 

preliminary marginalized position in American IR, where focus laid on methodological specification 

and theoretical rigour. Still, as stated before, the English School has always had an anti-positivist 

tendency.48 Liberal and realists traditions instead embrace the application of positivist principles and 

thereby fall under the umbrella of behaviouralism within political science.49  

Max Weber distinguished between erklären (explaining) and verstehen (understanding).50 

Behaviouralism analyses state behaviour by means of erklären while the English School is grounded 

in verstehen. That is, erklären entails forming causal law-like explanations for political phenomena 

with the same scientific rigor as the natural sciences.51 The ontological complexity of international 

relations is thus reduced to only those aspects of the social world that can actually be observed and 

measured.52 Indeed, the basic ontological assumption of behaviouralism is that an objective truth or 

reality exists and moreover, that this can be studied. Behaviouralism is therefore concerned with 

studying observable behaviour only.53 The cause-effect relationship of such behaviour is analysed. 

From these observations, law-governed explanations are formed. 

Verstehen, in turn, distinguishes between a natural world and a social world and focuses on 

the latter.54 The ontological aspects of the social world include social meanings, values and 

identities.55 These aspects can be interpreted to understand the intentions of state behaviour, and in 

extension behaviour itself.56 Verstehen therefore, focuses on the interpretation of contexts of state 

                                                           
45

 Uljana Feest, “Historical Perspectives on Erklären and Verstehen: Introduction,” in Historical Perspectives on 
Erklären and Verstehen, ed. Uljana Feest (Dordrecht: Springer, 2010), 3. 
46

 Halperin and Heath, Political Research, 28. 
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behaviour that are unobservable and immeasurable.57 This requires an hermeneutical or interpretive 

approach.58 An hermeneutical approach highlights “that action must always be understood from 

within”.59 Practically, therefore, hermeneutics entails the interpretation of all types of written and 

non-written texts.60 The English School focuses on understanding social dynamics involved in state 

behaviour by taking into account values and identities. The interpretation of meanings, values and 

identities are central to an interpretative approach to reach an understanding of those social 

dynamics.61 The English School thus embraces an interpretive inquiry such as the classical approach 

framed by English School scholar Bull.62 Therefore, the English School is inherently grounded in 

verstehen. In the next section, a theoretical framework for understanding state behaviour which is 

grounded in the English School’s three ideal modes of international interactions is discussed. 

2.4 Three modes of international interactions 

The next paragraphs focus in on the English School’s three ideal modes of international interactions. 

The English School argues that states’ behaviour vis-à-vis each other can be informed through these 

different modes. That is, an ideal mode of interaction shows how states view the world they exist in, 

and how they view each other. Such a mode also shows the roles of interests, of values, and of 

identities to states’ behaviour. As discussed before, including social dynamics is one of the defining 

characteristics of the English School’s comprehensive approach. Hence, a mode of international 

interactions informs suitable state behaviour. In this thesis, state behaviour is extended to include 

the use of discursive strategies. More specifically, in the empirical section I analyse the use of 

discursive strategies by state officials to frame foreign policy discourse in response to outspoken 

fears. Framing is a process in which social actors understand, construct and reconstruct social 

reality.63 Framing involves strategic behaviour, especially in “appropriating, challenging or 

negotiating” the common interpretation of social reality.64 Framing thus implies agency.65 Therefore, 

social actors, such as state representatives, can use discursive strategies as an important instrument 
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to frame discourse and to advance their preferred versions of reality.66 Multiple discursive strategies 

have been deduced from a wide variety of literature to connect them to the three modes of 

international interactions. Different discursive strategies employed by state officials are seen as 

suitable in each of the three modes. First, the international system is discussed, followed by the 

international society and the world society modes of interaction.  

2.4.1 International system 

The mode of interaction called the international system has been derived from a Hobbesian account 

of international relations. According to Hobbes, individuals live in a so-called state of nature when 

they live without an overarching authority. 67 The state of nature is the constant disposition to fight 

with one another for either survival, gain or glory. His famous quote bellum omnium contra omnes 

(war of all against all), characterises the state of nature. Hobbes also made the translation to the 

international level, seeing that states interact in a system of anarchy.68 There may be interactions of 

allegiance, indifference or hostility, but there is a general disposition to fight.69 Since any country can 

aggress at any point in time, other countries need to be either ready to counteract the aggression or 

pay the consequences of not doing so.70 Hobbes distinguished three great motives of war, which also 

apply to the international level.71 A first motive of war is the pursuit of glory in order to prevent the 

undervaluation by others. A second motive is the pursuit of material possessions for gain. A third 

motive is fear of destruction by seeking security through military superiority. An Hobbesian approach 

thus provides a more systemic account of interactions among states which behave according to static 

and unchanging principles.72 There is no room for progress in this view. Nor does Hobbes provide 

countries with a way of escaping the state of nature the same way individuals have.73 That is, by 

forming an overarching government. Hobbes argued that a world government will not arise due to 

the absence of common enemy of mankind as a whole, as well as the successful self-preservation of 

states: the raison d’état.74  
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This Hobbesian approach to state interactions has been translated into the English School’s 

mode of interactions labelled the international system.75 In such an ideal mode, states view the 

world as anarchic.76 This does not mean that they view the world as a complete chaos such as 

envisioned in (neo)realist thought.77 English School scholars such as Bull and Vincent argue that the 

international anarchy is not completely analogous to the Hobbesian state of nature of individuals.78 

Hobbes himself also recognized that international anarchy is more tolerable than the individual state 

of nature, and is thus a price worth to pay for internal peace.79 However, it still means that 

interactions among independent countries are pre-contractual in form.80 Hence, the international 

system is basically an arena in which states interact without any shared rules.81 Consequently, states 

view effective cooperation among them as impossible.82 In such an anarchic arena, states see each 

other as the main actors, embracing a state-centric ontology.83 States identify each other as each 

pursuing their self-interest for self-preservation through power politics.84 Power politics entails 

primarily using material elements such as information, trade and military capacity as a coercive force 

in pursuit of self-interests.85 Interests thus also play a crucial role in interactions among states. 

Additionally, within an international system, states competing for security cannot all be superior 

which highlights the incompatibility of interests.86 State behaviour is therefore directed towards the 

possibility that any country can aggress at any point in time due to shifting interests and changing 

structures.87 Consequently, in an international system, states’ behaviour is influenced by structural 

elements and interests rather than by values and identities.  

In such a mode of interaction, it is fitting to behave by means of strategic calculations serving 

one’s own benefit. Indeed, according to Bull and Watson:  
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“A group of states form a system, in the sense that the behaviour of each is a necessary 

factor in the calculations of others.”88  

Certainly today, states cannot not interact. Due to the impossibility of effective cooperation, 

communication – and foreign policy discourse in specific – may thus not be used for advancing 

cooperative efforts but rather for states’ own gain. Discursive strategies employed by state officials 

in response to negative discourse such as fears are therefore likely to include forms of propaganda. 

Propaganda entails the use of exaggerated or false information and ideas for self-interest.89 

Propaganda, hence, is the power over the flow of information and may be used for power politics in 

a broad sense. Rivalling Soviet and American power over information was even referred to as the 

“war of words”.90  

Within propaganda, state officials can reject the fear completely.91 They can also depoliticize 

the fear by saying that it is a minor issue.92 They could even divert the attention by focusing on 

positive representations of the self.93 Additionally, propaganda can include more explicit 

justifications by expressing satisfaction with the current situation which denies any need for 

change.94 If the issue is seen as valid, then actors are seen to shift the responsibility to other factors 

or other agents involved by means of excuses.95 These excuses may include blame shifting, in which 

agency is moved from the self to the other.96 Whereas scapegoating is a type of excuse in which 

another agent is blamed for the wrongful act by the self.97 Furthermore, research on President 

Donald Trump shows that he rejects any negative discourse by attacking the attacker.98 Indeed, state 

officials could refer to other material forces by means of threatening instead of using propaganda. 

Additionally, even ignoring the fear shows rejection, since silence can imply the issue’s low salience.99 
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State officials then do not regard the criticasters or the fear as serious.100 These are all very strong 

responses that show a rejection of negative discourse such as fears. Overall, such discursive 

strategies could be placed under the umbrella of rejection. 

2.4.2 International society 

The mode of interactions called the international society has been derived from a Grotian or 

rationalist account of international relations. Following the Grotian tradition, states exist in anarchy 

as they do not share an overarching government, nor will they ever share one.101 However, 

rationalists lean more towards a Lockean state of nature rather than a Hobbesian state of nature. 

That is, they do not merely acknowledge hostile interactions between states, but also cooperative 

interactions.102 Grotian thinkers argue for the existence of an international society held together by 

decentralized power and rules such as international law, instead of states interacting on the law of 

the jungle such as in a Hobbesian state of nature.103 Therefore, states are seen to work together 

besides from waging war with each other.104 

This Grotian approach to state interactions has been translated into the English School’s 

mode of interaction labelled the international society. The international society is seen as the central 

building block of the English School and is therefore the most conceptualised.105 Hedley Bull’s 

definition has been cited the most and can thus be seen as a generally accepted conceptualisation.106 

According to Bull: 

“A society of states (or international society) exists when a group of states, conscious of 

certain common interests and common values, form a society in the sense that they conceive 

themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their relations with one another, and 

share in the working of common institutions.”107 

States recognize similarities between the domestic civil society and the international society.108 Just 

as civilians can form cooperative arrangements for mutual benefit as they shape and are shaped by 

domestic society. So can states form a society based on shared rules for mutual benefit. Still, they do 

not view the international society as analogous to domestic society because of the anarchic system 

at the international level. Although the lack of an overarching authority in the international society is 
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shared with (neo-)realist thought, in English School theory it does not mean total disorder.109 

Consequently, states acknowledge the role of social dynamics in a world of anarchy.110 That is, 

although states exist side by side without an overarching authority, cooperation between them is still 

deemed possible.  

From the definition, an ontology of states can be deduced since sovereign states can form an 

international society. Therefore, just as in an international system, states view each other as the 

main actors in an international society. The state-centric approach is similar to the realist 

perspective. Nevertheless, states do not necessarily exclusively interact with state actors.111 

Examples include the Catholic Church and even postcolonial states who maintain external 

sovereignty but fail to uphold effective government domestically. Related is another core element of 

an international society, namely the mutual recognition of sovereignty.112 States do not only claim 

sovereignty but they also recognize the sovereignty of other states. The process of inclusion and 

exclusion shows a social practice in which recognition is the first building block to forming an 

international society. The existence of such a social practice highlights that states are not just 

independent elements in a system as visualized in the billiard ball metaphor. Their perception of 

each other greatly influences their interaction.113 So-called intersubjective understandings are 

therefore of great importance in international society. Regarding China in specific, it has been argued 

that the country had been denied the recognition of sovereign statehood until 1942 and did not form 

part of an international society constituted by Western states before this time.114 

Besides the mutual recognition of sovereignty, states must recognize some minimal common 

interests to forming an international society.115 Such interests may include merely stability at the 

international level, but also freedom of travel and trade. Interests thus also play a crucial role in 

interactions among states. Whereas in an international system self-interest drives state behaviour, in 

an international society shared interests are a defining mechanism of state behaviour. Additionally, 

sovereign states must recognize common values. Going even further, Wight identified a common 

culture as the most important element.116 Some scholars agree that a shared culture may be required 

but add that it is not a necessary condition for the creation or maintenance of an international 

society. That is, the recognition of a common identity among states may facilitate the formation of an 
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international society. Overall, state behaviour is influenced by interests as well as values and 

identities.  

The recognition of mutual interests, values and identities leads to the development of 

institutions.117 The English School distinguishes between primary and secondary institutions.118 

Primary institutions are durable social practices shared among sovereign states based on common 

values in purpose of common interests. They also show a shared identity among states as they 

constitute the principal elements of sovereign states, define legitimate state behaviour as well as 

membership criteria of an international society. Secondary institutions in turn, are organizational 

tools set up to serve a specific purpose. Regime theorists and liberal institutionalists concentrate on 

the more structural secondary institutions while the English School focuses on the existence of 

primary institutions. Bull highlighted five primary institutions from the Westphalian international 

society.119 These were the balance of power, diplomacy, great power management, international 

law, and war. Other primary institutions that emerged and that have been consolidated during the 

last century include nationalism, human equality, the market and development.120 It is important to 

note however, that primary institutions can be recognized at any point in time when states have 

created or maintained an international society.121 Furthermore, different types of international 

society can be distinguished from the English School literature along the pluralist-solidarist divide.122 

In all types of international society, common values and institutions are sustained by means of 

binding legal rules, but the societies differ in the content of these values and in the character of the 

laws and institutions.123  

In sum, interactions in an international society highlight the possibility of cooperation among 

states on the basis of common interests, values, and identities and by means of shared institutions. 

Moreover, states at least show respect for another country’s sovereignty. In such a mode of 

interaction, it is fitting to behave according to those shared institutions to be able to cooperate to 

the extent that the independence of states permits.124 Additionally, the effectiveness of international 
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cooperation between states depends on the perceptions held by states due to the intersubjective 

understandings involved.125 The primary institution of diplomacy serves an important purpose in an 

international society as it can stabilize the perceptions that other countries hold of the self. Whereas 

propaganda aims to persuade others of positive representations, diplomacy focuses on conducting 

negotiations between nations without arousing hostility.126 Discursive strategies employed by state 

officials in response to negative discourse such as fears are therefore likely to follow diplomatic 

practices to negotiate over interpretations of reality without arousing hostility. 

Within diplomacy, state officials can exploit interpretative uncertainty by using vague and 

ambiguous expressions.127 Vague expressions can have benefits when there are competing 

interpretations of a social reality.128 Ambiguity in turn entails the interpretation of language in a 

limited but multiple number of ways.129 Vague and ambiguous expressions allow for the 

advancement of a preferred reality and at the same time show respect for another country’s point of 

view. Additionally, reinterpreting solutions gives some leeway to the own preferred version of reality 

by making selective compromises.130 Such compromises show that states acknowledge the 

independence of other countries as well as their own independence. Actors can also engage 

passively with the outspoken fears. They could draw a line by means of a quick apology in respect of 

other countries and in order to diffuse the blame.131 States may afterwards even focus on a positive 

representation of the self. Also, state officials can decide to withhold information.132 This is not the 

same as ignoring, but it rather means giving an insufficient response. They respond both in respect 

for another country’s position, and in defence of their own independence. Such strategies show 

understanding of the fear by means of rhetorically addressing it rather than a giving a constructive 

response since sovereign states are limited in their cooperation by their own independence. 

Moreover, the response is directed towards diffusing tensions than anything else. Overall, these 

strategies could be placed under the umbrella of diplomatic framing. 
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2.4.3 World society 

The mode of interaction called the world society has been derived from a Kantian tradition. Kant 

accepted the Hobbesian account of the state of nature among sovereign states.133 He did not 

however, accept the static assumptions and state-centricity involved. An Hobbesian approach 

towards international relations solely tries to advance a strategy for the management of the state of 

nature between countries.134 Contrastingly, Kant believed in the possibility of progress135 by 

individuals for the sake of the moral freedom and autonomy of those individuals.136 He aimed 

beyond the borders of states, for the highest political good of a perpetual universal peace.137  

Kant’s conviction of the possibility of progress was based on the assumption that an 

objective, timeless and universal binding principle of right exists.138 Since individuals influence the 

actions of others through their own actions, they are subject to this universal principle of right.139 

That is, since actions of individuals influence the freedom of others, actions are limited to the extent 

that actions of mankind are compatible.140 Such a compatibility is based upon a universality of 

actions. According to Kant, therefore, individuals should assess by reason, the moral rightness of 

actions.141 Following his categorical imperative, individuals should only act if the maxims of those 

actions could constitute a universal law. The categorical imperative is thus a criterion for the 

principle of right that binds individuals unconditionally due to their rational nature.142 Therefore, 

progress should be possible as a categorical imperative in itself.143  

Kant envisioned a path towards the ideal of a universal perpetual peace through the spirit of 

enlightenment and the commercial spirit.144 First of all, individuals would gradually recognize 

themselves to belong to a cosmopolitan community of humankind.145 Cosmopolitanism did not entail 

the abolition of state frontiers.146 Although national obligations would remain, moral obligations are 

thought to advance beyond the state level.147 Kant focused on the cosmopolitan rights and duties 
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shared by individuals rather than being shared among national citizens.148 Growing cultural and 

intellectual exchanges would increase a moral interdependence between individuals.149 Secondly, 

transnational economic ties would generate a mutual and powerful stimulus for peace, although self-

interested.150 Additionally, the economic and material interdependence would foster the spirit of 

enlightenment.151 Eventually, the growing individual interdependence following from the spirit of 

enlightenment and the commercial spirit would advance a “general agreement on the principles for 

peace and understanding”.152  

This Kantian tradition to international relations has been translated into the English School’s 

mode of international interactions labelled the world society. Although the conceptualisation of a 

world society has been least exploited in the English School’s literature,153 the conceptualisation in 

this thesis is based on a common ground and closely follows the Kantian tradition. Accordingly, in a 

world society, states view the world as a community of mankind in which they are not the only 

players at the international level.154 This highlights the transcendence of the state system. At the 

same time, a world society does not entail the existence of one global state. Still, although state 

borders exist, the interdependence of humankind reaches beyond those borders. This enables 

cooperation among states in the interests of a community of humankind. 

In a world society, transnational values and identities play an important role in international 

interactions rather than the interests, values and identities shared among state actors.155 The 

content of the transnational values can diverge from ideas based upon hatred and intolerance to 

liberal notions of rights and justice. Although, following Kant, the latter are more commonly referred 

to.156 Indeed, human rights are central to the English School’s conception of a world society.157 

International humanitarian law and the International Criminal Court are cited examples of 

characteristics of a world society. These also highlight the universality of transnational norms. 

Although English School theorists differ in their acceptance of universality of transnational norms 

along the pluralist-solidarist divide,158 Kant nevertheless believed in the existence of universal norms. 
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Therefore, in this thesis, states are assumed to accept the existence of universal norms. Moreover, 

the compatibility of actions as explained by Kant, highlights the existence of a moral responsibility 

among mankind. Instead of a Hobbesian state of war of all against all, a world society entails a moral 

responsibility by all for all. One of the universal values in a world society is thus a universal moral 

responsibility. Additionally, the assumption that individuals recognize themselves to belong to a 

community of mankind shows that they recognize a shared identity among humankind. In sum, 

transnational values and identities influence state behaviour.159 

Consequently, interactions in a world society show that cooperation among states is based 

on transnational values and identities in the interests of a community of mankind. In such a mode of 

interaction, it is fitting to behave according to those transnational values and to interact with state 

and non-state actors alike. More specifically, states may work closely together with non-state actors 

to advance universal norms. For example, the Responsibility to Protect principle shows a global moral 

responsibility based on universal norms. Discursive strategies employed by state officials in response 

to negative discourse such as fears are therefore likely to be based on a universal responsibility to 

engage substantively with the fears. Rather than depoliticizing the fear such as in an international 

system, states can also make use of politicization by ascribing it a political status.160 This highlights 

the need for discussing the fear. Actors could even accept or take responsibility. For example by 

legitimation, which consist of justification and sanctioning based on normative or other reasons.161 

Such normative reasons may include universal norms. Another option is to make use of a 

“scientification” strategy.162 That is, justifying on the basis of science since science is viewed as 

universal knowledge practices. Such strategies do not only show understanding but also 

acknowledge the fear. These strategies could therefore be placed under the umbrella of substantial 

engagement.  
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2.5 Overview of the theoretical framework 

This thesis aims to understand state behaviour vis-à-vis other states. Since mainstream perspectives 

are unable to provide a convincing story of state interactions, I choose to employ the English School’s 

perspective. That is, the English School focuses not only on state interests but also looks at social 

dynamics such as values and identities for understanding state interactions. Additionally, the English 

School’s epistemological foundation in verstehen rather than erklären enables an interpretation of 

those social dynamics. 

Following the English School’s triad, international interactions can be placed in three ideal 

modes. These modes inform how states behave vis-à-vis each other. More specifically, they may 

inform which discursive strategies state officials could use, depending on the mode of international 

interactions they believe themselves to be part of. It is important to note, that the modes of 

interaction are not mutually exclusive.163 A state could believe itself to be part of different modes for 

different discourses. The synthesis of the modes of international interactions and discursive 

strategies leads to the identification of three expectations. I formulate expectations instead of 

positivist hypotheses since the latter would not enable an understanding from within. Interpretative 

expectations are more generally formulated to be able to understand free from constraints. The 

expectations are the following. First of all, when a state identifies itself to be part of an international 

system, I expect it to predominantly use discursive strategies of rejection. Secondly, when a state 

identifies itself to be part of an international society, I expect it to predominantly use discursive 

strategies of diplomatic framing. Thirdly, when a state identifies itself to be part of a world society, I 

expect it to predominantly use discursive strategies of substantial engagement.  

The combination of the English School’s triad and the three umbrellas of discursive strategies 

together form one heuristic that is applied in the analytical section to the Chinese case, in order to 

understand how China responds to Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative. But first, the 

heuristic is discussed in the next chapter.  
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3. Methodology 

In this chapter, the choices concerning the methodology are justified and evaluated as 

methodological choices include both advantages and disadvantages. First of all, the research design 

employed in this research is clarified. Subsequently, the data inquiry for this thesis is explained. 

Lastly, the heuristic is discussed.  

3.1 Interpretive case study design  

This thesis aims to provide an understanding of China’s behaviour vis-à-vis other states. More 

specifically, the research question in this thesis is:  

How does China respond to Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative? 

This thesis employs an interpretive case study design with four subcases to try answer the research 

question and the choice for this design is justified below. 

As highlighted in the theoretical chapter, the English School tends to verstehen rather than 

erklären. This thesis is also grounded in verstehen. That is, the goal of this research is to analyse how 

China responds to Western fears in foreign policy discourse. More specifically, this thesis attempts to 

identify and understand the intentions of Chinese state officials through their use of discursive 

strategies, as a way to understand China’s behaviour in foreign policy discourse. Therefore, rather 

than trying to answer why China behaves in a certain way, this thesis aims to understand how China 

behaves. An approach based on verstehen facilitates answering how-questions such as formulated in 

this thesis.164 The how-question tries to understand which social constructs made a particular 

practice possible. This is in contrast to the more positivist why-questions which look for a causal 

mechanism to explain a certain outcome. That is why this thesis is based on verstehen rather than 

erklären. This leads me to employ an interpretative research design.  

A single case has been selected for empirical research. Although interpretative case studies 

may not aim to maximize causal inference, it is still necessary to justify the case selection, and argue 

how it is illustrative of the particular social practice to be explored.165 Indeed, choosing a suitable 

case according to rather positivist case selection criteria does not fit the approach taken up in this 

research. As justified in the introduction, this thesis aims to provide an understanding of China’s 

response to Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative as the country supports the development of 

this megaproject that increasingly includes more countries but which is feared by the West. Such a 

tension among influential countries raises the question how China actually reacts to these fears. The 
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case to be analysed is the foreign policy discourse of Chinese officials in response to four main 

Western fears regarding the BRI. This thesis thus employs a single case study design with four 

subcases, each pertaining to one of the four fears. The focus lays on discourse rather than foreign 

policy output. I have chosen to study China’s speech acts as a response, because the Western fears 

are articulated in speech acts by the West as well. Moreover, the English School works from the 

premise that states behave according to their worldview. The language and justifications employed 

by state leaders and diplomats inform how those state officials view “their” world.166 The worldview 

of states will thus become apparent by focusing on the discourse employed by official state 

representatives. The behaviour of states towards other states may subsequently be informed 

through this worldview. Therefore, the foreign policy discourse of official state representatives can 

convincingly illustrate China’s response to Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative.  

I recognize the limitation of this case selection, seeing that countries do not always practice 

what they preach. Still, framing of foreign policy discourse can be seen as strategic behaviour by 

official state representatives in itself. That is, state officials consciously frame foreign policy discourse 

to advance their preferred version of reality.167 Additionally, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to 

evaluate China’s Belt and Road policies in response to these fears which would also require a 

proficient understanding of Mandarin. Likewise, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to address all 

other foreign policy output in response to Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative. 

The single case study design has the advantage of providing an in-depth look. At the same 

time, this limits the formulation of generalizable conclusions.168 An approach based on verstehen 

does also not have the intention to provide generalizable laws, but rather aims to provide an in-

depth understanding of a social phenomenon. Indeed, only China’s behaviour in certain discourses of 

the Belt and Road Initiative is analysed. Still, the analysis of China’s foreign policy discourse within 

the Belt and Road Initiative may provide an understanding of China’s foreign policy behaviour in 

general by acknowledging China’s worldview. Additionally, the BRI has been formalized within 

China’s Communist Party’s Constitution in 2017.169 This shows a long-term commitment to a foreign 

policy strategy characterised by the BRI. Hence, China’s foreign policy behaviour with regards to the 

Belt and Road Initiative may provide a general understanding of the country’s contemporary foreign 

policy behaviour, although it may also not for all instances. Additionally, the empirical analysis is 

focused only on China’s perceptions of ideas, identities and interests. Nevertheless, the application 

of the English School’s theory might show the practical relevance of the English School in clarifying 
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state behaviour in general. Consequently, the heuristic may then be applied to understanding other 

states’ behaviour as well.  

3.2 Expectations 

Since states are seen to interact and act in international relations, they have agency.170 In general, 

states can “act” through their official state representatives. Empirically speaking, therefore, heads of 

states, diplomats and foreign-policy officials are the actors in international relations. This 

corresponds to an interpretative analysis of their behaviour by focusing on the behavioural context 

such as underlying principles, intents and given meanings.171 State behaviour is the independent 

variable in this research and operationally it is the use of discursive strategies by state officials, since 

framing of foreign policy discourse can be seen as strategic behaviour through social interaction.172 

Three discursive strategies that state officials can employ in foreign policy discourse have been 

categorized as rejection, diplomatic framing and substantial engagement. I provide an interpretation 

of the Chinese response following those three discursive strategies. Moreover, these discursive 

strategies could show a reason for China’s response. That is, following the English School, states act 

according to their worldview. The use of discursive strategies may thus be informed by the modes of 

international interactions. Hence, Chinese officials may respond to Western fears by using certain 

discursive strategies because of the mode of interactions they believe themselves to be part of, 

within the discourse of the fear addressed. In this way, my research is y-centered or backward-

looking.173 Such a research is exploratory in nature as it generates new hypotheses, or expectations 

in the case of an interpretative approach. The general expectations that have already been deduced 

in the theoretical framework can be applied to the case of China. These expectations contribute to 

answering the research question and are formulated as follows: 

E1: When China considers itself to be part of an international system, China is likely to 

respond predominantly by means of discursive strategies of rejection.  

E2: When China considers itself to be part of an international society, China is likely to 

respond predominantly by means of discursive strategies of diplomatic framing. 
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E3: When China considers itself to be part of a world society, China is likely to respond 

predominantly by means of discursive strategies of substantial engagement.  

The three discursive strategies are made more concrete below in order to allow a thick interpretation 

in the empirical section. 

3.2.1 Rejection 

A foreign policy discourse framed by the strategy of rejection includes indicators such as multiple 

ways to ignore the fear explicitly and implicitly, as well as the use of propaganda, negative 

representations of the other, blame shifting, bias accusations, and threats. Firstly, this strategy may 

entail a direct denial of the fear. China might simply say that the fear is ungrounded. China could 

decide not to respond as well by just ignoring the fears discussed. Although total silence could also 

mean that Chinese officials have not heard the fear. Secondly, China could use propaganda of 

disinformation. However, this would require an intensive evaluation of the information given, which 

is outside the scope of this thesis. Emotional propaganda is easier to recognize, as it shows China as a 

great country leading an amazing project while Western countries are not giving the project a chance 

because of their inferiority. More concretely, China may write the fear off as Western interference. 

China may thus also put Western countries in a negative light. They may even turn the tables and 

shift blame to the West. Furthermore, Chinese officials may accuse the West of being biased. 

Additionally, China may use threats of economic power. For example, the West will miss out if it does 

not join. Overall, such a strategy is indicated by a hostile Chinese attitude.  

3.2.2 Diplomatic framing 

A foreign policy discourse framed by the strategy of diplomatic framing basically entails a way to 

diffuse the tension rather than anything else. Indicators for such a strategy include reference to 

international standards, to the possibility of successful cooperation between states, and to the 

principle of state sovereignty. It is indicated both by China’s actions and inactions. China will enable 

an international podium to address the fears. However, China will not provide constructive 

justifications or solutions. Rather, China is likely to use vague and ambiguous responses. Officials may 

refer to popular international terms, and use them as empty concepts without explaining what they 

entail. A concrete example may be the concept of sustainability. Therefore, China might vaguely refer 

to international standards as a justification since these are the diplomatic norms and values. China is 

also likely to direct the discourse to the possibility of interstate cooperation. Chinese officials may 

specifically refer to international institutions to justify their cooperative behaviour. International 

organizations such as the United Nations and the World Bank can be seen as international 

institutions as they were set up through a conferral of the sovereignty of states as institutional tools. 
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At the same time, China might justify its behaviour on the basis of state sovereignty. Diplomatic 

framing thus highlights the search for balance between the independence of individual states and 

their cooperation. 

3.2.3 Substantial engagement 

A foreign policy discourse framed by the strategy of substantial engagement entails constructively 

addressing the fear. Indicators for such a strategy include the reference to universal norms, to 

scientific claims, to a universal responsibility, to non-state actors, as well as to cooperation with non-

state actors. Firstly, China is likely to refer to universal values that go beyond internationally 

recognized standards. Secondly, China may refer to scientific results to remove the fear. They may 

also legitimize the BRI on the basis of a moral responsibility to improve living conditions of 

humankind. China may contend that the BRI is in the interest of individuals rather than referring to 

countries. Besides from individuals, Chinese officials may refer to other non-state actors such as 

businesses and NGOS. China may even publish statements of cooperation with NGOs to show their 

commitment to either removing the fear or to removing the risk of such fears coming true. Non-state 

actors such as NGOs and businesses are different from international institutions such as the United 

Nations and the World Bank as the latter gained authority through a conferral of sovereignty of 

states. Overall, such a strategy does not have the aim of removing fears in isolation by means of 

convincing, but rather by working together to verge opinions. 

3.3 Method of inquiry 

In this section, the data inquiry for this thesis is explained. Firstly, the section presents a discussion 

on the type of data gathered and on the methods employed to collect the necessary data. Secondly, 

the hermeneutic circle approach is explained and adapted for usage in this thesis. 

3.3.1 Data collection  

Since action must be empathically understood, hermeneutics practically entails the interpretation of 

all types of written and non-written texts.174 I aim to find Chinese state discourse addressing the Belt 

and Road Initiative and then select only those which address at least one of the four Western fears 

identified. Regarding those fears, they are deduced from mainstream Western journals as those can 

be perceived to mirror the mainstream Western opinion. These are The Economist, Der Spiegel, Les 

Echos and The Guardian. Most fears have been expressed from 2016 onwards, so only the Chinese 

responses from 2016 onwards are taken into account. With respect to China’s response, I mainly look 

at press statements, speeches, and interviews by Chinese state officials regarding the BRI. This thesis 

only aims to look at foreign policy discourse rather than foreign policy output. I therefore do not 
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analyse policies responding to Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative. Instead, I use primary 

source texts such as official government speeches as they are examples of China’s behaviour in 

foreign policy discourse.175 I also use secondary source documents such as media, because they may 

contain interviews with, and loose statements by, Chinese state officials which portray China’s 

behaviour. I am dependent on (translated) texts in English due to language constraints while the 

choice of words might have different implications in different languages. Interpreting China’s 

response correctly might therefore be more difficult. Still, I aim to analyse China’s foreign policy 

discourse rather than Chinese domestic discourse and the former is also relevant in English.  

In order to find such documents, I use the official Chinese Belt and Road Portal.176 Likewise, I 

use the official website of the first Belt and Road Forum.177 These two mediums provide key texts 

directly related to the Belt and Road Initiative. Additionally, I use the official website of the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China as this ministry is one of the most important 

actors in China’s foreign policy discourse.178 Furthermore, I use the Chinese state medium called 

Xinhua since this medium portrays the official party view.179 I thus make use of internet-based 

research to find speech utterances of Chinese state officials.180 Thanks to the increasing e-

government of China, many official statements and press interview transcripts are available online 

and in English. The risk is that I overly rely on international forums and press releases, which might 

overestimate the importance of diplomatic practices. Unfortunately, more in-depth research such as 

interviews with key figures is beyond the scope of this thesis. 

I also use the snowball technique to gather more texts on China’s responses to four main 

Western fears. That is, relying on the first texts I encounter to find more possible sources.181 This 

leads me to other key texts that are necessary to interpret. But on the other hand, the snowball 

technique could only lead to similar sources and prevent the researcher from moving beyond these 

types of texts. Still, since the Chinese official documents should more or less form one consistent and 

coherent voice, I believe the risk of lock-in to be relatively low in this research. However, I might risk 

encountering more sources addressing a particular fear than others in this way. I therefore remain 

vigilant towards my approach. Lastly, case studies of this kind face difficulty in establishing when 
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sufficient data has been gathered.182 There are no strict guidelines to fall back on. Due to time 

constraints, I set a maximum possible duration for gathering data. 

3.3.2 Hermeneutic circle approach 

In this thesis, the discursive strategies guide the understanding of China’s behaviour towards other 

states. This research therefore includes deductive reasoning as the discursive strategy categories 

were a priori created to reflect three expected narratives, based on the pre-existing English School 

tradition.183 In order to interpret the use of discursive strategies by Chinese state officials, I use the 

hermeneutic circle approach in interpreting the data obtained. The hermeneutic circle is intrinsic to 

hermeneutics and it is a key device for understanding from within.184 An assumption of the device is 

that meaning is holistic, as the whole of meaning is more than the sum of its parts. Moreover, the 

meaning of the parts depend on the meaning of the whole. The hermeneutic circle is therefore a 

process of interpretation which continually moves between smaller and larger units of meaning in 

order to determine the meaning of both. This process is visualized in figure 1. The parts portray 

specific instances, whereas the whole portrays the context. In this way, the part/whole dialectics 

enable an understanding from within.  

 

Figure 1. Hermeneutic Circle. 2020 

 

 

Applied to this thesis, it means that I continuously move between the meaning of individual         

(non-)written texts to an overarching discursive strategy possibly employed within each fear 

addressed. To be clear, I do not include all three discursive strategies at once in the iterative process. 

Instead, I take one at a time as each of the three discursive strategies portrays a new hermeneutic 

circle. The application of the hermeneutic circle approach within this thesis is visualized in figure 2. 

The current application is in accordance to the hermeneutic circle approach, which states that not 
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only a multiplicity of individual parts may be used to create an understanding of meaning. Also 

multiple levels of context (the whole) may be used.185 For example, a sentence can provide a good 

understanding of meaning of the words used, but the overarching paragraph may provide an even 

better understanding of meaning. Therefore, hermeneutics argues that the starting point of 

interpretation should be at a lower level of context and the iterative process should move up.186 In 

this way, multiple hermeneutic circles follow one another. 

 

Figure 2. Current application of the hermeneutic circle approach. 2020. 

 

As visualized in figure 2, I start with the discursive strategy of rejection in the first hermeneutic circle. 

Subsequently, I take the discursive strategy of diplomatic framing in the second hermeneutic circle. 

Lastly, I employ the discursive strategy of substantial engagement in the third hermeneutic circle. I 

use this sequence since the English School theorizes the development of the three modes of 

interactions in this chronological order. According to the English School, a system of states is the 

starting point of international interactions. When states recognize shared interests, values and 

identities, they can form an international society. Lastly, when humankind unites sociologically, a 

world society is formed. The three modes of interaction thus also portray three different levels of 

context. I have chosen to focus solely on these three levels of context due to the thesis’ foundation 

grounded in the English School tradition. 
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According to hermeneutics, a perfect interpretation could be reached but it may never be 

apparent that it has been reached.187 This is a limitation of the hermeneutic circle approach as it 

means that the interpretation could constitute a true understanding but it could also not (totally) do 

so. Still, the hermeneutic circle approach increases the understanding from within. Additionally, the 

sociological situatedness of the researcher as well as his/her unproductive prejudices may hinder an 

adequate understanding.188 A researcher needs to aim to recognize these but the fact that we all 

take prior knowledge to make sense of new information shows the limited possibility of recognition 

and suspension. This is especially relevant in this thesis as I am a Dutch student of a university 

located in Western Europe analysing China’s authorial intent. Hence, I aim to be aware of my 

situatedness and try to focus only on the categories of discursive strategies and information acquired 

during the empirical research rather than making sense of information through my situatedness.   
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4. China’s foreign policy behaviour 

This thesis aims to provide an understanding of China’s behaviour towards other states, and more 

specifically, how China reacts to Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative. In order to do so, this 

thesis analyses the use of discursive strategies by Chinese state officials in their response. Regarding 

the Western fears, I have deduced that Westerners do show some rational reflection regarding the 

Belt and Road Initiative, as they include both its risks and opportunities. However, the articles mostly 

articulate fears towards the initiative. For instance, the titles of their articles portray the project 

negatively which highlights the overarching critical perspective on the BRI. The following titles 

exemplify this critical approach: New Silk Roads: Xi Jinping's Real Plan; China uses Silk Roads to 

weaken Europe; Silk Roads: Anger Rages Against China; Silk Roads: European companies kept out; 

China faces resistance to a cherished theme of its foreign policy. I have categorized the main fears 

into four types. These are fears of a growing Chinese sphere of influence, of unmanageable debts, of 

environmental damage, and of corruption. Also Jonathan Cohen, who is the acting permanent 

American representative at the United Nations, acknowledged these Western fears. He was critical of 

China trying to include the Belt and Road Initiative in a resolution on Afghanistan, as he said the 

initiative has “known problems with corruption, debt distress, environmental damage, and lack of 

transparency.”189 Still, this analysis does not evaluate if the fears have merit. Rather, the fears are 

taken as a given since they represent particular points of view in international discourse. The analysis 

of the Chinese response to these points of view is structured along the four types of fears. I discuss 

each fear content-wise before moving on to the Chinese response to it. 

4.1 Fears of a growing Chinese sphere of influence 

4.1.1 Western fear  

First of all, I have deduced an overarching fear that growing Chinese influence through the Belt and 

Road Initiative will weaken the positions of the United States and European countries in the world. 

The Chinese intentions with the BRI are questioned, and the initiative is said to solely pursue China’s 

geopolitical interests. This fear consists of three parts. Firstly, they argue that the BRI is a master plan 

for a China-led global order and that China wants to reorganize the global governance system in its 

favour at expense of the West. In a speech in Brisbane, former American President Obama warned 

for an Asian security order based on coercion, hinting to China’s growing influences.190 The United 
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States therefore encouraged other developed nations not to join the new Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB) as founding members. Also the European Chamber of Commerce is 

concerned that Chinese investors are using the Silk Roads as a platform to push Chinese standards in 

critical areas.191 Secondly, Western media argue that China pursues hegemonic ambitions through 

the BRI as neo-colonialism in African and Asian countries especially. For instance, Les Echos 

characterises the BRI as imperialism and as pacifist colonialism.192 Thirdly, they argue that China’s 

sphere of influence is also growing in Europe by stimulating European divisions in order to push 

projects under the BRI. China is thus seen to employ a strategy of dividing to rule. Western media 

point to the overwhelming amount of bilateral agreements behind a “façade” of multilateralism. In 

response, French President Emmanuel Macron, German Chancellor Angela Merkel and the then-

President of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker urged President Xi Jinping to respect the 

unity of the European Union during a mini summit.193 Overall, Western media perceive the BRI as a 

threat to global stability currently provided by and under the conditions of the West. Westerners are 

thus afraid of increased political influence by China in other countries. 

4.1.2 China’s response  

Chinese officials respond to fears of a growing Chinese sphere of influence mostly by means of 

diplomatic framing. They also employ some strategies of rejection but only minimally use discursive 

strategies of substantial engagement. 

First of all, Chinese officials repeatedly refer to the principle of sovereignty. They maintain 

that they respect the independence of other nations and would not interfere in the politics of other 

countries. While meeting with African leaders from Zambia, Cape Verde and Liberia, State Councillor 

Wang Yi affirmed that China adheres to the principle of non-interference.194 Wang Yi reaffirmed this 

during his keynote speech at the Beijing Summit on the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation 

(FOCAC).195 He argued that according to international standards, developing countries such as those 
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in Africa should not be seen as a sphere of influence for any major country. At the FOCAC in 2018, 

President Xi Jinping named the “five-no” approach to African relations in support of non-interference 

in any way.196 It seems that China especially tries to reassure African leaders that the Belt and Road 

Initiative does not pursue any imperialist intentions. Moreover, Chinese officials do admit they would 

want to change the global governance system, because according to them, it needs to be improved 

to increasingly include the voice of developing nations. This would enable a fairer system of 

international relations. President Xi Jinping even called for improving the global governance system 

during his keynote speech at the second Belt and Road Forum (BRF) in 2019.197 Therefore, Chinese 

officials base their response to a growing Chinese sphere of influence on international standards. 

China also repeatedly argues that countries should foster a new type of international relations based 

on win-win cooperation and they give the BRI as a prime example. Win-win cooperation can even be 

considered their main catchphrase. The President also said it multiple times at both Belt and Road 

Forums. According to Chinese officials, the BRI is not an initiative just serving China’s interests. 

Chinese Ambassador to the European Union, Zhang Ming, answers in a similar vein in an interview 

with the BBC that “the logic of the BRI is not about seeking supremacy”.198 Chinese officials contend 

that the BRI may be launched by China but it is shared by the world through extensive consultation, 

joint contribution and shared benefits. Indeed, China maintains that they are promoting 

multilateralism in the face of growing unilateralism and protectionism. Furthermore, China 

emphasizes that its initiative is in line with the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development 

Agenda, and that the country is working together with multiple international organisations. They do 

so, to show that the BRI is not just a Chinese solo project. Xi promised to work together with inter 

alia the AIIB, the BRICS New Development Bank and the World Bank at the BRF in 2017.199 He named 

the United Nations, Association of Southeast Asian Nations, African Union, European Union and 
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Eurasian Economic Union as partners in 2019.200 The Chinese government thus justifies the intentions 

of the Belt and Road Initiative by pointing to international cooperation within the BRI. Additionally, 

Chinese officials say that they have always valued European unity rather than division. As, according 

to them, a united and prosperous European Union facilitates Euro-China cooperation. Prime Minister 

Li Keqiang affirmed this stance in a guest contribution in the German Handelsblatt by writing that 

China firmly supports the European integration process.201 Additionally, Ambassador Zhang Ming 

argues that it is “not in China’s interest to play European countries against each other”.202 They use 

mainstream media to confer their message. It seems that they want to convince the general public 

rather than solely Western state officials, of the idea that China’s international cooperation shows no 

intent of harm for European unity. Overall, China thus uses diplomatic framing by justifying that their 

interests and behaviour within the Belt and Road Initiative are in line with the principle of state 

sovereignty, with international standards and with the possibility of successful cooperation between 

states. They seem to do so to diffuse the tension around fears of a growing Chinese sphere of 

influence. 

Secondly, Chinese officials explicitly deny geopolitical interests especially in Africa, thereby 

rejecting neo-colonialism. Chinese State Councillor Wang Yi reassured African leaders that some 

outside forces have attempted to vilify and undermine China-Africa cooperation by fabricating the 

so-called “neo-colonialism” criticisms of the BRI and that this is totally groundless.203 Chinese officials 

put Westerners in a negative light for assuming this and for taking away an amazing opportunity for 

developing countries. As Wang Yi states during a media briefing: “One will harm others without 

benefiting oneself when he or she holds the mind-set that since I cannot do it myself, I will not let 

others do it”.204 According to China, the Belt and Road Initiative includes fruitful projects serving local 

people instead of serving geopolitical interests. Ambassador Zhang Ming goes further by arguing that 

the invested infrastructure serves the local people, the local economy, the regional economy, and 

even the world economy.205 Indeed, they repetitively mention that the BRI has become a widely 

welcomed international public good. In this way, Chinese officials make use of emotional 

propaganda. Additionally, China argues that African people have suffered colonial rule and are said 

to know best what colonialism is and what it is not. Chinese officials thereby implicitly identify and 
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reject a Western bias, as Western counties have traditionally been known as colonizers. China thus 

uses different strategies of rejection to respond to a fear of a growing Chinese sphere of influence. 

They do so by means of explicit denial, emotional propaganda, negative representation of the other, 

and bias accusations. The broad approach within this discursive strategy shows that strategies of 

rejection play an important role in China’s response to fears of a growing Chinese sphere of 

influence. 

Thirdly, Chinese officials in some instances refer to universal norms, science, mankind as a 

whole, and non-state actors, to respond to a fear of a growing Chinese sphere of influence. For 

example, Chinese officials maintain that the world should uphold international fairness and justice. 

As Chinese State Councillor Wang Yi asserts: the weak cannot be “at the mercy of the strong”.206 

Global norms thus play a role in their response. Lu Shaye, the former Ambassador the Canada, also 

referred to a scientific report at a Canadian Belt and Road Conference.207 It supported that the BRI is 

boosting economic growth in developing countries rather than just serving Chinese interests. Making 

reference to global scientific knowledge shows a commitment to universal knowledge and in 

extension, universal norms. Furthermore, China says it aims to improve local capability growth in 

developing countries and does not make them dependent on them. Moreover, the President and the 

State Councillor declare at meetings with African leaders, that the BRI may foster the formation of a 

community on the basis of a joint responsibility to pursue a shared future for mankind. China once 

again attempts to converge opinions mostly with African leaders on China’s geopolitical intentions. 

Lastly, both President Xi Jinping and Ambassador Zhang Ming explicitly and repeatedly argue that the 

BRI is not government-directed but market-driven as enterprises are the major players and more are 

invited to join the BRI. China thus uses different strategies of substantial engagement to respond to 

fears of a growing Chinese influence, namely by referring to universal norms and universal actors. 

Although their overall response only marginally consists of such substantial engagement. 

Of all the fears included, China mostly addresses geopolitical concerns. Therefore, to Chinese 

officials, this seems to be a really important matter. Power concerns thus constitute the greatest 

attack on the Chinese government. They address geopolitical power concerns mostly by means of 

diplomatic framing, they also use strategies of rejection but only minimally employ strategies of 

substantial engagement. China seems to find it especially important to reject, frame diplomatically 

and engage substantially with African leaders on a Western concern of neo-colonialism. China 

thereby tries to prove its equal relations with developing countries to the West. China therefore 
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communicates with the West through these interactions. Overall, there is a combination of a hostile 

attitude and an attempt to diffuse tensions, with the overarching strategy leaning towards the latter. 

It is important to note that President Xi Jinping does not engage in any strategies of rejection. The 

highest ranking Chinese official refrains from a hostile attitude towards Western opinion on China’s 

geopolitical ambitions. He seems to prefer strategies of diplomatic framing, and other Chinese 

officials also predominantly use diplomatic framing. China may therefore increasingly recognize itself 

as part of an international society within the foreign policy discourse of geopolitics. 

4.2 Fears of unmanageable debts 

4.2.1 Western fear 

As a second concern, I have deduced a fear of unmanageable debts. This fear is related to bringing 

third world countries under the Chinese sphere of influence through debt trap diplomacy. This entails 

overloading weak countries with loans and seizing their assets when they buckle, thereby influencing 

their politics. But Westerners are also afraid of financial risks and economic dangers involved in 

saddling poor countries with unmanageable debts, rather than just the political risks as discussed in 

the first fear. According to Western media, China grants loans that some countries can hardly repay. 

They argue that the BRI credit can be ruinously expensive in the long-run as the loans are 

unsustainable. Because, according to them, the credit is increasing the indebtedness of certain 

countries who already suffer from fragile finances. Additionally, those countries are invited to go into 

debt with Chinese banks for sometimes useless or unprofitable infrastructure, increasing risks of 

default. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank urged for greater transparency 

on the amounts and the terms of Chinese loans, while warning against the increase in debt.208 The 

West is thus afraid of unsustainable BRI credit supplied to developing countries.  

4.2.2 China’s response  

China responds to fears of unsustainable BRI credit mostly by using strategies of diplomatic framing. 

Chinese officials also use strategies of rejection but they barely engage substantially with this fear.  

 To start with, China responds to fears of unmanageable debts by making reference to 

international standards. They claim to base their loans on conditions that pursue sustainable 

development. For example, at the Belt and Road Forum in 2019, President Xi Jinping stated that 
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China has applied debt sustainability criteria which had been recommended by the IMF.209 Just as 

with the first fear, they also refer to the principle of sovereignty. They recognize the sovereignty of 

developing nations and only use loans to enhance the borrowers’ own capabilities. Additionally, the 

Chinese government has helped to set up multiple cooperative frameworks to address sustainable 

finance. President Xi Jinping named numerous initiatives in his keynote speech at the Second Belt 

and Road Forum.210 China also highlights working together with other international organisations 

such as the AIIB, World Bank and IMF to safeguard sustainable loans. Moreover, Xi Jinping invited 

more national and multinational financial institutions to join in order to ensure success. Therefore, 

China seems to attempt to take away any fears on unmanageable debts by means of diplomatic 

framing. The sustainability of BRI credit is justified on the basis of international standards, of respect 

for state sovereignty, and on the basis of international cooperation.  

Furthermore, China acknowledges to have heard about debt trap fears but they reject these 

fears explicitly. Chinese State Councillor Wang Yi , the Ambassador to Canada, and the Ambassador 

to Norway all use the word “groundless”, to deny the fear.211 Instead, Chinese officials blame other 

countries and international organizations who, according to them, have caused the debt problems of 

developing countries. They point out that the debt problems preceded the BRI. Chinese officials thus 

see the issue as valid, as they shift responsibility. According to them, China is providing more 

sustainable loans and even helping to increase countries’ own capabilities. Former Ambassador to 

Canada, Lu Shaye, stated in a Canadian Belt and Road Conference that instead of bringing a debt 

trap, China is alleviating a poverty trap through the BRI.212 In his position as Ambassador to France, 

Lu Shaye explained that in six years, the BRI will have helped to lift 32 million people from poverty 

and 6 million people from extreme poverty.213 The Chinese Ambassador spoke at the opening of a 

BRI forum organized in Paris by the Institute for Strategic International Relations to reject criticism of 

a Chinese debt trap. The use of multiple forums by Chinese representatives to tackle fears of 
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unsustainable BRI credit highlights the importance that China attaches to addressing those fears. 

Furthermore, Western media are blamed for being biased. For example, Chinese Ambassador to the 

EU, Zhang Ming, states: “The BRI countries not only borrow from China, but also from other 

countries. It's not fair to say that someone else's money is a sweet pie while China's money is a 

trap”.214 The Ambassador to Norway also blames Western media for having double standards in a 

guest contribution in a Norwegian newspaper.215 China thus uses multiple strategies of rejection to 

address the fear of unmanageable debts, namely explicit denial, blame shifting, negative 

representation of the other, emotional propaganda, and bias accusations. The broad approach within 

this discursive strategy shows that strategies of rejection play an important role in China’s response 

to fears of unmanageable debts. 

Finally, it seems that Chinese officials barely use any strategies of substantial engagement to 

address fears of unmanageable debts. Only two concrete instances of substantial engagement have 

been deduced from China’s responses. At the Beijing Summit of the Forum on China-Africa 

Cooperation in 2018, Xi Jinping announced the installation of a concrete and constructive method, to 

stop the fear from becoming true. That is, the Chinese government exempted Africa’s least 

developed countries from the repayment of their debts, which were due to mature by the end of 

2018. Moreover, these loans were supplied interest-free. Secondly, State Councillor Wang Yi met up 

with the Foreign Minister Lejeune Mbella Mbella of Cameroon just before the FOCAC Summit. In this 

meeting, Wang Yi stated that China’s financial support to African countries is based on 

voluntarism.216 The State Councillor therefore based his response to fears of unsustainable BRI credit 

on a universal norm and responsibility to help developing countries. However, the fact that this was 

said in an individual meeting rather than at the Summit the next day, shows that such a reaction was 

an exception rather than a broadly carried party line. Beijing thus hardly uses strategies of substantial 

engagement in addressing fears of unmanageable debts, only in some instances through constructive 

methods and universal norms.  

China seems to acknowledge the existence of a debt problem through both blame shifting 

and committing to addressing debt problems. While direct debt trap fears are addressed through 

strategies of rejection, sustainable finance is addressed by means of diplomatic framing and some 

substantial engagement. Xi Jinping, holding the highest office, does not engage in debt trap discourse 

and refrains from using strategies of rejection. Therefore, it seems that Xi Jinping does not want to 
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be too confronting. China’s strategy in debt discourse seems to be going in a direction of long-term 

cooperation, although some reactions remain hostile. Overall, the Chinese government seems to 

increasingly recognize itself to be part of an international society within the foreign policy discourse 

of debt. 

4.3 Fears of environmental damage 

4.3.1 Western fear  

A third fear that I have deduced from Western media, is a fear of environmental damage. China’s 

investments through the BRI are thought to damage the environment in countries with relatively 

weaker environmental standards. Christine Lagarde, the former IMF chief, warned China against 

environmental damage through BRI investments.217 More specifically, China is said to export their 

pollution practices to developing countries. Western opinion asserts that Chinese investors are facing 

rising environmental standards domestically which incites them to move polluting industries abroad. 

This means encouraging the adoption of a highly polluting growth model in developing countries. 

Additionally, Western media argue that the BRI projects threaten the goal of the Paris Agreement on 

Climate Change. They point out that the carbon footprint of BRI countries will likely increase 

significantly. The Economist specified that a quarter of the energy projects are coal-fired stations, at 

the expense of renewable energy sources.218 Les Echos indicated that more than 30 billion dollars will 

be invested in the construction of coal-fired stations in over twenty other nations, including 

European countries.219 Western countries do seem to want to participate in the initiative, but they 

demand that international standards, especially the ecological sustainability of projects, should be 

respected. Both French President Emmanuel Macron and the German minister for Economy and 

Energy Peter Altmaier have explicitly called for a greening of BRI projects.220 The West is thus afraid 

of environmental damage, especially in developing countries.  

4.3.2 China’s response  

China responds to fears of environmental damage mostly by using strategies of diplomatic framing. 

Chinese officials also use a strategy of rejection but they barely engage substantially with this fear.
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 Firstly, China continually reaffirms its adherence to the Paris Agreement. Prime minister Li 

Keqiang stated that China will continue upholding the Paris Agreement as well as promoting 

sustainable development in a guest contribution in the German Handelsblatt.221 Germany can be 

viewed as a rather environmentally friendly country in the West. The prime minister thus chose his 

words fitting to his audience. President Xi Jinping in turn, assured commitment to the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development in both his keynote speech at the Belt and Road Forum in 2017 and the 

press conference of the Forum in 2019. Important Chinese officials thus respond to fears of 

environmental damage on the basis of international cooperation in the field of environmental 

sustainability. Furthermore, Chinese officials make frequent use of non-specific labels such as green, 

low-carbon, circular and sustainable. They are overwhelmingly justifying their project on the basis of 

international standards by means of green labelling. For example, President Xi Jinping said the 

following in his keynote speech at the second Belt and Road Forum: “We need to pursue open, 

green, and clean cooperation, aim to promote green development, launch green infrastructure 

projects, make green investment, and provide green financing”.222 The President thus justifies the 

ecological sustainability of the Belt and Road Initiative on the basis of an international standard that 

initiatives should be “green”. However, since these labels are generic, it seems that green labelling is 

used to diffuse tension rather than substantially engaging with fears of environmental risks. The 

Chinese government also proposes frameworks for sustainable initiatives. In his keynote speech at 

the Belt and Road Forum in 2019, Xi Jinping named the following: the Belt and Road Sustainable 

Cities Alliance, the BRI International Green Development Coalition, the Green Investment Principles 

for the Belt and Road Development, the Declaration on Accelerating the Sustainable Development 

Goals for Children through Shared Development, the BRI Environmental Big Data Platform, the Green 

Silk Road Envoys Program, and the Belt and Road South-South Cooperation Initiative on Climate 

Change.223 China bombards the world with multiple frameworks to justify the BRI as environmentally 

friendly projects. The highest office holders thus devote energy and time at the world stage to 

defend the ecological sustainability of the BRI. Therefore, China seems to attempt to take away any 

fears of environmental damage by means of diplomatic framing. That is, the environmental 

sustainability is justified on the basis of international cooperation and international standards. 

 Secondly, China seems to ignore any fears on the amount of coal investments. There is no 

justification for the coal investments, nor is there any discussion on coal energy at all. Consequently, 

the Chinese government does not address any concerns of the export of pollution practices. Since 

these are two of the leading arguments in environmental concerns, and seeing that China responds 
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to those concerns in general, I believe that this implicit rejection is conscious. Chinese officials might 

not regard these concerns as important enough to respond to, or perhaps they believe that their 

disregard is the most strategic response. The Chinese government thus uses one strategy of rejection 

by ignoring fears of environmental damage. Although only supported by one strategy, rejection can 

be seen as a major response because they ignore the most important part of the fear, namely on coal 

investments, and there is no deviance from this implicit rejection. 

 Lastly, Chinese officials make some reference to the universal responsibility for taking care of 

“our planet”. Xi Jinping also stresses the need to protect “the earth we call home” at the second Belt 

and Road Forum.224 Additionally, the President offered environmental protection training courses 

during the BRF in 2019.225 China therefore recognizes its responsibility to increase environmental 

awareness abroad. Hence, China substantially engages with fears of environmental damage, 

although minimally, on the basis of a universal responsibility.  

Overall, high ranking Chinese officials promote a sustainable Belt and Road Initiative through 

diplomatic framing based on international standards and international cooperation. On the other 

hand, they deliberately and implicitly reject fears related to coal energy. Furthermore, they have a 

few instances of substantial engagement with fears of environmental damage based on a universal 

responsibility to protect the environment. The overall response to this fear is meagre compared to 

the first two fears since only two major visible strategies (green labelling and green cooperation) and 

one invisible strategy (disregard) are used. It seems that the Chinese government does find 

sustainability important enough to justify internationally but only to a certain extent compared to 

other discourses such as on debt and on geopolitics. Still, based on the prevalence of diplomatic 

framing, it seems that the Chinese government increasingly recognizes itself to be part of an 

international society within the field of ecological sustainability. 

4.4 Fears of corruption 

4.4.1 Western fear  

A last Western fear of the Belt and Road Initiative that I have deduced, is the fear of corruption. An 

often-mentioned source in Western media is the European Chamber of Commerce. The Chamber 

argues that the Belt and Road Initiative is not yet the transparent, open and international initiative 

that it claims to be.226 This fear consists of two parts. Firstly, Western media repeatedly mention a 

lack of transparency surrounding both the procurement and the financing of projects. According to 
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Der Spiegel, large EU countries and the US are all concerned about a lack of transparency.227 The 

European Chamber of Commerce criticised the lack of transparency, specifically in the award of 

contracts.228 Also the American Enterprise Institute blamed non-transparent project allocation for its 

incomplete lists of Chinese investments in Eastern Europe.229 On a more positive note, Peter 

Altmaier, the German Minister of Economics and Energy, welcomed the Chinese promises of more 

transparency, but he also demanded the follow-up of concrete steps.230 Secondly, due to the opaque 

business, Westerners are concerned about unfair competitive conditions. According to them, Chinese 

state-owned enterprises take both the lead and most of the value of the projects. A study by the 

European Chamber of Commerce argues that European companies are hardly involved in awarding 

contracts.231 As the report states, European companies are only able to get the crumbs. Europeans 

are therefore sceptical of the preference for Chinese companies. Overall, European countries are 

willing to participate if the markets are open to competition and the funding is allocated 

transparently, as they reminded President Xi Jinping during his visit in 2019.232 Westerners are thus 

afraid of corruption practices within the Belt and Road Initiative, especially if those seem to harm 

their own economic position.  

4.4.2 China’s response  

China responds to fears of corruption mostly by using strategies of diplomatic framing. Chinese 

officials also substantially engage with the fear but they barely use strategies of rejection. 

To start with, the Chinese government promises fairer competitive conditions in line with 

international standards of an open world economy. Chinese officials respond that China will continue 

opening up its economy. For example, Prime Minister Li Keqiang states in the Handelsblatt that, 

having opened itself to the world, China will not close its doors but will only open them even 

further.233 According to Chinese officials, this opening up of the economy will lead to a level playing 

field for the companies involved and strengthens cooperation between BRI countries. In an interview 
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with the BBC, the Chinese Ambassador to the EU expressed that China is very open and inclusive, and 

that everyone is welcome to join the Belt and Road Initiative voluntarily.234 In a similar vein, while in 

a Canadian Belt and Road Conference, the Ambassador to Canada affirmed that China does not 

impose its will or exclude any country from participation.235 Additionally, Chinese State Councillor 

Wang Yi addressed the world during a media briefing and explained that the BRI is an open platform 

in which every country is free to participate.236 China’s high ranking officials strive to assure the world 

in general, and Western audiences in particular, of their inclusive approach. They choose to convey 

their message through media which are easily accessible for the general Western public. This shows a 

commitment to not only convince high-ranking foreign officials, but also to adapt a wide-shared 

image of the Belt and Road Initiative. More concretely, the Chinese government promises to expand 

market access for foreign investment. The Chinese President even argues at the second BRF, that 

“fair competition boosts business performance and creates prosperity”.237 In order to do so, Xi 

commits to the principle of pre-establishment of national treatment and promises to shorten the 

negative list that determines the scope of national treatment. Xi Jinping also commits to a fair and 

non-discriminatory environment for foreign investment in the press conference of the same 

forum.238 The President thus substantiates foreign access to Chinese markets through internationally 

recognized principles. The highest-ranking Chinese official takes the time to repeatedly convince 

others of China’s level playing field. Hence, corruption concerns seem important to China to tackle in 

a diplomatic way, probably to ensure further international cooperation. Moreover, Chinese officials 

repeat the party line that the cooperation within the Belt and Road Initiative is based on the 

principles of extensive consultation, joint contribution and shared benefits. Even President Xi 

mentions these principles in the press conference of the second Belt and Road Forum.239 Therefore, 

China responds to concerns of market access overwhelmingly by means of a commitment to 

international standards. The country also refers to international cooperation to justify its inclusive 

approach. Namely, they invite multilateral and foreign financial institutions to participate in the Belt 

and Road Initiative as evidence for their openness. With regards to transparency concerns, China also 

pronounces their commitment to transparency on the basis of international standards. At the second 

Belt and Road Forum, Chinese President Xi Jinping stated that “in pursuing BRI cooperation, 
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everything should be done in a transparent way, and we should have zero tolerance for 

corruption”.240 The President substantiated this aim by mentioning the development of the Beijing 

Initiative for a Clean Silk Road. Additionally, the Chinese Ambassador repeated the Chinese 

commitment to equality, openness and transparency, while at a BRI conference in Canada.241 

Moreover, Xi justifies a transparent BRI on the basis of international cooperation as he aims to 

improve international cooperation on counter-corruption.242 Therefore, China seems to attempt to 

take away any fears of corruption by means of diplomatic framing. That is, BRI inclusivity and 

transparency are justified mostly on the basis of international standards and to some degree on the 

basis of international cooperation. 

Secondly, in their response to fears of corruption, Chinese officials refer to individuals and 

non-state actors such as businesses. As Xi Jinping states in the BRF of 2019, enterprises are the main 

actors and market principles will apply rather than government intervention to ensure fair 

competition.243 Both Prime Minister Li Keqiang and President Xi Jinping also justify the need for an 

open world economy to help human society.244 Chinese officials thus link corruption to actors beyond 

countries and international institutions. Additionally, the Chinese government bases their response 

to corruption concerns on universal norms. That is, according to President Xi Jinping, China adheres 

to the principles of sincerity, amity, good faith and of pursuing the greater good.245 Moreover, the 

President wants the Belt and Road Initiative to be a project with high ethical standards.246 These are 

values that go beyond internationally agreed standards. Furthermore, as with the environmental 

protection training courses, Xi Jinping also offered anti-corruption training courses during the second 

Belt and Road Forum.247 China thus acknowledges its responsibility to increase clean business 

abroad. More specifically, the President commits to taking up the universal responsibility to provide 

a future for mankind. Therefore, China responds to corruption concerns by referring to actors 

beyond the nation-state, and by referring to universal norms and responsibilities.  

Lastly, China only marginally uses discursive strategies of rejection to respond to corruption 

concerns. For instance, China’s attitude is relatively hostile towards the United States for its current 

protectionism and unilateralism. However, Chinese officials never attack the leader of the free world 

directly but only refer to a changing international environment. Still, it follows logically that they 

refer to Trump and his America First approach. For example, Prime Minister Li Keqiang states in the 
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German Handelsblatt that China and Europe jointly need to uphold the multilateral and free trading 

system.248 The Chinese government thus puts the US in a negative light. President Xi Jinping even 

stated the following in his keynote speech at the FOCAC in 2018: “No one who keeps himself in 

isolation on a single island will have a future”.249 This may even be interpreted as an economic threat, 

that countries who do not participate in the Belt and Road Initiative, will miss out economically. 

Chinese officials thus use strategies of rejection to address the fear of corruption, namely through 

negative representation of the other and an economic threat. However, these strategies are only 

marginally employed.  

The Chinese response to fears of corruption is meagre compared to their response to fears of 

geopolitics and of debt. Chinese officials primarily respond to fears of corruption by means of 

diplomatic framing. They also respond by using some strategies of substantial engagement but barely 

any strategies of rejection. Overall, the dominant use of diplomatic framing strategies may point out 

that China sees itself as part of an international society within the foreign policy discourse of 

corruption.  
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4.5 Overview of China’s responses 

In this paragraph, I provide a summary of the key analytical findings. Most importantly, diplomatic 

framing is the main strategy employed by Chinese officials in response to all of the fears. Still, some 

hostile attitudes are present, especially in discourses of geopolitics and debt. Whereas for the foreign 

policy discourse of corruption, China leans more toward substantial engagement than rejection. An 

overview of China’s use of discursive strategies in response to the four fears discussed can be seen in 

figure 3. 

Figure 3. Overview of China’s use of discursive strategies to the four fears. 2020 

 Rejection 
Diplomatic 

Framing 

Substantial 

Engagement 

Growing Chinese sphere of influence ** *** * 

Unmanageable debts ** *** * 

Environmental damage ** *** * 

Corruption * *** ** 

Legend:  

*** = Primary strategy used 

** = Secondary strategy used 

* = Minimal usage 

 

Strategies of rejection are especially visible for discourses on geopolitics and debt. It may be that 

those domains are highly sensitive and that therefore Chinese officials defend China’s position in 

these discourses with power politics. Whereas substantial engagement is comparably prominent 

with regards to the fears on corruption. It might be that China focuses especially on non-state actors 

such as businesses to try and convince them to join, since this is not a government decision but a 

decision of individual companies.  

Within the strategy of diplomatic framing, Chinese officials primarily base their response on 

international standards. This entails that China maintains that its behaviour within the Belt and Road 

Initiative is in line with international standards. Secondly, they refer to the possibility of international 

cooperation to justify that their intentions and behaviour within the Belt and Road Initiative both 

promote, and are based on, the cooperation between countries. More concretely, China actively 

advocates multilateralism through the Belt and Road Initiative in all discourses discussed. Especially 

in discourses of geopolitics and debt, they also base their response on the principle of sovereignty. 

Chinese officials argue that they respect the independence of other countries and would not behave 
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disrespectfully by means of either imperialist intentions or unsustainable financial support. Rejection 

is the secondary strategy employed. Chinese officials use this strategy mainly through negative 

representation of the other and through denial. They thus discredit the West in order to weaken the 

fears. Whereas denial entails that the Chinese government explicitly and implicitly invalidates three 

of the four fears. Lastly, China only minimally employs strategies of substantial engagement to 

address the fears. When Chinese officials do, they mostly refer to universal norms, to a universal 

responsibility, and they also refer to actors beyond the nation-state. Hence, they argue that their 

intentions and behaviour within the Belt and Road Initiative are based on universally shared norms 

and pursue a universal responsibility to fulfil those norms. Although it is important to note that they 

do not refer to any cooperation with NGOs within the foreign policy discourses discussed. They 

rather refer to humankind and businesses instead of countries. 

In reading statements by Chinese officials, they seem willing to work together with NGOs in 

BRI countries, but not within the foreign policy discourses of the four fears addressed. For example, 

in the 2017 keynote speech at the first Belt and Road Forum, Xi Jinping stated the aim of building a 

cooperation network among NGOs for the purpose of growing people-to-people ties.250 It might be 

that the fears pronounced by Western media are high-sensitive, and China does not (yet) recognize 

itself to be part of a world society within foreign policy discourses on geopolitics, debt, ecological 

sustainability and corruption. It is also interesting to see that China speaks more about universal 

norms and a universal responsibility to improve the wellbeing of humans in conversation with African 

leaders than on a global platform. China might feel closer to being part of a world society with other 

developing nations than with developed countries. Nevertheless, this distinction was not the focus of 

the current research and as such this thesis is unable to provide conclusive support for this 

assumption. Further research might provide more insights on China’s interactions with actors other 

than Western countries.  

Overall, diplomatic framing is the dominant strategy in response to all four Western fears. It 

therefore seems that China recognizes itself to be part of an international society, at least with 

Western countries and in all foreign policy discourses addressed. Concluding remarks are discussed 

in the next and final chapter of this thesis. 
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5. Conclusion 

The final chapter of this thesis discusses the empirical results and their implications. The limitations 

of the current research and recommendations for further research are provided as well. Lastly, the 

relevance of my thesis is justified. 

In this thesis, I attempt to provide an understanding of China’s response to Western fears of 

the Belt and Road Initiative. The Belt and Road Initiative is President Xi Jinping’s treasured new 

foreign policy strategy for a more globally oriented Chinese empire fitting its changing geopolitical 

position. China therefore supports the development of an unprecedented megaproject that includes 

an increasing number of countries. At the same time however, Western countries accuse the Belt 

and Road Initiative as being a threat to the global order. The West is especially afraid that the BRI 

supports a growing Chinese sphere of influence, unmanageable debts, environmental damage and 

corruption. Consequently, the question arises how China responds to these accusations. That is, this 

thesis aims to answer the following research question: 

How does China respond to Western fears of the Belt and Road Initiative? 

In the theoretical chapter, I argue that mainstream perspectives seem unable to provide a convincing 

approach to researching state interactions, due to their reliance on rationalist assumptions and a 

positivist approach. Instead, this thesis employs the perspective of the English School which not only 

takes into account actors’ interests, but also their values and identities. Moreover, the English School 

aims to provide an understanding of state interactions by interpreting those important social 

dynamics through an approach grounded in verstehen. Such an approach helps answering how-

questions such as the one formulated in this thesis. As a result, I interpret Chinese foreign policy 

discourse by analysing the use of discursive strategies by Chinese state officials in order to show how 

China responds to Western fears of the Belt and Road initiative. This may also provide insights to 

understanding China’s behaviour in foreign policy beyond the four discourses addressed in this 

thesis. 

Following the interpretative analysis, China predominantly responds diplomatically to those 

Western fears. It therefore seems that China values diplomatic practices. Only by exception do 

Chinese officials respond by means of rejection or substantial engagement. This consistent 

preference for a diplomatic response provides insights into China’s worldview according to the 

English School. Following the three expectations formulated in the methodological chapter, it seems 

that the Chinese government beliefs China to be part of an international society. China therefore 

perceives other countries, especially Western states in this case, as partners who can cooperate 

successfully together. Moreover, the country recognizes shared interests and values with those 
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partners which can be attained through successful cooperation. China’s officials even acknowledge a 

shared identity with these countries as they cooperate according to shared practices (primary 

institutions) by means of international organisations (secondary institutions) that define both 

individual states as well as the cooperation among them. At the same time, China adheres to a state-

centric worldview as its officials attach importance to safeguarding the country’s interests. 

Therefore, China does not act aggressively and nor does it advocate universal brotherhood among 

individuals. China instead behaves according to diplomatic mores, pursuing a balance between 

interstate cooperation and state sovereignty.  

This research provides an understanding of at least China’s rhetorical inclination towards 

diplomacy. That is, the analysis is limited to foreign policy behaviour at the discourse level. Only 

China’s speech acts in foreign policy are addressed rather than actual foreign policy output. It is 

therefore equivocal if China’s actions are compatible with its discourse. For example, my thesis 

points out that China supports and actively promotes multilateral cooperation by speech. The 

question arises how they promote this through their foreign policies. It is not yet clear if their 

investments are attained through multilateral frameworks or how BRI countries actually experience 

Chinese investments. Following the analysis of China’s speech acts, it remains to be seen if the 

country really cooperates diplomatically or merely refers to it in discourse. Further research could 

therefore look into the compatibility of foreign policy discourse and foreign policy output to see if 

China practices what it preaches.  

Still, foreign policy discourses can have real consequences. Firstly, actors may be held 

accountable for their utterances, and consequently need to align their actions accordingly.251 States 

can thus become rhetorically entrapped by their foreign policy discourse as they make a rhetorical 

commitment. Such a commitment may then limit their behaviour as others shame them into aligning 

their behaviour. Rhetorical entrapment is especially probable for members of an international 

society, as they are concerned with their international standing.252 Therefore, even an rhetorical 

inclination towards diplomatic mores can affect state behaviour whether or not states actually want 

to practice what they preach. Hence, the study of foreign policy discourse remains of importance to 

understanding state behaviour. Further research can point out if China indeed suffers from such a 

rhetorical entrapment when its behaviour is not aligned with its rhetorical commitment. Secondly, 

foreign policy discourse may thus also impact the behaviour of other states as they respond. For 

example, the World Health Organization approached China in a diplomatic way rather than attacking 

the country for their slow cooperation, in the hope that such an approach would spur Chinese 
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involvement in the research of COVID-19.253 Further research could therefore indicate the 

consequences of Chinese foreign policy discourse for the behaviour of other actors.  

Furthermore, the empirical analysis is based on sources in English. These texts were 

therefore prepared for an international audience. Further research could look into the compatibility 

of the international discourse and national discourse by including sources in Mandarin. It could be 

that China’s response is merely a means to an end at the international stage rather than being 

China’s worldview. Therefore, it can be questioned if China uses discursive strategies of diplomatic 

framing because of its national vision or if other factors play a role. Explaining China’s behaviour 

through an analytical why-question could also be a next step. The current research provided a first 

understanding of China’s behaviour by means of a descriptive how-question. This understanding can 

thus be extended through other types of research. 

This thesis contributes to scientific debate as the consistent response shows that the English 

School can provide a comprehensive understanding of state behaviour. Therefore, this thesis 

supports the practical relevance of the theory. Moreover, I argue that my thesis has proved its 

clarifying power. My thesis therefore shows that one can learn from non-positivist research. Due to 

their ontological materialism, both realists and liberalists overlook social dynamics that need to be 

taken into account for understanding state behaviour. 

Regarding the societal relevance of this thesis, if you understand China’s behaviour, you can 

also productively interact with China. This is of importance since the country’s economic and political 

power is rising and changing the balance of power on the international stage. As highlighted before, 

there is at least a rhetorical inclination and maybe even an actual willingness to promote 

international cooperation by means of diplomatic practices. China specifically advocates multilateral 

negotiations and frameworks. I would advise actors at the international level to take this position of 

the Chinese government seriously and move away from labelling the rising power as the enemy. They 

should, if they do not already, approach China as a serious partner for cooperation: the People’s 

Republic of China seems to be on a course of conciliation through diplomacy.  
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