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Introduction

Never before has the world witnessed the resurrection of a historic initiative 
as impressive as the New Silk Road. Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is a unique 
project on a global scale designed to strengthen cooperation and connectivity 
between a group of entirely independent countries from several continents, 
seeking to establish closer infrastructural, economic, social, cultural, and po-
litical ties. This global undertaking initiated by China’s president Xi Jinping 
in 2013, every day continues to expand its structures with new ideas and 
members, becoming the largest project in the World’s International Relations 
currently. The essential emphasis is put on the economic aspect expressed by 
enormous bilateral and multilateral infrastructural investments, lifting barriers 
in trade, merging national potentials, and building economic and cultural con-
nections among more than a hundred countries around the globe, including 
the Republic of Poland – one of the key entry points to the European Union. 

How media report on international projects such as the BRI to local societ-
ies enormously impacts the success of those initiatives. Attitudes and opinions 
are shaped this way. Understanding and analysing the language through word 
constructions, metaphors, historical contexts, and geopolitical factors can help 
make predictions and construct plans to avoid the failure of those initiatives. 
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Issues of Genre 

According to Swales, genre comprises a class of communicative events, the 
members of which share sets of communicative purposes. These purposes are 
recognised by the discourse community and thereby constitute the rationale 
for the genre. This rationale shapes the schematic structure of the discourse 
and influences and constrains the choice of content and style3. According to 
Bhatia, even though the social objective of the press article is to “inform read-
ers” about specific facts, it is inevitable and typical for the editors to use “lin-
guistic strategies to create various perspectives in news reports, thus bringing 
to some degree of subjective interpretation or even bias in their reporting”4. 
Those strategies “range from convenient selection of facts to a subtle use of 
vocabulary”5. It is indeed the process of making constant choices made from 
a variable range of possibilities6. 

The topic of the New Silk Road has been discussed over the past years by 
Polish media across all disciplines – general press, business press, political 
press, and education institution press. This study analyses data from 103 ar-
ticles from the Polish press that mentioned and referred to the Belt and Road 
Initiative, BRI, R&B, New Silk Road, One Road One Belt, or simply OBOR [all 
translated into the Polish language]. Some sources view BRI as an excellent 
chance for the Polish economy; some say it is a political game of influence in 
the world played between China and USA. Some sources advise caution, and 
some media sub-genres point out the general lack of active involvement by 
Polish institutions and businesses in the Initiative. The main purpose of this 
paper is to examine the case of the Belt and Road Initiative in Polish media 
and answer the following research questions: 

1. Does the Polish press view Belt and Road Initiative positively or nega-
tively? 

2. Are there many differences regarding positive-negative attitudes towards 
the BRI among the different genres of the Polish press?

3. Have the editors in Polish press discourse made the right linguistic choic-
es when reporting the news and presenting the OBOR initiative to Pol-
ish society?

3  J.M. Swales, Genre Analysis: English in Academic and Research Settings, Cambridge 1990, p. 58.
4  V.K. Bhatia, Analysing Genre: Language Use in Professional Settings, London 1993, p. 20.
5  Ibidem, p. 20.
6  M.G. Moyer, Pragmatics. The state of the art. A talk with Jef Verschueren, Barcelona 1995, pp. 127– 
–140.
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To answer those questions, over one hundred articles from the Polish press 
have been analysed based on: 

	– Selection of information and vocabulary, i.e., making choices from a vari-
able range of possibilities based on Verschuren’s Adaptation Approach

	– Keyword-based corpus study 
	– Verification of each editorial within the context, i.e., which newspaper 

institution it was released by, which political party is the paper favoured 
by, and who is responsible for the statement. 

Linguistic and pragmatic analysis in the view of corpus study and Ver-
schuren’s theory will help us understand how the Polish press presents the 
One Road One Belt Initiative, and whether a more positive or negative ap-
proach dominates in Polish society regarding the recreation of the Silk  
Road.

In the following sections, I will describe the data collected and used for the 
needs of this research. I will briefly introduce Verschuren’s Adaptation Theory 
and the process of linguistic choice, which is the dynamics of adaptability ac-
cording to different salience of the adaptation processes from the two aspects 
of contextual correlates and structural objects7. Next, I will present the results 
of corpus-based analysis and Verschuren’s Theory focusing on specific lexis 
and sentence structures. The findings shall be concluded in the final section 
of the paper. 

Theoretical Framework

This research’s objective is to discuss the view of the Road and Belt Initiative 
(BRI) in Polish media by means of language use in a press discourse on the 
grounds of Jef Verschueren’s Language Adaptation Theory (LAT). For this pur-
pose, articles of the Polish press have been studied in the context of:

	– Political views, i.e., whether the statement comes from the opposition 
leader or the ruling party. Also, whether the article was published by the 
paper favoured by the ruling party. 

	– Business approach, analysing the chances and threats that come with 
BRI expansion.

	– Education institution opinions consider broader thinking such as geopol-
itics, Heartland and Rimland theories, etc. 

7  J. Verschueren, Pragmatics as a Theory of Linguistic Adaptation, London 1987.
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Within Verschueren’s pragmatic model, it is possible to present the use of 
press discourse strategies as the process of adaptation to physical, social, and 
mental variables. It can be perceived as the result of editors’ choices, dynamic 
negotiation, and linguistic adaptation. The interpretation of press articles in 
Polish media could also be looked at from the perspective of four focal points: 
context, structure, dynamics, and salience. 

Jef Verschueren stipulates that the use of language “must consist of the 
continuous making of linguistic choices, consciously or unconsciously, for 
language-internal (structural) or language-external reasons”8. Both the form 
and the communication strategy result from choices made by the utterer and 
interpreter each time they participate in the dynamic process of language ex-
change. The success of the communication depends on the adequacy of choice 
made by editors and interpreters of the press discourse. Verschueren strongly 
highlights variability, that there is a very large availability of choices between 
a language, a style, syntactic structures, lexical meanings, etc. Moreover, those 
choices are not definite; they are negotiable, which signifies that choices are 
not made automatically by following fixed rules, but rather with high flexibility 
and individualism. It refers to linguistic choices made by the utterer and the 
interpreter. It is a living organism of linguistic and pragmatic strategies that 
can be reinterpreted and restructured to achieve the communicative purpose. 
The question that must be asked then is how it is still possible for people to 
communicate if all they are doing is making choices from countless possibilities 
with no fixed rules. Here Verschueren introduces the third concept that “does 
not provide an explanation for that but which at least provides a name for the 
phenomenon; it is the notion of adaptability. It is the property of language 
which enables human beings to make negotiable choices from the variable 
range of possibilities in such a way as to satisfy basic human communicative 
needs”9. Consequently, with the higher-order notion of adaptability, we shall 
consider four main points of Verschueren’s theory, i.e., contextual correlates 
of adaptability, structural objects of adaptability, the dynamics of adaptability, 
and the salience of the adaptation process. 

8  J. Verschueren, Understanding Pragmatics, London 1999, pp. 55–56.
9  M.G. Moyer, Pragmatics. The state of the art. A talk with Jef Verschueren, Barcelona 1995, p. 132.
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Figure 1. The contextual correlates of adaptability are shown below

Source: Jef Verschueren, Understanding Pragmatics, Arnold 1999, p. 76.

The focal points of contextual correlates of adaptability are the utterer (U) 
and the interpreter (I), who inhabit different worlds that overlap. U and I are 
focal points because the “contextual aspects of the physical, social, and men-
tal worlds do not usually play a role in language use until the language users’ 
cognitive processes have somehow activated them10. The second “angle of 
investigation” states, that analysed processes must be placed regarding various 
structural objects of adaptability. Context and structure may be defined as the 
locus (‘place’) where the dynamic adaptation processes happen with different 
degrees of salience. To put it differently, communication and the use of lan-
guage is a dynamic process of mutual adaptation between linguistic structure 
and context at different levels of salience (consciousness). It is considered that 
context and structure are the locus or ‘place’ where the dynamic processes of 
adaptation take place with different degrees (or statuses) of salience. In other 
words, the use of language is a dynamic process of mutual adaptation between 
linguistic structure and context at different levels of salience. 

10  Ibidem, p. 132.
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Figure 2. Theoretical framework based on Verschueren’s Adaptability Theory

Source: Jef Verschueren, Understanding Pragmatics, Arnold 1999, p. 67.

The representations of Verschueren’s theory present an adequate theoret-
ical framework for the study of the views of the Belt and Road Initiative in the 
Polish press. Editors make continuous choices from the varied repertoire of 
linguistic forms and strategies within the scope of Verschueren’s Adaptability 
Theory, accounting for its four focal points. The uttering and interpreting ar-
ticles on the BRI in Polish media are the outcome of the dynamic adaptation 
between contextual and structural correlates, and therefore Verschueren’s 
theory has been chosen as a theoretical framework for this study.

Data 

The data sample used for the study consists of 103 articles chosen from the 
Polish press and categorised into four groups: general press, political press, 
education institution press, and business press. Data counts a total of 187 
pages, 57188 words. Articles have been published in Poland’s official most-
read press journals between 2015 and 2019. The reason for not including the 
years 2020–2022 is that the COVID-19 pandemic and war in Ukraine took the 
Polish media’s attention away from the Belt and Road projects. The data has 
been researched and chosen based on having relevance to the BRI, and at the 
same time, referring to Poland-China relations. All articles have been written 
in Polish, which is the press language this study focuses on, because the goal 
is to analyse the true view of articles published in Poland targeted at Polish 
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readers. For corpus analysis and correct word recognition, the diacritical marks 
(ą, ę, ć, ł, ń, ś, ż, ź) and digraphs (dź, dż) characteristic of the Polish alphabet 
have been simplified and changed according to the English alphabet. 

This case confirms the common occurrence of the dataset significantly in-
fluencing the analysis and the results. As stated, the research is designed to 
identify positive and negative vocabulary in the press to determine whether 
Polish media present the BRI in a good or unfavourable light. The composition 
of the dataset was not intended to put together equal numbers of positive and 
negative articles about the Belt and Road project. Although, the salience of 
similar positive aspects became evident during the study. Hence, it is apparent 
that the study poses limitations regarding the data gathered. Those limitations 
result from a relatively small number of BRI-related articles and the similarity 
of available editorials reporting the same news (like the visit of President Xi 
Jinping to Poland or signing bilateral agreements), occasionally in a different 
light. The methods used to examine the dataset build on existing corpus-based 
and pragmatic research. Antconc software has been used to distinguish the 
frequency of lexemes and expressions associated with the BRI and Sino-Polish 
cooperation. It is true that using a rather simple corpus analysis in texts writ-
ten in a language as linguistically complicated as Polish poses great difficulties 
in the form of, for example, the inability to identify more complex or indirect 
forms of positive/negative expressions about the BRI. Nonetheless, there is 
a sufficient number of keywords and tools to confirm that commonly rec-
ognised lexical items are useful enough to serve as a starting point for further 
research when more data is available in the future11. Inspired by Vershueren’s 
Adaptation Theory from the viewpoint of pragmatics, which involves the issue 
of language choices, in the next part of data analysis, this paper takes a closer 
look at fragments of press articles that are of particular (linguistic) interest for 
this research.

Analysis

The dataset has been researched for lexemes that indicate positive/negative 
approaches. The relative frequency of the keyword and its derivatives have 
been found in the table below:

11  A.H. Jucker, I. Taavitsainen (eds.), Apologies in the history of English: routinized and lexicalized expres-
sions of responsibility and regret, Amsterdam 2008, pp. 229–244.
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Table 1. Relative frequency of positive/negative lexemes about the BRI in Polish 
press. Source: Own study

KEYWORD (POLISH) KEYWORD (ENGLISH) FREQUENCY NEGATIVE/POSITIVE

współpracy cooperation 298 Positive

Rozwoju development 151 Positive

inwestycji investments 100 Positive

Win win 88 Positive

Jednak however/but 63 Negative

podczas (gdy) nonetheless 56 Negative

korzyści benefits 39 Positive

Lexemes conventionally recognised as positive in Polish articles have been 
identified concerning “cooperation”, “development”, “investment”, “win”, and 
the “benefits” that the Road and Belt initiative presents to its members. Even 
though a positive lexical approach is evident in the Polish press regarding the 
BRI, there was also quite a significant number of statements that suggested 
carefulness. Keywords can typically identify those fragments of articles: “how-
ever”, “but”, and “nonetheless”. Due to the complexity of the Polish language, 
“manual” confirmation has been required to ensure that identified lexemes 
indeed described positive/negative views of the New Silk Road project. All 
instances where the keywords have not been used according to the research 
goal have been discarded. 

Figure 3. Views on the BRI across Polish press articles

Source: Own study.
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Most lexemes are equally dispersed among all sub-genres of press dis-
course, i.e., political, business, general, and education institution editorials. 
However, there was a slight dominance of “however” and “nonetheless” lex-
emes in the political and education institution press articles, especially those 
that analysed the Belt and Road Initiative in terms of geopolitical and glob-
al-power context. Negativity in the political press can be mostly seen in news-
papers favoured by political opposition. It disrupts the research slightly and 
should be treated with a trust margin, as it results from the political fight rath-
er than the actual attitude towards the Initiative. It is important to note that 
the word “negativity” has been used to simplify the purpose of the study and 
could be interpreted more as an “advised caution” or “suggested carefulness”. 

As mentioned, language use (uttering and interpreting) results from dy-
namic adaptation among contextual and structural correlates. Communicating 
means continuously making choices from various forms and strategies, with 
a scope of flexibility and different level of consciousness. Since variability, 
negotiability, and adaptability are common language characteristics, press 
discourse is no exception. The four focal points of Verschueren’s Theory of 
Adaptability will be used further as a theoretical framework to analyse specific 
fragments of Polish press articles.

The following part will address some fragments of articles, strategies, and 
interpretations of linguistic choices in selected press discourse. As confirmed 
by the corpus study, based on Verschueren’s theory, I will further investigate 
the hypothesis that a positive approach towards Road and Belt Initiative is 
the dominating one in the Polish press. The study’s data are analysed and pre-
sented below, regarding Verschueren’s Adaptability Theory, paying attention 
to particular lexis and structures which serve as an indicator of a “positive/
negative” approach towards the BRI12.

Figure 4. Passive elements of the analysis

Passive elements

Utterer: editors

Interpreter: Polish society

Physical world: Poland

Social world: New Silk Road
Source: Own study.

12  B.K. Al-Gublan, A Pragmatic Study of a Political Discourse from the Perspective of the Linguistic Adap-
tation Theory, Riyadh 2014.
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Conclusions

Press discourse presented in this study confirms a great support in most texts 
favouring the One Belt One Road initiative. However Western influence, the 
history of Poland, the country’s experiences, domestic political disputes, cultural 
differences, and news from other BRI member-states convinced many editors to 
add a layer of caution when communicating BRI-related matters to Polish readers 
through media articles. The linguistic choices of the Polish press include a mul-
titude of synonyms, metaphors, and religious terms to report the OBOR news 
and shape opinions about it. Many articles refer to similar events like President 
Xi’s visit to Poland, the opening of the railway connection between Poland and 
China, bilateral agreements on apple trade, etc. We can observe similar positivity 
in all news regarding those events, although linguistic choices, especially when 
reading texts in the original Polish language are very rich. Variability among the 
editorials, very specific to Polish reality, can also be observed when analysing the 
contexts of the articles, especially in titles and statements. Malinowski coined the 
term “context of situation”17, and, indeed, language use is always situated within 
a complex background related to it somehow. After all, context is the environ-
ment in which language exists, develops, and is used. In the case of the Polish 
press referring to the Belt and Road Initiative, there is a great context approach 
regarding the history of Poland, invasions, and exploitation by European neigh-
bours, especially due to Poland’s geopolitical location. 

Many factors make the research extremely difficult regarding evaluating 
whether the Polish press presents the Belt and Road Initiative in a good or 
bad light. The Polish language is very complex. Polish grammatical case inflec-
tion has so many variations, additionally, diacritical marks and digraphs make 
it problematic for the computer software to produce reliable corpus results. 
Additionally, cultural and political disputes within the country also divide the 
media sources and cause distortions to the study results. Some papers back 
political opposition, others write in favour of the ruling party, and this division 
often clouds the real intentions and facts about specific topics and events. For 
years the country has been focused on internal political disputes, moving the 
attention of the press and public away from chances presented by internation-
al initiatives such as the BRI. That is why there is few articles and news about 
the Belt and Road Initiative. 

17  B. Malinowski, The Problem of Meaning in Primitive Languages, [in:] The Meaning of Meaning, eds.  
C.K. Ogden, I.A. Richards, London 1923, pp. 296–336.
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Heavy baggage of historic turbulences due to Poland’s geopolitical posi-
tion, the responsibility of being an Eastern border and an entry point to the 
European Union, as well as the pressures from the West, and opportunities 
from the East – make it difficult to address the matter of the BRI, and thus 
advise caution. That being said, the language of Polish discourse regarding the 
OBOR initiative is mostly positive. Strong will and encouragement to deepen 
cooperation with China can be seen across all press groups – business, politics, 
education, and the general public. 
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Belt and Road Initiative in a View of the Polish Press

Summary

This study analysed how the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is presented in 
the Polish press through language use in media discourse based on Jef Ver-
schueren’s Language Adaptation Theory and corpus analysis. Antconc soft-
ware has been used to distinguish the frequency of lexemes and expressions. 
The complexity of the Polish language and contexts require manual verifica-
tion of the results. The number of writings about Belt and Road projects is 
fairly small. The sample consists of 103 articles categorised into four groups: 
general press, political press, education institution press, and business press. 
Articles refer to the period of 2015–2019, as the recent three years of the 
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COVID-19 and war in Ukraine took the press’ focus away from the BRI. 
Corpus analysis shows a positive approach to the Best and Road Initiative 
dominates all press groups. Most lexemes are equally dispersed among all 
press categories with a slight predominance of caution suggested by au-
thors in education institution press. The hypothesis was further confirmed 
in the light of Verschueren’s Theory, where the study presents examples of 
press language as a dynamic process of mutual adaptation between linguistic 
structure and context, at different levels of salience.

Keywords: Belt and Road Initiative, Polish press, Polish media, Jef Ver-
schueren’s Language Adaptation Theory

Инициатива «Один пояс, один путь» глазами польской прессы

Резюме
Целью данного исследования является анализ того, как инициатива 
«Один пояс, один путь» (ОПОП) представлена в польской прессе по-
средством использования языка в медиадискурсе на основе теории 
языковой адаптации Джефа Вершурена и корпусного анализа. Про-
граммное обеспечение Antconc использовалось для определения ча-
стотности лексем и выражений. Сложность польского языка и контек-
стов требует ручной проверки результатов. Количество публикаций 
о проектах «Один пояс, один путь» достаточно небольшое. Выборка 
состоит из 103 статей, разделенных на четыре группы: общая пресса, 
политическая пресса, образовательная пресса и деловая пресса. Статьи 
относятся к периоду 2015–2019 годов, поскольку в последние три года 
COVID-19 и военные действия в Украине отвлекли внимание прессы от 
ОПОП. Корпусный анализ показывает, что во всех пресс-группах пре-
обладает позитивное освещение инициативы „Один пояс, один путь”. 
Большинство лексем достаточно равномерно распределены по всем 
категориям прессы с незначительным преобладанием осторожности, 
которую авторы отмечают в образовательной прессе. Гипотеза была 
дополнительно подтверждена в свете теории Вершурена, где в иссле-
довании представлены примеры языка прессы как динамического про-
цесса взаимной адаптации между языковой структурой и контекстом 
на разных уровнях значимости.

Ключевые слова: инициатива «Один пояс, один путь»; польская пресса; 
польские СМИ; Теория языковой адаптации Джефа Вершурена


