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This study conducts a Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis guided content 
analysis of 56 Chinese government-sponsored poverty reduction posters 
across three historical stages since the founding of the People’s Republic of 
China to understand visual strategies, represented participants, and thematic 
shifts. Initially, visual strategies focus on action-oriented, collective agricultural 
activities. Over time, they shift to highlighting technological advancements and 
individual achievements, using “offer” images and various perspectives to engage 
viewers. Early posters predominantly feature peasants and collective groups, 
later expanding to include individuals and technological symbols, reflecting 
China’s socio-economic reforms. The thematic shifts move from collective 
efforts to targeted, locally-tailored strategies and the principle of “teaching 
people to fish,” mirroring broader socio-political transformations. This evolution 
underscores the role of visual media in shaping public understanding and 
garnering support for national policies. By highlighting the dynamic interaction 
between visual elements and socio-political contexts, the study reveals how 
government-sponsored media has adapted to effectively communicate the 
progress and objectives of China’s poverty alleviation efforts.
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1 Introduction

Poverty represents a global challenge, and its eradication is a collective international 
objective (United Nations, 2015). As the world’s most populous developing nation, China has 
historically prioritized poverty elimination and made remarkable progress. According to 
Poverty Alleviation: China’s Experience and Contribution, a white paper released by State 
Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China (2021), China has managed to 
lift 770 million rural inhabitants out of poverty in the last 40 years, meeting both current 
domestic and the World Bank international poverty standards. This feat accounts for over 70% 
of global poverty eradication population during the same period, fulfilling one of the objectives 
of the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development a decade ahead of schedule.

The “poverty alleviation” discourse forms an integral part of China’s political 
narratives, serving as a testament to its triumph over poverty and as a symbol of its 
endeavor to build a prosperous society with widespread affluence (Ji, 2020). This 
discourse is critical for understanding China’s poverty alleviation practices, narrating its 

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Gemma San Cornelio,  
Fundació per a la Universitat Oberta de 
Catalunya, Spain

REVIEWED BY

Raymond Drainville,  
University of Waterloo, Canada
Ahlam Alharbi,  
Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal University, 
Saudi Arabia

*CORRESPONDENCE

Chengcheng Du  
 chengcheng-1923@outlook.com

RECEIVED 11 June 2024
ACCEPTED 11 July 2024
PUBLISHED 31 July 2024

CITATION

Liu W, Du C and Liu F (2024) Communicating 
change: a multimodal critical discourse 
analysis of China’s poverty reduction posters.
Front. Commun. 9:1444032.
doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 Liu, Du and Liu. This is an 
open-access article distributed under the 
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC BY). The use, distribution or 
reproduction in other forums is permitted, 
provided the original author(s) and the 
copyright owner(s) are credited and that the 
original publication in this journal is cited, in 
accordance with accepted academic 
practice. No use, distribution or reproduction 
is permitted which does not comply with 
these terms.

TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 31 July 2024
DOI 10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-07-31
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032/full
mailto:chengcheng-1923@outlook.com
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032


Liu et al. 10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032

Frontiers in Communication 02 frontiersin.org

efforts against poverty, and shaping the national image. Poverty 
reduction posters have proliferated across urban and rural 
landscapes nationwide. These posters convey messages through a 
synthesis of imagery, text, color, and spatial arrangement, offering 
a vibrant, intuitive, and graphic mode of information delivery. 
Therefore, analyzing the multimodal construction and features in 
these posters can contribute to understanding policy 
dissemination in contemporary China (Feng, 2023). Additionally, 
a comparative analysis of poverty alleviation posters from 
different historical stages reveals the evolving policies and socio-
economic landscapes.

Despite their significance, there are few inquiries into the 
multimodal aspects of Chinese poverty reduction posters and the 
governmental advocacy they represent. This study seeks to fill this gap 
by conducting a multimodal critical discourse analysis and content 
analysis. It offers an in-depth examination of the posters across 
different historical phases of China’s poverty alleviation initiatives. 
This research aims to address the following questions:

 (1) How are visual strategies employed in Chinese poverty 
reduction posters?

 (2) What participants are represented in Chinese poverty 
reduction posters?

 (3) How does the thematic shift in Chinese poverty reduction 
posters reflect socio-political transformations in China?

2 Poverty reduction discourse

Poverty reduction discourse is a complex construct, that 
encompasses the language, narratives, and frameworks essential for 
conceptualizing and addressing poverty. Cornwall and Brock (2005) 
describe this discourse as an evolving amalgam of terminologies and 
concepts shaping development policies and practices. Poverty 
alleviation discourse reflects not only the strategies and policies aimed 
at reducing poverty but also the underlying beliefs and values guiding 
these strategies. It includes discussions on the causes of poverty, the 
means of addressing it, and the roles of relevant actors in this process.

Research on poverty reduction discourse employs diverse 
methodologies, predominantly qualitative in nature. Some studies 
focus on the theoretical and linguistic aspects of this discourse. For 
example, Wenden (2008) examines the transformative potential of 
language in addressing poverty and proposes a shift towards a caring 
economy. Cornwall and Brock (2005) critically assesses international 
development policy buzzwords such as “participation”, 
“empowerment”, and “poverty reduction”, exploring how different 
configurations of words frame and justify particular kinds of 
development interventions. Using corpus linguistics and critical 
discourse analysis, Smith-Carrier and Lawlor (2016) examine the 
Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS) launched in Ontario, Canada, 
exploring the dominant discourses emerging from a genre chain 
produced by the Government of Ontario. Li (2020) adopts a 
pragmatics theory approach to analyze China’s poverty alleviation 
policy texts since the reform and opening up, revealing how the 
government shape the discourse system of poverty governance 
through policy documents, thereby achieving the goal of influencing 
the construction and development of the poverty alleviation. These 

studies underscore the importance of language and terminology in 
shaping poverty eradication strategies and public perception.

The media plays a significant role in shaping public understanding 
of poverty, as evidenced by studies examining its representation in 
various contexts. These studies delve into the portrayal of poverty in 
media, focusing on its impact on public perceptions. Kleut and 
Drašković (2020) examine representations of the poor across three 
genres, the government’s Bulletin on Social Inclusion and Poverty 
Reduction, online news, and online user comments during the period 
following the expiration of the first Serbian Poverty Reduction 
Strategy (2010–2012). Zheng and Hui (2022) analyze the differences 
between Chinese and Western media in the usage of three discourse 
strategies in Chinese poverty alleviation discourses and the differences 
in readers’ perceptions of poverty alleviation discourses with or 
without discourse strategies of proximization. These works underscore 
the power of media discourse in influencing public understanding of 
poverty issues.

3 Government-sponsored posters in 
China

The comparison of Chinese poverty reduction posters with those 
from other countries reveals significant differences in their origins and 
objectives. O’Barr (2007) highlights that posters from other countries 
often originate from a mix of sponsors, including both government 
and private organizations, while Chinese poverty reduction posters 
are created, sponsored, or distributed by government entities. These 
posters serve to promote government programs, policies, or 
campaigns, raise public awareness, and encourage participation in 
government-led efforts. This contrast underscores the unique role of 
the Chinese government in influencing public discourse through 
visual media, a role less pronounced in the more decentralized systems 
of other nations.

Historically, government-sponsored posters in China emerged as 
potent tools of propaganda long before the Cultural Revolution, as 
discussed by Shen (2000). These early posters reflected widespread 
public enthusiasm for government initiatives, effectively disseminating 
messages that celebrated state achievements and bolstered 
governmental legitimacy. By 1953, the proliferation of such posters 
had solidified their role in shaping public perception and consolidating 
support for government actions, marking a pivotal period in their 
evolution as instruments of political communication.

Throughout periods of reform, the nature and function of 
government-sponsored posters in China have adapted to address 
contemporary social and economic challenges. Landsberger (2010) 
notes a shift in focus toward educational propaganda tailored to meet 
evolving societal needs, exemplified by campaigns like the 2003 
initiative targeting public hygiene issues. These modern posters 
integrate elements of public service announcements, effectively 
conveying practical information while promoting broader 
governmental agendas aimed at improving citizen welfare.

Furthermore, Landsberger (2004) underscores the dual purpose 
of contemporary Chinese posters, which concurrently promote 
patriotism and disseminate public information. This dualism serves 
as a strategic approach by the government to address societal issues 
through visually compelling media, leveraging emotive imagery and 
persuasive messaging to foster national pride and collective 
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responsibility. Such strategies resonate with historical precedents 
where propaganda art was instrumental in mobilizing public support 
for governmental objectives.

The ongoing evolution of government-sponsored posters in China 
reflects a deliberate continuity with past propaganda strategies, as 
Justice (2012) elucidates. Drawing on visual and ideological elements 
from historical posters, contemporary campaigns create a sense of 
historical legitimacy and cultural continuity, thereby reinforcing 
governmental narratives and objectives.

While previous research has delved into the linguistic and 
theoretical aspects of poverty reduction discourse and the media’s 
influence on public perceptions, a significant research gap exists in the 
specific analysis of Chinese poverty alleviation discourse through 
government-sponsored posters. Existing scholarship has thoroughly 
explored the evolution, functions, and impacts of government-
sponsored posters in China, particularly in terms of their role in 
propaganda and public service announcements. However, there is a 
noticeable absence of focused studies on posters explicitly dedicated 
to poverty alleviation. These posters serve as tools of government-
sponsored publicity, not only disseminating information but also 
embodying and reflecting the government’s strategies, ideologies, and 
approaches toward poverty alleviation.

4 Multimodal critical discourse 
analysis and content analysis

Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA) is an 
interdisciplinary methodology that combines Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA) with multimodal analysis to explore how various 
communicative modes such as text, image, and sound collaboratively 
create meaning and reflect or influence social power dynamics and 
ideologies (Hart, 2016). CDA focuses on how language use shapes 
societal power dynamics and ideologies, critically examining how 
dominant social classes manipulate social practices to protect their 
interests and exert ideological control (Fairclough, 1995; Machin, 
2013). With the rise of multimedia technology and diverse information 
exchange methods, CDA has evolved to include a multimodal 
approach, integrating various forms of communication.

In media contexts such as television, film, print magazines, and 
online platforms, visual elements play a crucial role. These visuals 
convey messages that language alone cannot express. Texts use 
linguistic and visual strategies that may seem innocuous but carry 
ideological underpinnings, influencing the portrayal of events and 
individuals for specific purposes. MCDA has been developed by 
linguists such as Machin (2004), Kress and van Leeuwen (2020), 
O’Halloran (2004), Chouliaraki (2006), and Lemke (2006), who 
investigate how language, imagery, and other communicative forms 
converge to generate meaning. They propose that the principles of 
linguistic analysis, derived from Halliday’s (2004) systemic functional 
theory, apply equally to visual communication. The work of Kress and 
van Leeuwen (2020) has significantly shaped MCDA, contextualizing 
the analysis and interpretation of language within a broader semiotic 
framework, considering other resources used in meaning-making 
processes (Ledin and Machin, 2020).

Content Analysis (CA) complements MCDA by providing a 
systematic approach to analyzing communication content. Defined by 
Drisko and Maschi (2016) as “a research technique for making 

replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful 
matter) to the contexts of their use,” CA has evolved from its 
quantitative roots, notably advanced by Krippendorff in the 1980s, to 
incorporate qualitative approaches that interpret underlying 
meanings. Quantitative CA involves counting and statistically 
analyzing the frequency of specific words, themes, or patterns within 
a text, while qualitative CA interprets deeper, latent meanings through 
an inductive process (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). Krippendorff ’s 
contribution to CA has been pivotal, providing a comprehensive 
analytic framework that integrates both quantitative and qualitative 
techniques to capture the complexity of communication 
(Krippendorff, 1980).

The inclusion of visual elements in content analysis (CA) extends 
its methodological scope, making it crucial for understanding 
contemporary communication practices. Bell (2004) highlights the 
unique challenges of analyzing imagery with CA, arguing that visual 
content analysis is inherently more qualitative than textual content 
analysis due to the complex and often subjective nature of visual 
interpretation. According to Bell (2004, p. 13), content analysis is an 
empirical and objective procedure for quantifying recorded “audio-
visual” (including verbal) representations using reliable, explicitly 
defined categories (“values” on independent “variables”). By 
systematically labeling the content of a set of texts, researchers can 
analyze patterns quantitatively using statistical methods, or 
qualitatively to interpret meanings within texts. This qualitative 
emphasis is essential for capturing the nuanced meanings conveyed 
through visual media, which play a pivotal role in fields such as media 
and cultural studies (Grabe and Bucy, 2009).

By integrating quantitative and qualitative techniques, CA allows 
researchers to uncover both explicit and implicit meanings in textual 
and visual data. This integration enhances the reliability and validity 
of CA, making it a robust tool for exploring complex research 
questions across various fields. The expansion to include visual 
analysis further enriches CA, enabling a more comprehensive 
examination of multimodal texts. The combined application of MCDA 
and CA provides a powerful framework for understanding the 
multifaceted nature of communication and its impact on social power 
dynamics and ideologies.

5 Data collection and analytic 
procedures

5.1 Data collection

The posters analyzed in this research were selected from an 
extensive collection issued by central and provincial governmental 
bodies in China as part of historical poverty alleviation campaigns. 
According to an announcement by the State Council Information 
Office of China (Xinhua Net, accessed on 17 March 2024), the nation’s 
poverty reduction efforts can be  categorized into three principal 
historical stages: the Foundation of Poverty Reduction following the 
establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) from 1949 to 
1977, Rural Reform and Poverty Alleviation through Development 
spanning 1978 to 2011, and Targeted Poverty Alleviation aiming to 
Achieve Prosperity for All from 2012 to 2021. Using a stratified 
sampling method, we selected 56 posters from a total of 112, each 
representing distinct epochs of China’s poverty alleviation discourse. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org


Liu et al. 10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032

Frontiers in Communication 04 frontiersin.org

Specifically, the assortment comprised 15 posters from the 
foundational stage, 12 from the rural reform stage, and 29 from the 
targeted alleviation stage.

To apply principles of visual grammar, we employed a manual 
screening process based on two pivotal criteria. Primarily, the 
selection favored posters where visual elements took precedence, 
using textual content as ancillary support. This means the chosen 
posters predominantly utilize visuals to communicate their central 
message. Conversely, posters where text was the primary medium 
conveying the poverty alleviation strategy, capable of delivering the 
intended message without the need for visual imagery, were not 
included in this analysis. Following these guidelines led to the final 
compilation of 56 posters for this study.

5.2 Data analysis procedures

The analysis of Chinese poverty alleviation posters was executed 
in a structured three-step process to ensure a systematic examination 
of the visual and textual elements. Initially, posters were organized 
according to the historical stages of China’s poverty alleviation efforts, 
providing a chronological framework for a comprehensive analysis.

In the second step, a detailed visual analysis of the 56 posters was 
conducted, drawing upon the theory of Visual Grammar as proposed 
by Kress and van Leeuwen (2020). This involved a careful examination 
of each poster to identify key visual elements that significantly 
contribute to the conveyed message. According to Kress and Van 
Leeuwen, the analysis of visual images should encompass their 
representational, interactive and compositional meanings, echoing 
Halliday’s (2004) systemic functional grammar.

Representational meaning refers to what is depicted in an image 
and how it relates to the real world. It focuses on the content and the 
subjects within the visual representation. Kress and Van Leeuwen 
identify two key aspects of representational meaning: narrative 
process and conceptual process. Narrative processes depict actions, 
events, or processes, typically involving actors and goals, showing 
dynamic relationships and often using vectors (lines that indicate 
direction) to represent movement or action. Conceptual processes 
depict more static and generalized categories, emphasizing 
classification, analytical structures, or symbolic meanings. They 
represent relationships in terms of class inclusion, part-whole 
relationships, and symbolic attributes.

Interactive meaning concerns the relations between the 
producers and the viewers of images. It deals with how the image 
engages the viewer and involves Image Act, Social Distance, 
Perspective, and Modality. Image Act refers to the imaginary 
relation established between represented participants in images 
and viewers. Inspired by Halliday, Kress and Van Leeuwen use the 
term “offer” for images that do not contain human or quasi-human 
participants looking directly at the viewer, offering the represented 
participants as items of information or objects of contemplation. 
Conversely, images where participants gaze directly at the viewer 
are termed “demand,” as the participant’s gaze demands that the 
viewer enter into an imaginary relation with them. Social Distance 
is related to the “size of frame”, including close shot, medium shot, 
and long shot. Perspective involves the angle and point of view 
from which the image is presented; high angles can indicate power 
or superiority of the viewer, while low angles can indicate the 

opposite. Eye-level angles suggest equality. Modality refers to the 
perceived truth value or realism of the image, with high modality 
images appearing more realistic and low modality images 
appearing more abstract or stylized (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2020: 
115–143).

Compositional meaning relates to how elements within an image 
are arranged and how this arrangement contributes to the overall 
meaning. Key components of compositional meaning include 
Information Value, Framing, and Salience. Information Value is 
related to the placement of elements within the image, denoting their 
importance. Framing involves the use of boundaries or lines to 
connect or separate elements within an image. Salience refers to the 
different degrees of attraction by the elements for the viewer, creating 
a level of importance for each element.

Lastly, considering the textual elements within poverty 
alleviation posters are strategically placed to maximize 
communication effectiveness, the analysis was further enriched 
by exploring the textual elements including titles and central 
messages within the posters. This helped to summarize and trace 
the evolution of Chinese poverty alleviation storylines through 
different historical stages.

6 Findings

6.1 Representational meaning

Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of representational meaning 
across three stages of poverty alleviation efforts in China.

Synchronically, the dominant representational meanings in the 
posters are derived from narrative processes, specifically the actional 
and reactional processes. The actional process involves actions 
performed by participants, while the reactional process focuses on the 
responses of participants to various stimuli. According to Kress and 
van Leeuwen (2020), narrative processes illustrate dynamic 
relationships, often using vectors to represent movement or action. In 
contrast, conceptual processes depict static and generalized categories, 
emphasizing classification, analytical structures, or symbolic 
meanings, such as class inclusion and part-whole relationships. These 
narrative processes effectively depict dynamic activities and 
interactions, vividly representing the efforts and impacts of poverty 
alleviation initiatives.

Diachronically, the distinction between the three stages shows the 
evolution of visual strategies over time. During the first stage, spanning 
from 1949 to 1977, a majority of the posters (61.9%) utilized actional 
processes. This stage is characterized by imagery focused on dynamic 
activities, emphasizing the collective efforts and physical labor involved 
in early poverty reduction initiatives. In the second stage, from 1978 to 
2011, there is a noticeable increase in the use of actional process imagery, 
with 75% of the posters depicting dynamic activities. This period shows 
a significant boost in agricultural productivity and rural economic 
activities, with imagery highlighting the rapid development and 
transformative changes occurring in rural China. By the third stage, 
starting in 2012, there is a slight decline in actional process imagery to 
61.43%. Additionally, the conceptual process is introduced in this stage, 
accounting for 7.14% of the visual resources. This stage includes imagery 
depicting abstract social and economic themes, such as sustainable 
development and technological advancements.
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6.2 Interactive meaning

As shown by Table 1, the interactive meaning in Chinese poverty 
reduction posters reveals distinct visual strategies used across 
three stages.

Synchronically, across all three stages, there is a notable use of both 
“offer” and “demand” images, with varying emphasis on personal, social, 
and impersonal shots. Low-angle, eye-level, and high-angle shots are used 
to convey different perspectives, with a general trend towards maintaining 
viewer engagement through direct gaze and neutral perspectives.

Diachronically, the distinction between the three stages reveals 
changes in visual strategies over time:

In Stage 1, 53.30% of the posters are “demand” images, where 
participants gaze directly at the viewer, fostering an interactive relationship 
that invites the viewer into the scene. The “offer” images account for 
46.70%, depicting participants looking away from the viewer, presenting 
the subjects as objects of contemplation. Personal (close-up) shots are 
used in 40.00% of the posters, emphasizing individual stories and personal 
connections, while social (medium) shots are the most common at 
60.00%, offering a broad view of the participants within their 

environment. There are no impersonal (long) shots in this stage. 
Low-angle shots, used 40.00% of the time, often convey empowerment, 
while eye-level shots dominate at 60.00%, providing a neutral perspective.

In Stage 2, there is a slight shift with a decrease in both offer images 
(41.70%) and demand images (50.00%). Additionally, 8.30% of the posters 
do not feature human participants. The use of close-up shots drops to 
25.00%, indicating a reduced focus on individual stories, while medium 
shots decrease to 50.00%. The introduction of long shots at 25.00% 
suggests an effort to provide more context by showing wider scenes and 
the environment. Low-angle shots decrease to 25.00%, while eye-level 
shots increase to 66.70%, maintaining a neutral perspective. High-angle 
shots appear for the first time at 8.30%, possibly introducing perspectives 
that emphasize the larger setting and context.

In Stage 3, there is a marked shift towards “offer” images, which 
increase to 55.20%, suggesting a greater emphasis on depicting scenes 
and actions over direct viewer engagement. “Demand” images drop 
significantly to 20.70%, and posters without human participants rise 
to 24.10%, reflecting diverse visual strategies. The use of close-up 
shots rises again to 37.90%, reflecting a renewed focus on personal 
stories, while medium shots decline to 34.50%. Long shots slightly 

FIGURE 1

Process distribution of Chinese posters on poverty alleviation.

TABLE 1 Interactive meaning of Chinese posters on poverty alleviation.

Interactional meaning Stage 1 (%) Stage 2 (%) Stage 3 (%)

Image act

Offer (absence of gaze at viewer) 46.70 41.70 55.20

Demand (direct gaze) 53.30 50.00 20.70

Other 0.00 8.30 24.10

Social distance

Personal (close up) 40.00 25.00 37.90

Social (medium shot) 60.00 50.00 34.50

Impersonal (long shot) 0.00 25.00 27.60

Perspective

Low-angle shot 40.00 25.00 3.40

Eye-level shot 60.00 66.70 69.00

High-angle shot 0.00 8.30 27.60
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increase to 27.60%, showing a continued emphasis on providing a 
wider view of the environment and socio-economic context. 
Low-angle shots drop sharply to 3.40%, representing a decreased 
focus on empowerment. Eye-level shots remain relatively stable at 
69.00%, continuing the trend of neutral engagement. High-angle 
shots increase significantly to 27.60%, suggesting a greater emphasis 
on perspectives that highlight broader socio-economic contexts or 
the challenges faced by individuals.

6.3 Compositional meaning

Salience is a crucial dimension of compositional meaning, classified 
into maximum salience and minimum salience. After analyzing 56 
posters from the perspective of salience, the main participants in the 
images are identified (see Table 2).

The main participants in Chinese poverty reduction posters can 
be categorized into ten primary groups: Peasants, Harvest, Cooperatives 
& Community Efforts, Modernization & Technology, Government 
Leadership & Social Actors’ Efforts, Infrastructure Construction & 
Urbanization, Cultural & National Symbols, Natural Environment & 
Rural Landscapes, Education & Health, and Economic Activities & 
Commerce.

In Stage 1 (1949–1977), the posters predominantly feature young 
and middle-aged peasants, with a notable number of male participants. 
The harvest category focuses on crops like wheat and massive sacks, 
highlighting agricultural productivity. Cooperatives and community 
efforts emphasize People’s Cooperatives and ethnic minorities. 
Modernization and technology are depicted through agricultural and 
industrial machinery. Government leadership and social actors’ efforts 
prominently include local government officials and soldiers. 
Infrastructure construction and urbanization are represented by canals 
and bridges. The natural environment and rural landscapes include 
mountains and farmland. Economic activities and commerce involve 
commodities and merchants.

In Stage 2 (1978–2011), the posters show a mix of young and middle-
aged peasants, with fewer female participants. The harvest category 
includes crops and a bowl of rice. Cooperatives and community efforts 
depict family units and the household contract responsibility system. 
Modernization and technology feature insecticide sprayer, modern 
motorcycles and tractors. Government leadership and social actors’ efforts 
include public documents and soldiers. Infrastructure construction and 
urbanization are represented by power pylons and the Qing-Zang 
Railway. National symbols include Chinese lion and dragon dancers and 
Xizang’s nomads. The natural environment and rural landscapes include 
majestic mountains. Education and health feature a young student in a 
bright school uniform.

In Stage 3 (since 2012), there is an emphasis on elderly peasants and 
impoverished households. The harvest category shows diverse agricultural 
outputs, including fruits and crates. Cooperatives and community efforts 
depict ethnic minority peasants. Modernization and technology include 
modern trucks, laptops, electronic scale, and solar panels. Government 
leadership and social actors’ efforts feature local government officials, 
engineers and a charitable worker. Infrastructure construction and 
urbanization are represented by modern cityscapes, highway and rural 
buildings. National symbols include Golden Huabiao, the Five-Starred 
Red Flag, and Tibetan-style architecture. The natural environment and 
rural landscapes show terraced fields and green waters and blue 

mountains. Education and health include teachers and students, books, 
and learning materials. Economic activities and commerce feature 
merchants and professionals in e-commerce. China’s role in international 
poverty alleviation efforts is depicted through images of an African 
woman and child.

6.4 Poster title and central message

As illustrated by Tables 3–5, the titles and central messages of Chinese 
poverty reduction posters highlight the evolving themes and strategies in 
addressing poverty across three historical stages.

During Stage 1 (1949–1977), the posters prominently featured 
themes of cooperation, collectivization, and agricultural development. 
Central messages emphasized mutual aid, collective effort, and socialist 
principles in achieving prosperity and modernization. For instance, titles 
like “群众合作社” (“People’s Cooperative”) from 1950 and “参与互助

合作是走向共同富裕的道路” (“Joining the mutual aid teams is walking 
the road to common prosperity”) from 1954 highlight the significance of 
cooperative farming. The emphasis on agricultural productivity and 
modernization is evident in titles such as “奋发图强争取农业大丰收” 
(“Strive with determination to achieve a bountiful agricultural harvest”) 
from 1964 and “为实现农业现代化贡献力量” (“Contribute to the 
modernization of agriculture”) from 1965. These posters collectively stress 
the socialist path to prosperity through cooperation and hard work.

In Stage 2 (1978–2011), the focus shifts towards rural transformation 
and advancement. Textual elements reflect the implementation of the 
household contract responsibility system, economic reforms, and major 
infrastructure projects. For example, titles like “实行农村家庭联产承包

责任制” (“Implemented household contract responsibility system”) from 
1978 and “建设富裕文明的社会主义新农村” (“building a prosperous 
and civilized socialist new countryside”) from 1997 underscore the 
importance of these reforms. Significant projects like the “西电东送工

程” (“China’s massive west-to-east electricity transmission project”) from 
2000 and the abolition of agricultural taxes in 2006 are also highlighted, 
showing the government’s efforts to improve living standards and 
economic conditions in rural regions.

In Stage 3 (since 2012), posters focus on targeted poverty alleviation 
and the realization of prosperity, emphasizing precision in efforts and 
China’s contribution to global poverty alleviation. Titles such as “精准扶

贫, 实施精准扶贫方略” (“Carry out a strategy of targeted poverty 
alleviation”) from 2013 and “减贫超 5000万” (“During the “13th Five-
Year Plan” period, 50 million rural impoverished people were lifted out of 
absolute poverty”) from 2020 highlight the precision and impact of these 
efforts. The emphasis on China’s significant contribution to global poverty 
alleviation is captured in titles like “中国对全球减贫贡献率超过 70%” 
(“China’s contribution rate to global poverty reduction is 70%”) from 
2020. These posters illustrate the comprehensive and targeted strategies 
employed to eradicate poverty and achieve nationwide prosperity.

7 Discussion

7.1 Visual narratives in Chinese poverty 
reduction posters

Chinese poverty reduction posters predominantly use narrative 
processes, as illustrated in Figure 1. Narrative processes, which depict 
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TABLE 2 Major represented participants of posters

Category Stage1 (1949–1977) Stage2 (1978–2011) Stage3 (since 2012)

Peasant

Peasants: 3

Young peasant (female): 4

Young peasant (male): 2

Middle-aged peasant (female): 2

Middle-aged peasant (male): 6

Elderly peasant (female): 1

Elderly peasant (male): 2

Peasants: 3

Young peasant (female): 1

Young peasant (male): 2

Middle-aged peasant (female): 1

Middle-aged peasant (male): 1

Elderly peasant (male): 1

Peasants: 1

Middle-aged peasant (male): 2

Elderly peasant (female): 5

Elderly peasant (male): 3

Impoverished households: 1

Peasant’s hand: 1

Harvest

Wheat: 1

Massive sack: 2

Crop: 4

Corn: 1

Soil with sprouting plants: 1

A bowl of rice: 1

Crop: 1

Baskets filled with fruits: 1

Fruits: 2

Baskets: 1

Wooden crates: 1

Crop: 2

Plastic crates filled with fruits: 1

Ripe tomatoes: 1

Yellow peach tree: 1

Corn: 1

A goat: 1

Cooperatives & Community Efforts

People’s Cooperative: 2

Ethnic minority: 1

People from various walks of life: 1

A pact to secretly practice the 

household contract responsibility 

system: 1

A family unit: 2

Ethnic minority peasants: 1

Modernization & Technology

Carriage: 1

Threshing tool: 1

An insecticide sprayer: 1

Agricultural machinery: 1

Reaping hook: 1

Fire iron: 1

Industrial machinery: 2

Tractor: 2

A shovel: 1

Spade: 1

Shovels and pickaxes: 1

Modern motorcycle: 1

Tractor: 1

An insecticide sprayer: 1

Red car: 1

Modern truck: 1

Laptop: 2

Electronic scale: 1

Solar panels: 1

Government Leadership & Social actor’s 

efforts

Local government officials: 1

Party member or cadre (female): 1

Local government officials- Jiao Yulu: 1

Soldier: 2

The public document:1

People from various walks of life: 1

Soldiers: 1

Local government official: 3

Engineers from the State Grid 

Corporation of China: 1

Charitable worker: 1

Infrastructure construction& 

Urbanization

Canal: 2

Bridge: 1

Power pylons: 1

Qing-Zang Railway: 1

Rural buildings: 4

Concrete pavement: 2

Modern cityscape: 1

Modern skyscraper: 1

Highway: 2

Winding road: 1

National Symbols (not explicitly mentioned)
Chinese lion and dragon dancers: 1

Xizang’s nomads: 1

Golden Huabiao (ornamental columns): 

2

The Five-Starred Red Flag (The national 

flag of the People’s Republic of China): 1

Emblem of the CPC of China: 1

Tibetan-style architecture: 1

Red lanterns: 1

Natural Environment & Rural Landscapes
Mountain: 1

Farmland: 1
Majestic mountains: 1

Terraced fields: 2

Farmland: 2

Green Waters and Blue Mountains: 1

Mountainous region: 1

Mountain: 2

(Continued)
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actions, events, or processes involving actors and goals, significantly 
outnumber conceptual processes.

The preference for narrative processes in these posters can 
be  attributed to the need for engaging storytelling and emotional 
connection. Narrative processes create dynamic interactions and actions 
that form storylines, making the message more engaging and emotionally 
compelling. For example, posters depict a family receiving aid, children 
attending school, or farmers harvesting fruits, showcasing the progress 
and impact of various initiatives through relatable stories of change and 
improvement (see Figure 2).

Narrative representations effectively evoke strong emotional 
responses by depicting real-life scenarios and interactions. These 
images highlight the struggles, efforts, and successes of individuals 
and communities affected by poverty, fostering empathy and a deeper 
emotional connection. By presenting relatable characters and 
situations, these posters motivate viewers to support poverty 
reduction efforts.

Within narrative processes, actional processes, which involve 
participants engaged in activities or movements, outnumber reactional 
processes, which focus on participants’ reactions to events or stimuli. 
Collected posters predominantly feature people, showcasing 
impoverished individuals and poverty alleviators as key social actors in 
the fight against poverty. Through these processes, narrative processes 
effectively illustrate the cause-and-effect relationships in poverty 
reduction, such as improved infrastructure leading to better living 
conditions or ensuring that children from impoverished families have 
access to education (see Figure 3).

Narrative processes often centre around people and their 
experiences, humanizing abstract concepts like poverty. By focusing on 
individual stories and journeys, these posters highlight the personal 
aspects of poverty elimination, making the issue more relatable and 
easier to understand for a broad audience. In contrast, conceptual 
processes, which classify and symbolize elements, present information 
in a more static and abstract manner, lacking the emotional engagement 
of narrative processes.

The three stages experienced distinctive differences in the 
deployment of visual strategies by posters. The first stage 
predominantly utilized actional processes to depict individuals 

actively participating in productive activities, reflecting the socio-
economic themes of that era. The second stage saw an increase in 
actional process imagery, correlating with a focus on rural reform 
and development, emphasizing dynamic depictions of daily life and 
economic activities. In the third stage, there was a noticeable shift 
towards incorporating conceptual images that represent abstract 
ideas or symbols associated with poverty alleviation, linking 
concrete actions with broader themes of development and progress. 
This evolution in visual strategy suggests a more comprehensive 
approach to portraying poverty alleviation, combining vivid 
narratives with symbolic representations.

The primary goal of poverty reduction posters is to raise 
awareness, inspire action, and garner public support. Narrative 
processes are more effective in achieving these goals by creating 
compelling stories that resonate emotionally with viewers, making 
poverty alleviation efforts more immediate and urgent. In the 
Chinese cultural context, storytelling and the depiction of 
collective efforts align with cultural values and norms, making the 
message of poverty eradication more relatable and impactful. The 
Chinese government’s people-oriented development approach 
emphasizes human stories, fostering empathy and understanding 
among the public, and increasing support for poverty 
alleviation initiatives.

7.2 Producer-viewer interaction in Chinese 
poverty reduction posters

As illustrated in Table 1, the changes in visual strategies reflect 
shifting communication goals to engage viewers on multiple levels, 
from personal empathy to a broader understanding of socio-economic 
dynamics. The analysis of Chinese poverty reduction posters reveals 
distinct multimodal features that shape producer-viewer interaction. 
One prominent feature is the categorization of images into “offer” and 
“demand” types, each influencing viewer perception differently.

Among the 48 analyzed posters featuring “human” participants, 
28 posters fall into the “offer” category, where the actors are 
depicted without direct eye contact with the viewers. “Offer” 

TABLE 2 (Continued)

Category Stage1 (1949–1977) Stage2 (1978–2011) Stage3 (since 2012)

Education & Health (not explicitly mentioned)

A young student (Female) wearing a 

bright school uniform: 1

A teacher and students: 1

Teacher: 2

Books and learning materials: 1

School desks: 1

Young student (girl): 1

Student: 3

Doctor and an old peasant (female): 2

Economic Activities & Commerce

Commodities: 2

Merchants: 1

Middle-aged worker (male): 1

(not explicitly mentioned)

Merchant: 1

Professionals in e-commerce: 1

Visitor: 1

Middle-aged workers (female) in 

factory: 2

Sewing machines: 1

China’s role in international poverty 

alleviation efforts
(not explicitly mentioned) (not explicitly mentioned)

African woman: 1

African child: 1

The Arabic numerals in Table 2 represent quantitative data points that enumerate the frequency of specific participants in posters across different historical stages.
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TABLE 3 Textual elements in stage 1

Stages Number Textual elements Release year

Stage1: Establishment of the 

People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) for Poverty Reduction 

Foundation (1949-1977)

Poster 1 群众合作社 1950

Qun zhong he zuo she

“People’s Cooperative”

Poster 2 参与互助合作是走向共同富裕的道路 1954

Can yu hu zhu he zuo shi zou xiang gong tong fu yu de dao lu

“Joining the mutual aid teams is walking the road to common prosperity”

Poster 3 合作社送货来啦 1954

He zuo she song huo lai le

“Goods have been delivered in the cooperative”

Poster 4 走合作化道路创造更美好的生活 1954

Zou he zuo hua dao lu chuang zao geng mei hao de sheng huo

“Walk the path of cooperation to create a better life”

Poster 5 全国人民一致努力为实现第一个五年计划的基本任务而奋斗 1954

Quan guo ren min yi zhi nu li wei shi xian di yi ge wu nian ji hua de ji ben ren wu er fen dou

“The people of the whole nation should work together with one mind, to struggle to realize the 

basic tasks of the First Five Year Plan”

Poster 6 农业合作化是让大家富裕的社会主义道路 1955

Nong ye he zou hua shi rang da jia fu yu de she hui zhu yi dao lu

“Agricultural cooperativization is the socialist course that makes everybody prosperous”

Poster 7 我们要用双手把荒地变成良田 1956

Wo men yao yong shuang shou ba huang di bian cheng liang tian

“We will turn barren land into arable land with our own hands”

Poster 8 争取农业丰收 繁荣社会主义经济 1963

Zheng qu nong ye feng shou fan rong she hui zhu yi jing ji

“Strive for agricultural abundance, prosper the socialist economy”

Poster 9 奋发图强争取农业大丰收 1964

Feng fa tu qiang zheng qu nong ye da feng shou

“Strive with determination to achieve a bountiful agricultural harvest”

Poster 10 为实现农业现代化贡献力量 1965

Wei shi xian nong ye xian dai hua gong xian li liang

“Contribute to the modernization of agriculture”

Poster 11 兴修水利 发展灌溉 防治水旱灾害 1968

Xing xiu shui li fa zhan guan gai fang zhi shui han zai hai

“Develop and repair water conservancy, promote irrigation, and prevent and control water and 

drought disasters”

Poster 12 加速实现农业现代化机械化 1972

Jia su shi xian nong ye xian dai hua ji xie hua

“Accelerate the realization of agricultural modernization and mechanization”

Poster 13 农业学大寨 连年创高产 1972

Nong ye xue da zhai lian nian chuang gao chan

“Learn agriculture from Dazhai and achieve high yields year after year”

Poster 14 贫下中农的贴心人-焦裕禄 1975

(Continued)
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images provide a greater amount of information and appear more 
natural and spontaneous compared to “demand” images. In these 
posters, individuals are portrayed within a scene or narrative, 
focusing on their daily lives or work. Through the scenery, status, 
and content depicted in these images, viewers gain insights into the 
current way of life of individuals who were formerly impoverished 
and living in impoverished areas. Although there is no direct 
interaction between the viewers and the individuals in the image, 
viewers can genuinely sense their efforts to change their destiny 
from the perspective of bystanders. Furthermore, the weathered 
faces, rough hands, focused expressions, and heartfelt smiles of 
these individuals have a contagious effect on viewers, conveying 
their confidence in self-reliance and the happiness they have 
achieved (see Figure 4).

In contrast, “demand” images directly engage with the viewer 
through eye contact, creating a connection that draws the viewer into 
an interactive relationship with the image. Such images serve to convey 
optimism and hope, as seen in the smiling faces of the participants who 
look towards a hopeful future. This depiction allows viewers to connect 
with the emotions of the characters. This direct engagement is powerful 
for evoking emotional responses and inspiring the viewer (see Figure 5).

The prevalence of “offer” images in contemporary poverty 
alleviation posters signifies a strategic evolution in visual 
communication. This shift from earlier “demand” images towards 
“offer” images suggests a deliberate move towards storytelling. By 
focusing on depicting everyday scenarios and individual stories, these 
posters invite viewers to witness the tangible outcomes of poverty 
alleviation efforts. This approach not only underscores the 
effectiveness of governmental policies but also emphasizes the active 
role of poverty-stricken people in their own development journey. It 
portrays them not as passive recipients but as empowered agents of 
change, contributing to community and social progress.

From a diachronic perspective, an observable trend in the 
evolution of poverty alleviation posters is the increasing emphasis 
on constructing images characterized by an “impersonal (long 
shot).” The absence of “impersonal (long shot)” in Stage 1 suggests a 
direct and intimate approach to the viewer, perhaps to establish an 
immediate emotional connection with the subject matter, indicative 
of the initial phase of poverty alleviation where creating a personal 
connection and empathy was crucial. In the early stages, poverty 
alleviation efforts were more focused on individual stories to 
raise awareness.

Stage 2 demonstrates an equal distribution between “personal 
(close up)” and “impersonal (long shot)” at 25% each, with “social 
(medium shot)” making up 50%. This prevalence of medium shots 
indicates a visual strategic shift to depict communal efforts and social 
support systems, requiring fewer close-up shots. The use of medium 
shots balances the portrayal of individual narratives with broader 

community contexts, highlighting the role of social structures in 
poverty alleviation.

In Stage 3, compared to Stage 2, there is a notable increase in 
close-up shots, suggesting a renewed focus on individual narratives 
within the poverty alleviation posters, aligning with targeted poverty 
alleviation efforts. By zooming in on individuals through close-up 
shots, the posters aim to evoke empathy and highlight the personal 
challenges and triumphs in overcoming poverty. Meanwhile, the 
increase in long shots serves to contextualize these personal stories 
within larger community and societal frameworks, emphasizing the 
collective efforts towards social progress and development (see 
Figure 6).

The low-angle shot is predominantly used in the first two 
historical stages to objectively depict the peasants during the 
early years of the People’s Republic of China and reform and 
opening up (see Figure 7). This perspective makes the farmers 
appear taller and invokes a sense of awe in the viewer. The 
majority of the posters utilize an eye-level shot to depict scenes 
of labor or learning, placing the viewer on equal footing with 
participants and facilitating a sense of participation in the 
depicted scenes.

There has been a notable increase in the use of high-angle shots in 
the latest stage, as depicted in Table 1. Eight posters use a high-angle 
shot to showcase the impact of achievements. Although the complete 
picture is not shown, it allows room for the viewer’s imagination and 
conveys the accomplishments of precision poverty alleviation, 
environmental preservation, and relocation of people from 
inhospitable areas. This strategic choice aims to provide a broader 
perspective, allowing viewers to grasp the collective achievements and 
broad social changes, reflecting a community progressing toward 
unified goals and shared prosperity (see Figure 7). This visual strategy 
enhances the viewer’s engagement and underscores the narrative of 
collective effort and success in poverty alleviation.

7.3 Major represented participants in 
Chinese poverty reduction posters

The table serves as a tool to highlight the central themes and trace 
the evolution of representational participants across these varying 
historical stages, offering insights into how different elements have 
been emphasized or altered in the poverty alleviation posters over 
time (see Table 2).

In terms of Compositional Meaning, the maximum salience of the 
56 analyzed posters predominantly features peasants, agriculture, and 
rural areas, reflecting the high importance of the san-nong (three-farm) 
problem, issues related to agriculture, farmers, and rural areas, for the 
country’s economic and social development (Ravi and Xiaobo, 2009) 

TABLE 3 (Continued)

Stages Number Textual elements Release year

Ping xia zhong nong de tie xin ren: jiao yu lu

“The close confidant of the poor and lower-middle peasants: Jiao Yulu”

Poster 15 军民协力开新渠 1975

Jun min xie li kai xin qu

“The military and civilians join forces to dig a new canal”
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TABLE 4 Textual elements in stage 2.

Stages Number Textual elements Release year

Stage2: Rural Reform and Poverty Alleviation 

Through Development(1978—2011)

Poster 1

1978年11月24日夜·小岗

19781978 nian 11 yue 24 ri ye· xiao gang

“On the night of November 24, 1978, Xiaogang Village, Fengyang, Anhui”

Poster 2

实行农村家庭联产承包责任制

1978Shi xing nong cun jia ting lian chan cheng bao ze ren zhi

“Implemented household contract responsibility system”

Poster 3

锻炼身体 建设社会主义新农村

1978Duan lian shen ti jian she she hui zhu yi xin nong cun

“Do physical exercise, building a socialist new countryside”

Poster 4

人勤春早

1987Ren qin chun zao

“The people are industrious, spring is early”

Poster 5

国家八七扶贫攻坚计划

1994Guo jia ba qi fu pin gong jian ji hua

“Priority Poverty Alleviation Program (1994-2000)”

Poster 6

建设富裕文明的社会主义新农村

1997Jian she fu yu wen ming de she hui zhu yi xin nong cun

“Building a prosperous and civilized socialist new countryside”

Poster 7

西电东送工程

2000Xi dian dong song gong cheng

“China’s massive west-to-east electricity transmission project”

Poster 8

取消农业税

2006Qu xiao nong ye shui

“Agricultural taxation is abolished”

Poster 9

青藏铁路

2006Qing zang tie lu

“Qing zang Railway”

Poster 10

改善民生 构建和谐

2007Gai shan min sheng gou jian he xie

“Improve people’s livelihood, build harmony”

Poster 11

免除学杂费 农民得实惠

2007Mian chu xue za fei nong min de shi hui

“Let the rural population benefit from the abolition of school fees”

Poster 12

奋斗目标 全面小康

2007Fen dou mu biao quan mian xiao kang

“Struggle goal: Comprehensive Well-off ”
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TABLE 5 Textual elements in stage 3.

Stages Number Textual elements Release Year

Stage3: Targeted Poverty Alleviation to Realize 

the Dream of Prosperity (since 2012)

Poster 1

互联网的春天——农村电商

2013Hu lian wang de chun tian: nong cun dian shang

“Internet Spring: Rural E-commerce”

Poster 2

精准扶贫, 实施精准扶贫方略

2013Jing zhun fu pin shi shi jing zhun fu pin fang lüe

“Carry out a strategy of targeted poverty alleviation”

Poster 3

十八洞村贫困户精准识别公示会

2014
Shi ba dong cun pin kun hu jing zhun shi bie gong shi hui

“Shibadong Village, Huayuan County, Hunan Province Precise Identification 

Publicity Meeting for Impoverished Households”

Poster 4

精准扶贫 六个精准

2015Jing zhun fu pin liu ge jing zhun

“Targeted Poverty Alleviation’s Efforts in Six Areas”

Poster 5

“集中力量办大事”的制度优势

2020
“Ji zhong li liang ban da shi” de zhi du you shi

“Give full play to unique advantage in mobilizing resources to accomplish 

major tasks”

Poster 6

减贫超 5000万

2020
Jian pin chao 5000 wan

“During the ‘13th Five-Year Plan’ period, 50 million rural impoverished 

people were lifted out of absolute poverty”

Poster 7

人均纯收入年均增幅 30%

2020Ren jun chun shou ru nian jun zeng fu 30%

“Annual average increase of 30% in per capita net income”

Poster 8

780 个贫困县脱贫摘帽

2020780 Ge pin kun xian tuo pin zhai mao

“780 impoverished counties have been lifted out of poverty”

Poster 9

中国对全球减贫贡献率超过 70%

2020Zhong guo dui quan qiu jian pin gong xian lü chao guo 70%

“China’s contribution rate to global poverty reduction is 70%”

Poster 10

52 个未摘帽县脱贫底气足

2020
52 Ge wei zhai mao xian tuo pin di qi zu

“52 counties yet to shed their poverty status are full  

of confidence”

Poster 11

农村贫困发生率下降至 0.6%

2020Nong cun pin kun fa sheng lü xia jiang zhi 0.6%

“The rural poverty incidence rate has dropped to 0.6%”

Poster 12

每分钟近 80 人摘贫帽

2020Mei fen zhong jin 30 ren zhai pin mao

“Nearly 30 people are lifted out of poverty every minute”

Poster 13

扶贫小额信贷累计发放近 5000 亿元

2020
Fu pin xiao e xin dai lei ji fa fang jin 5000 yi yuan

“A total of 500 billion yuan has been disbursed in microcredit for poverty 

alleviation”

(Continued)

https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org


Liu et al. 10.3389/fcomm.2024.1444032

Frontiers in Communication 13 frontiersin.org

Stages Number Textual elements Release Year

Poster 14

当好脱贫攻坚护航员 一心为民谋福祉

2020
Dang hao tuo pin gong jian hu hang yuan yi xin wei min mou fu zhi

“Be a good navigator in the fight against poverty, wholeheartedly seek welfare 

for the people”

Poster 15

光明扶贫 共见幸福

2020

携手同行心同在 光明铺就致富路

Guang ming fu pin gong jian xing fu

Xie shou tong xing xin tong zai guang ming pu jiu zhi fu lu

“Illuminate poverty alleviation, witness happiness together”

Poster 16

俯下身子拔穷根

2020

开展爱心扶贫 819 次

Fu xia shen zi ba qiong gen

Kai zhan ai xin fu pin 819 ci

“Bend down to uproot poverty, carry out charitable poverty alleviation 819 

times”

Poster 17

“挪穷窝”奔向“致富路”

2020“Nuo qiong wo” ben xiang “zhi fu lu”

“Leaving the poverty nest and rushing towards the path to wealth”

Poster 18

32558 人 教师队伍

202032558 Ren Jiao shi dui wu

“teaching staff: 32558”

Poster 19

25688 人

2020

控辍保学

25688 Ren

Kong chuo bao xue

“Controlling Dropout Rates and Ensuring Schooling: 25688”

Poster 20

百万人大搬迁 一步跨千年

2020Bai wan ren da ban qian yi bu kua qian nian

“Millions relocate in a grand exodus, bridging millennia in a single step”

Poster 21

就业扶贫促增收 幸福饭碗城得稳

2020
Jiu ye fu pin cu zeng shou xing fu fan wan duan de wen

“Employment-driven poverty alleviation promotes income growth, and the 

happiness bowl is held steadily”

Poster 22

“幸福树”结出“脱贫果”

2020“Xing fu shu” jie chu “tuo pin guo”

“The ‘Tree of Happiness’ bears Poverty-Alleviation Fruits”

Poster 23

推行教育精准扶贫 让贫困儿童读上书

2020

Tui xing jiao yu jing zhun fu pin rang pin kun er tong du shang shu

“Promote targeted poverty alleviation through education and ensure that 

children from impoverished families have access to education. Strive for equal 

educational opportunities for every child”

Poster 24

扶贫先扶智 教育斩穷根

2020
Fu pin xian fu zhi jiao yu zhan qiong gen

“Support the poor by first empowering their intellect; education cuts the roots 

of poverty”

TABLE 5 (Continued)
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(see Figure  8). This emphasis underscores the central role of rural 
development in China’s poverty alleviation efforts across different 
historical stages.

The evolution of Chinese poverty alleviation efforts is vividly 
depicted in government posters, showcasing a dynamic transition in 
the nation’s socio-economic landscape. In the first stage, the 
portrayal of peasants primarily features young and middle-aged 

rural workers, who were crucial for early poverty reduction 
initiatives. However, China’s rural society is transitioning from 
traditional to modern development, highlighting the large-scale 
transfer of rural young labor, the nucleation of rural families, and 
the impact on traditional rural family pension modes. The rural 
elderly, due to their vulnerable position compared to their urban 
counterparts, were more likely to fall into poverty, making their 

Stages Number Textual elements Release Year

Poster 25

健康扶贫 群众有“医靠”

2020Jian kang fu pin qun zhong you “yi kao”

“Health Poverty Alleviation, People Rely on Medical Care”

Poster 26

绿水青山 变成幸福“靠山”

2020Lü shui qing shan bian cheng xing fu “kao shan”

“Green waters and blue mountains turn into a reliable source of happiness”

Poster 27

“自强户”成为“带头人”

2020“Zi qiang hu” cheng wei “dai tou ren”

“Interest-free loans for pig and sheep farming”

Poster 28

民生保障

2021Min sheng bao zhang

“Social welfare”

Poster 29

乡村巨变

2021Xiang cun ju bian

“Tremendous change in the rural areas”

TABLE 5 (Continued)

FIGURE 2

Examples of narrative processes in Chinese poverty reduction posters. Reproduced from https://mbq.kongfz.com/detail_229486_1_2/, https://
chineseposters.net/artists/prc-education-ministry and https://hn.rednet.cn/content/2020/12/10/8694223.html in accordance with Copyright Law of 
the People’s Republic of China.
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inclusion in poverty alleviation efforts particularly significant. In the 
later stages, posters increasingly depict elderly peasants, emphasizing 
support for vulnerable community members amid urban migration 
trends (see Figure 8).

This shift also includes highlighting the role of ethnic 
minorities and women in development efforts, recognizing their 

particular vulnerabilities due to geographical, historical, and 
cultural factors, and traditional gender roles (see Figure 9). These 
posters underscore the government’s commitment to inclusive 

FIGURE 3

Examples of the cause-and-effect relationships. Reproduced from https://www.sohu.com/a/453213991_738124 and https://www.meipian.
cn/2suxzoia in accordance with Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.

FIGURE 4

Example of a human figure without direct eye contact with the viewers. 
Reproduced from https://kknews.cc/zh-hk/agriculture/e4gxxnn.html in 
accordance with Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.

FIGURE 5

Example of smiling faces. Reproduced from https://ynfprx.yunnan.
cn/system/2020/12/09/031167904.shtml in accordance with 
Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.
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development, addressing the needs of diverse groups within the 
rural population.

The agricultural category in Chinese government poverty reduction 
posters has evolved significantly over time. Initially focused on staple 
crops, it later expanded to include diverse outputs such as rice, fruits, 
and livestock, reflecting policy changes aimed at enhancing food 
security and diversifying the rural economy. This agricultural 
transformation was driven by replacing People’s Cooperatives farming 
with the household contract responsibility system, which tied farmers’ 
interests directly to their labor outcomes, significantly boosting their 
motivation and productivity (Zhaoxu and Liming, 2016).

Technological modernization has been another central theme, 
progressing from basic machinery to modern vehicles, high-tech devices, 
and renewable energy solutions. This progression illustrates China’s 
journey towards industrialization, economic growth, and innovation 
adoption. The poverty alleviation through science and technology model 
has played a crucial role in this journey, effectively improving the scientific 
and cultural quality of the population in poor areas and promoting the 
development of the rural economy and social undertakings (Yan, 2016).

Government leadership, initially portrayed through local officials 
and soldiers, has evolved to include a variety of social roles while 
maintaining a centralized governance approach. This evolution reflects 
the integration and expansion of resources and forces from all sectors of 
society in anti-poverty work, enhancing the level of anti-poverty 
initiatives. The emphasis on government leadership underscores its 
pivotal role in directing poverty alleviation and facilitating substantial 
infrastructural developments, from basic rural constructions to 
sophisticated urban infrastructure.

Recent poverty alleviation posters have increased the 
prominence of national symbols and richly depicted the natural 

environment, integrating poverty alleviation with national pride 
and ecological consciousness. The education and health sectors 
have received growing attention, recognized as vital for equipping 
the population with necessary skills and promoting sustainable 
economic growth. This shift highlights the holistic approach of 
China’s poverty alleviation strategies, which include significant 
investments in human capital development.

The portrayal of the economic landscape has evolved from manual 
labor to highlighting e-commerce and advanced industries, indicating 
China’s strategic pivot towards a digital economy and higher value-
added sectors. This comprehensive portrayal underscores China’s 
multifaceted approach to poverty alleviation, from its agricultural 
roots through technological advancement to embracing a modern, 
inclusive, and sustainable development model.

In addition, the latest stage includes a poverty reduction poster 
featuring an African woman and child, highlighting China’s 
contributions to the international poverty alleviation cause and 
presenting China as a leader in addressing global poverty (see Figure 10).

7.4 Poverty alleviation story lines in 
different history stages

Based on textual components extracted from poverty alleviation 
posters, poverty alleviation story lines in different history stages can 
be categorized. In the first historical stage, the storyline is characterized 
by “resolute and united efforts and sacrifice.” Posters from this period 
emphasize the advancement of productive forces, agricultural 
transformation, the development of individual craft industries, 
commerce, collective economy, agricultural cooperation, and 

FIGURE 6

Examples of social distance at different stages. Reproduced from https://www.sohu.com/a/509607035_482071, https://chineseposters.net/posters/
e15-926 and https://hn.rednet.cn/content/2020/12/10/8694223.html in accordance with Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.
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improvements in irrigation and water conservation. The narrative 
centers on hard work and sacrifice as essential means to overcome 
poverty. This period also reflects the real conditions of China’s initial 
efforts to address widespread poverty, focusing on mobilizing the 
masses for collective agricultural productivity and infrastructure  
development.

The second stage, marked by the theme “rural reform and 
poverty alleviation through development,” reflects a new epoch of 
Chinese modernization, reform, and opening up. This period’s rapid 

economic and social development substantially boosted poverty 
alleviation efforts, significantly reducing poverty levels. The narrative 
focuses on the implementation of the household contract 
responsibility system, which tied remuneration directly to output, 
and reform agendas that liberated rural productivity and mobilized 
farmers’ labor motivation. Real conditions during this stage saw 
significant economic reforms that improved rural incomes and 
living standards, reducing poverty through increased agricultural 
output and market participation.

FIGURE 7

Examples of perspective at different stages. Reproduced from https://kknews.cc/zh-hk/agriculture/e4gxxnn.html, https://chineseposters.net/gallery/
e15-518, https://www.163.com/dy/article/FTBRBG2L0514R9NO.html and https://www.163.com/dy/article/FTBHJ9890545AYLN.html in accordance 
with Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.

FIGURE 8

Examples of san-nong related participants in Chinese posters on poverty alleviation. Reproduced from https://baijiahao.baidu.
com/s?id=1741106523241915105&wfr=spider&for=pc, https://kknews.cc/news/3x64qbg.html and https://k.sina.cn/article_2332808060_8b0bd37c02
000rytv.html?from=news&subch=onews in accordance with Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.
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In the third stage, poverty elimination efforts are characterized 
by targeted poverty alleviation measures addressing the unique 
challenges of different regions or communities. The narrative 
branches into three storylines. The first storyline, “Harmonious and 

Beautiful Life,” showcases the improved quality of life of individuals 
who have successfully overcome poverty in rural areas. These posters 
feature village settings as the backdrop, highlighting rural 
architecture, agricultural tools, the natural environment, and unique 
geographical landscapes, emphasizing the social reality of 
underdeveloped rural regions. The second storyline, “Solid and 
Fulfilling Work,” highlights the efforts and dedication of rural 
residents in their journey out of poverty. This includes initiatives such 
as improving education in impoverished areas, infrastructure 
development, fostering specialty industries, relocating individuals 
from inhospitable regions, compensating for economic losses related 
to ecological conservation, and creating more employment 
opportunities. The third storyline, “Outstanding Accomplishments,” 
focuses on showcasing the achievements of poverty alleviation 
efforts. This stage employs titles reflecting targeted approaches, 
emphasizing specific numerical goals and measurable improvements, 
underscoring a shift towards precision in poverty alleviation efforts.

Posters in this phase of the poverty alleviation campaign feature 
images and text that emphasize precision and focus, utilizing specific 
numbers and percentages to convey the campaign’s targeted 
objectives. This strategic use of quantifiable data signifies a shift 
towards a more structured approach where specific goals and metrics 
are employed to gauge progress and direct efforts efficiently. The 
representational meaning of these posters underscores themes of 
accountability, progress, and tangible achievements in the ongoing 
fight against poverty.

Several posters highlight educational advancements, 
exemplified by Poster 18 and Poster 19, which focus on enhancing 
teaching staff, controlling dropout rates, and ensuring consistent 
schooling. This emphasis indicates a strong investment in future 
generations as a strategy to sustainably overcome poverty. 
Additionally, Poster 20 showcases significant improvements in 
rural community life with its striking imagery and compelling 
narrative of “Millions relocate in a grand exodus, bridging 
millennia in a single step.” This portrayal reflects the Chinese 
government’s efforts to relocate rural populations from areas with 

FIGURE 9

Examples of ethnic minority, the elderly and women peasants in stage 3. Reproduced from http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrbhwb/html/2020-09/17/
content_2009441.htm and https://www.sohu.com/a/453213991_738124 in accordance with Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.

FIGURE 10

Example of China’s contribution to international poverty alleviation 
efforts. Reproduced from https://k.sina.cn/article_2332808060_8b0
bd37c02000rytv.html?from=news&subch=onews in accordance 
with Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.
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barren lands and underdeveloped infrastructure to regions more 
conducive to agricultural production and living, or to accelerate 
urbanization to improve living conditions (see Figure 11). Poster 
21 highlights efforts to increase income for poor households, 
suggesting a broader strategy to bolster economic opportunities 
and foster entrepreneurship. This approach implies that the 
campaign includes comprehensive measures to stimulate local 
economies, thereby enhancing the overall economic landscape of 
impoverished regions.

The use of specific data points and success stories is pivotal 
in communicating the scope and ongoing impact of poverty 
alleviation efforts. By showcasing concrete examples of progress 

and success, the campaign not only informs but also inspires 
continued support and engagement from the broader public. 
This precise and detail-oriented approach, as depicted in the 
imagery and narratives of the posters (see Figure 12), serves to 
highlight the structured and methodical nature of China’s 
poverty alleviation efforts, reflecting a mature and strategic 
response to the challenges of poverty. It is important to highlight 
that the term “targeted anti-poverty policies” in phase three 
refers to a range of initiatives aimed at removing impediments 
and augmenting opportunities for impoverished individuals to 
extricate themselves from poverty and to strengthen their 
capacity for sustained poverty alleviation. This stage experienced 

FIGURE 11

Cases of education, rural community and economic growth in poverty reduction posters. Reproduced from https://gansu.gscn.com.cn/
system/2020/11/13/012493138.shtml?from=timeline&isappinstalled=0, https://gansu.gscn.com.cn/system/2020/11/13/012493138.shtml?from=timelin
e&isappinstalled=0, https://www.163.com/dy/article/FTBRBG2L0514R9NO.html and https://www.163.com/dy/article/FRAUAMK705149T3G.html in 
accordance with Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.

FIGURE 12

Cases of quantifying progress in poverty reduction campaign. Reproduced from https://k.sina.cn/article_2332808060_8b0bd37c02000rytv.
html?from=news&subch=onews, https://k.sina.cn/article_2332808060_8b0bd37c02000rytv.html?from=news&subch=onews and https://k.sina.cn/ar
ticle_2332808060_8b0bd37c02000rytv.html?from=news&subch=onews in accordance with Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China.
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significant government investment in education, health, and 
infrastructure, which facilitated measurable improvements in 
living standards and economic opportunities.

The Chinese approach to eradicating extreme poverty is 
deeply rooted in the venerable Chinese adage: “Give a man a fish 
and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him 
for a lifetime.” The implementation of these policies recognizes 
that merely dispensing assistance, while occasionally 
indispensable, does not address the fundamental causes of 
poverty and may foster dependency. Consequently, the nation 
underwent a paradigm shift from a reliance on triage to 
proactive solutions—transitioning from mere aid to the 
empowerment of individuals. The provision of an enhanced 
environment conducive to self-sufficiency, enables the 
impoverished to become self-reliant and thus elevate themselves 
out of poverty (Zhang and Zuo, 2019).

8 Conclusion

Guided by Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis, this research 
conducts a content analysis of 56 Chinese government sponsored 
poverty reduction posters across three historical stages since the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China. The study elucidates how 
visual and textual elements interact to convey messages of 
poverty alleviation.

Initially, the representations were heavily action-oriented, 
emphasizing collective agricultural activities and the central role of 
peasants, reflecting the collective spirit of early socialist China. Over 
time, the focus transitioned towards showcasing technological 
advancements and individual achievements, mirroring broader 
socio-economic reforms and the transition towards a market-
oriented economy. This shift is not merely aesthetic but signifies a 
deeper ideological transformation, highlighting individual agency 
and technological innovation as drivers of progress. In the most 
recent phase, the introduction of conceptual images marks a 
sophisticated evolution in the government’s communication strategy, 
suggesting a shift towards more abstract and symbolic representations 
of poverty alleviation.

The analysis of producer-viewer interactions further underscores 
a strategic use of visual perspectives to foster a sense of connection 
and empowerment among viewers. The increasing use of “offer” 
images, long distances, and high angles positions the audience as 
both observers and participants in the narrative of poverty alleviation, 
reinforcing the message of collective progress and 
individual empowerment.

Moreover, the thematic exploration in the posters illustrates a 
concerted effort to align visual strategy with the national agenda of 
poverty alleviation. The portrayal of peasants and rural life remains 
consistent, yet the context in which they are depicted evolves. The 
depiction of environmental sustainability, education, and 
technological integration points to a holistic approach 
to development.

This thematic progression underscores the evolution of the four 
predominant poverty reduction strategies in China: government-led 

participation of all citizens, modernization through reform and 
opening up, targeted poverty alleviation with measures tailored to 
local conditions, and the principle of “teaching people to fish” rather 
than merely providing aid.

The content analysis of China’s poverty alleviation posters 
provides insights into the complex interplay between visual 
representation, policy evolution, and societal change. It reveals 
how government-sponsored media serves not just as a tool for 
information dissemination but as a potent mechanism for shaping 
public understanding and garnering support for national  
policies.
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