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Abstract

Biographical narratives generate a continuous sense of political community across the state’s
past, present and future, and provide the state with ontological security. Building on growing
International Relations scholarship that highlights the power of visuals in shaping global
politics, our article proposes visual rhetorical analysis as a tool to interrogate how governments
employ images to tell their biographical narratives. The rhetorical approach transcends the
methodological divide in the current ‘visual turn’ literature between the cognitive psychological
and poststructuralist perspectives. We illustrate the analytical value of the rhetorical approach
through an empirical study of how the totalitarian regimes of China and North Korea
communicate their biographical narratives — the ‘rightful great power’ narrative and the ‘family
state’ narrative, respectively — through propaganda imagery of their leaders. To this end, we
develop a close semiotic reading of selected photographs of Xi Jinping and Kim Jong-un in
different narrative settings.
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Introduction

In recent years, the field of International Relations (IR) has experienced both a ‘narrative
turn’ (Roberts, 2006) and a ‘visual’ or ‘pictorial turn’ (Mitchell, 1986). Building on
insights in literary studies and cognitive linguistics (Fludernik, 2009; Sarbin, 1986;
White, 1987), the growing body of scholarship on narratives in IR argues that we are all
‘story-telling beings’ (Devetak, 2009: 795) who think, communicate and make sense of
our environment through narratives. Such narratives are thus central to human cognition
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and (political) community building (Patterson and Monroe, 1998). This includes the state,
which is constituted discursively through the narratives that are being told about it
(Ringmar, 1996). At the same time, a similarly vibrant area of IR research explores the
enhanced role of visuals for the fabric and practice of international politics (for an over-
view, see Bleiker, 2018). This scholarship suggests that technological revolutions in mass
communication and electronic media have pushed world politics into an ‘age of images’
(Williams, 2003: 527), in which visual representations become ever more salient refer-
ence points that shape how we experience, understand and recall international politics.

Despite obvious points of intersection, however, these two fields of IR scholarship
have largely developed independently from each other. Only recently has scholarly atten-
tion focused on the relationship between visuals and narratives, analysing visuals as pow-
erful instruments of strategic storytelling (Hellmann and Oppermann, 2022a; Van Noort,
2020) and discussing how visuals obtain meaning as part of broader narratives (Freistein
and Gadinger, 2020, 2022). Along these lines, we contend that bringing the study of nar-
ratives and visuals together promises a fuller understanding of visual storytelling in inter-
national relations.

The purpose of our article is to contribute to such efforts by exploring the role of
images in communicating state biographical narratives (Berenskoetter, 2014). We intro-
duce visual rhetorical analysis as a particularly useful framework for analysing visual
storytelling by strategic actors and apply this framework to an empirical investigation of
how the totalitarian regimes of China and North Korea use propaganda photographs of
their respective leaders — Xi Jinping and Kim Jong-un — to visualise their state biographi-
cal narratives of ‘the rightful great power’ (China) and ‘the family state’ (North Korea).
We focus on photographs of state leaders because these individuals play a heightened role
in crafting state biographical narratives and, to an extent, embody such narratives — in
particular, in totalitarian political systems. Photographs of state leaders may thus function
as ‘shortcuts’ to state biographical narratives and as ‘a crucial reference point of collec-
tive identification’ (Berenskoetter, 2021: 1060).

We develop our argument as follows. The first section relates state biographical narra-
tives to visual storytelling. We then develop the rhetorical perspective on the study of
visual storytelling in international relations. Moving on to our empirical case, the third
section introduces the state biographical narratives of China and North Korea, highlight-
ing both similarities and differences. This prepares the ground for our subsequent visual
rhetorical analysis of how the two regimes use photographs of their leaders to communi-
cate their respective state biographical narratives. We provide a close social semiotic
reading of selected photographs that depict Xi Jinping and Kim Jong-un in various set-
tings — each presenting particular challenges for visual storytelling. The article ends with
short reflections on the promise and limitations of visual rhetorical analysis in bringing
together the study of narratives and visuals.

Biographical storytelling through photographs of the state
leader

Based on the premise that humans are storytelling animals, narratives have become a
widely used concept in IR and an increasing number of studies explore their formation,
strategic projection and/or resonance on a diverse range of topics, including foreign pol-
icy, national identity and public support for war (e.g. Browning, 2008; De Graaf et al.,
2015; Henneland, 2010). While definitions can be more or less demanding, narratives
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consist, at their core, of a set of characters acting out a plot that unfolds in a particular
setting (Roselle et al., 2014; Shenhav, 2006). The narrative structure makes what happens
in a story intelligible by placing events in a temporal sequence and causal relationship
(Spencer, 2016).

Biographical narratives are understood as narratives that states tell about themselves.
They make sense of a state’s past (the experienced space) and imagined future (the envi-
sioned space), orientating it in terms of meaningful horizons of (past) experience and
(future) possibilities (Berenskoetter, 2014). In other words, state biographical narratives
generate a continuous sense of political community across the state’s past, present and
future, and provide it with ontological security (Berenskoetter, 2021; Suboti¢, 2016).

The construction of state biographical narratives is a political project involving pur-
poseful actors. The ability of actors to shape such narratives is a significant source of
political power (Berenskoetter, 2021: 1058). Like all narratives, state biographical narra-
tives are necessarily selective and foreground some elements of the ‘national story’ while
backgrounding others (Berenskoetter, 2014: 278-280). Although narratives ‘cannot be
made up of nothing’ (Roselle et al., 2014: 78) and are constrained by pre-existing inter-
subjective understandings, political actors still have agency to craft state biographical
narratives strategically. Specifically, ‘narrative entrepreneurs’ (Suboti¢, 2016: 615) can
seek to mould narratives in ways that project a particular view of the state and use them
as a political tool to ‘expand their influence, manage expectations, and change the discur-
sive environment they operate in’ (Miskimmon et al., 2013: 2). This is the case, in particu-
lar, for the highest representatives of the state who — as ‘narrator[s]-in-chief” (Krebs,
2015: 49) — occupy a unique position in articulating state biographical narratives. To this
purpose, the agency of state leaders should be greater in fluid narrative contexts, in which
competing stories about the state coexist, and more closely circumscribed in ‘settled nar-
rative situations’, in which a particular biographical narrative of the state is already domi-
nant (Krebs, 2015: 32-36).

State biographical narratives, moreover, operate at both the domestic and international
levels (Berenskoetter, 2014: 262). They are simultaneously inward and outward facing.
Domestically, state biographical narratives foster collective sentiments of national iden-
tity and serve to generate legitimacy for the state and the political regime (Berenskoetter,
2014: 280). Internationally, state biographical narratives project a continuous ‘national
image’ (Boulding, 1959) that serves to cultivate favourable views of the state among for-
eign audiences (Miskimmon et al., 2017). Governments communicate these narratives to
foreign publics through their public diplomacy, with the aim of building up understanding
and support for their values and interests (see Gilboa, 2008; Melissen, 2005; Tago, 2018).
Ultimately, they seek to forge their international storytelling into powerful ‘public diplo-
macy narratives’ (Melissen, 2013: 448) that enhance their soft power on the international
stage (Nye, 2008). We know from existing research that states in East Asia — China in
particular — place much emphasis on this rationale for ‘strategic public diplomacy’
(Manheim, 1994) as a soft power tool (d’Hooghe, 2011: 163—164).

The domestic and international dimensions of state biographical narratives, in turn, are
inexorably linked. For state biographical narratives to be effective, the two arenas of sto-
rytelling must avoid contradicting each other, not least because — in practice — they can
often not be kept entirely separate (Melissen, 2013: 449; also see Yang, 2020). Storytelling
discrepancies between the two arenas will likely weaken and undermine the narratives in
both arenas, whereas consistent storytelling may generate positive feedback effects
between them. In particular, the international storytelling of governments threatens to
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Figure |. Visual storytelling in biographical narratives.

undermine their domestic legitimacy if it veers too far from domestic storytelling, but can
be turned into an internal legitimacy resource if it complements the domestic story. In
other words, the outward facing dimension of state biographical narratives is to some
extent ‘entrapped’ (Schimmelfennig, 2001) by their inward facing dimension and vice
versa. It is the strategic task and challenge of narrative entrepreneurs at the intersection
between the domestic and the international to construct and disseminate state biographi-
cal narratives that are coherent across the two dimensions (Berenskoetter, 2014: 262).

To this end, visuals can be a powerful means. Specifically, from a storytelling perspec-
tive, photographs can be understood as ‘moments frozen in time. Something always
comes before and something always follows after’ (Goodnow, 2020: 271). An important
insight of ‘visual turn’ scholarship in IR is precisely that images perform communicative
acts that are distinct from verbal communication. Most notably, three properties set visual
communication apart from verbal language. First, audiences typically see images — espe-
cially photographs (Barthes, 1977) — as “visual quotations’ (Bleiker and Kay, 2007: 140)
and direct copies of reality. Second, because they convey a sense of authenticity, images
have the ability to evoke powerful emotions. As Bleiker summarises, ‘There is clearly
something unique about images. They have a special status. They generate excitement
and anxieties’ (Bleiker, 2018: 9). Third, compared with verbal language, visual images
‘travel’ more easily across linguistic and cultural boundaries (Hansen, 2011: 55).

Given the general properties of visual communication, photographs should be particu-
larly effective in disseminating state biographical narratives to both domestic and interna-
tional audiences, evoking affective responses to such narratives and creating bonds of
identity between the main characters and target audiences. We therefore conceptualise vis-
ual storytelling — through photographs of state leaders — as a powerful resource in the con-
struction and communication of state biographical narratives (see Figure 1). The following
section introduces visual rhetorical analysis as a particularly useful approach to explore the
role of photographs in visualising and communicating state biographical narratives.

Visual rhetorical analysis

The growing ‘visual turn’ literature in IR has been dominated, broadly speaking, by two
methodological perspectives: the cognitive psychology approach and the poststructuralist
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approach. For reasons that we will discuss in this section, we believe that both approaches
have limitations when it comes to analysing the visualisation of biographical narratives.
We therefore introduce visual rhetorical analysis as a more appropriate tool to unpack
visual strategic storytelling — a methodological approach that has so far received little
attention in IR.

The cognitive psychology approach is based on the premise that the human brain — for
evolutionary reasons — prioritises visual over verbal information. To navigate social com-
plexity, humans rely on visual cues that contain information on others’ behavioural inten-
tions and affective motivations. Crucially, the processing of visual cues ‘is so efficient
that basic recognition and emotional response occur well before registration in conscious
awareness’ (Grabe, 2020: 54). In other words, our attitudinal and affective responses to
new information are often instinctively activated by visual cues rather than by purposive
thinking. Within these parameters, research has explored two questions in particular. For
one, scholars have analysed how news media employ visual cues to frame issues of inter-
national politics. Notable examples include refugees (e.g. Parrott et al., 2019; Zhang and
Hellmueller, 2017) and violent conflict (e.g. Fahmy, 2010; Hellmann, 2020). Moreover,
studies have tackled the question of how visual cues shape how citizens think about for-
eign policy — including, for example, with respect to military intervention (Soroka et al.,
2016), defence spending (Caverley and Krupnikov, 2017), anti-terrorism measures
(Gadarian, 2010), pariah states (Hellmann and Oppermann, 2022b) and the use of drones
(Scharrer and Blackburn, 2015). The underlying assumption is that the visual cues under
investigation have universal meaning; they produce different types of individual-level
effects (attitudinal, behavioural or affective) by triggering neuroscientific or biobehav-
ioural mechanisms that are wired into our brains. The direction and strength of effects are
thought to be mediated by third factors, such as audiences’ political knowledge or parti-
san identity.

In contrast, the poststructuralist perspective on visual analysis is thoroughly anti-foun-
dationalist. Whereas the cognitive psychology approach assumes that — through the per-
suasive function of visual cues — the sender of a message can exercise power over the
receiver, poststructuralism theorises that power is not owned by agents, but instead oper-
ates through discursively constructed knowledge.! In line with this premise, poststructur-
alist IR is mainly interested in the question of how visual images, by contributing to the
creation of ‘knowledge’ and ‘truth’, shape political and social power relations. Critical
security studies, in particular, has significantly added to this body of research, showing
how visuals — ranging from iconic photographs (Hansen, 2015; Heck and Schlag, 2012)
and satellite images (Shim, 2013) to cartoons (Hansen, 2011) and video games (Power,
2007) — securitise certain issues, thereby empowering governments to take extraordinary
measures to address these ‘threats’. Another notable research direction concerns the role
of visual images — including images of poverty (Dogra, 2015), climate change (Manzo,
2010), corruption (Hellmann, 2019) and HIV/AIDS (Bleiker and Kay, 2007) — in perpetu-
ating colonial discourses that place the Global South in an inferior position vis-a-vis the
North. Meanwhile, other studies have analysed different forms of visual language — such
as the infamous Abu Ghraib pictures (MacKenzie, 2020), photographs of grieving mili-
tary wives (Zarzycka, 2016) and populist campaign posters (Freistein and Gadinger,
2020) — with a focus on gender norms and power dynamics.

To interrogate how visuals construct knowledge of the world, poststructuralists typi-
cally take into consideration the wider discursive environment in which audiences make
sense of images. This is underpinned by the assumption that ‘our interpretation of images



6 The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 00(0)

depends on historical context and our cultural knowledge — the conventions the images
use or play off of, the other images they refer to, and the familiar figures and symbols they
include’ (Sturken and Cartwright, 2018: 33). That is to say, audiences are believed to read
new images by reference to broader verbal discourses (‘interextuality’) as well as other
visuals, especially iconic images (‘inter-visuality’) (Freistein and Gadinger, 2022;
Hansen, 2011: 54-55).

While both the cognitive psychology approach and the poststructuralist approach have
done much to improve our understanding of how visual images shape global politics, we
believe that neither offers a fully satisfactory framework for analysing visual biographical
narratives. As discussed in the previous section, governments employ such narratives
strategically to situate the nation state in an experienced and envisioned space, with the
aim to construct a stable collective self-identity and a sense of ontological security. Seen
from the perspective of the cognitive psychology approach, the question of how govern-
ments — through visual storytelling — participate in the construction of social ‘reality’ lies
outside the boundaries of positivist epistemology and can therefore not be studied empiri-
cally. Meanwhile, the poststructuralist approach does not offer suitable tools for the anal-
ysis of strategic visual storytelling either, because its underlying assumption — that the
meaning of an image is determined by the historical and cultural context — denies political
actors the strategic ability to employ visuals as a means to further their own agenda.

To address these limitations, we propose visual rhetorical analysis as an alternative
perspective for the study of biographical narratives (and strategic narratives more gener-
ally). However, at the outset, we want to emphasise that visual rhetorical analysis is not
an entirely different way of making sense of non-verbal communication; instead, it bor-
rows ideas from both the cognitive psychology and poststructuralist approaches. This
complements previous efforts, above all in media and communication studies, to tran-
scend methodological divides. In particular, we acknowledge frameworks for the analysis
of visual news framing that seek to bridge positivist and anti-foundationalist positions
(e.g. Rodriguez and Dimitrova, 2011). However, we feel it is important to maintain a clear
conceptual distinction between frames and narratives. Specifically, narratives — consist-
ing of characters, plot and setting — are broader than frames and represent a larger unit of
discourse. While frames may work as a ‘brick’ that contributes to the emplotment of nar-
ratives, frames themselves lack narrativity (Coticchia and Catanzaro, 2022). Frames also
perform mainly analytical tasks in that they ‘select some aspects of a perceived reality
and make them more salient in a communicating text’ (Entman, 1993: 52). Narratives, in
contrast, are more bound up with meaning-making and collective identity formation,
often encouraging audiences to form an emotional relationship with the main characters.
Based on this conceptual understanding, we believe that visual rhetorical analysis can
make a distinct contribution to the “visual turn’ in IR.

According to the rhetorical approach,

What turns a visual object into a communicative artefact —a symbol that communicates and can
be studied as rhetoric — is the presence of three characteristics . . . The image must be symbolic,
involve human intervention, and be presented to an audience for the purpose of communicating
with that audience (Foss, 2005: 144).

The first requirement — that of symbolic communication — ‘means studying the surface
level (the image itself) and looking at the image . . . beyond the immediate visual image
itself” (Patton, 2020: 127, emphasis added). Applied to visual storytelling, the rhetorical
analysis thus highlights two different planes of analysis. On the first plane, images may
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contain narratives within themselves. These narratives can be revealed by analysing the
surface level — in particular, by identifying characters, describing the visible environment
and observing actions performed by the characters. On the second plane, the rhetorical
approach asks us to look beyond ‘face value’ storytelling devices to expose how images
work to support wider identity narratives (Gries, 2020). Specifically, in relation to bio-
graphical narratives, we are encouraged to investigate how photographs and other images
bring the nation state’s identity ‘to life’ — for example, by evoking emotions or by activat-
ing imaginary relationships with people depicted. As visual rhetoric scholars argue,
‘images are processed through feeling before they are understood at a cognitive level’
(Danesi, 2017: para. 4).

Second, the production of visual rhetoric ‘involves the conscious decision to commu-
nicate as well as conscious choices about the strategies to employ in areas such as colour,
form, media, and size’ (Foss, 2005: 144, emphasis added). Here, it is important to empha-
sise that governments employ a whole range of media to communicate biographical nar-
ratives; photography is only one item in the storyteller’s toolkit. Moreover, compared
with photographs, many other media types — in particular, when they combine (sequential
or moving) images with text, such as documentaries (e.g. Benabdallah, 2021) and TV
dramas (e.g. Son and Schwak, 2022) — offer many advantages when it comes to crafting
biographical narratives. While photographs have the ability to create a sense of authentic-
ity and trigger strong emotional responses in viewers, they can only ever provide a snap-
shot of a narrative. As such, images function primarily as a memory aid, allowing
audiences to remember cued narratives.

Finally, the third characteristic involved in visual rhetoric is the presence of an audi-
ence. Importantly, the rhetorical approach endows viewers with agency, acknowledging
that ‘the meaning of an image in the eyes of an audience member . . . can be a completely
different interpretation than the meaning assumed by the originator’ (Patton, 2020: 127).
Against the background of photography’s specific narratological function sketched out in
the previous paragraph, it is reasonable to assume that — to decode photographic images
as intended by the strategic storyteller — viewers need to be at least passingly familiar
with the biographical narrative that the photograph is meant to illustrate. Likewise,
researchers seeking to reveal how photographs support biographical narratives ought to
analyse photographs through the lens of these very same narratives.

To unlock the meaning of images, visual rhetorical analysis relies on a number of
research methods, but most frequently employs semiotics — in particular, social semiotics.
Following the seminal work of Roland Barthes, semiotics emphasises that the meaning of
visual images is layered. The layer of denotation corresponds to the immediate or literal
meaning of an image. The first step in analysing photographs thus ‘involves careful scru-
tiny of what is in the photo’ and identifying ‘details that are missing’ (Tinkler, 2013: 21).
The level of connotation, on the other hand, corresponds to the symbolic meaning of an
image. For Barthes (1977: 17), symbolic meaning is created through ‘naturalised’ cultural
codes and conventions. It is at this point that social semiotics departs from Barthesian
semiotics. While Barthes — in agreement with poststructuralist thought — believes that the
‘supplementary’ message of a photograph is a product of the culture the photograph is a
part of, social semiotics claims that ‘choices of visual elements and features do not just
represent the world; rather, they constitute it’ (Cobley and Machin, 2020: 141). Here, it is
important to note that social semioticians do acknowledge that meaning-making is deeply
embedded in cultural norms; however, they stress that image producers always have a
repertoire of semiotic resources and techniques available from which they can make stra-
tegic choices (Aiello, 2020).
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According to the influential framework by Kress and van Leeuwen (2020), these semi-
otic resources and techniques can — regardless of the cultural context — be organised
according to the metafunction they perform. First, the representational meaning of an
image is conveyed by people, places or objects depicted. Second, inferactive meaning is
created through rhetorical techniques that position the viewer in relation to the world
inside the picture. Third, images project compositional meaning by means of the layout
— that is, how different visual elements are placed in the frame. Importantly, social semio-
ticians do not analyse these metafunctions in isolation. Instead, the assumption is that an
image’s connotative meaning emerges from the ways in which the different metafunc-
tions relate to each other (Rose, 2016: 109). That is to say, whereas the cognitive approach
breaks images into their smaller parts, the rhetorical approach analyses images as a whole.

Seen through the lens of social semiotics, photographs can be powerful devices to
communicate state biographical narratives. Most fundamentally, the socio-semiotic
framework by Kress and van Leeuwen (2020: chapter 2) helps us understand that — on the
level of representation — photographs can be classified as containing either narrative or
conceptual information. The narrative type not only creates action — either transactional
or non-transactional — by connecting participants through vectors, but also visualises the
circumstances in which action is performed, which may include the setting, secondary
participants and the tools used to execute action. Moreover, the representational narrativ-
ity of action photographs can be supported through semiotic resources and techniques on
the interactive and compositional levels of meaning — for example, by positioning the
viewer in a way that signifies a particular social relationship with the main participants or
by foregrounding certain participants at the expense of others.

For the remainder of the article, we use the visual rhetoric approach to show how
China and North Korea employ official news agency photographs to visualise their
respective state biographical narratives. While democratic regimes also engage in visual
storytelling (e.g. Adler-Nissen and Tsinovoi, 2019), our empirical focus on autocratic
regimes is motivated by two considerations. First, the study of totalitarian visual propa-
ganda is closely bound up with the history of the IR discipline. As Williams (2018) con-
vincingly argues, the classic IR approaches — realism and liberalism — emerged as rational,
scientific responses to the ‘aestheticisation of politics’ and the manipulative power of
visual language that had led to the rise of totalitarianism in the first half of the 20th cen-
tury. By seeking a ‘deeper reality’ behind international relations — a reality that aesthetics
would be unable to access — it was these approaches that long kept non-verbal communi-
cation off the IR research agenda. Second, and closely related, ‘the visibility of power has
always been indispensable for dictatorships and still is today’ (Conze et al., 2018: 453).
More specifically, research has already confirmed that autocratic regimes in East Asia
place a particularly high value on strategic public diplomacy (Melissen, 2011: 248-252)
and that the regimes in Beijing and Pyongyang employ visuals to communicate with
domestic audiences (e.g. Chang and Ren, 2018; Hellmann, 2021) as well as with interna-
tional audiences (e.g. Cho, 2017; Hellmann and Oppermann, 2022a; Van Noort, 2020).

Characters, setting, plot: Comparing the biographical
narratives of China and North Korea
Existing academic work, drawing on official party propaganda and historiography, has

labelled the Chinese and North Korean state biographical narratives — in more or less
these words — as ‘the rightful great power’ and ‘the family state’, respectively.? In what
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follows, we use the tri-partite narrative framework to draw out and compare the key struc-
tural elements of the two narratives, showing that they display important similarities in
terms of the main characters but diverge when it comes to their plot structures and
settings.

Characterisation refers to the process of ‘ascribing information to an agent in the text
so as to provide a character in the storyworld with a certain property or properties’
(Jannidis, 2009: 21). Depending on the distinctive characteristics with which agents are
presented in the story, it is possible to classify them according to generic categories.
Perhaps the most traditional character classification — going back to folktales and fairy
tales (see Propp, 1968) — is the one between hero and villain. Whereas the villain is mor-
ally corrupt and guilty of causing misfortune to other characters, the hero represents posi-
tive moral values and alleviates others’ misfortune. State identities are being constructed
and stabilised precisely through practices and narratives that instantiate an antagonism
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ actors, setting the good and virtuous self against the bad and
dangerous other (Campbell, 1998: 53—72; Homolar, 2022).

When this framework is applied to the state biographical narratives of China and North
Korea, it becomes apparent that both narratives anthropomorphise the ruling party as a
revolutionary hero and cast foreign countries in the role of the villain.> Theses narrato-
logical parallels can be attributed to the regimes’ foundational origins. Both regimes are
based on revolutionary movements that combined Marxist-Leninist ideology with nation-
alistic aims. While the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) — established in 1921 — sought
radical transformations that would overthrow semi-feudal landlordism at the same time as
the semi-colonial apparatus in coastal China (Karl, 2010: 25-26), the Worker’s Party of
Korea (WPK) traces its lineage back to 1930s underground guerrilla troops that fought
Japanese colonialism from bases in Manchuria (Armstrong, 1995). To emphasise heroic
virtue, regime historiographies downplay the role of other actors in bringing about the
success of these movements. In the case of China, official accounts of the historical past
skip over the fact that the Japanese invasion of East and Southeast Asia during World War
II not only fatally weakened Western colonial rule across the region but also tipped the
balance in the Chinese Civil War, thus allowing the CCP under Mao Zedong to drive the
rival — and severely debilitated — Kuomintang (KMT) off the mainland in 1949 (Wang,
2012: 88). Meanwhile, North Korean historiography minimises the fact that Manchurian
guerrilla groups were formally integrated into the CCP army (Lankov, 2015: 206) and
casts Soviet troops merely in a ‘supporting role” when describing the liberation of the
northern part of the Korean peninsula in 1945 (Tertitskiy, 2018).

While the two regimes’ state biographical narratives thus share a striking resemblance
in terms of character development, they differ with regard to emplotment — that is, the
process through which a narrative ‘transforms the succession of events into a meaningful
whole’ (Ricceur, 1984: 67). The Chinese narrative follows a Cinderella-like ‘fall and rise’
plot (Zerubavel, 2003: 19) — or what Booker (2004) calls the ‘rebirth’ plot. In this particu-
lar emplotment mode, a central figure ‘falls under a dark spell which eventually traps
them in some wintry state [. . .] Then a miraculous act of redemption takes place, focused
on a [hero] who helps to liberate the [figure] from imprisonment’ (Booker, 2004: 194).

Boiled down to its essential elements, the story is fairly simple: China had long been a
proud and powerful nation, but — due to the ‘corruption and incompetence’ of the Qing
rulers and the KMT regime — the country fell into a ‘century of humiliation’ that was
marked by repeated sufferings at the hands of foreign imperialism. Examples of these
sufferings include the two Opium Wars of 1839-1842 and 18561860, the Sino-Japanese
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War of 1894-1895, the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, and the horrors of Japanese occupation
during World War II — in particular, the Nanjing Massacre of 1938 (Gries, 2004: 45-52).
Against this narrative background, the CCP presents itself as the hero who will lift the
‘dark spell” that has been cast over the country: ‘Only the Communist Party of China can
save China; only the party can develop and rejuvenate China’ (Wang, 2012: 138).

In contrast, the state biographical narrative of North Korea employs the ‘overcoming
the monster’ emplotment strategy. Generally speaking, stories of this type

show the hero being called to face and overcome a terrible and deadly personification of evil
[. . .]Asthe story is usually presented, there is a long build-up to the final decisive confrontation
[during which] the monster is miraculously dealt a fatal blow (Booker, 2004: 194).

According to North Korean historiography, ‘the ceaseless and heroic struggle of the
Korean people against foreign aggressors’ (Ch’oe, 1981: 518) is a thread that connects the
ancient kingdom of Goguryeo (37 BC to 668 AD) — which, unlike neighbouring king-
doms, refused to serve as a Chinese or Japanese vassal state — to events in more recent
history, such as the destruction of an armed US merchant ship on the Taedong river in
1866 and the unsuccessful popular uprising against Japanese colonial rule in 1919.
Furthermore, the story suggests that, while the Korean people have shown great bravery
and determination in fighting the ‘monster’ of imperialism, it was only through Kim
Il-sung’s strategic genius and the WPK’s organisational discipline that independence
from foreign intervention was achieved — first by ousting the Japanese colonial rulers,
then by defeating the United States in the Great Fatherland Liberation War (known in the
West as the Korean War) (Lim, 2015: 78-82). Hence, whereas the Chinese ‘rebirth’ nar-
rative signals a sharp break between a period of decline (‘century of humiliation’) and the
CCP taking power, the North Korean ‘overcoming the monster’ narrative places the
regime in a long line of resistance against foreign domination, thereby emphasising his-
torical continuity rather than historical discontinuity.

Finally, the two state biographical narratives vary as to the setting — that is, ‘the back-
ground against which the action of a narrative [. . .] takes place’ (Holman, 1980: 413). To
fully understand these variations, it is important to know that — from the perspective of
narratological analysis — the spatial setting of a narrative does not just refer to the ‘imme-
diate surroundings of actual events’ but also to the space ‘mapped by the actions and the
thoughts of the characters’ (Ryan, 2009: 421-422).

This nuanced conceptualisation of space allows us to see that North Korea’s collective
memory narrative is set in a world of hyper-competitiveness — a world in which states are
driven by one single goal: expanding their power. This means that the Korean people —
under the guidance of the WPK — may have succeeded in expelling Japanese and American
forces; however, given that the international system continues to be governed by natural,
unchangeable laws that incentivise power maximisation, this victory is highly precarious.
As Armstrong (2009) puts it, the North Korean regime generates ‘a collective sense of
anxiety and fear of outside threats’ — or, in the words of French (2014: xvii), ‘a constant
state of paranoia’.

Against this backdrop of a dangerous and hostile world, the North Korean regime
portrays itself as a ‘family’. As Armstrong (2005: 391) explains, ‘The leader is the father,
the party is the mother and the people are the children’. Specifically, the image created for
the leader is that of a ‘benevolent” and ‘amicable’ parent rather than that of a stern and
distant patriarch (Lim, 2015: 86). The unshakable bonds of family thus provide warm
protection against the perils of the outside world: while relations between states at the



Hellmann and Oppermann I

international level are governed by natural laws of competition, relations between the
North Korean leader (parent) and society (children) are characterised by love and care.

In contrast, China’s state biographical narrative is situated not in a world that is natu-
rally dangerous, but in a world that is constituted by human agency. According to official
accounts, history before the ‘century of humiliation’ provides evidence that the anarchic
Westphalian state system is not a natural law of global politics: before the arrival of
European colonial powers, international order in East Asia had, for centuries, been main-
tained through the tianxia system — a Sino-centric tribute system governed according to
Confucian principles of benevolence (see Krolikowski, 2018: 921-922). Under this
model of governance, order was maintained ‘under the aegis of a benign hegemonic state
personified by the emperor as Son of Heaven, and administered for the benefit of all
under heaven’ (Dreyer, 2015: 1016). Crucially, official Chinese historiography continues,
the collapse of the harmonious Pax Sinica was only partly due to Western aggression.
Equally, if not more, important was the self-serving and corrupt behaviour of the Qing
rulers and the KMT regime, which weakened China from within and made it vulnerable
to foreign exploitation (Callahan, 2010: 27). In other words, according to the ‘rightful
great power’ narrative, the Sino-centric world order did not break down because of deter-
ministic evolutionary dynamics and the inherent superiority of the Hobbesian logic of
survival; instead, blame is placed on political regimes that came before the CCP.

The state biographical narratives of North Korea and China not only make sense of the
past, but they also imagine future possibilities for the state. When the two regimes were
first established in the 1940s, it was Marxist-Leninist ideology that set out ambitions for
the future. However, prompted by the thawing of the Cold War and the demise of the
Soviet model in the 1980s, regime elites in both North Korea and China gradually aban-
doned the utopian communist vision of a classless society. Instead, current policies and
imagined futures are increasingly framed with reference to the past.

In the case of North Korea, the state biographical narrative — by stoking mistrust of
the outside world — serves to justify juche as the regime’s official ideology. Put simply,
juche aspires to achieve economic self-sufficiency, political sovereignty and military
self-reliance. Juche defines a uniquely North Korean form of nationalistic socialism that
owes more to social Darwinistic ideas of ‘the survival of the fittest’” than to the class
theory of Marxism-Leninism (Armstrong, 2003: 221). In addition to providing an ideo-
logical framework for policymaking, juche also serves to legitimise the patrilineal model
of hereditary succession that characterises the North Korean political system: only direct
descendants of Kim Il-sung, the genius theoretician of juche, are capable of guiding the
Korean people in the practical application of juche, because only direct descendants pos-
sess the ‘filial piety’ that is needed to defend and carry on Kim Il-sung’s intellectual
legacy (Buzo, 1990: 119).

After Kim Il-sung’s death in 1994 and Kim Jong-il’s official instalment in power four
years later, the ‘military first’ (songun) doctrine was incorporated into juche ideology.
Through songun, the military receives privileged treatment in the allocation of public
resources and enjoys ‘the status of equal to or slightly above the position of the party’
(Roehrig, 2013: 56). The songun doctrine — which is an even stronger signal of North Korea’s
distrust in other countries than juche — is used by the regime to justify military activities as
legitimate forms of self-defence, including the development of nuclear weapons (Kim,
2016). According to Armstrong (2005: 392), songun ‘may mark North Korea’s final ideo-
logical break with Marxist-Leninist socialism’, as it ‘explicitly places nation over class’.

In China, the CCP has employed the state biographical narrative to legitimise far-reach-
ing reforms that have transformed the country’s centrally planned economy into a
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market-oriented economy. Essentially, the party argues that the ‘century of humiliation’ can
be traced back to the fact that China had fallen behind other global powers. As Wang (2012:
238) summarises, ‘[m]any Chinese believe that China has been bullied by foreign powers
in modern times only because China was poor and weak during that specific period’. The
CCP’s argument continues: because Mao Zedong Thought and Marxism-Leninism failed to
bring about the economic growth needed to catch up with Western countries, China needs
to embrace market reforms and open its economy to global trade; only by dismantling the
command economy and ditching trade isolationism can the nation overcome the shame of
humiliation and take its ‘rightful’ place as a superpower (Wang, 2020). The biographical
narrative thus supports a unique ‘Chinese way’ of economic development that combines
elements of socialism and capitalism with institutions of one-party rule (Lams, 2018).
Chinese foreign policy, too, is couched in terms of the state biographical narrative. In
particular, since Xi Jinping took office in 2013, Beijing has been making heavy use of
references to the historical past when drawing up visions of China’s role in international
politics. According to Xi’s ‘Chinese dream’ (zhongguo meng) concept, China is in a pro-
cess not only of economic growth but also of rejuvenation on the global level. More pre-
cisely, this means ‘that China under Xi aims to take on more international responsibilities,
but also to “shape” the international system to a higher degree and increasingly present
Chinese ideas and solutions to international conflicts and crises’ (Serensen, 2015: 65; Zhao
and Tan-Mullins, 2021: 288-289). Core elements of the ‘Chinese dream’ as a foreign pol-
icy template are ‘peace’ and ‘harmony’ — ideals that are juxtaposed with the Western zero-
sum vision of world politics. Furthermore, the narrative goes that China is uniquely
positioned to create a future global order based on a different set of principles not only
because the idea of a “harmonious world’ runs like a thread through China’s civilisational
history, but also because China — unlike other superpowers — has experienced violence and
exploitation at the hands of foreign aggressors (Hagstrdm and Nordin, 2020: 513).

Xi Jinping and Kim Jong-un as storytellers: A visual
rhetorical analysis

The importance of narrative probability

Biographical narratives are relatively complex discursive constructions that generate a
continuous sense of collective identity by connecting the state’s past experience with its
imagined future. Because of this complexity, it is impossible to communicate biographi-
cal narratives in one single image. However, photographs can still function as a powerful
media cue and trigger the recall of biographical narratives previously stored in viewers’
minds. At the same time, it is these recalled narratives that guide viewers in decoding the
photographs’ (intended) meaning.

In what follows, we reveal, through an application of visual rhetorical analysis, how
biographical storytelling informs the production of Chinese and North Korean propaganda
imagery. Specifically, we show that photographs of Xi Jinping and Kim Jong-un — produced
and distributed by the respective news agencies, Xinhua and the Korean Central News
Agency (KCNA)* — perform three narratological functions. These functions map onto the
formal narrative components: characters, plot and setting. First, photographs visualise the
leader as the embodiment of the state (i.e. the main character in the biographical narrative):
while Xi Jinping — to symbolise the ‘rightful great power’ — is imbued with qualities of
power and authority, Kim Jong-un — as the visual manifestation of the ‘family state’ — plays
the role of a compassionate and caring ‘parent’. Second, propaganda photographs dramatise



Hellmann and Oppermann 13

70
60
50
40
30
20
10 l
0 ||
Diplomacy Domestic politics Military Guidance tour
= Xi Jinping = Kim Jong-un

Figure 2. Content analysis: frequency of settings (in percentage).

the plot of the biographical narrative: whereas China’s ‘fall and rise’ plot requires that pho-
tographs communicate a clear break with the past, North Korea’s ‘overcoming the monster’
plot calls for imagery that creates an illusion of historical continuity. Third, photographs
make reference to the setting in which the biographical narrative unfolds. They do this by
conveying different emotions to audiences: the ‘rightful great power’ narrative, which is set
in a world that is being reshaped by Chinese political ideas, evokes a sense of pride; the
‘family state’ narrative, in which the regime protects the people against hyper-dangerous
world, engenders a feeling of calmness.

In producing photographs that visualise the respective biographical narratives, Chinese
and North Korean propaganda authorities are constrained by the principle of narrative
probability, according to which any photograph — to be believable — must align with what
we know to be true of the world (Goodnow, 2003: 6). The setting in which a photograph
is taken — akin to a stage set in a theatre play — has a particularly important role in influ-
encing how viewers judge the photograph’s narrative probability. For example, while
armed soldiers and military machinery can be used as visual rhetorical devices to project
power and authority, a photograph that shows Xi Jinping visiting an elementary school
would be deemed to have low narrative probability if it included armed soldiers and mili-
tary machinery. Similarly, while children may serve as visual signals of compassion and
empathy, a photograph that depicts Kim Jong-un overseeing a military exercise would not
meet the standard of narrative probability if the scene featured children. In short, for a
photograph to be considered a believable visualisation of a state’s biographical narrative,
the narrative within the photograph needs to be consistent.

It follows from this that certain settings make it easier to visualise a state’s biographi-
cal narrative, while other settings present considerable challenges for strategic storytell-
ers. In fact, a basic quantitative content analysis of almost 2000 photographs distributed
by the regimes’ news agencies (see Appendix 1 for more details) uncovers clear differ-
ences in the frequency with which Chinese and North Korea propaganda authorities
employ the setting as a rhetorical tool (Figure 2). While Xi Jinping is portrayed primarily
in the context of international diplomacy (62.3% of images), Kim Jong-un is predomi-
nantly visualised on so-called ‘on the spot’ guidance tours (40.8% of images). As we will
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show in the subsequent analysis, these settings — through the mechanism of narrative
probability — are particularly conducive for visualising the ‘rightful great power’ and
‘family state’ narratives, respectively. Other settings, meanwhile, place greater demands
on visual storytelling. For example, how do Chinese propaganda organs communicate the
‘rightful great power’ narrative when Xi Jinping inspects farms or meets ordinary citi-
zens? Similarly, how do North Korean authorities narrate the ‘family state’ story when
Kim Jong-un supervises military operations or partakes in diplomatic activities? It is
above all in these challenging settings that the full breadth of the visual rhetorical toolkit
becomes apparent.

‘Easy’ settings for maintaining internal consistency

Seen against the requirement of narrative probability, photographs of diplomatic meetings
provide a particularly effective means to add drama to China’s biographical storytelling. As
can be illustrated by a Xinhua photograph of Xi Jinping hosting South Korean president,
Moon Jae-in, in December 2017 (Figure 3), diplomatic meetings — because of what viewers
expect to see — make it relatively essay to produce photographs that visualise the three core
elements of the ‘rightful great power’ narrative in a believable manner. First, the photograph
of Xi and Moon is replete with visual symbols that transfer connotations of political power
and authority onto the Chinese leader — most importantly, the business suit, the soldiers and
the flag. Compositional decisions, by creating a sense of structure and order, further support
this connotative reading: key elements in the frame have been organised with mathematical
perfection and straight lines dominate the composition (e.g. carpet edges, bayonets, col-
umns). Second, the photograph communicates a clear break with the past: while the ‘cen-
tury of humiliation” saw China suffer under colonial exploitation and foreign subjugation,
the image of Xi Jinping hosting another state leader can be taken as evidence that the CCP
has succeeded in re-establishing China as a sovereign nation. Third, the photograph gener-
ates a feeling of pride — not only through elements already discussed, but also through the
body language exhibited by the Chinese participants (Xi, soldiers).

In short, beyond the immediate narrative unfolding in the scene depicted (Xi Jinping and
Moon-Jae-in meeting for talks in Beijing), the photograph serves to trigger the ‘rightful
great power’ narrative in viewers’ minds: the CCP (character) has successfully rejuvenated
China (plot) and now seeks to reshape the world according to Chinese ideals (setting).

While Xi Jinping is predominantly photographed at diplomatic meetings, North
Korean propaganda photographs most commonly capture Kim Jong-un on guidance
tours. Based on Kim Il-sung’s ideas of ‘anti-bureaucratism’, guidance tours became rou-
tinised and institutionalised in the 1970s. They are meticulously planned in advance and
take the leader to enterprises and organisations that are of high priority to the North
Korean regime, such as factories, agricultural co-operatives and educational institutions.
Guidance tours provide the KCNA with ample opportunities to generate internally con-
sistent visualisations of the ‘family state’ narrative.

The photograph in Figure 4 (bottom), which shows Kim Jong-un during a visit to a
military-operated farm, provides an illustrative example. The viewer gets a glimpse of
Kim as he inspects uprooted sweetcorn plants that are displayed on a table in front of him.
Several soldiers and lower rank officials are grouped around the North Korean leader. The
photograph serves as a cue that helps viewers recall the ‘family state’ narrative, first, by
portraying Kim Jong-un as a compassionate father figure who shares his wealth of



Hellmann and Oppermann 15

Figure 3. Xi Jinping hosts the South Korean president. © Li Tao/Xinhua/Alamy Live News.

Figure 4. Kim ll-sung and Kim Jong-un visiting co-operative farms. © KCNA/Xinhua/Alamy Live
News (bottom).
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knowledge with citizens (the children). Various visual elements work together to create
this particular semiotic reading, including Kim’s actions (checking the plants’ texture and
firmness), the actions of other participants (noting down the leader’s thoughts) and Kim’s
informal outfit (a simple, white short-sleeve shirt and a straw hat). Second, the choice of
wardrobe also helps to provide a sense of continuity with the past, as Kim Jong-un bears
striking visual similarities with his grandfather, Kim Il-sung (Figure 4, top). The sense of
continuity is further reinforced by what we do not see in the photograph. In particular,
because there are no signs of agricultural mechanisation, the scene appears to be stuck in
time. Third, the image creates an atmosphere of calmness — not only through Kim’s
friendly facial expression, but also through the loose composition. For example, the sol-
dier’s hat is cut off and the symmetry of the table is underutilised, which makes the pho-
tograph look spontaneous and relaxed.

Hence, to sum up, visual semiotics allows us to look beyond the surface-level narrative
(Kim Jong-un inspecting a farm) and decode how the photograph functions as a memory
cue for the ‘family state’ narrative: the WKP under the leadership of Kim Il-sung and his
descendants (character) continues the Korean people’s long heroic struggle against for-
eign aggressors (plot) and provides paternal love in a world governed by a ‘survival of the
fittest’ mentality (setting).

‘Challenging’ settings for maintaining internal consistency

Xi Jinping, too, regularly embarks on guidance tours — an institutionalised practice that
goes back to Mao’s ‘mass line’ (qunzhong luxian) method of political leadership. However,
as our content analysis demonstrates, the share of guidance tour photographs (16.6%) is
much smaller when compared with the North Korean sub-sample (Figure 2). To some
extent, this may reflect the challenges of visualising the ‘rightful great power’ narrative in
guidance tour settings. Still, as can be exemplified by photographs of Xi Jinping visiting
farms and schools, Xinhua propagandist have available rhetorical resources that allow
them to maintain storytelling coherence even in challenging settings.

In Figure 5 (top), we see Xi Jinping inspecting an agricultural co-operative in China’s
northern Heilongjiang province. The Chinese leader stands hip-deep in a field of grain,
speaking to a local official to his right. The whole scene is bathed in warm late-afternoon
light. However, this is not a romanticised rural landscape. Instead, behind Xi, we see a
fleet of modern combine harvesters, lined up with military precision. The red colour of
the vehicles is — unmistakably — a reference to China’s flag.

The photograph carries connotations of power and authority, first of all, through the
actions performed by participants. The vectors that link Xi Jinping and the local official
— that is, the lines that are created by Xi’s shoulders (perpendicular to the local official’s
shoulders) and angled arm as well as the eyelines between the two men — suggest that Xi
is asking questions. The image thus communicates to the viewer that farming is not Xi’s
core area of expertise; politics and diplomacy is. In addition, power and authority are also
projected through the clothes worn by participants. As is typical for his guidance tours, Xi
is wearing his trademark navy blue, zippered windbreaker. Generally, Xi’s windbreaker
‘invokes the same spirit as the Mao suit: frugality, practicality, proximity to the people’
(Buckley, 2016). However, in this particular picture, the windbreaker also delivers con-
notations of conformity and obedience: not only does the local official wear a similar
jacket, but the windbreaker also resembles the work uniforms of the men operating the
combine harvesters. Finally, the formal composition of the image further adds to the
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Figure 5. Visualising the Chinese biographical narrative. © Xie Huanchi/Xinhua/Alamy Live
News (top left), Xinhua/Alamy Live News (bottom left).

‘great power’ symbolism. Not only is the frame dominated by straight lines (e.g. the path
through the field, the combines’ cutter bars, the line of trees in the background), but the
positions of the combine harvesters — which provide the backdrop for the photograph —
have been organised with mathematical perfection. Hence, in terms of its formal compo-
sitional language, the photograph is not too dissimilar from images that portray Xi Jinping
at diplomatic meetings (Figure 3).

The composition also serves to communicate a break with the historical past. Xi
Jinping and the local official are placed at the right end of the frame, which — based on the
fact that modern simplified Chinese is read from left to right — implies forward move-
ment. This effect is further enhanced through the positioning of the combine harvesters
along a diagonal line, with the harvester closest to the viewer located at the right edge of
the frame. What is more, the combine harvesters — as visual objects — symbolise techno-
logical progress and modernisation. By using a relatively small aperture setting, the pho-
tographer created a large depth of field, allowing the viewer to notice small details on
these high-end agricultural machines. In addition, by shooting the scene from a long dis-
tance, the photographer was able to capture the whole fleet of harvesters, which adds
more weight to the ‘fall and rise’ narrative. The modernised agricultural economy pic-
tured in the photograph is a far cry from Chinese farming practices in the mid-20th cen-
tury. When the CCP took power under Mao Zedong’s leadership, farms still relied on
manual labour and traditional tools to produce food (see Figure 5, top right).

Finally, through the red colour of the combine harvesters, the photograph is imbued
with sentiments of nationalistic pride. The harvesters are turned into patriotic symbols —
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much like the flag and the military regalia in Figure 3 — and the humble practice of farm-
ing becomes a source of glory.

Other rhetorical strategies can be illustrated through an analysis of the bottom left
photograph in Figure 5. Here, we observe Xi Jinping during a visit to an elementary
school in the city of Chongqing, southwestern China. The photograph freezes the moment
when Xi walks into the school’s kitchen with his entourage and engages with canteen
staff who are in the middle of preparing food. Traits of power and authority are trans-
ferred onto Xi through a number of semiotic resources. First, the photograph’s composi-
tion creates a contrasting colour palette. Before Xi and his entourage entered the kitchen,
the frame would have been dominated by lighter white (tiles, kitchen uniforms) and grey
tones (tables, cooking bowls and utensils). Through the arrival of Xi and the other men
queuing up behind him, a large dark element is introduced that comes to dominate the
centre of the frame. It is clear that these people do not belong here; they are visually dis-
connected from their surroundings and the women who work in the kitchen. Moreover,
similar to the top left photograph in Figure 5, the arresting sight of Xi and his entourage
wearing matching windbreakers carries connotations of hierarchy, leaving no question as
to who wields power in the scene depicted. At the same time, however, Xi Jinping inter-
acts with kitchen staff in a very respectful manner. His sympathetic smile and demure
body language (hands folded across his stomach, head slightly tilted forward) fill the
room with admiration and gratitude. “You feed China’s children, that’s something to be
proud of”, Xi appears to be saying. What is more, the photograph constructs a feeling of
sharp discontinuity with the past. The white tiles and kitchen uniforms as well as the
many metal objects give off a futuristic aesthetic, setting up a sharp contrast with images
of Chinese kitchens in the mid-1900s (Figure 5, bottom right). The composition’s heavy
reliance on diagonal lines further contributes to the sense of dynamism and movement.

What these two examples illustrate is that, compared to diplomatic meetings, mun-
dane everyday settings — such as schools and farms — make it comparatively harder to
visualise the Chinese ‘rightful great power’ narrative. Yet, propaganda authorities still
have rhetorical devices available to imbue the CCP — personified by Xi Jinping — with
attributes of power and authority (character), communicate a steep trajectory of socio-
economic progress since the ‘century of humiliation’ (plot) and promote feelings of
pride in the ‘Chinese way’ of economic development, which provides an alternative to
the dominant Western model of liberal democratic capitalism (setting).

For North Korean propaganda organs, as already discussed above, ordinary settings
make it relatively easy to produce photographic representations of the ‘family state’ nar-
rative that adhere to the requirement of narrative probability. Rather, official storytellers
in Pyongyang face an altogether different challenge: How do we visualise the ‘family
state’ narrative when Kim Jong-un attends diplomatic meetings? The issue with state
visits is that they follow a formal, ritualised protocol — a protocol that is designed to
ensure ambiguity and vagueness in the exchange of messages between governments
(Jonsson and Hall, 2005: 76). As Cohen (1987: 143) explains,

[s]tates are fiercely sensitive to the slightest aspersion on their status and honour [. . .] When
even ‘a couple of inches missed off a red carpet’ may generate outrage it clearly becomes
impractical to manipulate protocol, in its strict sense, to communicate a message.

In other words, international diplomatic protocol sets very tight constraints for the pro-
duction of visual images.
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Figure 6. Visualising the North Korean biographical narrative. © UPI/Alamy Stock Photo (top
left), IMAGO/Xinhua (bottom left).

In Figure 6 (top left) we see Kim Jong-un welcoming the South Korean president,
Moon Jae-in, at Pyongyang airport. While Moon wears a Western business suit with a tie,
Kim opted for a more utilitarian Mao-style suit. With Moon’s official aircraft parked in
the background, the two leaders walk down the red carpet towards the viewer. Military
officials and civilians in formal attire are lined up along the carpet, applauding in a
respectful manner. Kim and Moon are joined on the red carpet by their wives, Ri Sol-ju
and Kim Jung-sook.

While certain visual elements, such as the red carpet, pay reference to official diplo-
matic protocol, the photograph makes use of a number of semiotic resources that portray
Kim Jong-un as the parent of the ‘family state’. For one, Kim and Moon — who are con-
nected by an eyeline vector — interact in a relaxed and almost casual manner: both men
are laughing and appear to make small talk, ignoring rules of physical reservedness that
typically govern diplomatic meetings. Thus, in contrast to diplomacy photographs pro-
duced by the Chinese regime (see Figure 3), which are mere captures of official protocol,
the KCNA image records a more personal moment between two state leaders, portraying
Kim Jong-un as approachable and sociable. Kim’s qualities as a ‘family’ man are further
emphasised by the presence of his wife and through visual references to Kim-Il-sung. It
is not only the Mao-style suit that makes Kim Jong-un look like his grandfather, but also
his hairstyle and thick-frame glasses (see Figure 6, top right). In addition, by shooting
the two leaders close up, the photographer places the viewer in an almost intimate rela-
tionship with Kim Jong-un. Finally, the composition is very loose, making the photo-
graph appear like a spontaneous ‘snapshot’ rather than a carefully planned propaganda
image. In particular, the photograph violates two rules of what constitutes a ‘good’ pic-
ture: the horizon is tilted to the right and the composition is poorly balanced, as those
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objects with the heaviest visual weight (Kim and Moon) are crammed into the left half
of the photograph. In short, the authenticity and intimacy of the KCNA image are prop-
erties that we usually associate with photographs in a family album, not with photo-
graphs of diplomatic meetings.

From what has been discussed already, it should be clear that it is through Kim Jong-
un’s appearance that the photograph connotes continuity with the past. By copying the
wardrobe and style of Kim Il-sung, propaganda authorities aim to communicate that Kim
Jong-un is determined to continue the state founder’s political work: he is the loyal grand-
son who will protect his grandfather’s ideological legacy. At the same time, the Mao-style
suit serves as a visual reference to juche. Originally designed to project a new, confident
China, the Mao suit — or, more correctly, the Zhongshan suit’ — helps Kim Jong-un stand
out against other state leaders who typically wear Western-style business suits. Through
his outfit, Kim thus makes it clear that North Korea is self-sufficient and remains commit-
ted to fending off external influences.

Finally, while Kim Jong’s smile and casual body language help portray Kim Jong-un
as an authentic and approachable leader, the same rhetorical devices also promote a sense
of calmness. Despite the harsh realities of international politics, we witness Kim Jong-un
interacting in a friendly and confident manner with the president of South Korea — a coun-
try that is commonly described as a “Yankee colony’ by North Korean propaganda.

The KCNA employs similar semiotic resources when telling the ‘family state’ narrative
through photographs of Kim Jong-un in military settings. In Figure 6 (bottom left), we see
the North Korean leader supervising a missile test in August 2014. The interaction between
Kim Jong-un and the military officers is cheerful and friendly; the scene makes it seem as if
Kim and the officers are connected through family ties rather than through hierarchical, top-
down organisation. Some of the soldiers hold notepads in their hands, ready to write down
the leader’s thoughts and ideas. The notepad is a rhetorical object that the KCNA draws on
regularly (see Figure 4, bottom); it symbolises Kim Jong-un’s expertise and wisdom, rang-
ing from sweetcorn to ballistic missiles. One semiotic function of the notepad is thus to
assign clear roles in propaganda photographs: Kim Jong-un is the knowledgeable parent,
other participants are the inexperienced children. Furthermore, notepads allow the KCNA
to inject a strong dose of calmness into photographs of Kim Jong-un. The message is sim-
ple: the supreme leader’s wisdom will protect us against the hyper-hostile world out there.
What is more, by capturing Kim Jong-un in outdoor surroundings, the photograph creates a
line of continuity between the past and the present. Specifically, by setting up a desk that
features computer screens and a telephone ‘in the field’, propaganda producers clearly want
to establish parallels with images that show Kim Il-sung leading troops during the anti-
Japanese and anti-American wars in the mid-20th century (Figure 6 bottom right). The
photograph thus implies that, while the North Korean people may have succeeded in defeat-
ing imperialist aggressors, North Korea continues to be at war and the threat of invasion
remains high.

In sum, these two applications of semiotic methods demonstrate that, even in settings
of international diplomacy and military drills, North Korean propaganda planners are
able to produce photographs that communicate the ‘family state’ narrative while main-
taining high internal consistency. Specifically, propagandists strategically deploy a range
of rhetorical resources to portray the regime — embodied by Kim Jong-un — as a ‘caring
and knowledgeable parent’ (character), create a visual connection to earlier episodes of
anti-imperialist struggle (plot) and invoke feelings of calmness amidst the dangers posed
by the outside world (setting).
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Conclusion

Our article contributes to a stronger dialogue between narratives and visuals — two fields
of IR scholarship that have become more prominent in recent years but have developed
largely independently from each other. Specifically, we introduce visual rhetorical analy-
sis as an approach to interrogate the role of images in communicating state biographical
narratives. We illustrate the approach through an analysis of how the regimes in China
and North Korea use photographs of Xi Jinping and Kim Jong-un to visualise their state
biographical narratives.

Beyond state biographical narratives, we argue that visual rhetorical analysis is a
promising perspective on strategic visual storytelling in IR more broadly. For one, rather
than breaking images into isolated cues, the rhetorical approach treats images as inte-
grated and independent units, focusing on how the interplay between different semiotic
resources creates meaningful narrative action. At the same time, visual rhetorical analysis
does not assume that the meaning of a given image is determined by the wider discursive
context, but instead retains the strategic intentionality of image producers.

However, the visual rhetoric approach also has its limitations. In particular, it focuses
on decoding the meaning that image producers intend to convey, but has less to say about
how audiences respond to those same images: Do target audiences read imagery in
intended ways? In respect to our own study, we know, for example, that social media
users in China lampoon the government by using Xinhua photographs to draw compari-
sons between Xi Jinping and the animated cartoon character Winnie the Pooh. Likewise,
KCNA photographs of Kim Jong-un ‘looking at things’ are regularly mocked in Western
news outlets and on social media. Nevertheless, if researchers keep this limitation in
mind, visual rhetorical analysis provides rich insight into how political actors can strate-
gically employ images to make meaning in global politics.

Our own article highlights the value of the rhetorical approach for the interrogation of
biographical narratives and strategic storytelling in IR. In addition, we believe that the
rhetorical framework can be fruitfully applied to any constructivist subfield in IR that
endows agents with intentionality, including research on identity construction, norm pro-
motion and the articulation of national and shared interests. To reiterate, the strength of
visual rhetorical analysis is that, by focusing on the purposefully crafted interplay between
semiotic resources, it allows researchers to interrogate how actors (typically powerful
ones) can construct international relations through visual images.
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Notes

1. This goes back to Foucault (1995: 27) who argues that ‘power and knowledge directly imply one another;
that there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowl-
edge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations’.

2. For example, the ‘rightful great power’ label can be found in Pu (2019); the ‘family state’ label is used in
Kwon and Chung (2012).
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3. Ondifferent types of revolutionary narratives, see Selbin (2010). On the emplotment of hero characters in
different narrative genres, see Spencer (2016).

4. Both Xinhua and the KCNA news agencies are mere government ‘mouthpieces’ and operate under tight
regime control (see Brady, 2008: 36; Yonhap News Agency, 2002: 421).

5. Despite its commonly used name, the Mao suit was, in fact, first introduced by the Nationalist revolution-
ary Sun Yat-sen (Sun Zhongshan) in the early 20th century.

References

Adler-Nissen R and Tsinovoi A (2019) International misrecognition: The politics of humour and national iden-
tity in Israel’s public diplomacy. European Journal of International Relations 25(1): 3-29.

Aiello G (2020) Visual semiotics: Key concepts and new directions. In: Pauwels L and Mannay D (eds) The
SAGE Handbook of Visual Research Methods, 2nd edn. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE Publishing, pp.367-380.

Armstrong CK (1995) Centering the periphery: Manchurian exile(s) and the North Korean state. Korean Studies
19(1): 1-16.

Armstrong CK (2003) The North Korean Revolution, 1945—1950. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Armstrong CK (2005) Familism, socialism and political religion in North Korea. Totalitarian Movements and
Political Religions 6(3): 383-394.

Armstrong CK (2009) The destruction and reconstruction of North Korea, 1950-1960. The Asia Pacific
Journal: Japan Focus. Available at: https://apjjf.org/-Charles-K.-Armstrong/3460/article.html (accessed
16 October 2022).

Barthes R (1977) Image, Music, Text. London: Fontana Press.

Benabdallah L (2021) Spanning thousands of miles and years: Political nostalgia and China’s revival of the silk
road. International Studies Quarterly 65(2): 294-305.

Berenskoetter F (2014) Parameters of a national biography. European Journal of International Relations 20(1):
262-288.

Berenskoetter F (2021) Anxiety and the biographical Gestalt of political leaders. Journal of International
Relations and Development 24(4): 1057-1063.

Bleiker R (2018) Mapping visual global politics. In: Bleiker R (ed.) Visual Global Politics. Abingdon:
Routledge, pp.1-29.

Bleiker R and Kay A (2007) Representing HIV/AIDS in Africa: Pluralist photography and local empowerment.
International Studies Quarterly 51(1): 139-163.

Booker C (2004) The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell Stories. New York: Continuum.

Boulding KE (1959) National images and international systems. Journal of Conflict Resolution 3(2): 120-131.

Brady AM (2008) Marketing Dictatorship: Propaganda and Thought Work in Contemporary China. Lanham,
MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Browning CS (2008) Constructivism, Narrative and Foreign Policy Analysis: A Case Study of Finland. Bem:
Peter Lang.

Buckley C (2016) China’s leader wears many hats, but only one jacket. The New York Times, 25 May. Available
at: https://nyti.ms/21ZY31u (accessed 16 October 2022).

Buzo A (1990) The Guerilla Dynasty: Politics and Leadership in North Korea. New York: I.B. Tauris.

Callahan WA (2010) China: The Pessoptimist Nation. New York: Oxford University Press.

Campbell D (1998) Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity. Minneapolis,
MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Caverley JD and Krupnikov Y (2017) Aiming at doves: Experimental evidence of military images’ political
effects. Journal of Conflict Resolution 61(7): 1482—-1509.

Chang J and Ren H (2018) The powerful image and the imagination of power: The ‘new visual turn’ of the
CPC’s propaganda strategy since its 18th National Congress in 2012. Asian Journal of Communication
28(1): 1-19.

Cho EJR (2017) Nation branding for survival in North Korea: The Arirang festival and nuclear weapons tests.
Geopolitics 22(3): 594-622.

Ch’oe Y (1981) Reinterpreting traditional history in North Korea. Journal of Asian Studies 40(3): 503-523.

Cobley P and Machin D (2020) Semiotics. In: Bull S (ed.) 4 Companion to Photography. Chichester: Wiley-
Blackwell, pp.133—154.

Cohen R (1987) Theatre of Power: The Art of Diplomatic Signalling. New York: Longman.

Conze L, Prehn U and Wildt M (2018) Photography and dictatorships in the twentieth century: Introduction.
Journal of Modern European History 16(4): 453-462.

Coticchia F and Catanzaro A (2022) The fog of words: Assessing the problematic relationship between strategic
narratives, (master) frames and ideology. Media, War & Conflict 15(4): 427-449.


https://apjjf.org/-Charles-K.-Armstrong/3460/article.html
https://nyti.ms/2IZY3lu

Hellmann and Oppermann 23

Danesi M (2017) Visual rhetoric and semiotic. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Communication. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.013.43 (accessed 16 October 2022).

De Graaf B, Dimitriu G and Ringsmose J (eds) (2015) Strategic Narratives, Public Opinion and War: Winning
Domestic Support for the Afghan War. London: Routledge.

Devetak R (2009) After the event: Don Delillo’s white noise and September 11 narratives. Review of
International Studies 35(4): 795-815.

d’Hooghe I (2011) The limits of China’s soft power in Europe: Beijing’s public diplomacy puzzle. In: Lee SJ
and Melissen J (eds) Public Diplomacy and Sofi Power in East Asia. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
pp.163-190.

Dogra N (2015) Representations of Global Poverty: Aid, Development and International NGOs. London:
Bloomsbury.

Dreyer JT (2015) The ‘Tianxia Trope’: Will China change the international system? Journal of Contemporary
China 24(96): 1015-1031.

Entman RM (1993) Framing: Toward clarification of a fractured paradigm. Journal of Communication 43(4):
51-58.

Fahmy S (2010) Contrasting visual frames of our times: A framing analysis of English- and Arabic-language
press coverage of war and terrorism. International Communication Gazette 72(8): 695-717.

Fludernik M (2009) 4n Introduction to Narratology. London: Routledge.

Foss SK (2005) Theory of visual rhetoric. In: Smith K, Moriarty S, Barbatsis G, et al. (eds) Handbook of Visual
Communication: Theory, Methods, and Media. London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, pp.141-152.

Foucault M (1995) Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. New York: Vintage Books.

Freistein K and Gadinger F (2020) Populist stories of honest men and proud mothers: A visual narrative analy-
sis. Review of International Studies 46(2): 217-236.

Freistein K and Gadinger F (2022) Performing leadership: International politics through the lens of visual nar-
rative analysis. Political Research Exchange 4(1): 2124922.

French P (2014) North Korea: State of Paranoia. New York: Zed Books.

Gadarian SK (2010) The politics of threat: How terrorism news shapes foreign policy attitudes. Journal of
Politics 72(2): 469-483.

Gilboa E (2008) Searching for a theory of public diplomacy. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political
and Social Science 616: 55-77.

Goodnow T (2003) Evaluating the story: News photographs and social narratives. Visual Communication
Quarterly 10(3): 4-9.

Goodnow T (2020) Narrative theory: Visual storytelling. In: Josephson S, Kelly J and Smith K (eds) Handbook
of Visual Communication, 2nd edn. New York: Routledge, pp.265-274.

Grabe ME (2020) Visual cognition. In: Josephson S, Kelly J and Smith K (eds) Handbook of Visual
Communication, 2nd edn. New York: Routledge, pp.51-70.

Gries L (2020) Advances in visual rhetorical analysis. In: Pauwels L and Mannay D (eds) The SAGE Handbook
of Visual Research Methods, 2nd edn. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE Publishing, pp.381-396.

Gries PH (2004) China’s New Nationalism: Pride, Politics, and Diplomacy. Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press.

Hagstrom L and Nordin AHM (2020) China’s ‘Politics of Harmony’ and the quest for soft power in interna-
tional politics. International Studies Review 22(3): 507-525.

Hansen L (2011) Theorizing the image for security studies: Visual securitization and the Muhammad Cartoon
Crisis. European Journal of International Relations 17(1): 51-74.

Hansen L (2015) How images make world politics: International icons and the case of Abu Ghraib. Review of
International Studies 41(2): 263-288.

Heck A and Schlag G (2012) Securitizing images: The female body and the war in Afghanistan. European
Journal of International Relations 19(4): 891-913.

Hellmann O (2019) The visual politics of corruption. Third World Quarterly 40(12): 2129-2152.

Hellmann O (2020) The visual framing of ‘failed’ states: Afro-pessimism vs Afro-optimism. Media, War &
Conflict 13(3): 318-335.

Hellmann O (2021) The dictator’s screenplay: Collective memory narratives and the legitimacy of communist
rule in East Asia. Democratization 28(4): 659—683.

Hellmann O and Oppermann K (2022a) Photographs as instruments of public diplomacy: China’s visual story-
telling during the Covid-19 pandemic. The Hague Journal of Diplomacy 17(2): 177-215.

Hellmann O and Oppermann K (2022b) Propaganda photographs as a tool of North Korean public diplomacy:
An experimental analysis of the Kim Jong-un effect. Cambridge Review of International Affairs. Epub
ahead of print 9 May. DOI: 10.1080/09557571.2022.2065460.


https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.013.43

24 The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 00(0)

Holman CH (1980) 4 Handbook to Literature. Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill Educational Publishing.

Homolar A (2022) A call to arms: Hero-villain narratives in US security discourse. Security Dialogue 53(4):
324-341.

Honneland G (2010) Borderland Russians: Identity, Narrative and International Relations. Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan.

Jannidis F (2009) Character. In: Hithn P, Pier J, Schmid W, et al. (eds) Handbook of Narratology. New York:
De Gruyter, pp.14-29.

Jonsson C and Hall M (2005) Essence of Diplomacy. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Karl RE (2010) Mao Zedong and China in the Twentieth-Century World: A Concise History. Durham, NC:
Duke University Press.

Kim B (2016) North Korea’s siege mentality: A sociopolitical analysis of the Kim Jong-un regime’s foreign
policies. Asian Perspective 40(2): 223-243.

Krebs RR (2015) Narrative and the Making of US National Security. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kress GR and Van Leeuwen T (2020) Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design, 3rd edn. Abingdon:
Routledge.

Krolikowski A (2018) Shaking up and making up China: How the party-state compromises and creates onto-
logical security for its subjects. Journal of International Relations and Development 21(4): 909-933.

Kwon H and Chung B (2012) North Korea: Beyond Charismatic Politics. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Lams, L (2018) Examining strategic narratives in Chinese official discourse under Xi Jinping. Journal of
Chinese Political Science 23(3): 387-411.

Lankov A (2015) Crisis in North Korea: The Failure of De-Stalinization, 1956. Honolulu, HI: University of
Hawai‘i Press.

Lim JC (2015) Leader Symbols and Personality Cult in North Korea: The Leader State. Abingdon: Routledge.

MacKenzie M (2020) Why do soldiers swap illicit pictures? How a visual discourse analysis illuminates mili-
tary band of brother culture. Security Dialogue 51(4): 340-357.

Manheim JB (1994) Strategic Public Diplomacy and American Foreign Policy. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Manzo K (2010) Imaging vulnerability: The iconography of climate change. Area 42(1): 96-107.

Melissen J (ed.) (2005) The New Public Diplomacy: Soft Power in International Relations. Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan.

Melissen J (2011) Concluding reflections on soft power and public diplomacy in East Asia. In: Jong Lee S
and Melissen J (eds) Public Diplomacy and Soft Power in East Asia. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
pp.247-262.

Melissen J (2013) Public diplomacy. In: Cooper AF, Heine J and Thakur R (eds) The Oxford Handbook of
Modern Diplomacy. New Y ork: Oxford University Press, pp.436—452.

Miskimmon A, O’Loughlin B and Roselle L (2013) Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New
World Order. New York: Routledge.

Miskimmon A, O’Loughlin B and Roselle L (2017) Introduction. In: Miskimmon A, O’Loughlin B and Roselle
L (eds) Forging the World: Strategic Narratives and International Relations. Ann Arbor, MI: University
of Michigan Press, pp.1-22.

Mitchell WIT (1986) Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.

Neuendorf KA (2016) The Content Analysis Guidebook, 2nd edn. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE Publishing.

Nye JS (2008) Public diplomacy and soft power. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science 616: 94-109.

Parrott S, Hoewe J, Fan M, et al. (2019) Portrayals of immigrants and refugees in US news media: Visual fram-
ing and its effect on emotions and attitudes. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media 63(4): 677-697.

Patterson M and Monroe KR (1998) Narrative in political science. Annual Review of Political Science 1:
315-331.

Patton TO (2020) Visual rhetoric: Theory, method, and application in the modern world. In: Josephson S, Kelly
J and Smith K (eds) Handbook of Visual Communication, 2nd edn. New York: Routledge, pp.125-138.

Power M (2007) Digitized virtuosity: Video war games and post-9/11 cyber-deterrence. Security Dialogue
38(2): 271-288.

Propp V (1968) Morphology of the Folktale, 2nd edn. Austin, TX: University of Texas Press.

Pu X (2019) Rebranding China: Contested Status Signaling in the Changing Global Order. Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press.

Ricceur P (1984) Time and Narrative, vol. 1. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.

Riff D, Lacy S and Fico F (2014) Analyzing Media Messages: Using Quantitative Content Analysis in Research,
4th edn. New York; Abingdon: Routledge.



Hellmann and Oppermann 25

Ringmar E (1996) On the ontological status of the state. European Journal of International Relations 2(4):
439-466.

Roberts G (2006) History, theory and the narrative turn in IR. Review of International Studies 32(4):
703-714.

Rodriguez L and Dimitrova DV (2011) The levels of visual framing. Journal of Visual Literacy 30(1): 48—65.

Roehrig T (2013) The roles and influence of the military. In: Park KA and Snyder S (eds) North Korea in
Transition: Politics, Economy, and Society. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, pp.47-90.

Rose G (2016) Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials, 4th edn. London:
SAGE Publishing.

Roselle L, Miskimmon A and O’Loughlin B (2014) Strategic narrative: A new means to understand soft power.
Media, War & Conflict 7(1): 70-84.

Ryan ML (2009) Space. In: Hithn P, Pier J, Schmid W, et al. (eds) Handbook of Narratology. New York: De
Gruyter, pp.420—433.

Sarbin TR (1986) The narrative as a root metaphor for psychology. In: Sarbin TR (ed.) Narrative Psychology:
The Storied Nature of Human Conduct. New Y ork: Praeger, pp.3-21.

Scharrer E and Blackburn G (2015) Images of injury: Graphic news visuals’ effects on attitudes toward the use
of unmanned drones. Mass Communication and Society 18(6): 799-820.

Schimmelfennig F (2001) The community trap: Liberal norms, rhetorical action, and the Eastern enlargement
of the European Union. International Organization 55(1): 47-80.

Selbin E (2010) Revolution, Rebellion, Resistance: The Power of Story. London: Zed Books.

Shenhav SR (2006) Political narratives and political reality. International Political Science Review 27(3):
245-262.

Shim D (2013) Visual Politics and North Korea: Seeing Is Believing. New York: Routledge.

Son SA and Schwak J (2022) K-drama narrates the national: Korean identities in crash landing on you. Asian
Perspective 46(3): 501-521.
Serensen CT (2015) The significance of Xi Jinping’s ‘Chinese dream’ for Chinese foreign policy: From ‘Tao
Guang Yang Hui’ to ‘Fen Fa You Wei’. Journal of China and International Relations 3(1): 53-73.
Soroka S, Loewen P, Fournier P, et al. (2016) The impact of news photos on support for military action.
Political Communication 33(4): 563-582.

Spencer A (2016) Romantic Narratives in International Politics: Pirates, Rebels and Mercenaries. Manchester:
Manchester University Press.

Sturken M and Cartwright L (2018) Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture, 3rd edn. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Suboti¢ J (2016) Narrative, ontological security, and foreign policy change. Foreign Policy Analysis 12(4):
610-627.

Tago A (2018) Public diplomacy and foreign policy. In: Thies CG (ed.) The Oxford Encyclopedia of Foreign
Policy Analysis, vol. 2. New York: Oxford University Press, pp.453—464.

Tertitskiy F (2018) A Blatant Lie: The North Korean myth of Kim Il-Sung liberating the country from Japan.
Korea Observer 49(2): 219-238.

Tinkler P (2013) Using Photographs in Social and Historical Research. London: SAGE Publishing.

Van Noort C (2020) Strategic narratives, visuality and infrastructure in the digital age: The case of China’s
Maritime Silk Road Initiative. Cambridge Review of International Affairs 33(5): 734-751.

Wang Y (2020) ‘The backward will be beaten’: Historical lesson, security, and nationalism in China. Journal
of Contemporary China 29(126): 887-900.

Wang Z (2012) Never Forget National Humiliation: Historical Memory in Chinese Politics and Foreign
Relations. New York: Columbia University Press.

White H (1987) The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation. Baltimore, MD:
Johns Hopkins University Press.

Williams MC (2003) Words, images, enemies: Securitization and international politics. International Studies
Quarterly 47(4): 511-531.

Williams MC (2018) International relations in the age of the image. International Studies Quarterly 62(4):
880-891.

Yang Y (2020) Looking inward: How does Chinese public diplomacy work at home? The British Journal of
Politics and International Relations 22(3): 369—-386.

Yonhap News Agency (2002) North Korea Handbook. Armonk, NY; London: M. E. Sharpe.

Zarzycka M (2016) Gendered Tropes in War Photography: Mothers, Mourners, Soldiers. New York: Routledge.

Zerubavel E (2003) Time Maps: Collective Memory and the Social Shape of the Past. Chicago, IL: The
University of Chicago Press.



26 The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 00(0)

Zhang X and Hellmueller L (2017) Visual framing of the European refugee crisis in Der Spiegel and CNN
International: Global journalism in news photographs. International Communication Gazette 79(5):
483-510.

Zhao Y and Tan-Mullins M (2021) From the ancient Silk Road to the belt and road initiative: Narratives, sig-
nalling and trust-building. The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 23(2): 280-296.

Appendix |

Put in simple terms, quantitative content analysis ‘is based on counting the frequency of
certain visual elements in a clearly defined population of images, and then analysing
those frequencies’ (Rose, 2016: 88). Detailed research protocols for the application of
content analysis are provided by Neuendorf (2016) and Riff et al. (2014).

As we aim to compare media content distributed by two separate news agencies, our
analysis lends itself to a strategy of cluster sampling — that is, selecting units of analysis
(photographs of Xi Jinping and Kim Jong-un) from groups of content. For each news
agency, we constructed a sample that stretches from the year after the respective leader
took power — that is, 2013 for Xi and 2012 for Kim — until the end of 2018. To ensure that
our sample includes photographs aimed at international audiences, and to overcome the
technical limitations of the Xinhua and Korean Central News Agency (KCNA) websites,
we followed different strategies: for Xinhua photographs, we turned to Google image
search, using the search term [site: xinhuatnet.com xi jinping]; for images of Kim Jong-un,
we employed search engines provided by international news agencies that distribute pho-
tographs on KCNA’s behalf — specifically, Associated Press (https://apimages.com),
ITAR-TASS (https://tassphoto.com) and Yonhap (https://yna.co.kr). On all three sites, the
search term used was [KCNA kim jong-un]. In cases where the same photograph appeared
on more than one news agency site, the photograph was only included in the sample once.
Where news agencies published more than one photo of the same event, all photographs
of that event were added to the sample. We based this decision on the logic that, if Xinhua
and KCNA distributed several photographs of the same event, they deemed the event to
be particularly important.

The sample of photographs was coded on four binary variables, indicating the pres-
ence (value=1) or absence (value=0) of the following visual elements:

Variable: diplomacy
Does the photograph show the leader engaging in diplomatic activities (for example, visiting

other countries, hosting foreign politicians, attending multilateral summits and other events)?

0. No
1. Yes

Variable: domesticpolitics

Does the photograph show the leader participating in domestic government meetings?

0. No
1. Yes
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Variable: military

Does the photograph show the leader wearing a military uniform, visiting troops, inspect-
ing weapon systems, overseeing manoeuvres, parades and other military operations (for
example, natural disaster relief), or bestowing medals and promotions?

0. No
1. Yes

Variable: guidancetour
Does the photograph show the leader on ‘guidance’ tour (for example, visiting farms,

factories, schools, museums, local government agencies)?

0. No
1. Yes



