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Belt and Road Initiative: Converging and Diverging Ideological 
Narratives from China and the EU 

 
By Sam Maxwell Smith* 

 
Abstract 

For Europe, Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has opened up new possibilities for investment. For China, it 
offers the possibility to shape the future of global economic governance, and is one of the greatest soft power 
opportunities to globally project a Chinese ideology. BRI helps build President Xi’s promise of a ‘China 
Dream’ and an implicit alternative ideology to the American Dream. It is therefore important for a political 
and economic body such as the EU to note the ideological price tag attached to investment in BRI, and to 
recognise the potential divergences in interest.

																																																								
* Sam Smith is a Management Trainee with John Swire & Sons, currently posted to Swire Coca Cola in 
Xiamen, China. He studied Chinese for undergraduate at the University of Oxford, specialising in Classical 
Chinese philosophy. He has achieved a Masters in Chinese/English interpreting at the University of Surrey 
and a Masters in International Affairs at the Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies 
in Geneva, where he also worked as a consultant for the Multilateral Diplomacy Programme at the United 
Nations Institute for Training and Research. 
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Belt and Road Initiative: Converging and Diverging Ideological Narratives 
from China and the EU 

 

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI; yidai yilu, ����), or The Silk Road Initiative is the epitome 
of China’s new foreign policy, and in October 2015 was mentioned specifically by the Communist 
Party of China (CPC) Central Committee as the focal point for China’s ambitions to have a bigger 
voice in global economic governance. It seeks to build infrastructure, remove investment and trade 
barriers and deepen social cooperation through so-called ‘people-to-people bonds’ (NDRC, 2015). 
For Europe, it has opened up new possibilities for investment, and many countries including 
France, Italy and Germany have expressed interest (Gaspers, 2016; Goulard, 2017). Beyond the 
possibility of shaping the future of global economic governance, one of the greatest opportunities 
for China is the global projection of a Chinese ideology. When nations become involved in the 
BRI Initiative, they are in effect agreeing ‘to support China’s regional vision’ (Brant, 2015). The 
Initiative helps build Xi’s promise of a ‘China Dream’ and an alternative ideology to the American 
Dream, democracy and liberalism:1 a country that can succeed by drawing on, among other things, 
its traditions and ideals of non-interference and ‘win-win’ strategies; a state that proclaims to be 
able to draw on 5,000 years of continuous history, a history which has in part inspired its largest 
modern foreign policy initiative, the two Silk Roads. It is therefore important for a political and 
economic body such as the EU to note the ideological price tag of supporting China’s regional 
vision that is attached to investment in BRI, and to recognise the potential divergences in interest. 
 
BRI certainly shares similarities with the ideology of European integration, and its ambition to be 
a peace project. From the European Coal and Steel Community onwards, European integration 
has used economic means, largely for political or security goals (Bideleux, 2012: 379). This is 
likewise true for BRI, which explicitly states its objectives to be both ‘mutual benefit’ and ‘common 
security’ (NDRC, 2015). The hope is to create trade routes and economic integration that will make 
participating countries increasingly interdependent. Such a system would integrate existing and new 
institutions, and create regulations on product safety, intellectual property rights and counterfeiting, 
all of which are ongoing issues between China and the EU. Given these similarities, it is 
unsurprising that BRI fits in to an already existing concept promoted by the European 
Commission, the EU-China ‘strategic partnership.’ This term refers to a conception of relations 
that promotes closer ties as both sides ‘assume more active and responsible international roles, 
supporting [… an] effective multilateral system’ (Caira, 2012: 284). This concept is almost 
tautological in its similarity to Xi’s own language of ‘win-win co-operation’ and shared ‘common 
development.’ 
 
The importance of using narratives that extoll the principles of integration is palpably obvious, 
given the power of opposing narratives to destabilise the European integration project. A report 
by the Directorate-General for External Policies in 2016 pointed to the fact that over the past few 
years, the EU has been ‘increasingly hit by destabilising messages amounting – albeit in different 
forms and to different degrees – to coherent hostile ‘strategic communications’ campaigns’ (EU, 

																																																								
1 This observation should, of course, be qualified by the understanding that the Chinese government does 
not frame the China Dream as contrary to democracy or liberalism. 
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2016: 29). The ability of opponents to draw on narratives of history and identity, playing on the 
very real weakness of the EU, such as internal divisions and inadequate policy delivery, combined 
with rising populism, have made European countries more receptive to the counter messages. 
Under the auspices of ‘strategic partnership’, the EU has often supported China’s efforts to assert 
itself on the international stage, from China’s accession to the World Trade Organization in 2001 
to BRI. The rhetoric used for this support is just as much a warning for Europe: a warning of the 
deadly repercussions of turning inward and of shutting out the rest of the world. In the words of 
Commissioner Tibor Navracsis, “In fact, we would all lose” (Europa.eu (a), 2016). 
 
From China’s position, there is a flexibility to ideology, which depends on the audience. BRI is 
often described as a ‘strategy’ domestically, and a ‘proposal’ abroad (Yan, 2016). The linguistic 
difference here is that ‘proposal’ relies on cooperation, whereas ‘strategy’ implies a project that is 
unilaterally pushed forward. From a domestic Chinese perspective, therefore, the concept of an 
integrative peace project at times gives way to other narratives. A key ideology of the Chinese 
government, expressed by President Xi himself, is how to make the past serve the present 
(Creemers, 2013). This concept is in fact a Classical Chinese idiom (guwei jinyong 
���), and 
becomes an antidote to the dominance of Western culture: by using rhetoric and symbols from 
China’s own history, it reinforces the idea that even when lessons can be learned from the West, it 
must be adapted to a Chinese context. This is at times combined with a victimhood narrative that 
describes China’s ‘century of shame’ at the hands of colonial powers, and is contrasted with the 
current state of affairs in which rising developing countries such as China are overseeing the world 
move towards peace. A further sub-narrative is that China’s own history and culture has much to 
teach the modern world. The Silk Road Initiative can be seen within this context as a project that 
wishes to fundamentally alter the order of  global governance. The name ‘Silk Road’ is itself  the 
ultimate embodiment of  ‘making the past serve the present’, as the Chinese government attempts 
to revitalize the whole of  Central Asia by reinventing its ancient silk roads. 
 
The foreign and domestic ideologies outlined above are not always mutually exclusive and have 
found synergies in the cultural outputs associated with BRI. Online and offline exhibitions, such 
as the UNESCO Silk Road Online Platform, or The Silk Road exhibition in 2016 at the Latvian 
National Museum of  Art (LNMM), combine multiple ideologies that fulfil the needs of  opposing 
narratives. By way of  example, the LNMM exhibition emphasised the artistic and innovative merits 
of Chinese art, free of Western influence (‘Few Ancient Chinese art pieces show the influences of 
Greek and Roman cultures’); the aesthetic taste that stems from ‘the grandeur of traditional Chinese 
culture’; and how the exhibition was the embodiment of ‘how the ancient Silk Road influenced the 
cultural exchange of the East and the West’ (LLMM, 2016). The synergies are strongest when both 
sides draw on the historical bonds of  exchange between Europe and China, a narrative which has 
been fruitfully exploited by the EU also (Navrasics, 2016a), as it underlines the economic ties 
offered by BRI. Cultural ties aside, the hidden ideological buy-in for greater economic ties is more 
complex, and will largely be driven by domestic Chinese concerns. The EU must be more wary of 
encouraging European investment in BRI while, for example, the business atmosphere for 
European investors in China continues to deteriorate (Juncker, 2016b). BRI may be an opportunity 
for greater cooperation, but China’s ‘win-win’ rhetoric must not be allowed to dictate political 
dialogue over points of contention, including human rights (a topic that is already often tabled for 
later discussion), the EU’s arms embargo on China, or rules on government procurement. 
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