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A Critical Discourse Analysis on Japanese Media Coverage of

the Belt and Road Initiative”
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This study analyzes 81 NHK (Japan Broadcasting Corporation) reports on the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) from
January 2020 to January 2024. It examines the changing themes, strategies, and attitudes towards the BRI. Findings
reveal that during the COVID-19 pandemic, NHK focused on China’s “vaccine diplomacy” and aid, portraying China
as a proactive global player, while suggesting competition. In the context of the Russia-Ukraine conflict and the BRI
forum, NHK’s coverage shifted towards geopolitics and international cooperation, showing skepticism and caution.
Future efforts should emphasize improving communication with Japan to highlight the positive outcomes of the BRI

and counter negative perceptions.
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Introduction

Since President Xi Jinping proposed the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013, it has made significant
progress in various fields. As the BRI advances, academic interest in its discourse has increased. For example,
Liu (2020) traced changes in Japanese media attitudes, from negative to rational and eventually supportive,
though recent events like COVID-19 and the Russia-Ukraine conflict may have impacted these perceptions. Liu,
Xu, and Zhai (2021) examined media coverage of President Xi’s 2019 European visit, finding increased influence
of Chinese media. However, the analysis was limited by the small sample size.

Thus, this study examines changes in Japanese media’s coverage of the BRI since the COVID-19 pandemic
using Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). CDA is an interdisciplinary method that explores the complex
relationships between language, power, and ideology. Discourse Historical Analysis (DHA), a key approach in
CDA, places discourse within its historical context to scientifically analyze social issues, holding significant
academic value in international discourse studies (Xiang, 2013).

Corpus Selection

This study uses 81 NHK reports on the BRI, collected from the Japan Broadcasting Corporation (NHK),
Japan’s only public media institution that operates independently of commercial interests, relying on public

licensing fees. NHK’s news reports are widely regarded as authoritative in Japan.

* Funding: This paper is supported by the Nanjing University of Finance and Economics Teaching Reform Project, “Exploration
and Practice of Ideological and Political Education in Elementary Japanese Courses: A Multidimensional Integration from Language
Origins to Social Issues” (Project Number: XJWC3202449).
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Using the keyword [ —#7—#%] (Belt and Road Initiative) on NHK s official website, the reports were
gathered covering the period from January 2020 to January 2024, coinciding with the COVID-19 pandemic. The
total character count for the corpus is 68,868, analyzed using KH Coder (Higuchi, 2017). Reports from January
2024 were excluded from this analysis.
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Figure 1. Trend of NHK’s coverage on the Belt and Road Initiative.

As shown in Figure 1, the number of reports on the BRI was relatively low from 2020 to 2022 but surged to
64 in 2023. This increase likely reflects the global economic downturn during the COVID-19 pandemic and the
Belt and Road International Cooperation Forum held in 2023.

Based on key international events and changes in report themes since 2020, the study divides the coverage
into two phases: the first phase (COVID-19 period, January 2020-January 2022) with 14 reports, and the second
phase (Russia-Ukraine conflict and Belt and Road International Cooperation Forum period, February 2022-
January 2024) with 67 reports.

Strategic Analysis

This section uses Discourse Historical Analysis (DHA) to focus on two major discourse strategies:
argumentative strategy and perspectivation strategy (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, p. 45) to explore NHK’s true
attitude and objectives towards the Belt and Road Initiative.

Argumentative Strategy

The argumentative strategy refers to showing the author’s attitude or the rationality of evaluations through
different debate topics (Liu, 2020). The main debate topics involved include: useful/beneficial, useless/unhelpful,
definition, danger or threat, humiliation, justice, responsibility, redundancy, finance, facts, figures, law and rights,
history, culture, abuse, etc. Affirmative or negative judgments on these debate topics can serve to confirm positive
or negative descriptions in a debate (Tian, 2009, p. 158).

Using the argumentative strategy to examine the data, it can be observed that NHK employed the debate
topics of danger or threat, as well as figures, to interpret the Belt and Road Initiative in both phases.

In the first phase, as shown in Examples (1), NHK utilized the danger or threat debate topic by contrasting
China’s “vaccine diplomacy” with the international aid provided by the United States-led G7, Japan, and India.
The intent was to portray China as a highly threatening competitor and an adversary. This indirectly conveyed
NHK’s negative skepticism about China’s Belt and Road Initiative.



JAPANESE MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE 55

) 77 F7r0ffteRI Ty =77y FREME THABIFOZ K ACHEA 2T IEEBRL
hote] ERN, EHOBEERLE L. A Y FHEDOEEI A>TV 2EAY Z ¥ ATE., TEAE
REEFBEE [ %] 2EC T > 7 7hEzilEp T 2@ 0. THOMENAMIEL 272 F >~
BEZ1000 G EMGL T Wb 2 [7 7 F 2] 2L TwZ 7. (2021.8.1)

(Regarding the vaccine provision, Sri Lanka’s Health Minister Wanniaratchi expressed his gratitude, stating,
“This would not have been possible without the substantial support of the Japanese government.” Sri Lanka,
which is becoming a key strategic point in the Indian Ocean, is also seeing China advance its infrastructure
investments through the massive economic zone initiative, “Belt and Road”. Additionally, Chinese companies
have supplied about 10 million doses of vaccines, thereby carrying out so-called “vaccine diplomacy”.)

In the second phase, the “danger/threat” debate was also used frequently. First, the term “Russia-Ukraine
conflict” in Japanese istranslatedas [@ > 7D v 7 7 A +42H%| (Russia’sinvasion and attack on Ukraine),
which shifts the conflict from being a bilateral issue between Russia and Ukraine to a one-sided aggression by
Russia against Ukraine, carrying a certain negative connotation. As mentioned earlier, NHK’s coverage of the
Russia-Ukraine conflict frequently mentions China and the “Belt and Road” initiative. For instance, as shown in
Example (2), it attempts to associate the “Belt and Road” initiative with geopolitics and hegemonism.

Q) (2 7R [7—F Y KFEE 707 TORBI 2 B2 KT 2 B EMEZEZ 5 &
KB 21259] ERR, T—F Y RGHEEL Tl 77 74 FREEGT 29, WK O Xt Piiil o
HEHBL [—m—%] 2T 2FEe L b7 7B e OEHE 2T 2R BH B EL T
W& 7. (2023.10.17)

((According to Mr. Masurof) “President Putin will likely advocate for the expansion of broad regional
cooperation in Asia,” stating that, while continuing the invasion of Ukraine, President Putin aims to strengthen
ties with Asian countries alongside China, which is promoting the “Belt and Road” initiative, in order to build a
counterbalance against the West.)

Analysis of the use of debate strategies in the reports reveals that NHK held a skeptical and resistant attitude
towards the “Belt and Road” initiative in both phases.

Perspective Strategy

Perspective strategy refers to the use of linguistic means to position the author’s viewpoint, expressing the
author’s involvement or detachment. These linguistic means include quotations (direct quotations, indirect
quotations, or free indirect quotations), quotation marks, discourse markers, and metaphors, among others
(Wodak & Mayer, 2009, p. 89).

An examination of the use of perspective strategy reveals that NHK frequently employs indirect quotations
and occasionally uses direct quotations to express its views and attitudes toward the “Belt and Road” initiative
in both phases. However, the sources of direct quotations differ between the two phases.

In the first phase of the reports on “vaccine diplomacy”, the indirect quotation form [ & & s & 9]
(which translates to “it is believed that” or “it appears that”) is used extensively. This expression conveys that
China’s foreign vaccine aid is seen as one of the means to advance the “Belt and Road” initiative. The ultimate
goal is to strengthen cooperation and expand international influence, with a strong sense of detachment.

3) FEE. 77V AFEECERGFERE [ 5] OShEL & CcEmiey 27> 242
e 2 LB e L COT. fRessxmfis ez T, EREETORE2MED TR {RsL
nhzdEAo50 £ 7. (2020.6.20)
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(China has shown an active stance in providing vaccines to African countries and countries participating in
the massive economic zone initiative “Belt and Road”, and it is believed that by accelerating development further,
China aims to strengthen its influence in the international community.)

In addition, a small amount of direct quotes is used, as shown in Example (4), with the main sources of
information being countries, organizations, or individuals that oppose or question the “Belt and Road” initiative,
such as the G7.

@ MTYBMEREE 1L H. [CngTcbhbhibhid, RO [—H 8] o Rb 2 a7 & %58
RIFERL TS ol LD 2T GT &EE & &z, @ EEOIE P BREE R L /2.
HOKED S > 7 X TeRMET s Tl ciIsBHoc vtz ] LHHAR
%L £ L 7. (2021.6.13)

(A senior official from the Biden administration acknowledged on the 11th, “Until now, we have not

presented a positive alternative to China’s ‘Belt and Road Initiative’,” and expressed strong confidence that by
providing high-quality infrastructure support, with consideration for the positions of developing countries and
the global environment, along with the G7 countries, they could “outdo the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’.”)

In the second phase, the indirect quotation form is also predominantly used. For example, as shown in
Example (5), “& & 5 #1 & 9 is used to indirectly and subtly express that China’s Belt and Road Initiative aims
to expand regional and international influence.

(5) BEREFERE [—H—%] 280 2FEE L TE. TV 1 7 EOBFEBEILT. 1> F¥E
—HTORENDS 5 3T KEM> T D EAAN T . (2024.1)

(As China, which advocates the massive economic zone concept of the “Belt and Road Initiative”,
strengthens its relationship with the Maldives,_it is believed to be aiming for further expansion of its influence in
the Indian Ocean region.)

In addition, the second phase also includes some direct quotations, but unlike the first phase, as shown in
Example (6), the direct sources of these quotations are mostly from China or countries along the “Belt and Road”
initiative. According to the author’s statistics, there are a total of 40 direct quotations in the second phase related
to the “Belt and Road” initiative. Of these, 13 quotations come from countries, organizations, or individuals who
oppose or question the initiative, while 27 quotations come from China or countries, organizations, or individuals
that support the “Belt and Road” initiative, accounting for 67.5% of the total.

6) HESNHEEC LD & T DRTHEEEE . 67 Fh < ME O KRG E@EFAL 12 L [HHE
G V7 EEHIDT Z7REOMRNE SR T 2. vy T b [—H—] 2 Wi
Wilzw] ERRE L.~ YU TOEEBHECL ) £ 74 FAGMER [EREGCOTED
RN A RENCAEER > T d. ABINO TR, My Fia E CEREMEVHT LWL > TH
HOKE 2D LI EVIHs0ERALIERT 2] LR F L /2. (2023.9.22)

(According to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, during the meeting, President Xi emphasized the 67
years of friendship between the two countries, stating, “China supports the improvement of relations between
Syria and other Arab countries. We hope to advance cooperation with Syria through the ‘Belt and Road’ initiative.”
On the other hand, according to Syria’s State News Agency, President Assad stated, “We have hope in China’s
constructive role on the international stage. We reject any attempts to weaken China’s role by interfering in
internal affairs or creating tensions in places like the South China Sea.”)

From the analysis of the application of the perspectivization strategy in the reports, it can be observed that
although both stages primarily use indirect quotations, with direct quotations serving as supplementary, the direct
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quotes in the first stage predominantly represent opposing or questioning perspectives. In contrast, the direct
quotations in the second stage largely reflect supportive or favorable viewpoints. This shift indicates that NHK’s
attitude and perception of the “Belt and Road” initiative, although generally hesitant and cautious, gradually
softened over time.

Conclusion

Analysis of NHK’s reports on the Belt and Road Initiative shows that NHK’s coverage, strategies, and
attitudes have evolved in stages. In the first phase, during the COVID-19 pandemic, NHK focused on China’s
“vaccine diplomacy” and international aid, portraying China as using vaccine aid to boost its global influence,
while subtly hinting at competition. In the second phase, covering the Russia-Ukraine conflict and the Belt and
Road International Cooperation Summit, NHK’s focus shifted to geopolitics and international cooperation, with
a slight shift in its attitude toward the BRI, though it remained cautious.

Overall, NHK, representing Japanese media, has maintained a skeptical attitude toward the BRI, portraying
China as a competitor to the U.S. and its allies, including Japan. However, this skepticism softened over time,
especially with the Belt and Road International Cooperation Summit.

Comparing this with previous studies, we see that Japanese media’s attitude toward the BRI evolved from
negative interpretations to rational reporting and participation. After the pandemic, media reverted to a “negative
interpretation”, but events like the BRI Summit have helped improve China’s image.

Looking ahead, China should enhance its communication through diplomatic channels and Japanese media
to highlight the positive impacts of the BRI, which could help reduce misunderstandings and negative perceptions.
Increased transparency in the initiative’s goals and progress will foster greater trust and cooperation.
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