FROM “PEACEFUL DEVELOPMENT” TO “SHARED DESTINY”: A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF CHINA’S STRATEGIC NARRATIVE EVOLUTION IN THE INDIAN OCEAN (2010–2025)
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The Indian Ocean Region has emerged as a critical arena of contemporary great power competition, where China's deepening engagement with South Asian states increasingly blurs the boundaries between economic cooperation and strategic influence. Since the early 2010s, Beijing has pursued a sustained narrative transformation — from Peaceful Development to the Community of Shared Destiny — that this paper argues represents not merely a rhetorical shift but a fundamental reconfiguration of how China legitimizes its expanding political and security role in the region. While existing literature has extensively documented China's material engagement through infrastructure investment, naval deployments, and debt exposure, the discursive strategies through which Beijing normalizes and sustains its regional presence remain comparatively under-theorized. This study addresses that gap through a qualitative design grounded in Critical Discourse Analysis, drawing on Fairclough's three-dimensional framework to examine Chinese foreign policy white papers, official speeches, bilateral joint statements, and policy documents across two chronological phases spanning 2010 to 2025. The analysis focuses on a comparative case study of Pakistan and Sri Lanka, two strategically significant Indian Ocean states that reveal contrasting modalities of China's narrative strategy. In Pakistan, the Shared Destiny framework functions as a security accelerator, embedding economic engagement within a logic of indivisible security to enable deep military integration. In Sri Lanka, it operates as a sovereignty shield, framing Chinese maritime involvement through concepts such as Blue Partnership and Independent Foreign Policy to minimize domestic and external resistance. The case studies demonstrate that China deploys context-specific narrative arrangements to achieve structurally similar outcomes — long-term strategic access, institutional alignment, and normalized dependence — without overt coercion or formal alliance commitments. The study concludes that strategic narratives are essential instruments of Chinese statecraft in the Indian Ocean, and that understanding this broad dimension is necessary for understanding the broader trajectory of great power competition in the region.
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1. Introduction
The Indian Ocean Region has become a central arena in contemporary international politics due to its strategic importance for global trade, energy transportation, and maritime security (Grare & Samaan, 2022). In recent years, the Indian Ocean has also emerged as a space where competing visions of regional order and leadership are increasingly articulated and contested (Chinoy, 2020).
China’s growing engagement in the Indian Ocean reflects its rise as a global actor and expanding their national interests around the world (Bijian, 2005). Since the early 2010s, China has deepened its relations with South Asian states through trade, investment, infrastructure development, and diplomatic relations (Javaid, 2016; Singh & Singh, 2023). During this period, China initially framed its regional engagement through the narrative of peaceful development, emphasizing reassurance, non-interference, and mutually beneficial cooperation (Anwar, 2020; Javaid, 2016). This narrative sought to reduce concerns among regional actors regarding China’s expanding presence and to present China as a responsible and cooperative partner.
China’s official discourse toward the Indian Ocean has undergone a noticeable transformation over the past years. Under the leadership of the president Xi Jinping, the concept of a community of shared destiny has become a core pillar of the Chinese foreign policy (Butt & Siddiqui, 2021; Fernandez & Hogenboom, 2007). This narrative presents China’s external engagement as part of a shared future based on common interests, development, and security in the region. In the Indian Ocean context, this shift has coincided with the expansion of initiatives such as the Belt and Road Initiative, the Maritime Silk Road, and more recently the Global Security Initiative of China. These initiatives have indicated a transition beyond the economic cooperation toward deeper political and security engagement in the Indian Ocean(Butt & Siddiqui, 2021; Khan et al., 2023).
This study argues that the evolution of China’s strategic narrative in the Indian Ocean is not merely a change in language but reflects a broader effort to legitimize China’s expanding role in regional affairs particularly in the Indian Ocean. By focusing on China’s engagement with Pakistan and Sri Lanka, the paper examines how the shared destiny narrative supports the integration of economic and security cooperation in South Asia. Through this analysis, the study seeks to contribute to a better understanding of how these narratives function as strategic tools in shaping regional power balance and strategic perceptions in the Indian Ocean Region between 2010 and 2025.
Problem Statement
Despite the extensive literature on China’s economic and strategic engagement in South Asia, most of the studies have predominantly focused on material dimensions such as port development, infrastructure financing, military presence, development of the military relationship, and geopolitical rivalry with India. This emphasis has resulted in an under-theorization of China’s discursive strategies; particularly how official narratives are used as instruments of foreign policy in the Indian Ocean Region. The shift from “Peaceful Development” to “Shared Destiny” is often acknowledged general debates, but rarely examined as a longitudinal narrative transformation with specific implications for South Asia.
As a result, there remains a significant gap in understanding how China seeks to legitimize its expanding role in the Indian Ocean through narrative development, how this narrative has evolved over time, and what this evolution reveals about China’s broader strategic intentions toward South Asian states. Addressing this gap is essential for understanding not only China’s regional behavior but also the emerging dynamics of narrative competition and shaping the balance of power in the Indian Ocean Region.
Research Objectives
The primary objective of this study is to critically examine the evolution of China’s strategic narrative in the Indian Ocean from Peaceful Development to Shared Destiny between 2010 and 2025, and to assess how this narrative is used to legitimize China’s expanding political and security engagement in South Asia.
In support of this primary objective, the study seeks to:
1. Examine the integration of economic and security discourses in China’s engagement with Pakistan and Sri Lanka.
2. Discuss the implications of the Shared Destiny narrative for regional order and strategic perceptions in South Asia.
2. Literature Review
1. China’s Strategic Narratives in Foreign Policy
Strategic narratives have become a central analytical lens for understanding how states legitimize foreign policy behavior and shape their perceptions of international order. Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle has defined the strategic narratives as purposeful stories constructed by political actors to explain the international system, justify policy choices, and influence domestic and external audiences (Roselle et al., 2014). For rising powers in the international order such as China, narratives are particularly important in managing anxieties associated with power transitions while projecting an image of responsibility and restraint.
Previous debates on China’s foreign policy have mainly focused on the narrative of Peaceful Development, which emerged in the early 2000s and was institutionalized through official policy documents, including white papers and diplomatic statements (Bijian, 2005; Dossi, 2012; Glaser & Medeiros, 2007). This narrative sought to reassure neighboring states and global powers that China’s rise would not follow the historical trajectory of aggressive great powers (Dhakkal & Muhammad, 2024; Khan et al., 2023). Scholars argued that Peaceful Development functioned as a discursive shield against the China Threat theory by emphasizing non-interference, sovereign equality, and mutual economic benefit (Weizhun, 2017; Zeng et al., 2015).
However, more recent literature suggests that China’s narrative strategy has evolved in line with its growing material capabilities and international ambitions. Under the president Xi Jinping, China began articulating broader frameworks that move beyond reassurance toward normative leadership (Goldstein, 2020; Hobbs et al., 2025). The concept of a Community of Shared Destiny represents a significant expansion of China’s foreign policy discourse, emphasizing interconnected security, shared responsibility, and collective development (Pengfei & Yiwei, 2021; Zhang, 2018). Many Scholars have argued that this narrative reflects a shift in China’s self identity from a cautious participant in the existing international order to a central actor seeking to shape global governance norms (Aitzhanova et al., 2025; Xiaoyu, 2017).
2. The Indian Ocean as a Strategic and Discursive Space
The Indian Ocean Region has attracted increasing scholarly attention due to its central role in global trade, energy flows, and strategic competition between the major powers (Grare & Samaan, 2022). Some experts have given significant attention towards the geopolitical rivalry among major powers, particularly China, India, and the United States, focusing on naval deployments, maritime chokepoints, and alliance structures in the region (Khan et al., 2023; Rimmele & Huchel, 2024; Sharma, 2020). Hence, it can be identified that most of the literature have focused on China’s growing presence in the Indian Ocean and is often interpreted through material indicators such as port construction, naval logistics, infrastructure development and sea lane protection.
At the same time, a growing body of literature highlights the Indian Ocean as a discursive space where legitimacy and influence are actively negotiated. Some experts have argued that China complements its material expansion with carefully constructed narratives designed to normalize its activities and reduce regional resistance (Hobbs et al., 2025; Xiaoyu, 2017). During the early 2010s, China framed the Indian Ocean primarily as a commercial corridor, emphasizing the energy security and trade connectivity rather than strategic rivalry (Long et al., 2023; Rimmele & Huchel, 2024).
Apart from that, some studies have suggested that China’s increasing use of Shared Destiny narrative in Indian Ocean diplomacy represents an effort to embed regional states within a China centered vision of order (Aitzhanova et al., 2025; Gen Gautam Banerjee, n.d.; Roselle et al., 2014). By presenting its engagement as inclusive, development oriented, and non-hegemonic, China seeks to challenge alternative frameworks such as the Indo Pacific without direct confrontation. Hence, this highlights the importance of examining not only what China does in the Indian Ocean, but also how it narrates China’s role in the region.
3. Economic Engagement and Security Discourses in South Asia
China’s engagement with South Asia has been widely examined through the lens of economic statecraft, particularly under the Belt and Road Initiative. Pakistan and Sri Lanka are frequently identified as flagship cases of Chinese overseas infrastructure investment in South Asia (Qais et al., 2023; Samaranayake, 2019). The China Pakistan Economic Corridor is often portrayed as the cornerstone of bilateral cooperation, combining large scale infrastructure development with deep strategic trust. 
Similarly, China’s investments in Sri Lanka, including port and transport infrastructure, have generated extensive debate regarding the economic development discourse. Some scholars have interpreted these projects primarily as commercial ventures aimed at enhancing regional connectivity and trade efficiency (Attanayake, 2023; Gunawan & Napitupulu, 2023). Simultaneously some scholars have argued that these investments carry significant strategic implications, particularly in maritime domains, as illustrated by the long-term lease of the Hambantota port (Nuansa et al., 2019).
Furthermore, some of the recent literature highlights how China increasingly integrates economic and security discourses to legitimize its engagement in South Asia. The Shared Destiny narrative allows China to frame infrastructure projects not only as development initiatives but also as contributions to regional stability and common security (Zhang, 2018). This broader integration blurs the distinction between economic cooperation and strategic influence, creating what some scholars describe as a security commercial nexus. Through this nexus, economic engagement becomes a pathway for deeper political and security involvement, while narratives play a central role in legitimizing this transition (Nuansa, 2019).
4. Implications for Regional Order and Strategic Perceptions
Some scholars have extensively discussed about the implications of China’s narratives for regional order and strategic perceptions in South Asia. They have argued that China’s emphasis on Shared Destiny represents a normative challenge to the liberal international order by promoting alternative principles centered on sovereignty, non-interference, and development first approaches (Krivokhizh & Soboleva, 2023; Yang, 2020). From this perspective, China’s narrative strategy is viewed as a soft challenge that seeks to reshape norms rather than overturn the system outright.
Meanwhile some studies have also focused on how regional actors respond to China’s narratives in the international system. In South Asia, perceptions of China vary substantially. Pakistan generally views China’s engagement as a source of strategic reassurance and economic opportunity (Qais et al., 2023), whereas Sri Lanka and other Indian Ocean states exhibit more mixed responses shaped by domestic political debates, debt concerns, and external pressures (Attanayake & Atmakuri, 2021).
Despite the expanding literature on China’s rise, strategic narratives, and Indian Ocean engagement, several important gaps remain. Existing studies often treats Peaceful Development, BRI related narratives, and Shared Destiny as separate or static concepts. However, there is limited longitudinal analysis that systematically traces the evolution of China’s strategic narrative from reassurance to security integration between 2010 and 2025. While economic and security dimensions of China’s engagement with South Asia are well documented, fewer studies explicitly examine how these dimensions are discursively integrated through strategic narratives. Much of the literature has prioritizes material outcomes while underestimating the legitimizing role of narratives in enabling strategic expansion. Although Pakistan and Sri Lanka are frequently referenced in empirical studies, comparative analysis that situates these cases within a unified narrative framework focused on the Indian Ocean remains underdeveloped. There is a lack of focused research examining how China’s Shared Destiny narrative shapes regional order and strategic perceptions specifically within the Indian Ocean context.
Hence, this study addresses these gaps by offering a narrative focused, longitudinal, and regionally grounded analysis of China’s evolving strategic discourse in the Indian Ocean, with particular attention to South Asia between 2010 and 2025.
3. Research Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative research design grounded in Critical Discourse Analysis to examine the evolution of China’s strategic narrative in the Indian Ocean Region between 2010 and 2025. Critical Discourse Analysis is particularly suitable for this research as it goes beyond descriptive analysis to examine how language is used to construct legitimacy and normalize shifting power relations. Drawing on Fairclough’s three-dimensional model, the study analyzes discourse at the level of text, discursive practice, and broader socio-political context (Wahyuni & Sakkir, 2025).
The study follows a longitudinal design that compares two distinct phases of China’s strategic discourse. The first phase, spanning 2010 to 2012, corresponds to the period dominated by the Peaceful Development narrative, which emphasized non-interference, economic cooperation, and maritime reassurance. The second phase, covering 2022 to 2025, reflects the consolidation of the Community of Shared Destiny framework and the increasing prominence of security-oriented discourse following the introduction of the Global Security Initiative. This chronological structure enables the study to trace continuity and change in China’s narrative strategy in the Indian Ocean.
The analysis focuses on a comparative case study of Pakistan and Sri Lanka. These cases are selected due to their strategic importance in China’s Indian Ocean engagement and their contrasting political contexts within the region. Pakistan represents a case of sustained strategic alignment where economic cooperation has expanded alongside security collaboration. Sri Lanka represents a more contested setting where Chinese engagement has generated domestic debate and external scrutiny over the decades. 
The study draws on a corpus of primary sources, including Chinese foreign policy white papers, official speeches by senior Chinese leaders, policy documents related to the Belt and Road Initiative and the Global Security Initiative, and joint statements issued with Pakistan and Sri Lanka between 2010 and 2025. These sources are complemented by peer reviewed academic literature and policy research to provide contextual support and triangulation.
Textual data is analyzed through a structured coding process organized around three thematic areas: the construction of security roles, the framing of economic cooperation, and the conceptualization of regional order. The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, key lexical patterns and recurring concepts are identified within each discursive phase. Second, intertextual analysis examines how these narratives are echoed or adapted in bilateral discourse with Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Finally, the findings are situated within the broader strategic context of the Indian Ocean to assess how discursive shifts correspond with China’s expanding political and security engagement.
While the study focuses on official discourse and does not seek to establish direct causal relationships, the combination of longitudinal analysis, comparative case studies, and Critical Discourse Analysis provides a robust framework for assessing how China’s evolving narratives function as tools of legitimacy in the Indian Ocean Region.


4. Discussion and Analysis
4.1 Case Study I: Pakistan
China–Pakistan relations between 2010 and 2025 provide the strongest illustration of how China’s strategic narrative evolved from economic reassurance to security integration in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR). What began as transactional infrastructure cooperation under the language of Peaceful Development (heping fazhan) has gradually transformed into a deeply embedded security–commercial partnership framed through the Community of Shared Destiny (Dossi, 2012; Krivokhizh & Soboleva, 2023). This case study demonstrates how narrative change functioned as a legitimizing mechanism for expanding Chinese strategic influence in South Asia.
4.1.1 Narrative Evolution: From “Iron Brothers” to Security Indivisibility
During the early 2010s, China–Pakistan relations were primarily narrated through the idiom of “Iron Brothers” and “all-weather friendship.” Official discourse emphasized non-interference, economic development, and mutual respect for sovereignty. Under this scope, the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), launched in 2013 under the Belt and Road Initiative, was presented as a purely developmental project aimed at addressing Pakistan’s energy shortages and infrastructure deficits (Kanwal, 2019; Khatoon, n.d.; Small, 2020).
However, following the introduction of China’s Global Security Initiative (GSI) in 2022, the narrative has experienced a noticeable shift. By 2025, official joint statements increasingly invoked the concept of “indivisible security,” implying that threats to Pakistan’s stability were simultaneously threats to China’s national interests. This has symbolized a departure from earlier reassurance-based rhetoric toward a security-centric discourse that explicitly linked Pakistan’s internal and external security to China’s strategic calculations (Dossi, 2012; Krivokhizh & Soboleva, 2023).
The 2025 Joint Action Plan for a Shared Future has clearly reflected this shift. Clauses on “jointly safeguarding common interests,” “deepening counter-terrorism cooperation,” and “strengthening strategic coordination” indicate that China now frames its engagement with Pakistan as a shared security responsibility rather than a detached partnership (cpce.gov.lk, 2025a). This narrative evolution aligns directly with Research Objective 1, which seeks to trace the longitudinal transition of China’s strategic narratives from reassurance to integration.
4.1.2 Material Deepening Behind the Narrative: Military–Strategic Integration
While the narrative shifted discursively, material developments in the defense and security domain reveal the depth of this transformation. By 2025, Pakistan had become China’s most strategically integrated defense partner (cpce.gov.lk, 2025a), moving beyond arms procurement toward joint production, technological dependence, and operational coordination.
Table 1: China–Pakistan Strategic Asset Integration (2010 vs. 2025)
	Asset Category
	2010: Peaceful Development Era
	2025: Shared Destiny Era
	Strategic Implication

	Naval Power
	F-22P frigates
	8 Hangor-class submarines (AIP)
	Sustained underwater presence in the Arabian Sea

	Air Power
	JF-17 (early blocks)
	36 J-10C multirole fighters
	Advanced beyond-visual-range and SEAD capability

	Space & Navigation
	Reliance on US GPS
	Beidou system integration
	Autonomous precision strike and navigation

	Intelligence
	Limited coordination
	Joint Maritime Domain Awareness
	Real-time monitoring of IOR sea lanes


Source: Author’s own construction, compiled from cpce.gov.lk (2025a) and Kazmi (2020).
This table highlights the transition from limited capability support to full-spectrum military integration. The introduction of air-independent propulsion submarines and Beidou navigation systems indicates long-term technological lock-in, where Pakistan’s military effectiveness increasingly depends on Chinese systems. 
4.1.3 Arms Dependency as Structural Evidence of Integration
To capture the direction and pace of dependency, benchmark years are used instead of annual data. This approach illustrates structural change rather than short-term procurement variation.
Table 2: Evolution of Pakistan’s Arms Import Dependence (%)
	Supplier
	2010–2014 (%)
	2015–2019 (%)
	2020–2024 (%)
	2025 (Projected %)

	China
	51%
	74%
	81%
	83%

	USA
	24%
	6%
	2%
	1%

	Russia
	3%
	4%
	2%
	2%

	Turkey
	1%
	2%
	4%
	6%

	Other (EU/Domestic)
	21%
	14%
	11%
	8%


Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute from 2009-2025
The data presented in Table 2 (Evolution of Pakistan’s Arms Import Dependence) provides empirical evidence of the shift from a diversified procurement strategy to Chinese monopoly in the market. Between 2010 and 2014, China accounted for approximately 51% of Pakistan’s major conventional arms; however, by the 2020–2024 period, this figure surged to 81% (SIPRI, 2025). This trajectory is not merely a quantitative increase but a qualitative transformation of the strategic relationship. The simultaneous collapse of U.S. arms exports to Pakistan, reducing from 24% in the early 2010s to a 1% by 2025 highlights the success of China’s "Shared Destiny" narrative in effectively displacing Western influence within the Pakistani strategic establishment.
This transition from "Economic Partner" to "Security Stakeholder" is most visible in the high-intensity outcomes of 2025. The combat employment of the J-10C "Vigorous Dragon" and PL-15 air-to-air missiles during the May 2025 border skirmishes serves as a "DeepSeek Moment" for Chinese defense technology (Bruzzese et al., 2025; Fazl-e-Haider, 2025; Wire, 2026). It proves that the "Shared Destiny" framework has moved beyond rhetoric into the realm of Operational Interoperability. By integrating Chinese AESA radars, Beidou satellite navigation, and digital datalinks, Pakistan has effectively locked itself into a Sino-centric military architecture (Kazmi, 2020; Sonavane, 2026). As indicated in the data, the projected 83% dependence for 2026 suggests that Pakistan’s military readiness is now inseparably tied to Chinese supply chains and political goodwill.
The data shows a clear realignment away from Western suppliers toward substantial reliance on China. This shift coincides with Pakistan’s declining strategic relevance for the United States and China’s expanding role as both security guarantor and technological provider. The Shared Destiny narrative plays a critical role here by framing this dependency not as vulnerability, but as strategic solidarity.
4.1.4 Economic Engagement: Debt, Trade, and Strategic Leverage
Economic engagement remains as the foundation which security integration is built-on. CPEC has not only deepened physical connectivity but also created long-term financial linkages that strengthened China’s influence in the economic engagement of Pakistan.


Table 3: Pakistan’s Economic Exposure and Strategic Integration (2010–2025)
	Year
	External Debt to China ($bn)
	Trade Deficit with China ($bn)
	Debt-to-Export Ratio (China Share)
	Dominant Strategic Narrative

	2010
	4.1
	5.2
	~15%
	Peaceful Development

	2015
	12.5
	9.8
	~45%
	BRI & "Iron Brothers"

	2020
	24.7
	12.4
	~72%
	Strategic Partnership

	2025 (est.)
	31.2
	16.5
	>80%
	Shared Destiny (GSI/GDI)


Source: 2010–2020 figures are the author’s own construction, synthesized from CPEC official documentation (2020)
Note: Figures for 2025 are estimated based on World Bank (2024) and IMF (2025) debt servicing projections. The Trade Deficit reflects the surge in high-value Chinese machinery and technology imports for CPEC Phase II.
The data in Table 3 highlights a deepening structural asymmetry that serves as the foundation for China’s narrative shift in South Asia. While the "Peaceful Development" era (2010) maintained a relatively balanced economic exposure, the development of the Community of Shared Destiny (2025) has overlapped with a nearly eight-fold increase in bilateral debt.
These economic asymmetries are no longer described as "loans" or "liabilities" within the Shared Destiny framework.  Instead of that, official discourse, most notably in the 2025–2029 Action Plan to Foster an Even Closer Community with a Shared Future (cpce.gov.lk, 2025b; Kazmi, 2020), reframes this exposure as "Sincere Mutual Assistance" and "South-South Financial Synergy." By using the Global Development Initiative (GDI) narrative, Beijing portrays Pakistan's debt as a shared investment in a "Common Prosperity," effectively neutralizing domestic and international criticism regarding "debt-trap diplomacy" (Bommakanti, 2023)
The transition from a $5.2 billion trade deficit in 2010 to a projected $16.5 billion in 2025 signifies a comprehensive "lock-in" of Chinese industrial standards, illustrating the "Security-Commercial Nexus" in operational terms. At the economic layer, this widening deficit is strategically justified through the narrative of "High-Quality CPEC 2.0," which prioritizes deep industrialization and the transfer of Chinese technological ecosystems over simple infrastructure development. Simultaneously, the security layer is activated as rising debt levels facilitate the introduction of the "Indivisible Security" narrative; this conceptual shift implies that the economic stability of the corridor has become a shared security imperative, thereby legitimizing the institutionalized presence of Chinese security contractors and the expansion of maritime military cooperation within the Arabian Sea.
This economic exposure creates a normative set-up. Because Pakistan’s fiscal survival in 2025–2026 depends on Chinese rollovers (estimated at over $3.4 billion in June 2025 alone) and Islamabad is increasingly compelled to adopt China’s geopolitical terminology such as opposing "Hegemonism" and supporting the Global Security Initiative (GSI) in its own foreign policy statements.
Considering about these phenomena, the Pakistan case demonstrates how China’s strategic narrative functions as a bridging mechanism between commercial investment and security integration. The Shared Destiny discourse legitimizes long-term military presence, technological dependence, and intelligence cooperation by embedding them within a moral language of friendship, common threats, and shared futures in the region.
Rather than coercion, China relies on narrative alignment to normalize strategic asymmetry. What could otherwise be interpreted as a loss of autonomy is reframed domestically and internationally as the natural outcome of an “all-weather partnership.” This confirms the central argument of this study which is the strategic narratives are not supplementary to power politics but are essential instruments in constructing and sustaining new regional orders.
4.2 Case Study II: Sri Lanka 
Sri Lanka represents a distinct pathway of the China’s evolving Indian Ocean strategy. Unlike Pakistan, where China’s strategic narrative enabled overt security integration, Sri Lanka illustrates a gradual development of narrative adaptation as damage control, legitimacy restoration, and long-term strategic partnership. Between 2010 and 2025, China’s discourse toward Sri Lanka evolved from a narrow focus on infrastructure-led development to a broader maritime and normative framework embedded in the concept of a Community of Shared Future. This case further demonstrates how China uses strategic narratives to sustain influence in a politically sensitive Indian Ocean state without formal military alliances or explicit security commitments.
4.2.1 From “Developmental Anchor” to “Maritime Community”
In the early 2010s, China’s engagement with Sri Lanka was framed entirely through developmental framework. Under the Peaceful Development narrative, large-scale infrastructure projects such as Hambantota Port, Mattala Airport, and the Colombo Port City were presented as commercially viable initiatives designed to support post-war reconstruction and economic growth of Sri Lanka. The official Chinese discourse consistently emphasized respect for Sri Lanka’s sovereignty, non-interference, and mutual economic benefit (Wang & Ye, 2019; Weerakoon & Wijayasiri, 2019).
However, with the Hambantota Port lease in 2017 has marked a turning point of this transformative narrative (Patrick, 2017). The international backlash surrounding allegations of debt-trap diplomacy created a legitimacy crisis for China’s presence in Sri Lanka. In response, Beijing gradually developed its narrative positively. Rather than defending Hambantota as a singular infrastructure project, China shifted toward a more holistic framing that embedded the port within a wider maritime vision (CIDCA, 2023; Jash, 2017).
By the early 2020s, Chinese discourse increasingly referenced concepts such as a “Maritime Community of Shared Future,” “Blue Partnerships,” and “Indian Ocean cooperation”(CIDCA, 2023; Xinhua, 2024). This narrative expansion allowed China to reposition its role from a controversial infrastructure lender to a partner in Sri Lanka’s marine economy, disaster response, and maritime capacity-building (Patrick, 2017; Weerakoon & Wijayasiri, 2019). The Indian Ocean was no longer presented merely as a commercial corridor but as a shared space of responsibility and cooperation.
4.2.2 The 2025 Narrative Shift and Normative Alignment
The narrative evolution reached a critical milestone in 2025. The January 2025 Joint Statement signed by President Anura Kumara Dissanayake marked a clear departure from earlier agreements that focused primarily on loans, construction, and connectivity (Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, 2025). Instead, the document emphasized themes such as governance experience sharing, independent foreign policy, and shared responsibility for regional stability.
The use of the term “independent foreign policy” in a joint statement with China is particularly significant. While Sri Lanka has long maintained a non-aligned posture, the inclusion of this phrase within a Chinese diplomatic framework slightly indicates the resistance to external strategic pressures, particularly those associated with Indo-Pacific security narratives promoted by India and Western partners.
Furthermore, discussions held in October 2025 incorporated elements of China’s Global Security Initiative, particularly in areas such as maritime surveillance, law enforcement training, and disaster response coordination (Jensen & Chen-Florea, 2025; Romaniuk, 2026). More importantly, these forms of cooperation were framed not as security expansion but as components of a shared future and regional stability. This reframing has enabled China to introduce security-related engagement while avoiding the appearance of militarization in the bilateral relations. Through this process, Sri Lanka’s official discourse has increasingly mirrored Chinese narrative vocabulary, indicating a form of normative alignment rather than formal strategic realignment.
4.2.3 Narrative Framing and Strategic Outcomes
The relationship between discourse and material outcomes in Sri Lanka can be illustrated by examining how specific narrative terms correspond to concrete strategic effects.
Table 4: Discursive Framing and Strategic Outcomes in Sri Lanka
	Narrative Term
	Discursive Framing
	Strategic Outcome

	Shekou Model (2015–2020)
	Port-led industrialization and employment
	99-year lease and majority control of Hambantota

	Blue Partnership (2023–2025)
	Ecological protection and maritime research
	Justification for Chinese research vessel access

	Shared Destiny (2025)
	Mutual assistance and sovereign equality
	Sri Lanka’s pledge to prevent anti-China activities


Source: Author’s own construction, based on the Critical Discourse Analysis conducted for this study, drawing on Patrick (2017), Jash (2017), and CIDCA (2023).
This table demonstrates how shifts in narrative framing gradually normalize strategic concessions with regard to Sri Lanka. By embedding material outcomes within cooperative and normative language, China reduces domestic and international resistance to its long-term presence.
Moreover, concerning the economic dependence, Sri Lanka’s economic crisis in 2022 further deepened China’s structural influence. Chinese investment, refinancing arrangements, and energy-sector commitments became increasingly important for economic stabilization. Unlike Pakistan, however, China did not translate this dependence into visible military integration. Instead, strategic restraint itself became part of the narrative.
The steady increase in economic exposure enhances China’s leverage while allowing Sri Lanka to maintain strategic ambiguity. Through the Shared Destiny narrative, China frames its role as a stabilizing partner rather than a security investor, thereby sustaining influence without overt militarization.
When compared with Pakistan, Sri Lanka illustrates a softer model of China’s Shared Destiny framework. Pakistan reflects security integration through alliance-like cooperation, while Sri Lanka demonstrates strategic accommodation through narrative normalization. Together, the two cases confirm that China’s Indian Ocean strategy is adaptive and context-sensitive.
5. Discussion
By synthesizing findings from Pakistan (Case Study I) and Sri Lanka (Case Study II), this study demonstrates that China employs a dual-track narrative strategy to legitimize its expanding political and security engagement in South Asia. While the material outcomes in both countries such as debt accumulation, strategic access, and long-term institutional alignment are broadly similar.
This evidence confirms that China’s shift from “Peaceful Development” to “Shared Destiny” represents more than a rhetorical evolution. Rather, it signals a strategic transformation in which narrative construction functions as a governance tool, reshaping host-state perceptions of security, sovereignty, and development in ways that align with Beijing’s regional objectives in the Indian Ocean.
In Pakistan, the “Shared Destiny” narrative operates primarily as a Security Accelerator. Drawing upon the long-standing “Iron Brother” discourse, China frames its engagement as indispensable to Pakistan’s counter-terrorism efforts, internal stability, and regional security posture. This framing significantly lowers sovereignty-related resistance, enabling deep defense integration, intelligence cooperation, and digital infrastructure alignment to proceed with limited domestic contestation.
In contrast, in Sri Lanka, the narrative functions as a Sovereignty Shield. Chinese engagement is articulated through concepts such as “Blue Partnership,” “Governance Sharing,” and the “Maritime Community of Shared Future.” These narratives resonate with Sri Lanka’s emphasis on non-alignment and an “independent foreign policy,” allowing Chinese involvement to be framed as supportive rather than intrusive particularly in maritime research, port management, and logistics cooperation.
Table 5: Comparative Synthesis of Strategic Narratives (2010–2025)
	Feature
	Pakistan: “Military–Security Model”
	Sri Lanka: “Legal–Normative Model”

	Primary Goal
	Deep defense integration and land access
	Maritime domain awareness and logistics

	Key 2025 Buzzword
	“Indivisible Security” (Global Security Initiative)
	“Maritime Community of Shared Future”

	Legitimacy Tool
	Counter-terrorism and regional stability
	Blue Economy and “Independent Foreign Policy”

	Strategic Outcome
	Interoperable military command and digital 5G
	Long-term maritime access under civilian frameworks


Source: Author’s own comparative synthesis, derived from the Critical Discourse Analysis of Case Studies I and II presented in this study.
This comparison illustrates that China does not pursue a uniform regional strategy. Instead, it selectively deploys narratives that align with each state’s political vulnerabilities. In this situation  security dependence in Pakistan and sovereignty sensitivity in Sri Lanka has become crucial and thereby maximizing acceptance while minimizing resistance.
Furthermore, the evidence from both case studies indicates that the “Shared Destiny” narrative functions as the operational arm of China’s Global Security Initiative (GSI). Rather than producing abrupt shifts in alignment, this strategy facilitates a gradual process of discursive convergence, whereby host states increasingly interpret regional security challenges through Beijing’s conceptual lens.
6. Conclusion 
The evidence confirms that the transition from “Peaceful Development” to “Shared Destiny” marks China’s movement from a market participant to a system-shaping actor in the Indian Ocean region. The strategic narrative operates as a form of soft governance, creating the political and normative space necessary for hard power arrangements to become normalized, routinized, and durable.
This study set out to examine how China’s evolving strategic narratives operate as instruments of power in South Asia, with particular attention to Pakistan and Sri Lanka between 2010 and 2025. The findings demonstrate that China’s engagement in the region cannot be fully understood through material indicators such as debt, trade, or military assets alone. Instead, strategic narratives play a central role in legitimizing, normalizing, and sustaining China’s expanding influence.
Across both case studies, the transition from the discourse of “Peaceful Development” to that of “Shared Destiny” marks a qualitative shift in China’s regional strategy. This shift reflects Beijing’s move away from project-based economic engagement toward system-level integration encompassing security cooperation, digital infrastructure, governance norms, and foreign policy alignment. Importantly, this transformation has occurred without overt coercion or formal alliance commitments, relying instead on narrative alignment and institutional embedding.
The comparative analysis reveals that China employs context-specific narrative frameworks to achieve similar strategic outcomes. In Pakistan, the “Indivisible Security” narrative functions as a security accelerator, enabling deep military integration and intelligence cooperation by framing Chinese support as essential to national survival. In Sri Lanka, narratives such as “Blue Partnership” and “Independent Foreign Policy” act as a sovereignty shield, allowing the government to justify extensive Chinese involvement in maritime and economic domains while resisting external pressure from rival powers. These differences underscore China’s ability to adapt its discourse to domestic political sensitivities, rather than imposing a uniform regional model. China’s strategic engagement in Pakistan and Sri Lanka illustrates a new mode of influence in the 21st-century international system—one in which power is exercised through discourse, embedded through institutions, and sustained through normalized dependence. Understanding this narrative dimension is therefore essential to grasping the future trajectory of power politics in the Indian Ocean and the broader Global South in the international system.
References
Aitzhanova, A., Weil, S., & Kaunert, C. (2025). China’s Strategic Threat Narratives: An Ideationalist Critical Security Perspective on the Russian–Ukraine War. Journal of Asian and African Studies. https://doi.org/10.1177/00219096251369525
Anwar, A. (2020). SOUTH ASIA AND CHINA’S BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE: SECURITY IMPLICATIONS AND WAYS FORWARD. In A. L. Vuving (Ed.), Hindsight, Insight, Foresight: Thinking about Security in the Indo-Pacific (pp. 161–178). Daniel K. Inouye Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies. https://dkiapcss.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Hindsight-Insight-Foresight-Thinking-about-Security-in-the-Indo-Pacific.pdf
Attanayake, C. (2023). Unveiling Sri Lanka’s agency: empowering infrastructural transformation in China-Sri Lanka relations. Journal of Contemporary East Asia Studies, 12(1), 59–86. https://doi.org/10.1080/24761028.2023.2280479
Attanayake, C., & Atmakuri, A. (2021). Navigating the Sino-Indian power struggle in the Indian Ocean: the case of Sri Lanka. Journal of the Indian Ocean Region, 17(1), 114–133. https://doi.org/10.1080/19480881.2021.1878587
Bijian, Z. (2005). China’s “peaceful rise” to great-power status. Foreign Affairs, 84(5), 18–24. https://doi.org/10.2307/20031702
Bommakanti, K. (2023, June 13). The collusive threat: Chinese and Pakistani cooperation in strategic capabilities. https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/the-collusive-threat
Bruzzese, M., Johanneson, D., & Labs, B. (2025). A “STRATEGIC PIVOT FOR CHINESE WEAPONRY?” PRC MEDIA RESPONSES TO PAKISTANI J-10’S COMBAT SUCCESS.
Butt, K. M., & Siddiqui, S. J. (2021). Growing Chinese Presence in the Indian Ocean: Prospects and Challenges. Geographical Journal, 64–81. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/354066834_Growing_Chinese_Presence_in_the_Indian_Ocean_Prospects_and_Challenges
Chinoy, S. R. (2020). India and the Changing Dynamics of the Indo-Pacific. Asia Policy, 15(4), 21–35. https://doi.org/10.1353/asp.2020.0049
CIDCA. (2023, December 9). Joint Statement on Blue Economy Development Cooperation of the China-Indian Ocean Region. http://en.cidca.gov.cn/2023-12/09/c_946388.htm
cpce.gov.lk. (2025a). Action Plan to Foster an Even Closer China-Pakistan Community with a Shared Future in the New Era between the Government of the People’s Republic of China and the Government of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan (2025-2029). https://cpec.gov.pk/brain/public/uploads/documents/ActionPlan2025-2029.pdf#:~:text=The%20two%20sides%20will%20adhere%20to%20the,under%20existing%20mechanisms%20on%20an%20annual%20basis.
cpce.gov.lk. (2025b). Action Plan to Foster an Even Closer China-Pakistan Community with a Shared Future in the New Era between the Government of the People’s Republic of China and the Government of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan (2025-2029).
Dhakkal, B., & Muhammad, N. (2024). China’s Constructivist Approach Towards Neighborhood Diplomacy. Himalayan Politics Journal, 1(1), 13–24. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/387657206_China’s_Constructivist_Approach_Towards_Neighborhood_Diplomacy
Dossi, S. (2012). Beyond the “Cognitive Iron Curtain”. China’s White Paper on Peaceful Development. https://doi.org/10.1080/03932729.2012.683284
Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka. (2025, January 16). Joint Statement between the People’s Republic of China and The Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka. https://lk.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zgxw/202501/t20250116_11536727.htm
Fazl-e-Haider, S. (2025, June 23). India-Pakistan Conflict Increases Chinese Defense Export Prospects in Central Asia. Central Asia Caucasus Analyst. https://www.cacianalyst.org/publications/analytical-articles/item/13875-india-pakistan-conflict-increases-chinese-defense-export-prospects-in-central-asia.html
Fernandez, A. E., & Hogenboom, B. (2007). China’s Growing Economic and Political Power: Effects on the Global South. Asia-Pacific Journal, 5(12). https://doi.org/10.1017/s1557466007022656
Gen Gautam Banerjee, L. (n.d.). Strategic Discourse on the People’s Republic of China Military, Power and Politics PENTAGON PENTAGON PENTAGON PENTAGON PENTAGON PRESS PRESS PRESS PRESS PRESS. Retrieved February 9, 2026, from www.pentagonpress.in
Glaser, B. S., & Medeiros, E. S. (2007). The changing ecology of foreign policy-making in China: The ascension and demise of the theory of “peaceful rise.” China Quarterly, (190), 291–310. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741007001208
Goldstein, A. (2020). China’s Grand Strategy under Xi Jinping; Reassurance, Reform, and Resistance. National Security, 45(1), 164–201. https://lburlamaqui.com.br/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Goldstein-2020-Chinas-Grand-Strategy-under-Xi-Jinping_-Reassurance-Reform-and-Resistance-International-Security-vol.-45-issue-1.pdf
Grare, F., & Samaan, J.-L. (2022). The Indian Ocean as a New Political and Security Region. Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-91797-5
Gunawan, Y., & Napitupulu, I. R. A. (2023). The Influence of China’s Belt and Road Initiative of Economic Crisis in Sri Lanka. Law Review, 23(1), 1. https://doi.org/10.19166/lr.v23i1.6593
Hobbs, M., Li, M., Huang, Z. A., & Desmoulins, L. (2025). Storytelling and grand strategy in public diplomacy: A case study of the speeches of President Xi Jinping. Public Relations Review, 51(4), 102594. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2025.102594
Jash, A. (2017, September 22). CHINA’S “BLUE PARTNERSHIP” THROUGH THE MARITIME SILK ROAD - National Maritime Foundation. https://maritimeindia.org/chinas-blue-partnership-through-the-maritime-silk-road/
Javaid, U. (2016). China’s Interests and Challenges in South Asia. In South Asian Studies A Research Journal of South Asian Studies (Vol. 31, Number 2).
Jensen, F., & Chen-Florea, A. L. Q. (2025). Chinese investments in global port infrastructures: the Belt and Road Initiative as variegated logistical fixes. Territory, Politics, Governance. https://doi.org/10.1080/21622671.2025.2569670
Kanwal, S. (2019). An analysis of Pakistan’s foreign policy towards Peoples Republic of China: a strengthening alignment (2005 onwards). Hong Kong Baptist University.
Kazmi, S. (2020, August 30). China’s BeiDou Navigation System for Pakistan - SVI - Strategic Vision Institute. https://thesvi.org/chinas-beidou-navigation-system-for-pakistan/
Khan, S., Ahmad, Z., & Ullah, M. (2023). China’s Geostrategic Interest in the Indian Ocean Region. Qlantic Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities, 4(4), 141–161. https://doi.org/10.55737/qjssh.917005034
Khatoon, R. (n.d.). China’s Foreign Policy towards Pakistan 2012-2020. A Research Journal of South Asian Studies 271 South Asian Studies A Research Journal of South Asian Studies, 36(2), 271–286. Retrieved February 13, 2026, from https://www.npr.org/sections/the
Krivokhizh, S., & Soboleva, E. (2023). STRATEGIC NARRATIVES AND NEW REALITY International. Organisations Research Journal, 18(2), 178–192. https://doi.org/10.17323/1996-7845-2023-02-09
Long, T. H., Yen, T. T. H., Hien, H. T., & Hiep, T. X. (2023). COMPETITION OF STRATEGY BETWEEN CHINA AND INDIA IN THE INDIAN OCEAN NOWADAYS. In Journal of Liberty and International Affairs (Vol. 9, Number 2, pp. 454–468). Institute for Research and European Studies. https://doi.org/10.47305/JLIA2392615l
Nuansa, A. (2019). China’s “Belt and Road Initiative” in Sri Lanka : Debt Diplomacy in Hambantota Port Investment. Jurnal Ilmu Hubungan Internasional, 2(2), 2019.
Patrick, A. (2017, April 13). CHINA - SRI LANKA STRATEGIC HAMBANTOTA PORT DEAL - National Maritime Foundation. https://maritimeindia.org/8813-2/
Pengfei, Z., & Yiwei, W. (2021). Three Dimensions to Understand “a Global Community of Shared Future.” Asian Journal of International Affairs (AJIA), 1, 2021.
Qais, U., Aziz, A., & Fazil, D. (2023). China’s Economic Engagement in South Asia: Impact on Regional Dynamics. Pakistan Social Sciences Review, 7(IV). https://doi.org/10.35484/pssr.2023(7-iv)45
Rimmele, P., & Huchel, P. (2024). A New Stage in the Rivalry Between the Great Powers? How China, India and the USA Are Competing for Influence in the Indian Ocean.
Romaniuk, S. N. (2026, January 14). China’s Global Security Initiative in South Asia – The Diplomat. https://thediplomat.com/2026/01/chinas-global-security-initiative-in-south-asia/
Roselle, L., Miskimmon, A., & O’Loughlin, B. (2014). Strategic narrative: A new means to understand soft power. Media, War and Conflict, 7(1), 70–84. https://doi.org/10.1177/1750635213516696
Samaranayake, N. (2019). China’s Engagement with Smaller South Asian Countries . www.usip.org
Sharma, A. (2020). India’s Quest for Energy Security Abroad: India–China Energy Geopolitics and Great Game. India’s Pursuit of Energy Security: Domestic Measures, Foreign Policy and Geopolitics, 275–323. https://doi.org/10.4135/9789353885816.N6
Singh, B., & Singh, H. (2023). China’s Foreign Policy towards South Asia: Knocking at the Doorstep of Indian Backyards. TECHNO REVIEW Journal of Technology and Management, 3(2), 01–07. https://doi.org/10.31305/trjtm2023.v03.n02.001
SIPRI. (2025). SIPRI. https://www.sipri.org/
Small, A. (2020). Returning to the Shadows: China, Pakistan, and the Fate of CPEC.
Sonavane, A. (2026, January 8). Limits of China-Pakistan Military Interoperability – Takshashila Institution. https://takshashila.org.in/content/publications/20260108-China-Pakistan-Military-Interoperability.html
Wahyuni, S., & Sakkir, G. (2025). Critical Discourse Analysis Of Norman Fairclough Model On Dedi Mulyadi’s Angry Sentences In Tirto.Id. ARRUS Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities, 5(3). https://doi.org/10.35877/soshum4018
Wang, Z., & Ye, F. (2019). China-Sri Lanka Relations in the Context of the 21st-century Maritime Silk Road: Motives, Challenges, and Prospects on JSTOR. Asian Perspective, 43(3), 481–485. https://www.jstor.org/stable/45171484
Weerakoon, D., & Wijayasiri, J. (2019). Belt and Road Initiative, Debt and Diplomacy: Challenges and Opportunities for China - Sri Lanka Economic Relations. INSTITUTE OF POLICY STUDIES - Occasional Paper Series . https://www.ips.lk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Belt_and_Road_Initiative_Debt_and_Diplomacy_Challenges_and_Opportunities_for_China_Sri_Lanka_Economics_Relations_E_Book.pdf
Weizhun, M. (2017). Debating China’s International Responsibility on JSTOR. The Chinese Journal of International Politics, 10(2), 173–210. https://www.jstor.org/stable/48615972
Wire. (2026, January 13). China Officially Claims First Combat Success of J-10CE Fighter in 2025 - The Wire. The Wire. https://thewire.in/world/china-officially-claims-first-combat-success-of-j-10ce-fighter-in-2025
Xiaoyu, P. (2017). Controversial identity of a rising China. Chinese Journal of International Politics, 10(2), 131–149. https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/pox004
Xinhua. (2024, July 11). White paper: China committed to vision of a maritime community of shared future | english.scio.gov.cn. http://english.scio.gov.cn/m/whitepapers/2024-07/11/content_117302738.htm
Yang, Y. E. (2020). China’s Strategic Narratives in Global Governance Reform under Xi Jinping. Journal of Contemporary China, 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2020.1790904
Zeng, J., Xiao, Y., & Breslin, S. (2015). Securing China’s core interests: The state of the debate in China. International Affairs, 91(2), 245–266. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12233
Zhang, D. (2018). The Concept of ‘Community of Common Destiny’ in China’s Diplomacy: Meaning, Motives and Implications. Asia and the Pacific Policy Studies, 5(2), 196–207. https://doi.org/10.1002/app5.231
 

