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Abstract

This paper sought to analyse how China used news outlets to influence foreign audience’s
views about the South China Sea conflict. The dispute concerns the ownership of certain
islands and their maritime zones. The study was conducted through the theory of strategic
narratives, which explains that states use storytelling as a method to shape the opinions of
certain audiences. To answer the research question, the paper conducted a qualitative
narrative analysis. The results of the analysis showed that China often used stories which
focused on cooperation when discussing other states in the region. However, they often
described external states and other rivals in negative ways. By doing so, they could emphasise
that Beijing’s policies and perspective is correct while the other actors only aim to cause

instability.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Tension in the South China Sea

At the crossroads between East- and Southeast Asia lies a body of ocean called the South
China Sea (from now on shortened as SCS). Many states in the region have laid claim to the
seas and its many islands (Nalanda 2016:3-8), as it would allow them to establish an exclusive
economic zone (EEZ) and gain sole rights to exploit all natural resources in the area
(Rosenberg 2010:4-7). Moreover, both regional and external actors rely on the seas for
economic and security related reasons such as exporting goods or as a transit point for their

armed forces (ibid:7).

During the cold war, the presence of American and Soviet navies kept the region stable
(Nalanda 2016:11-12). When they withdrew, China became the dominant power in the region
(ibid) and was able to seize control of islands from countries such as Vietnam or the
Philippines (Zhao 2020:492). China claims ownership over most of the SCS through a u-
shaped maritime boundary often referred to as the 9-dash line (Nalanda 2016:12-14).
However, there is uncertainty regarding the extent of Beijing’s territorial claims (ibid: 14, 25).
This unclarity has caused fears among the other claimants, as China has recently modified and

expanded their claims.

Zhao (2020:490, 492-496, 508) instead believes that the lack of clarity was a strategic choice
which enabled Beijing to strengthen their position while making it more difficult for the other
claimants to make successful counterclaims. Recently, China has clarified and hardened its
stance by taking more proactive steps to defend their interests, even at the expense of
upholding regional stability (ibid). Even though Nalanda (2016:25) disagrees that Beijing has
clarified its position, he does concur that their actions have become more aggressive. Since
the SCS is an important region for both global security and trade, there is a need to further
study the conflict since the increased tension could have an impact upon both the region and
the international community. While many studies aim to explain the actions and motivations
of the claimants, this paper will instead analyse how China has projected their stance

outwards towards the world.



1.2. China goes global

According to Brady (2016:187-188), China suffers from a soft power deficit because of their
poor international reputation. This has limited their ability to be recognised as a great power
by the international public. To mitigate this issue, Beijing is working towards improving their
image abroad. After coming to power, Xi Jinping has amplified these efforts by instructing
the state to promote China’s messages abroad (Xi 2013 cited in Brady 2016:191-192). For
example, during the pandemic, Xi (2020 cited in Xu & Gong 2024:1065) proposed that state
media should work proactively to influence international audience’s perception of China’s
stance on the Covid pandemic. By expanding their media presence abroad, China aims to
counteract the perceived dominance of western media and gain control over the discourses
which negatively portrays Beijing (Shambaugh 2015:101-103). In this way, they can decrease

global anti-China sentiment and improve their global position.

However, Beijing’s efforts often go unrewarded, since their messages fail to leave a lasting
impact (Hartig 2020:4), partly because many people hold negative views about China and
distrust Chinese news sources (Brady 2016:191, 195). At the same time, recent polls reveal
that people in Africa a gaining a more favourable view of China (Vigers 2024). Beijing has
previously attempted to occupy the media place in developing countries but had been
unsuccessful in their attempts at influencing the African public (Shambaugh 2015:102-103,
107). Moreover, a study by Mattingly et al. (2025:1044) showed a positive connection
between exposure to Chinese media messages and support for Beijing’s political and
economic systems. As such, it would appear as if China’s media strategies might be more

successful than previously thought.

Since Beijing has conducted information campaigns to influence the global perspective on the
SCS conflict (Hartig 2020:6-7), there is a need to understand how they have done so since
these strategies could improve the perception of China’s regional policies. Moreover, a recent
article by Sautedé, Mo and Tang (2025:69) argue that the messages found in Chinese state
media are understudied, since many researchers often base their research on statements made
by government officials. One such paper is China Daily, which uses messages that are close to
official government narratives (Zhang and Li 2022:1). On its website, the paper describes
itself as “[...]China’s most influential English-language multimedia platform.” (China Daily

n.d), with millions of readers worldwide. As such, the newspaper is suitable to use for the



analysis since it can project Chinese narratives onto a large audience. In this way, the paper
aims to fill the research gap by analysing how Beijing has portrayed the SCS conflict in China

Daily to influence a global audience of their views.

1.3. Purpose and research question
The purpose of this thesis is to analyse how the Chinese government has created and used
strategic narratives to influence the global public’s perception of the South China Sea dispute.
To this end, the paper will answer the following research question.

¢ How has China Daily framed the South China Sea dispute in the period of 2017-2024

to influence the views of its readers?

1.4. Disposition

The paper started by giving a brief overview of the SCS conflict and China’s usage of
political messages that aim to persuade global audiences of its political goals. It then went on
to present the research question connected to these phenomena. The next section is going to
introduce the theoretical perspective and literature review that the paper will base its research
on. It will then offer a brief discussion regarding the paper’s methodology and limitations
with its research design. Lastly, the thesis will end with an analysis and conclusion which

discusses the findings of the paper.

2. Theory and previous research

2.1. Theoretical framework

2.1.1. Narrative theory

The paper will make use of strategic narrative theory to conduct the analysis. However, before
discussing this concept in detail, some words must first be said about narratives in general.
According to Patterson and Monroe (1998:315-316), narratives are one of the most common
forms of discourse. A narrative is a type of story, but also a mechanism which enables people
to gain an understanding of the world by relating otherwise separate facts to each other. These
narratives also influence our perceptions of politics and the ways in which we respond to
political events. They allow people to structure their understanding of time itself (Abbott

2021:3-6) and gives meaning to human existence (Bochner & Herrmann 2020:284-287).
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While many authors discuss the importance of narratives to the storyteller, they often disagree

on what constitutes a narrative in the first place.

Abbott (2021:12-18) uses a minimalistic definition of a narrative, which proposes that they
are representation of events, consisting of story (the events) and narrative discourse (how
those events are represented). Somers (1994:616-617) instead explains that narratives consist
of separate and selected parts, embedded in time and space which are connected through
causal emplotment. A narrative is not a simple representation of events, but instead a sum of
the events, meanings and parts connected by the narrator. Similarly, Patterson and Monroe
(1998:316) argue that narratives are selectively constructed and told by the narrator. Since the
stories are selective, narrative storytelling gives a good insight into narrator’s worldview and
concept of themselves. While Abbott (2021:20-21) uses a minimalistic definition of narrative,
he does agree that the story (events) in a narrative is always shaped by the narrative discourse

itself. As such, narratives are not objective, but instead a subjective construction.

According to Patterson and Monroe (1998:316), a narrative needs a sequential ordering of
events and includes human characters that are given agency and a role in the plot. However,
Abbott (2021:12, 18-19) believes that the central figure in a narrative does not have to be
character with a personality or goals and can instead be an entity or natural phenomena.
Moreover, narratives do not need a sequential connection between events or have a clear
setting. Similarly, Colley (2017:4-5) explains that narratives can include story-like elements
such as characters or settings but does not always do so. However, the presence of these plot
elements can strengthen the story-like qualities of the narrative by increasing its narrativity.
Abbott (2021:24-26) explains that narratives are co-constructed by both the narrator and the
person reading the text. Narrativity concerns the degree to which an audience will read a text
as a narrative. Consequently, a text with a low degree of narrativity and few story-like

elements will not be as narratively resonant as other texts.

Narrative theory is suitable for the paper’s theoretical framework. It establishes that narratives
are important for people to make sense of political developments. Moreover, it explains that
narratives consist of separate parts that have been combined to make a coherent story. As a
form of discourse, narratives are therefore suitable to study as they can combine disparate

events, opinions and developments to form a larger message that can influence a person’s



political opinions. For the purposes of the paper, this allows the thesis to analyse how a larger

selection of articles and plot-elements combine to create a more connective story.

2.1.2. Strategic narrative theory

The perspective that narratives allow people to make sense of political developments becomes
relevant for our research question, as it pertains to the strategic usage of narratives to
influence global audiences. Freedman (2006:22-23) argues that narrative storytelling can
shape a public’s understanding and response to an ongoing event. A strategic narrative is one
that has been purposefully constructed by an actor to influence an audience’s perception of a
certain event or topic. According to Santos Okholm (2025:64) states have long since
recognised the need to gain support and legitimacy in their foreign policy from international
audiences. To achieve these goals, Hagstrom and Gustafsson (2019:389-390) argue that
political actors have recently become more accustomed to using narratives and storytelling as

part of their communication strategies.

A commonly used definition of strategic narratives comes from Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and
Roselle (2017), who claim that “Strategic narratives are a means by which political actors
attempt to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, and future of international politics
to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors.” (ibid:6). By employing strategic
narratives, actors seek to gain control over and shape international debates to increase their
legitimacy and power (ibid:1, 4). The authors differentiate between three forms of narrative:
system, identity and issue-narratives (ibid:8). System narratives explain how the world
functions and is structured. This structure includes global systems as well as actors. As an
example, the authors argue that the Cold War is a clear example of a system narrative.
Secondly, identity narratives describe the identity of an actor, including their goals and
values. By describing the characteristics of an actor, these narratives shape the perception of
what they can or should do. Lastly, issue narratives discuss the context surrounding individual

policy problems and decisions, including conflicts, actors or solutions.

Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and Roselle (2017:9-10) argue that there are three phases of
strategic narratives, formation, projection and reception. Formation is about the underlying
processes in which a narrative has been created, such as the involvement of institutions or

actors. Projection concerns the spread and contents of the narrative, while reception entails
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how far the story has been spread and how it has been understood by its intended audience.
For this paper, the focus will be on narrative projection, since it aims to understand how
China has structured its strategic narratives. Strategic narrative theory is suitable to use for the
paper, as it allows the thesis to analyse how China has used narrative storytelling to further
their political goals. By applying a strategic narrative lens, the analysis can reveal how
narrative elements are used to create broader storylines that aim to shape global perceptions
regarding the SCS dispute. By using their own media channels, Beijing can gain control over
international discourses and consequently gain legitimacy for their foreign policy decisions.
The following section will delve deeper into previous research done on the formation and

usage of strategic narratives by China.

2.2. Literature review

2.2.1. Media ecology in China

According to Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and Roselle (2017:10-13), narratives can only be
understood through the context of the media ecology in which they are created. Media
ecologies are societal structures in which information and knowledge is spread through
existing media technology. When new technologies are created, this impacts how information
is spread. As such, the invention of platforms such as the internet or social media has had an

impact on how China forms and projects its narratives.

Zhao (2012:150-152) argues that the Chinese media system is built on a strong parity between
the communist party (CCP) and the press, in which the CCP has used their control over the
media to shape the development of Chinese society. Similarly, Wirz et al. (2022:1050) claim
that state control over the media and high levels of censorship has turned the Chinese press
into a political tool for the government. However, while the media remains state-owned, it has
mostly been commercialised, in which the main source of funding comes from the market and
not through government subsidies (Zhao 2012:152-154, 172-173). Furthermore, certain media
outlets are allowed to publish news stories that deviate slightly from the orthodox government
narratives (Zhou 2000:213). Therefore, although state media is subservient to the government,
the media system is impacted by a tension between commercial, professional and political

interests (Zhao 2012:172).
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Continuing, Wang (2023) writes about the creation of strategic narratives and how it relates to
the media system. The author argues that China has tried to use external propaganda
(waixuan) to improve its international standing (ibid:586-587, 590-591). Waixuan has
traditionally been produced through channels such as state media, press conferences or
cultural activities. To strengthen the impact of their international messages, China has
launched a strategy called enlarged waixuan, which stresses the need for more centralised
decision making and multi-dimensional propaganda. This system integrates old and new
forms of media (Brady 2016:192) and therefore relies on both traditional channels as well as

social media (Wang 2023:590-591).

As part of the centralisation policies of enlarged waixuan, Wang (2023:587, 589-593)
explains that foreign propaganda is now the responsibility of both the Foreign Ministry and
the Propaganda Department. This change happened to make sure that waixuan was not
subordinated to the creation of internal propaganda (neixuan). Moreover, the Foreign Ministry
has attempted to coordinate and centralise the messages put forward by Chinese state media
abroad (ibid:593). By doing so, the Ministry aims to create a mechanism for launching
unified, rather than separate responses to ongoing events from the different media stations.
However, differences in tasks and perspectives between both agencies has caused issues for
waixuan, as the Foreign Ministry agency has inserted nationalism into its foreign messaging
(ibid:587, 596-601). Moreover, because of these differences, neixuan and waixuan have
become more similar to each other, breaking a tradition in which they were seen as separate
domains. The paper will therefore move on to discuss the prominent domestic and external

narratives used by Beijing and how they have intersected over time.

2.2.2. Dominant domestic narratives in China.

According to Liao (2017:110-111, 123, 129), nationalism plays a vital role in China as a tool
to mobilise domestic support for the CCP and Beijing’s foreign policy. Moreover, nationalism
is present in four dominating national narratives which have shaped China’s worldviews and
how it behaves on the international stage (Varrall 2015:3-4). As commonly used narrative
storylines, the CCP often emphasises or downplays these four narratives to justify foreign
policy decisions. The first out of these is the century of humiliation narrative, which tells the

story of how China was humiliated by Western states and Japan during the 19™- and 20"
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centuries (ibid:5-6). Politically, it uses Chinese history to emphasise that China should remain

strong, united and work towards counteracting malignant foreign powers.

The following two narratives, cultural characteristics are unchanging and history as destiny
establish a temporal connection between the past and present, in which China’s characteristics
and global role remain unchanged throughout history (Varrall 2015:6-9). From this
perspective, the middle kingdom is a peaceful, but powerful state with a considerable
influence over global affairs. However, other states also retain their former character traits,
such as the U.S, which is assumed to seek hegemonic domination. Therefore, history as
destiny explains that China must regain and defend its leadership position which was lost

during the century of humiliation.

Lastly, filial piety and familiar obligations present Beijing’s neighbourhood as a family unit
that should stick together (Varrall 2015:9-10). In this constellation, Beijing acts as the father
who protects and keeps the family together in return for loyalty from its children.

Based on previous discussions, it could be said that these four worldviews include dimensions
of both system and identity related narratives. They tell the story of who China is and how the
international system functions. In this view, Beijing is a non-violent giant who aims to
establish themselves as a global leader through peaceful means (Guan 2017:378). But while
China is a cooperative leader, this cannot be said for its foreign adversaries, who tries to

exploit and weaken their rightful status as a superpower.

2.2.3. Strategic narratives used globally by China

As part of the revamped waixuan, Xi Jinping launched a campaign called Tell China’s story
well (TCSW), which aims to inspire both state and non-state actors to tell positive stories
about China to improve Beijing’s global image (Xu & Gong 2024:1065, 1071-1072). By
using storytelling, TCSW aimed to depoliticise ideological messages so that they become
more accessible for a broader audience. Originally, Beijing used waixuan to promote Chinese
culture, a purpose which has changed with the adoption of the new media strategies (Wang
2023:593-595). Enlarged waixuan instead aims to tell the story of what the author refers to as
the “China model”, which posits the governing system of China as a peaceful and stable

alternative to the west.
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According to Brady (2016:192-193), two narratives in particular can be identified in Chinese
propaganda. The first is known as “the Chinese Dream”, which claims that Beijing is open for
economic cooperation, partnerships and development. The second narrative, “rich country,
strong military”, instead tells the story of how China has used peaceful means to become a
global superpower. Both narratives have a direct linkage with China’s foreign policy goals, as
Wang (2023:595) argues that waixuan is mainly used to promote the Chinese system among
developing countries involved in the Belt and Road initiative. However, it also serves a lesser
goal of acting as a defence against the liberal discourse coming from the west. Moreover, at a
system level, China has used strategic narratives to establish itself as a global leader which
aims to shape the international system to fit its worldview and geopolitical interests (Yang

2021:299-300, 312).

However, Wang (2023:595) believes that the potency of TCSW has been neutered because of
its ideological and political nature. Moreover, by imposing stricter guidelines on the tone used
in political messages, waixuan has become more coordinated while also being less appealing
to foreign audiences. The limits on how media workers can portray Beijing to the world has
also resulted in more rigid and nationalistic descriptions of China (ibid:596-600). These
descriptions have strengthened domestic nationalism, which has in turn increased the pressure
to create waixuan which suits the worldview of nationalistic domestic audiences. As such
nationalist-tilted waixuan has increased in volume at the expense of narratives that are more
suited for foreign audiences. This is a frequent problem, as the CCP often must placate
nationalist voices at home, even if doing so goes against their interests (Liao 2017:111, 123,
129). As such, even though Beijing seeks to portray China as a peaceful state in its
international messages, it often must use aggressive narratives in foreign media to soothe
patriotic domestic audiences. For this reason, it is unclear to whom waixuan is even targeting

in the first place (Wang 2023:597).

However, as previously stated, Mattingly et al. (2025:1040-1045) found a positive connection
between exposure to Chinese media and support for the China Model, particularly in
developing countries. Since Wang argued that waixuan mainly targets states in those regions,
it would appear as if Chinese narrative strategies could potentially increase the legitimacy of
their foreign policy decisions abroad. This further illustrates the need to analyse how these
narratives are constructed, since it could have a significant impact on global public opinion

regarding the SCS conflict. As such, the paper will discuss the main narrative storylines
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Beijing uses regarding the SCS before discussing how this paper can fill the research gap

related to the topic.

2.2.4. The Chinese perspective regarding the South China Sea

There are a couple of articles which can illustrate the usage of strategic narratives regarding
the SCS. Varrall (2015:11-12), argue that China’s perspective on the SCS reflect the
dominating national narratives in the country. In line with the history as destiny narrative,
China seeks to restore its status as a regional leader which was lost during the age of
colonisation. Moreover, they aim to regain control over the region since they believe that it
has belonged to them for thousands of years (Nalanda 2016:3-4; Wang 2015:505). As Beijing
has grown more powerful on the world stage, the country therefore seeks to gain influence
over its neighbourhood (Guan 2017:379). The historical narrative has also been used in
waixuan, as Hartig (2020:6-7, 9) explains that Beijing used the argument in a broadcasting

campaign centred on a rented billboard in Times Square, New York City.

China’s behaviour in the SCS is also reinforced by the filial piety narrative, in which they see
the country as the rightful leader of the region who the other states must remain loyal to, or
risk facing consequences (Varrall 2015:11). This perspective has been downplayed, as China
aims to adopt new narrative, in which they propose to cooperate and jointly develop the
region together with the other claimants (Summers 2023:581). Internationally, this narrative
has been used by SCS-related think tanks, who aim to convince foreign audiences of China’s
territorial claims and cooperative nature (Chow-Bing 2024:203-204). However, a study by
Mochtak and Turcsanyi (2021:744, 755-757) illustrates how the government has used this
narrative during press conferences, in which Chinese public officials often reiterated their
openness for cooperation. However, this offer of cooperation is only valid for the states that
do not oppose Beijing’s policy decisions or use external means (such as institutions or
American support) to counteract China. Beijing is therefore ready to help other states, but

only if they are subservient to Chinese political interests (Guan 2017:378).

The last two narratives reflect Beijing’s views on the presence of outside forces, particularly
the U.S, who is perceived as a state that is trying to preserve its hegemony at the expense of
China’s rightful status as a global leader (Varrall 2015:11). Guan (2017:377-379) further

elaborates that China views its policies in the region as defensive. By securing control over

15



the SCS, Beijing can strengthen its own security, which it believes is threatened by the U.S.
As such, China also views neighbouring states as threatening when they cooperate with
Washington. The century of humiliation narrative therefore explains that Beijing’s status and

security are in danger from foreign powers.

2.2.5. Addressing the research gap.

Previous research shows that there is a tension in Chinese propaganda between politically
suitable and patriotic narratives. As such, there is a need to analyse how these narratives are
constructed and used to further China’s policy goals. If they can use more suitable narrative
themes, it could be assumed that the narratives might be more successful. Moreover, by
analysing the content of Beijing’s narratives, the paper can reveal how they reflect commonly
held worldviews in China. By doing so, the thesis adds to the research field by illustrating if
strategic narratives still reflect the sense-making processes found in its nation of origin, even
as it seeks to influence a foreign audience. Based on previous discussions, it could be said that
both the “China Model” and nationalist narratives that are used in waixuan include
dimensions of the four national narratives. The former identifies the friendly, pragmatic and
cooperative role that Beijing plays on the world stage, especially in facilitating partnerships
and co-development. On the other hand, the latter instead emphasises the importance of

defending China’s interests against malign forces.

Yet as previously mentioned, few articles have described how Beijing has constructed
strategic narratives through state media (Sautedé, Mo & Tang 2025:69). While certain authors
such as Verma (2020:251, 254-257) has claimed that Beijing uses state media to shape global
public opinion (in this case the Covid pandemic), the author does not explain how they do so.
Others, such as Zhang and Li (2022) describe how China has represented certain polices and
actors in state media. Yet at the same time, they do not analyse these representations through
a narrative lens. This is important, since narratives are how we make sense of the world. If
narratives are a particularly persuasive form of storytelling, then it becomes important to
analyse Beijing’s political messages through a narrative lens to understand how they might be

convincing for its intended audience.

Sautedé, Mo & Tang (2025:67, 78-82) offers such an analysis, by describing how Beijing has

constructed identity, issue and system-level narratives about the Ukrainian war in state media.
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Their analysis found that China portrays itself as a cooperative and constructive actor that
seeks to end the war which was instigated by the west. Moreover, they found that state media
used multiple, concurrent narratives, which were organised through a coherent narrative plot.
While the analysis gives valuable insight into Beijing’s usage of strategic narratives, it does
not account for the international dimension, since the paper uses material from the Chinese
version of Global times (ibid:66-67). This is notable since there are differences between

neixuan and waixuan.

Moving on, two articles discuss the usage of strategic narratives abroad by China regarding
the SCS. The study by Fong, Ponnan and De Rycker (2020) shows how two Chinese
newspapers framed the SCS conflict. The authors found that the newspaper “The People’s
Daily” mostly framed the situation from a conflict perspective but also discussed
opportunities for cooperation and peace (ibid:50-51). The latter frame was also used by the
second paper, Global Times. However, the articles from this newspaper also placed a strong
emphasis on conflict and consequences. In one article, a prominent public figure claimed that
the other claimant states could only develop in the long term if they aligned with Beijing and

not the U.S.

Lastly, the most definitive look into how China portrays the SCS to an international audience
comes from Song and Kim (2024), who analyse the narratives found in both domestic and
foreign versions of state media from 2002-2021. The authors found that the most prominent
topic was related to peace and cooperation, while domestic sources more often wrote about
the legality of China’s policies under international law (ibid:667, 670-672, 676). However, the
foreign narratives also referred to the law to emphasise the legality of China defending its
national interests, as well as the illegality of the actions taken by the U.S and the Philippines.
Similarly to the press conferences, the articles also reiterated that Washington was a

destructive force in the region that only caused instability.

Both articles give valuable insight into the usage of political messages by Beijing through
international media outlets. However, it fails to account for certain dimensions that are
important for the analysis. Firstly, neither of the papers conduct their analyses through a
narrative framework. As such, while they give a good overview over the content found in the
articles, they cannot account for how China has constructed the narratives in practice. This is

important since previous research established that narratives are formed through narrativity
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and are important tools which enable people to understanding politics. Therefore, it is
important to further build on their findings and research how the political messages function
as narratives that give people an understanding of the SCS conflict. This research paper
addresses this issue by focusing on the narrative structure used by Beijing in their strategic
narratives. By doing so, the analysis can give additional insight into how China uses both
antagonistic and peaceful narrative themes to tell a story, and if they contradict or

complement each other.

3. Methodology

3.1. Method

3.1.1. Conducting the analysis

The following section will discuss the paper’s research design. The analysis will be conducted
as a narrative inquiry, which will allow the thesis to investigate how China has structured its
narratives to influence international audiences. The narratives are analysed according to an
analytical framework which allows the paper to see how the narratives are structured and
relate to broader storylines. The study will use online articles from China Daily in its analysis.
Lastly, the chapter will end with a discussion over the limitations found within the research

design.

3.1.2. Qualitative narrative analysis

The study borrows its definition of narrative inquiry from Polkinghorne (1995:5-7), who
describes it as the study of texts that are thematically structured through plots. In this view,
narratives become coherent and thematic stories when its constituent parts are connected to
each other through the framework of a plot. In line with previous assumptions, this confirms
that the paper must consider both individual story elements as well as the larger narrative plot
when doing the analysis. Blumenfeld-Jones (1995:25) explains that there are two forms of
narrative inquiry, analysis of narratives and narrative analysis. The former aims to analyse
the contents of a narrative, while the latter instead seeks to understand how individuals imbue
storytelling with meaning (ibid) by creating a storied account of an event, episode or life story

(Polkinghorne 1995:15, 19, 21).
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While narrative analysis can potentially illustrate how readers insert meaning into China’s
narratives, it cannot explain how the narratives have been constructed for strategic purposes.
As such, it is more suitable for the paper to base its analysis on the second mode of inquiry,
analysis of narratives, which aims to uncover themes and common elements found in multiple
(or a single) stories (Polkinghorne 1995:9-13, 21). The method relies on paradigmatic
reasoning, in which individual pieces of data can be sorted into larger categories. A similar
research method is called narratives-under-analysis, in which stories are similarly turned into
data according to established theoretical or categorical definitions (Bochner and Herrmann
2020:301-303). By doing so, researchers can shine light on the structures and themes found in
a narrative and how they are constructed to achieve specific goals. This makes the method
suitable for the paper, as it can reveal how China has constructed their narratives for strategic

purposes.

Paradigmatic research can either use pre-selected conceptual definitions or inductive methods
to gather its data (Polkinghorne (1995:13-14). By using the former, researchers aim to
investigate how their findings fit into pre-established categories. Inductive methods instead
create their categories based on elements found in the data. Qualitative research often uses
inductive measuring tools, since it allows the researcher to create concepts based on the data
(ibid:10). These categories can then be compared to see how they relate to each other. These
strengths make qualitative methods suitable this analysis since it enables the study to
categorise narrative subplots based on the material. However, the concept of narrativity
confirms that narratives should include plot elements to be resonant for an audience.
Therefore, the paper takes a middle ground between closed and inductive research by using
loose categorical definitions that can illustrate how specific plot elements have been used in
the narratives to create larger narrative storylines while simultaneously allowing the data to

speak for itself.

3.1.3. Analytical framework

Since scholars disagree over what a narrative should include, this paper borrows from
Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and Roselle (2017:7), who argue that strategic narratives include
agents, scenes, acts, agency and purpose. In their view, this structure can tie together the past,

present and future through an exploration of narrative plot elements. As such, the structure is
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suitable for the analysis, since it allows the paper to analyse how the story elements come

together to tell the tale of the SCS.

The first story element is agents, which are the characters and actors in the story (Miskimmon,
O’Loughlin and Roselle 2017:7). Based on previous discussions, they can be human
characters such as politicians but also nonhuman as discussed by Abbott. Importantly, this
reflects the cultural characteristics narrative where states are entities with their own views and
personalities. As such the paper will identify agents as both human and non-human actors in
the story. The paper will therefore code this dimension as “Which agents are present in the
narrative?”. The second dimension is the scene or setting in which the narrative takes place
(ibid:7). Previous research had described that China sees the region as their historical land,
while they are also promoting an idea of cooperation with their neighbours. As such, it is not
unlikely that different articles might either describe that the SCS is owned by China, or
collectively by the regional states. Consequently, the paper will code it as “Where does the

narrative take place?” and “How does the articles describe its setting?”.

The third plot element is central to the narrative, as it explains the conflict and what has taken
place (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and Roselle 2017:7). As such, this plot element will be coded
as “What is the conflict about according to the articles?”’. The fourth dimension elaborates on
the third by describing how the actors behave and which tools they use during the conflict. It
will be coded as “How do the agents act and behave?” and “What tools do the agents employ
in the conflict”. Lastly, the final element is the purpose of the narrative, in which a goal or
resolution is proposed by the author (ibid:7). This ties the narrative together, as it explains
what should be done to solve the conflict. The paper will code this dimension as “How do the

articles propose to solve the conflict?” and “What needs to be resolved to solve the conflict?”.

The paper borrows from Deverell, Wagnsson and Olsson (2021:21) by using Somer’s (1994)
definition of narrative to combine individual plot elements together into a larger story. As
previously mentioned, Somers believes that narrative stories are constructed by giving a
shared meaning and connection to separate plot elements (ibid:616-617). As such, the paper
will combine findings related to different plot elements and articles to reveal larger narrative
plotlines. Since narratives are selective in what they include, the paper will discuss how the

narrative storylines are written to convince its readers to accept China’s foreign policy goals.
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Lastly, since narratives are embedded in a specific time and space (ibid:616), the paper will

include a comparative dimension to explain how the narrative has changed over time.

3.2. Material

To analyse how China has used state media to project strategic narratives regarding the SCS,
the paper will base its analysis on articles found in China Daily during the period of 2017-
2024. The starting time of 2017 was chosen since Chinese state media notes that it had been a
peaceful year for the SCS (Global Times 2017). As such, it could be assumed that the chosen
articles for that year might use narratives that are based upon cooperation more so than
conflict. This benefits the analysis by offering a temporal dimension which can illustrate how
state media has adapted its narratives over time. The articles were selected from the first and
last two months of the years 2017 and 2024. This enables the paper to analyse changes that

took place in the narrative both between and during individual years.

The paper will gather its articles from the online versions of China Daily. The online version
will be used for their accessibility, but also since they reflect the new mixed-media strategies
of combining traditional and social media. The material was found by searching for the words
“South China Sea” in China Daily’s search engine'. In this way, the study was able to find
and analyse articles that might have otherwise been skipped over if it had only been searching
for words in the titles. The search engine presents articles from multiple versions of China
Daily, such as USA or Africa. However, since they are accessed from the same website, the

paper will treat them as the same newspaper.

3.3. Limitations

There are multiple limitations with the chosen research design. Since the paper focuses on the
narratives found in online newspapers, it fails to account for narratives used in other channels
through both traditional and social media. Shambaugh (2015:103) argues that China has also
expanded its global media presence through both tv and radio-networks. As such, this study
does not capture all forms of state media narratives. Furthermore, since the paper uses a

selection of articles from the period and not all of them, the study cannot fully cover all

! Material collected from the official website of China Daily. Available at
https://newssearch.chinadaily.com.cn/en/search?query=south%20china%?20sea.
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dimensions of the strategic narratives. It also cannot account for the differences between
traditional and less orthodox newspapers. For example, Global Times states on their official
website that the paper does not shy away from conflict and confrontation unlike other Chinese
media outlets (Global Times n.d). As such, the narratives found in Global Times might be

different from those found in China Daily.

Moreover, since enlarged waixuan has placed a stronger emphasis on social media, the paper
misses how these narratives differentiate and interact with those of state media networks.
Allen and Williams (2021) illustrate this new media landscape, by explaining that the Chinese
government has collaborated with foreign content creators on state tv-channels to spread
government narratives, particularly regarding the region of Xinjiang. Another limitation
comes from the selection of years, as it can only reveal how the narratives were constructed in
the first and last year of the selected period. However, since the paper uses many sources from
both years, and gathers its materials using broad search terms, it can gather a large,
representative sample for the analysis that can track how the narratives have been constructed

and changed over time.

4. Analysis

4.1. Narrative storylines during 2017

In 2017, China Daily featured a variety of narrative storylines that involve a broad selection
of regional and external actors. The narrative used partly differs between these two categories.
As such, the paper will analyse the narrative surrounding regional and external actors

separately before discussing how they intersect to create a broader story.

4.1.1. Regional actors in the SCS:

The articles on the SCS dispute present it as a conflict of overlapping maritime claims (China
Daily 2017a:2), which started when the other claimant states occupied China’s islands at the
end of WWII (Baijie 2017a). As such, the narrative uses historical claims to emphasize that
China has indisputable claim over parts of the region (China Daily 2017a:8; Jingx 2017),
since both the islands and their adjacent seas are historical Chinese territories (Baijie 2017a).
At the same time, some articles describe that the SCS region is shared by all the claimants

(China Daily 2017a:8; China Daily 2017b), with a clear difference between regional and
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external actors (Zhihao 2017a). In this shared region, the conflict situation had recently
calmed down while China and ASEAN are working on creating a code of conduct for the SCS
(Yue 2017). As a regional organisation, ASEAN is often used as a stand in for the regional

countries.

As such, the setting is both referred to as a shared regional and Chinese territory. While this
might seem like a contradiction at first, the articles use agency and solution-plot elements to
establish how the seas can both be shared and exclusive at the same time. China is presented
as a country which has taken on the role of leading the Asia-Pacific region into a new era of
international relations that are based on mutual benefits, cooperation and respect (China Daily
2017a:1, 7, 12). By doing so, Beijing seeks to change the previous, western form of
geopolitics which favoured zero-sum games and conflict (Xinhua 2017a:2; Xinhua 2017b).
To this end, China has taken steps to implement the code of conduct, as it would lead to the
creation of a fairer world order. One article notes that China seeks to crush the unfair
international system since they themselves had once been a victim of its winner-takes all
game (Xinhua 2017a:2). Because of this experience, Beijing seeks coexistence rather than
hegemony. In fact, one article claims that China wants peace in the region more than any

other state in the world (Xinhua 2017¢).

The articles use this perspective to explain that China’s increased role and presence in the
region (by building artificial islands and defensive installations) is a benefit to the region,
since ASEAN is benefitting from strengthening their cooperation with Beijing (China Daily
2017c). However, the articles also argue that this increased role is natural for a country of its
size with global responsibilities. The other regional states are described as having similar
goals in seeking mutual development and coexistence (China Daily 2017a:1). As such,
ASEAN is working to implement the code of conduct together with China (Yunbi 2017a; Yue
2017), since the maritime disputes can only be solved through peaceful negotiations (Xinhua
2017¢) by the states in the region (and not through outsiders) (China Daily 2017b). By
negotiating and adopting the code of conduct, the region will become more stable and secure

(Xinhua 2017¢).

The narrative similarly describes how the relationship between China and the other states is
connected to conflict resolution. With Vietnam, the narrative explains that the countries have

been good neighbours since ancient times (Xinhua 2017d). Similarly to ASEAN, Vietnam is
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interested in conflict control regarding the SCS (Qingyun & Xiaokun 2017) and wishes to
cooperate with China to solve their maritime dispute (Baijie 2017b). As such, China and
Vietnam should increase cooperation so that it becomes easier to find mutually acceptable

solutions to their dispute (Qingyun & Xiaokun 2017).

The Philippines are presented as a state which have been good neighbours and brothers with
China for hundreds of years (Xinhua 2017¢). However, in a brief period of that time, the
country played a part in Washington’s alliance system (Hui 2017) in which they conspired
with others to launch an internal arbitration over the disputed territories (Xiaohui 2017:1).
However, president Duterte decided to change course (ibid) and downplay the policies made
by his predecessor regarding the SCS dispute, including the 2016 arbitration award (Xiaohui
2017:1; Xiaokun 2017). Therefore, the relationship has reverted to its natural and cooperative
state (Xinhua 2017e), in which the Philippines refuse to be used as a pawn by in
Washington’s political games (Hui 2017). This has resulted in a period of stability for the
region (Xiaokun 2017). Therefore, to solve the dispute and stop the ongoing conflict, the

Philippines must move away from disruptive moves and instead cooperate with Beijing.

The narrative about Singapore establishes that the country is an important parter to Beijing
which serves as an international hub and as the bridge between China and Southeast Asia
(China Daily 2017d). As partners, the countries agree on most policies since they have similar
interests. However, this relationship was damaged because Singapore supported the 2016
arbitration (Baijie & Qingyun 2017). As such, the articles argue that China and Singapore
should focus on cooperation and mutual development after the setback in their political
relationship (China Daily 2017d; Jingxi & Qingyun 2017). However, this can only be done if
both parties respect each other’s core interests (which in context should include China’s
stance on the SCS). Otherwise, Singapore will lose out on mutually beneficial cooperation

and economic opportunities.

Moreover, the narrative proposes that the claimants should follow a doctrine of mutual respect
and cooperate to deescalate the situation while waiting for a permanent solution (China Daily
2017a:2, 8). Therefore, the claimants should not attempt to judicialize (referencing the 2016
arbitration) or internationalize the dispute. Furthermore, the territorial disputes can only be
negotiated bilaterally and not through ASEAN (Xiaokun 2017). The consultations with

ASEAN aim to create stability in the region and are not a method to solve the underlying
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disputes. The article reiterates that old problems (territorial disputes) should not hinder further
mutual development between the claimants (China Daily 2017a:2, 8). The articles about
Vietnam similarly state that they should increase cooperation in the seas through resource-
sharing (Baijie 2017b), security (Qingyun & Xiaokun 2017) and joint development (Xinhua
2017f). In the Philippines, Duterte has chosen to focus on other parts of the relationship with
China and not just the border dispute (Qingyun 2017a). By doing so, the country can enjoy
benefits from cooperation and development. Moreover, the article mentions that the president

does not want foreign interference in the dispute since it could block cooperation.

The three country specific narratives all establish that the three states have long and friendly
relations with China. As such, it uses history to assert that it is both unnatural and destructive
to change the status quo since it causes instability and decreased cooperation. Instead, the
states should prioritize strengthening their relationship with Beijing and not challenge China’s
increased presence in the region. Furthermore, the states are not allowed to use allies,
international institutions or regional organisations to strengthen their position against
Beijing’s claims. In return, they will be rewarded with opportunities for development and
economic benefits. The narrative uses the perspective of China is an actor which inherently
seeks stability, peace and mutual benefits to reinforce that they are able and willing to

cooperate and help the states which abide by its policies.

However, in the negotiations, the narrative further reiterates that China has indisputable
sovereignty over certain islands and that all negotiations should be based upon international
law as well as historical facts (China Daily 2017a:2, 8). Since the narrative had previously
established that the territory is historically Chinese, then it means that the conflict can only be
solved in a way which favours China. From this perspective, Beijing seeks to uphold the
stability in the region while the SCS still remains an indisputable part of China. In this way,
the narrative explains that the territory is Chinese, but that it is still to the benefit of all

claimants to cooperate with Beijing, since they aim to keep the area peaceful for everyone.

4.1.2. External actors in the SCS:
The articles regarding the external forces makes a difference between the states in the region
compared to those outside of it (Jingx 2017). The narrative it mostly focuses on Washington

and its relationship with Beijing, as it explains that the Americans are interfering in the SCS
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conflict to increase their influence in the region (Weihua 2017), gain control of natural
resources (China Daily 2017e), maintain its status as the global hegemon (Lushan 2017) and
stop China’s peaceful development. To these ends, Washington has used its navy to illustrate
that it is continuing its pivot to Asia which was started by the former president Obama (ibid).
However, these naval operations conducted by the American Navy (ibid) are destructive since

they have caused accidents in the region (Zhihao 2017b).

The U.S has reacted to China’s militarisation efforts in the region by increasing their own
presence and scaring its own allies into submission (China Daily 2017c¢). In general,
Washington uses its allies as tools to contain China (Qingyun 2017b). For example,
Washington orchestrated the arbitration ruling launched by the Philippines (Weihua 2017).
One such ally that is discussed in the narrative is Japan. Tokyo has attempted to interfere in
the SCS conflict for its own reasons, but also as a pawn of the U.S (Hui 2017). Specifically,
Abe aims to strengthen the American alliance system to show their loyalty to Washington. To
this end, they have used monetary schemes to lure former allies such as Manilla back into the
American security constellation. Moreover, they have conducted a media campaign to smear

the Chinese position (Yunbi 2017b).

While the narrative explains that the U.S uses its allies as tools, it also elaborates that
Washington is an unreliable ally which has questioned its own level of engagement in the
alliance system (Lin 2017; Hui 2017). Moreover, American influence has been weakened
since their form of alliance-making is unfair and values zero-sum games (Lin 2017). As such,
states such as the Philippines have recalibrated relations with China and the U.S (ibid), while
ASEAN members have sought to solve their own issues without U.S involvement (China
Daily 2017b; China Daily 2017f). However, since Washington does not recognise the
autonomy of the regional powers and their aspirations of peace and stability, they have sent

warships to cause trouble in the area (Lushan 2017).

The narrative paints a picture of the U.S as an imperialistic and power-hungry state with no
respect for either friend or foe. By doing so, the articles make the case that many former allies
have abandoned the American ship to instead cooperate with China. This is exemplified by
the article on Japan, in which it is stated that those former allies will not return to the

American system and that they see through Tokyo’s attempts at bribery (Hui 2017). By
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discussing the U.S system as a failure, the narrative tries to persuade those countries to not

join Japan’s schemes.

By establishing that the U.S is acting out of its volition instead of helping the region, the
narrative says that Washington should respect the opinions of the regional states and offer its
support in creating stability through the code of conduct (China Daily 2017f; Jingx 2017). In
this regard, the U.S must also stop its military policies as it only makes the situation worse
(Zhihao 2017a). By continuing these policies, Washington is only creating instability for its
own benefit. In comparison, China is described as a country that is not aiming for global
hegemony (China Daily 2017g), but instead seeking peaceful solutions in the region, even as

Washington is amplifying its assault and causing instability (Yafei 2017).

Moreover, since China seeks peaceful solutions, the narrative establishes that it wishes to
increase dialogue and cooperation with the U.S to find common ground in issues such as the
SCS (China Daily 2017f; China Daily 2017g; Qingyun 2017b; Zhihao 2017b). By focusing on
strengthening relations, the countries can increase cooperation and stability in the region and
the world. To further this point, the narrative claims that there are some voices in the
American government that want a diplomatic solution to the problems (Yunbi 2017c¢), while
Trump has tried to improve relations with China (Chengde 2017) and is uninterested in the
SCS since he cares more about domestic issues (Jingyi 2017). This will leave room for the

Americans to negotiate with China over the issue.

However, to build mutual trust, Washington must adopt a more nuanced approach on the SCS
dispute and respect the Chinese position on their territorial claims (China Daily 2017h;
Zhihao 2017b). The narrative uses the idea of a cooperative China to show that Beijing is
ready to cooperate and mutually solve any disagreements with the Americans. To this end, the
U.S must listen to diplomatic voices in the administration rather than continuing their current
path. However, these negotiations are based on American recognition of China’s territorial
stance. Similarly, Japan can only expect to improve their relations with China if they stop

slandering and attacking Beijing (Yunbi 2017b).

In case the Americans do not negotiate, the narrative explains that this forces China to defend
its interests and sovereignty using their armed forces (Lei 2017). Moreover, China is fully

justified in building defensive installations in region, as it is their sovereign territory (China
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Daily 2017h). Moreover, since the U.S is strengthening its military in the area, the articles
argue that China must counter American actions (Lushan 2017) by increasing their own
military presence in the region (Weihua & Yunbi 2017). Furthermore, Beijing should improve
its relationship with the other claimants, since it would weaken the American position. As
such, the narrative uses explanations of U.S interference to justify China’s militarisation and

expanded presence in the region.

4.2. Strategic narratives in 2017

In 2017, China Daily used a variety of narrative storylines as part of their renewed focus on
influencing global audiences. Throughout the articles, the most used story-element was the
concept of a peaceful China which only seeks cooperation and mutual benefits rather than
domination. By using this concept, the articles can argue that most of Beijing’s policies are
benign and beneficial to the region rather than self-serving. In this way, the narrative can even
paint military build-up as a net positive since it was stated that it led to an increase in

cooperation between China and ASEAN.

In general, the narrative often used identity related narratives to describe the personalities of
the individual states and how it influences their behaviours. Most prominently, the articles
used the cultural characteristics narrative to describe how certain states has had a long and
prosperous friendship with China. When combining this with the description of a peaceful
China, the articles can tell its audience that it is both natural and foolish for the states to not
cooperate with Beijing, as they have done so throughout history and risk losing out on the
prospect of the mutually beneficial development which China offers. Moreover, by
emphasizing their historically grounded relationship, the narrative explains why the other
states should cooperate inside of the region rather than reach out to any external powers.
Since these states have always gotten along well, they are the only ones who can solve their

own issues.

At the same time, the articles also use the familiar piety narrative by discussing that those
benefits come at the cost of accepting China’s foreign policy decisions. If any state voices
their concern or opposition to these moves, then Beijing will retaliate and stop cooperation.
The narrative uses this story-element for both the regional states, but also for the U.S, which

is asked to respect China’s interests and territorial sovereignty. However, as mentioned, the
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narrative presents those interests as natural and mutually beneficial. A large emphasis is put
on China’s sovereignty and historical rights in the region. By doing so, the narrative can
explain that Beijing is simply protecting what is theirs. Moreover, by emphasizing that China
seeks peace and stability for all the states in the region despite of this, the articles can tell its
readers that Beijing is both reasonable in its demand and benign in that it still seeks to help

those states that have attacked it.

This perspective makes use of the century of humiliation and history as destiny narratives to
explain that China’s territory has been stolen by the claimants and that the country has been
the victim of western imperialism. By presenting the U.S as an imperialistic state which
causes instability, the articles can justify China’s policies as defensive rather than assertive
since those old imperialistic processes of the past are ongoing through American hegemony.
However, the articles also use nationalistic language to reiterate that Beijing is a growing
global power can defend itself against their foreign enemies. These patriotic messages are
often downplayed by the usage of cooperative narratives which explain that China can defend
its interests but still want peaceful solutions. In this way, the narrative can tell its audience
that Beijing is both a physical and moral powerhouse that is justified in how it acts in the
region. Furthermore, by contrasting China with its adversaries, the articles illustrate to its

audience that Beijing’s policies are preferable to that of those who interfere in the region.

4.3. Narrative storylines found in 2024
The narrative storylines from 2024 offer many similarities to those in 2017. However, there
are also notable differences in the articles based upon changes in the geopolitical situation in

the region compared to 2017.

4.3.1. Regional actors in the SCS.

At the broader regional level, the narrative regarding the SCS is structured quite similarly to
2017. China is presented as a state which seeks good and mutually beneficial relations to its
neighbourhood in line with its global stance that Beijing believes in the concept of a
community which benefits all of mankind (Haiming 2024). In line with this perceptive, it is
stated that China aims to solve all territorial disputes diplomatically while also decreasing
tensions in the region. Another article explains that the SCS islands are historically Chinese

territories that have been stolen by the other claimants (Xinhua 2024a). However, despite this,
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Beijing has still chosen to solve the issue diplomatically by pushing for the adoption of the

code of conduct.

As in 2017, the articles reiterates that this vision is shared by the states in the region, as it is
explained that Asian states have a different way of dealing with conflicts compared to western
states, in which they prioritize mutually acceptable solutions and cooperation rather than the
use of force (South 2024; Han 2024). As such, both ASEAN and some claimant states have
worked together with China to resolve these issues (Han 2024) through cooperation and
international law (Xinhua 2024a). Furthermore, one article states argues that the parties need
to create a new narrative centred around cooperation to increase mutual trust and enable a
solution to the conflict (Han 2024). The narrative uses similar plot-elements as in 2017 to
explain that China is a benign state which is only interested in cooperating with the other
claimant states and ASEAN. However, the narrative differs in how it discusses the

Philippines, which offers insights into how the narratives change.

One article state that illegal claims from the claimant states as well as the 2016 arbitration are
some of the biggest threats to the region (Xinhua 2024b). These statements need to be
understood in relation to changes in the geopolitical situation, in which the territorial dispute
between China and the Philippines had reawakened in the period after 2017 (China Daily
2024a). Unlike 2017, the articles do not refer to Manilla as an historic friend, but instead as a
pawn of the U.S (Han 2024) that is causing instability in the region (China Daily 2024b).
Manilla is described as a state which pretended to negotiate while causing instability together
with the U.S (China Daily 2024c). Recently, Manilla had intruded into Chinese waters and
attempted to internationalise the conflict, therefore breaking the regional understanding that
they alone can solve their own issues (China Daily 2024d). In this way, the Philippines is
described as an opportunistic state which uses Washington’s support to gain an upper hand in

the dispute.

Beyond describing the Philippines in a negative manner, the articles use the concepts of
territorial sovereignty and international law to convince its readers of China’s policy
positions. One article describes that Chinese historians have used historical records to prove
that China has indisputable ownership over the SCS (Xiaodong & Yajing 2024). Moreover,
even though Vietnam and the Philippines have been successful at convincing the international

community of their perspectives, it is stated that the dispute only arose because of colonial
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meddling. Without this fact, the region would be peaceful for all its inhabitants. Since the
territory is fully Chinese, attempting to annex certain islands (Yixue 2024a) or send ships to

the area breaches China’s territorial integrity (China Daily 2024e).

Moreover, Manilla’s territorial claims are not supported by historical facts or international law
(Duo 2024a), unlike Beijing’s claims (China Daily 2024f). As such, Manilla’s efforts to
control the islands (Yixue 2024a) or push the results of the 2016 arbitration (which itself is
stated to be illegal) are also incompatible with international law (Duo 2024b; China Daily
2024f). By establishing that the Philippines are hurting China’s territorial integrity and
international law, the narrative can convey that Beijing’s policies are natural ways for them to
defend their maritime rights and territory (Duo 2024a; China Daily 2024¢). In this way, the
articles also create a contrast between the behaviour of Manilla compared to the rest of
ASEAN. While the latter aims to solve the conflict alone through dialogue and international

law, Manilla has instead gone rouge against the interests of the region (Duo 2024a).

Furthermore, the articles explain that the previous era of cooperation was fruitful for both
states, as it led to stability in the region and an increase in trade and investments (China Daily
2024a). If the Philippines did not escalate tensions, they would have been able to jointly share
resources in the disputed waters (China Daily 2024h). However, it is mentioned that such
arrangements are only valid if Manilla does not challenge the Chinese claim through the
arbitration award (Duo 2024a). For example, Philippine fishermen were granted access to fish
in the SCS, but only as a temporary measure under certain preconditions such as not
interfering against the presence of Chinese fishermen. The article states that this enabled
Manilla to benefit from the region while retaining Chinese sovereignty. Compared to 2017,
the narrative surrounding the Philippines therefore puts less emphasis on the concept of a
shared region. Instead, it highly reinforces the idea that the sea is fully Chinese and that

claimants can only gain access to the region if it respects China’s sovereignty and interests.

Similarly, the narrative makes it clear that these moves will hurt the Philippine economy,
since they will halt most cooperation with China (Yang 2024). In this way, it is stated that
Manilla has chosen to focus on power games rather than improving their domestic
development (China Daily 20241). Moreover, the U.S cannot fill the economic gap left by
Beijing (Yang 2024), nor give it enough military resources so that it can win a war against

China (China Daily 2024h). In fact, it is stated that Washington might not even be capable of
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offering support since it already supports Israel and Ukraine (China Daily 20241). As such,
Manilla’s moves change it from an important regional player to an American puppet (ibid)

which will be discarded by Washington when they are no longer needed (China Daily 2024h).

As such, the articles make a connection between the concepts of development and foreign
interference to ruin, destitution and foolishness. In this way, the narrative can tell its audience
that Manilla’s moves are not only illegal, but also self-destructive. In comparison, the articles
use the cooperation narrative to emphasise that Beijing aims to solve their mutual issues
diplomatically (Yixue 2024a; Duo 2024a), while showing restraint and professionalism in
how they have handled the recent incursions (China Daily 2024g). By contrasting a peaceful
China with an aggressive Philippines, the narrative can establish that the recent tension is the
sole fault of Manilla (China Daily 2024e). Therefore, they must return to negotiate or face
continued penalties and countermeasures from Beijing, who will make it more difficult for

Manilla to hurt their rightful interests (China Daily 2024f; Xinhua 2024c).

4.3.2. External actors in the SCS.

The narrative surrounding external actors (in particularly the U.S) is also quite similar to the
one from 2017. The U.S is mentioned as the biggest threat to security in the SCS (Xinhua
2024b), since they aim to contain China (Han 2024) to preserve their regional hegemony. To
this end, Washington has increased its military presence in the region and are using allies as
tools to stop Beijing’s rise to power (Akram 2024). In fact, it is stated that all of Manilla’s
recent actions have been orchestrated by the Biden administration (China Daily 2024j).
Another ally is Japan, who is leading Washington’s regional offensive (Yixue 2024b).
However, another article also mentions that Japan is a far-right state which seeks to

reestablish its military presence that it lost during WWII (China Daily 2024k).

America instead holds an outdated cold war mentality in which China has become the new
Soviet Union (Cottam 2024). As such, their policies do not just threaten regional stability and
international law (Akram 2024), but risk causing a nuclear war which will destroy all of
humanity (Weihua 2024). It is further states that America is a war-addicted junkie which
craves conflict to satiate its urges and prop up its defence industry (China Daily 2024l1). As in
2017, the articles make a contrast between China and the U.S, in which the former is stated to

seek a new, multilateral order which prioritises peace, cooperation and mutual benefits rather
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than the cold war mentality of the U.S (Noor 2024; Akram 2024). As such, China aims to
solve the SCS conflict through dialogue and international law (Noor 2024), while increasing
its military spending as a defensive tool to defend its sovereignty and territorial integrity

(China Daily 2024l).

Similarly to 2017, the narrative explains that China has always sought cooperation (Akram
2024) and therefore seeks to develop cooperative ties to America as it will be beneficial for
both of their societies (China Daily 2024m). However, to do so, Washington must stop its
confrontational approach in the SCS (China Daily 20241) by decreasing its military presence
(Chenglong 2024) and support for regional actors while also recognising the interests and
rights for other states to defend their territorial integrity (Akram 2024). Similarly, Japan can
not expect to improve its relationship with Beijing unless it stops its current policies (Yixue

2024b).

4.4. Discussion of findings

The findings from 2024 show many similarities with those from 2017. China often uses
narrative storylines about co-existence to explain that they are a peaceful country that wishes
to cooperate with all states to create a better world for humanity. In this way, the narrative can
both justify Beijing’s foreign policy decisions while also using it as a contrast to other states
that are being described negatively. In 2017, this contrast was mostly used in relation to
external powers such as the U.S and Japan. However, in 2024 this contrast was also heavily
used about the Philippines. By portraying their neighbour as an opportunistic troublemaker,
the narrative was able to blame Manilla for the deterioration in their relationship. This shows
that China’s strategic narratives are quite flexible, in which Manilla can turn from a historical

brother to an American pawn in only 8 years.

Moreover, compared to 2017, the articles more often presented the SCS as a Chinese territory
rather than a shared space. This was almost exclusively used in relation to Manilla, who is
claims were stated to be baseless and illegal. As such, it would appear as if China’s narrative
had either hardened or changed to account for changes in the regional situation. By
emphasising China’s ownership over the territory, it makes Manilla’s moves seen less
reasonable and instead more exploitative. In this way, Beijing is not laying claim to a whole

region but instead defending its rightful territory from a state which only seeks harm and
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instability. The narrative about external actors remained similar in describing them as states
who interfere in the region for malicious purposes, often to prop up American hegemony and

disrupt the peaceful rise of China which challenges their violent global order.

In this way, Beijing can create a contrast between the peace-seeking states in ASEAN and the
external powers who create chaos in the region. This includes convincing the Philippines into
acting on their behalf, even as it brings Manilla down a path of poverty and instability.
Through this contrast, China Daily aims to convince its audience that its foes are unreasonable
and violent. In this lens, it is then proposed that the only solution is cooperation and dialogue
based on Beijing’s own terms as they reflect historical facts, international law and common
sense. This includes the passive recognition of China’s territorial claims over the SCS. While
China wants to cooperate with others, the articles make it clear that they are justified in taking
other action to defend their interests. However, the articles in 2024 only mention China’s
increased presence in the region as a defensive tool rather than as a rightful interest as in
2017. It would therefore appear as if China Daily used both the “Chinese dream” and “Rich
country, strong military” narratives to explain that they are a peaceful alternative to the west
which aims to change the international system and become a global power through peaceful

means.

As was theorised in the literature review, the narratives from 2024 had seemingly grown
closer to its domestic counterparts. The study by Song and Kim had noted that international
law tended to be discussed more prominently in domestic media. This study showed that the
topic was covered more broadly in 2024 compared to 2017. However, the largest difference
came in the usage of nationalist narratives and language, particularly regarding China’s
territorial integrity and sovereignty. Moreover, some articles used a more nationalistic tone to
describe Manilla as a barking dog (China Daily 2024g) or ludicrous puppet (China Daily
20241) while stating that “[...]China will never back down."” (Xinhua 2024c). Furthermore,
one article made clear reference to Japan’s imperial past, something that was not present in
2017. In this way, the articles made clear use of the century of humiliation and cultural
characteristics narratives by making a clear reference between the past and present. By doing
so, the narrative attempts to convince its audience that those imperial tendencies remain

among its enemies.
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Moreover, the articles strongly use the familiar piety narrative to make it clear that
cooperation and benefits could only be gained if states renegaded on their policies and
interests by accepting Beijing’s demands. However, from a structural perspective, it would
appear as if Beijing were able to mostly integrate the more nationalistic and cooperative
narratives by framing their patriotic policies through concepts such as international law and
common sense. Yet, it would appear as if the narrative is becoming more nationalistic over
time. As such, Wang might be correct in that waixuan is increasingly becoming less
accessible for foreign audiences. Nevertheless, this paper has been able to address its research
question by illustrating how China has created and used strategic narratives through China
Daily. In this way, the study brings new insights into the research field by creating a detailed

overview over the contents and structure of their narrative messaging.

5. Conclusion

This paper analysed how China used the newspaper China Daily as a tool to convince
international readers of their policy goals in the South China Sea region during the period
2017-2024. The SCS dispute was selected as a research topic since the region is important for
the security and economies of many states, while Beijing has increased their presence and
control over many of the islands found in the region. As such, it is important to understand
how they have attempted to explain these moves to a global public, as international support is
vital to legitimise foreign policy decisions. The study used the theory of strategic narratives as
part of the analysis, since it explains that states are increasingly using narrative storytelling as
part of foreign propaganda. This perspective was reinforced by the literature review, which
established that China uses storytelling as part of a campaign to improve its international
image. However, previous research also showed that these campaigns were susceptible to
domestic pressure, in which the foreign propaganda often reflected nationalist sentiment

rather than messages that are convincing for its intended audience.

The analysis was conducted through a qualitative narrative analysis which enabled it to see
how different plot-elements were combined to create an overarching story that stretched over
multiple newspaper articles. The material was gathered directly from China Daily’s website
and focused on articles from 2017 and 2024. The results of the study revealed that the paper
often used narratives which focused on cooperation and the idea that China is a benevolent

superpower. By doing so, it attempted to justify Beijing’s own policies while also diminishing

35



those of its enemies as imperialistic and hegemonic. This was primarily seen in how states
outside of the SCS region were presented, especially the U.S which was described as a
country which aims to keep China down and weak for its own benefits. The narrative largely
described Washington’s allies as pawns who could be thrown away at any time. By doing so,
it created a contrast between American and Chinese support, in which the former would lead
to ruin while the latter would bring in a new era of cooperation and stability. The narrative
also used concepts such as international law and history to present that its claims were

justified, even though China wants to solve the territorial disputes diplomatically.

The narrative was similar in both years, however in 2024 it would appear as if the articles put
a stronger emphasis on more nationalistic claims of sovereignty and historical rights rather
than cooperation, which seemed to have been given less space. This change can be explained
by changes in the international environment, as one of the main claimant states in the region
had become less favourable to Beijing. The analysis also revealed that the articles often used
narrative themes that are present in Chinese domestic contexts, even if they were shaped to
suit foreign audiences. In this way, the analysis could offer a broad and reflective view of

China’s strategic narratives.

However, there are certain limitations with the analysis. Because of constraints related to the
word count, it had to remove articles referencing Malaysia and Australia. While the findings
of these articles were consistent with the overall findings, the analysis loses out on depth by
excluding them. Future researchers could further develop the findings of this study by
analysing how the narrative was constructed in other years than 2017 and 2024. Moreover,
since certain Chinese newspapers are given more autonomy in their reporting, this paper
would benefit from a comparative dimension which compares different newspapers. Since
this paper mainly focuses on narrative content, there is a need to further analyse how the
narratives are being received by its intended audience. Since some authors argue that the
increase of nationalistic content has weakened the narrative potency, this hypothesis should be

tested in future research.
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