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Abstract
This paper utilizes a strategic narrative approach to grasp China’s views of con-
temporary international security politics. It explores Chinese international system 
narratives and policy-issue narratives presented in official policy documents, with 
reference to the cases of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine and the ongoing 
Israeli–Palestinian conflict. In particular, this paper asks two questions: How and to 
what extent are Chinese strategic narratives pertaining to the ongoing conflicts in 
Ukraine and Gaza comparable, and what do these narratives reveal about the poten-
tial for China to play a stabilizing role amid these conflicts? The comparison of both 
cases reveals that there is some consistency in China’s narratives, as demonstrated 
by China’s aspiration to play a greater role in security. However, by attracting the 
discontent of unsatisfied countries and presenting China as the leader of the wider 
international community, Chinese official discourse is also hampered by several 
ambiguities and contradictions that complicate its ability to play a meaningful role 
as a global security provider amid contemporary crises.

Keywords China’s strategic narratives · China’s security narratives · China-
Ukraine · China-Israel-Palestinian conflict

Introduction

Narratives are important tools through which rising powers shape the international 
environment and the domestic discourses of other states. Convincing narratives and 
ideas can help bring new states and allies into one’s orbit; moreover, they can forge 
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an international environment friendlier to one’s interests and values. Narratives are 
therefore ideational resources leveraged by states to attain their foreign policy goals, 
and thereby to effect change in the international system.

China’s rise has been notably marked by an active use of narrative power. Indeed, 
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has devoted considerable resources to strength-
ening China’s ability to project narratives compellingly (see, for example, [1–5]. 
Against these developments, the study of Chinese narratives has flourished, with a 
growing number of works exploring how the state employs narratives strategically to 
shape values, assert legitimacy, and define China’s global role (6, 7). Among others, 
Liao [8] has investigated how the state constructs historical myths—such as national 
victimhood and the CCP’s legacy—while interacting with societal actors within a 
marketized media environment. Hinck et al. [9] have analysed how Chinese media 
craft strategic narratives around the China Dream to strengthen the legitimacy of the 
regime and to guide foreign policy. Manantan [10] further demonstrated how Chinese 
strategic narratives during the COVID-19 pandemic served to promote China’s global 
ambition as a new superpower. The effectiveness of Chinese strategic narratives has 
also attracted scrutiny, particularly regarding their resonance in regions such as the 
Pacific Islands [11] and Southeast Asia [12]. Despite this burgeoning literature, little 
attention has been devoted to the analysis of Chinese narratives on conflict and global 
security. It was only following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine that scholarly 
attention started to shift towards the study of Chinese security narratives to investi-
gate how Chinese social media commentors and media agencies have framed the war 
[13–15]. Notwithstanding these efforts, there remains a notable lack of systematic 
comparative studies analysing China’s narratives across different current conflicts. 
Drawing on these premises, this article comparatively analyses official Chinese dis-
course with respect to the Ukraine war and the ongoing Israeli–Palestinian conflict 
by addressing the following questions: How, and to what extent, are China’s strategic 
narratives regarding the wars in Ukraine and Gaza comparable? In addition, what do 
these narratives reveal about China’s understanding of international security and its 
potential role in response to current and future conflicts?

The contemporary proliferation of interstate conflict has seemingly ushered in a 
phase of transition in the global security order marked by “the formation of oppos-
ing coalitions determined to confront each other over the future of political author-
ity” ([16], p. 120). In light of this transformation in the architecture of international 
security, a systematic evaluation of Chinese narratives on critical security issues is 
therefore imperative to make sense of China’s understanding of international security 
and its intentions and potential role in global security governance and the world order 
transition [17].

In this regard, existing studies on Chinese narratives have reached widely diver-
gent conclusions. Some have argued that China has employed its narrative power 
to alter the global balance of power in its favour and to reshape exiting norms [18]. 
Similarly, international relations (IR) scholars have argued that China is courting 
the Global South and building new spheres of influence to challenge the rules of 
the international system and construct an alternative world order [19–21]. Others 
have claimed that China is not willing to overthrow the existing international order 
but wishes to reform it to better suit its interests [20, 21]. Furthermore, studies on 

1 3



China’s Strategic Narratives on International Security Issues: Russia’s…

narratives have increasingly found that Chinese discourse on security issues is not 
monolithic and that different foreign policy sources present security issues rather 
differently [14].

Meanwhile, analysing Chinese security narratives in current conflicts is essential 
amid sustained debates about the nature of China’s rise and its likely intentions—
debates which have seen scholars widely divided. Realist and power transition theo-
rists have adopted a pessimistic view, arguing that rising powers dissatisfied with the 
existing order are likely to challenge the status quo and eventually come into conflict 
with the United States [22, 23, 25, 26]. Conversely, scholars within the liberal camp 
have emphasized China’s integration into the US-led economic order and its growing 
role in regional and global international institutions [27, 28]. Constructivists have 
focused instead on China’s cultural identity, historical legacy, and continental charac-
teristics, portraying China as a benign actor seeking to reshape the international order 
in a more constructive and harmonious direction [29, 30].

Against this background, by drawing upon the literature on narrative power and 
the analytic framework of strategic narrative [31, 32]—which helps to bridge for-
eign policy analysis and IR through analysis of system, identity, and policy narra-
tives—this article seeks to make an empirical contribution to China’s understanding 
of international security and its potential role in global security governance. Through 
the use of this analytical framework, this article focuses on official Chinese narra-
tives and deduces whether, and to what extent, themes and policies in Chinese secu-
rity narratives directed at addressing security crises are aligned in China’s official 
discourse on Russia’s war in Ukraine and the current Israeli–Palestinian conflict. In 
both cases, China is an external actor, and neither conflict lies within China’s close 
security interests. However, China faces the challenge of maintaining a delicate bal-
ance, given its significant trade and economic relations with both Ukraine and Israel, 
as well as its vital energy interests in the Middle East. Compounding this challenge 
is the prominent role of the United States in both conflicts, which further complicates 
China’s narrative position.

My findings illustrate that although China consistently presents itself as the leader 
of the wider international community and as an honest broker of peace, its system 
narratives (views about key international security actors and depiction of security 
governance) and policy narratives (solutions for managing global security gover-
nance) are marred by contradictions and ambiguities. Whereas with respect to the 
war in Ukraine, global security governance is portrayed as confrontation with the 
United States as the main instigator of world conflict, the United States’s role is 
largely marginalized in the context of the war in Gaza. Similarly, inconsistencies in 
Chinese policy narratives can be observed by analysing these cases. Although China’s 
official discourse consistently emphasizes the centrality of the United Nations (UN) 
system and the need to reform global security governance through a China-centred 
security vision as laid out in the Global Security Initiative (GSI), in the Ukrainian 
case, China’s policy solutions emphasize the need to find appropriate responses that 
respect the legitimate concerns of all countries and ensure that the security of one 
country should not come at the expense of others. Contrastingly, these latter refer-
ences are largely absent from narratives released in the case of the Israeli–Palestinian 
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war, where the importance of complying with UN resolutions to adopt a two-state 
solution and to recognize a Palestinian state are prioritized instead.

In light of the above findings, this article argues that although China’s narrative 
dissonance may reflect a deliberate use of strategic ambiguity—a pragmatic strategy 
allowing for flexibility and adaptability across different contexts and audiences—it 
nevertheless entails risks that could compromise China’s ability to play a meaningful 
role in global security in the near future.

Theoretical Framework

Narratives are central elements of human cognition that can significantly impact 
social and political behaviour ([33], p. 82). It is through narratives that “we can 
make sense of the world” ([34], p. 321). While discourses, namely the raw mate-
rial of communication, mainly refer to the language being articulated [11], nar-
ratives serve to connect apparently unconnected phenomena around some causal 
transformation ([32], p. 5). Although discourse and narrative are closely inter-
related, they are analytically distinct [35]. Discourse has been conceptualized 
as “an interrelated set of texts, and the practices of their production, dissemina-
tion, and reception, that brings an object into being” ([36], p. 3). In this sense, 
discourse foregrounds language not as a neutral vehicle of communication but as 
a constitutive social practice. As Fairclough [37] observed, texts serve as sites 
of struggle where competing voices and meanings vie for dominance. Narra-
tive, by contrast, operates within these broader discursive formations to con-
struct specific storylines that link events, actors, and settings into coherent plots, 
thereby articulating and legitimizing particular interpretations of international 
phenomena. Whereas discourse problematizes language to uncover the sociopo-
litical structures of power, dominance, and resistance that shape meaning [35], 
narratives serve a dual function: They contribute to “meaning making” and have 
the capacity to alter perceptions ([38], p. 28). In doing so, narratives endow social 
practises with meanings and carry significant implications for how individuals 
interpret reality and act within it.

Narratives thus shape how the international order is conceived and constructed. 
While all narratives involve some underlying purpose [12], strategic narratives, in 
addition to articulating sequences of events and identities, are also used as impor-
tant communicative tools by political actors to project their values and interests in 
order to strategically manage expectations and “change the discursive environments 
in which they operate” ([32], p. 3). Accordingly, strategic narratives are a form of 
soft power utilized to influence public opinion or for strategic purposes. They are 
used by political actors as communicative tools “to construct a shared meaning of 
the past, present, and future of international politics to shape the behaviour of domes-
tic and international actors” ([31], p. 6). Put differently, they are strategic because 
they project medium- and long-term goals based on representations of situations, 
key actors, and beliefs about social and political processes. Strategic narratives thus 
involve important communicative dimensions that convey how an actor positions 
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itself, its identity, its worldview, and its aspirations, including lessons for the future 
and policy suggestions [12, 39].

Given the soft power potential of strategic narratives, rising powers actively uti-
lize them to shape the discursive environment about the international order, influence 
global agendas, legitimize certain policies, and produce a positive perception of the 
self among external actors. For emerging powers such as China, whose values and 
interests stand in sharp contrast to those of the Western liberal tradition, dissemi-
nation of persuasive narrative facilitates the reorientation of states’ foreign policy 
behaviours and the legitimation of certain norms and policies. Importantly, a con-
vincing narrative may serve to attract new followers, pave the way for new alliances, 
and, in turn, reshape other nations’ values, interests, and identities in ways more 
aligned with China’s ideas and principles [20].

Therefore, strategic narratives are not an objective representation of events but 
rather a version of reality aligned to an actor’s interests. Strategic narratives are also 
highly selective, with some parts being omitted and others being emphasized [40]. 
This selectivity serves to establish a regime of truth: a type of discourse broadly 
accepted and recognized as true [41]. Strategic narratives become especially impor-
tant in times of conflict or contestation [12]. It is indeed in turbulent times that a win-
dow of opportunity presents itself to legitimate a new vision of the global order and 
to provide instructions for novel ways forward [12]. In this regard, Menegazzi [42] 
noted that when relations between powers are strained or when uncertainty prevails, 
ideas can become highly productive for creating spaces to legitimize new meanings 
and practises.

Miskimmon et al. [32] identified three levels of strategic narrative analysis. First, 
system narratives define the structure of the international system and delineate who 
the key players are and how the system works. This narrative level encompasses 
relations of authority—how states interact with each other in terms of alignment of 
interest and prospects for cooperation—and also describes which actors pose a chal-
lenge to the system. In other words, this narrative level indicates international actors’ 
desire and opportunity for cooperation, integration, or confrontation in the interna-
tional order. Furthermore, system narratives make predictions about enemies and 
allies and outline the scope for the socialization of political actors. System narratives 
are particularly significant because they contain evidence that can illustrate whether a 
power is satisfied with the fundamental characteristics of the prevailing global order 
and power distribution or, alternatively, is dissatisfied and wants to change the exist-
ing norms.

Secondly, identity narratives define how actors project their self-image and the 
norms and values that they embrace into international political fora [43]. Identity 
narratives thus “seek to frame the identity of particular actors in international affairs” 
([44], p. 24), often by constructing particular cultural oppositions between “us” and 
“them.”

Third, policy narratives are used to influence policy developments, since they set 
out to explain why a policy is needed and is normatively desirable and how it will 
be implemented [31]. Revolving around “topical and contextual problems” ([45], p. 
490), policy-issue narratives “establish the terrain on which policies on particular 
issues are formulated” ([44], p. 24).
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Taken together, the strategic narrative framework reveals how an actor a) posi-
tions itself in the international arena and b) formulates its political aims. Building 
upon these theoretical premises, this article therefore tries to discern whether 
China’s official discourse projects coherent system and policy narratives, with 
the central criteria being the consistency of themes and policy priorities in Chi-
nese narratives on current security crises. While there has been agreement that 
for a strategic narrative to be effective, its main elements need to be consistently 
deployed and should not be contradictory,1 other scholars have contended that 
inconsistency in official narratives may rather reflect the deliberate use of strate-
gic ambiguity [48]. This ambiguity can function as a form of adaptive pragma-
tism, enabling China to realign its discourse in line with its evolving strategic 
interests [49]. In this view, inconsistency is calculated vagueness in communica-
tion that allows policymakers to accommodate diverse objectives, stakeholders, 
and audiences [50].

In his influential work Slogan Politics, Zeng [17] similarly observed that Chinese 
leaders often rely on catchy, flexible slogans—kòutóu—crafted in ambiguous terms. 
These slogans serve to articulate political visions, assert authority, and test public 
sentiment. Such ambiguity grants Chinese policy makers considerable flexibility and 
adaptability in both domestic governance and international diplomacy, particularly 
in risky or confrontational settings, where Beijing may recalibrate its position as 
circumstances evolve [48]. It also enables navigation of internal policy tensions and 
external criticism by maintaining a degree of rhetorical elasticity [50].

Nevertheless, even scholars who acknowledge the pragmatic value of strate-
gic ambiguity have cautioned that excessive vagueness can generate uncertainty 
and hinder the long-term viability of initiatives such as the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative (BRI) [50]. In the context of conflict narratives, De Graaf, Dimitriu and 
Ringsmose [51] warned that incoherent or inconsistent messaging can obstruct 
the implementation of military strategy, dilute public debate, and erode trust 
in foreign and security policy. While some degree of inconsistency may make 
narratives more easily adaptable to different audiences and to changing circum-
stances, the narrative will lose credibility if its main components and key ideas 
are changed too often [47]. Ultimately, when actors agree on system narratives 
and on the characteristics of the self, it becomes more feasible for them to agree 
on policy narratives. In contrast, discrepancies between system and identity nar-
ratives make it more difficult to agree on policies and solutions to manage global 
problems [52].

On this basis, the next section will provide a brief historical overview and analy-
sis of the political and economic stakes of China’s involvement with the Ukrainian 
and Israeli–Palestinian conflicts, to provide context for the subsequent discussion of 
China’s strategic narratives within these two conflicts.

1 An emerging literature regards coherence as an essential element of strategic narratives. Among others, 
Van Noort [46] has analyzed elements of competing narratives within the BRICS group. Ringsmose and 
Børgesen [47], have developed an analytical framework based on the following elements to assess the 
coherence of strategic narratives: (a) clarity of purpose, (b) prospect of success, (c) consistency, and (d) 
absence of strong competing narratives.
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China’s Historical Relations with the Israel–Palestine Issue and with 
Ukraine

China has historically expressed strong sympathy for the Palestinian cause and has 
consistently supported Palestinian demands for national self-determination [53]. Fol-
lowing the 1967 Arab–Israeli war, China supported armed resistance against Israel 
and took symbolic steps to support the Palestinian national movement, notably by 
opening an embassy in Beijing for the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in 
1974 [53]. However, China’s admission to the UN in 1971, the normalization of 
relations with the United States, and the domestic reform agenda initiated by Deng 
Xiaoping marked a shift in its foreign policy to the region. During this period, ideo-
logical radicalism was increasingly replaced by pragmatic diplomacy more closely 
subordinated to China’s broader developmental goals [53]. Beijing began to support 
diplomatic initiatives, such as the agreement normalizing relations between Egypt 
and Israel brokered at Camp David in 1978, and gradually adopted a more moderate 
and less militant approach [53]. Although the People’s Republic of China announced 
its recognition of the State of Palestine in 1988, it also established formal diplomatic 
relations with Israel in 1992. Since then, China has consistently endorsed a two-state 
framework as outlined in the Oslo Accords. This position was reaffirmed in May 
2013 through Xi Jinping’s Four-Point Proposal with China’s support for an indepen-
dent Palestinian state and peaceful coexistence between Palestine and Israel.

China’s increasingly pragmatic stance has coincided with the expansion of bilat-
eral ties with Israel, particularly in the realms of technology, agriculture, and industry 
[54]. Despite Beijing’s continued rhetorical support for the Palestinian case and criti-
cism of Israeli policies, the volume of trade with Israel has expanded significantly 
[55]. As Burton [53] noted, while Sino-Palestinian trade more than tripled from $26 
million to $82 million between 2010 and 2019, it was far outpaced by the much larger 
volume of trade with Israel, which doubled from $7.6 billion to $14.7 billion in the 
same period. In 2017, China and Israel elevated their ties to the level of an innova-
tive comprehensive partnership. Israel’s participation in the BRI initiative has further 
expanded opportunities for Chinese companies, which have been involved in major 
infrastructure projects such as the Haifa tunnels, the Afula–Karmiel Railway, and 
the Tel Aviv Red Line Tunnel. Furthermore, Israel has become a key node for Chi-
na’s Middle East diplomacy, partly to secure vital energy interests—approximately 
56% of China’s oil imports originate from the region (notably from Saudi Arabia 
and Iran)—but also to act as a platform to facilitate cooperation with major powers 
including the United States and the European Union [56].

Turning now to China’s relations with Ukraine, diplomatic ties date back to 1992, 
shortly after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Since then, bilateral ties have alter-
nated between periods of engagement and tension, shaped in large part by Ukraine’s 
strategic location between Russia and the West [57, 58]. The wave of “Colour Revo-
lutions” that swept across the post-Soviet region between 2003 and 2004, in which 
authoritarian governments were overthrown through mass mobilization, raised 
alarms in Beijing about the potential for similar unrest within China [59]. Relations 
cooled further during the presidency of Viktor Yushchenko (2005–2010), who was 
viewed in Beijing as being sympathetic to Taiwan [58]. By contrast, under the pro-
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Russian presidency of Viktor Yanukovych (2010–2014), economic ties improved sig-
nificantly, culminating in Ukraine being granted the status of a strategic partner by 
China in 2011.

The 2014 outbreak of the conflict in Crimea and Donbas presented new diplomatic 
challenges for Beijing. Because China has consistently upheld the principle of non-
interference in the internal affairs of sovereign states, it avoided directly criticizing 
Russia’s actions [59]. Beijing adopted instead a cautious approach to avoid entangle-
ment in Western sanctions targeting Moscow, while maintaining and expanding ties 
with Kyiv [59]. Between 2017 and 2020, China–Ukraine trade grew significantly—
from $2.1 billion to $7.1 billion—driven largely by rising Ukrainian exports of iron 
ore (up 264%), corn (up 327%), and other agricultural products such as grains and 
vegetable oils [57]. In 2019, China overtook Russia to become Ukraine’s largest indi-
vidual trading partner [60]. This growing economic interdependence was reinforced 
through a Chinese policy of bank loans and commitments to infrastructure invest-
ment [58]. High-level political engagement also reflected this shift. In January 2017, 
Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko met with Chinese President Xi Jinping on the 
sidelines of the World Economic Forum in Davos, where the two leaders discussed 
formally endorsing the BRI [58]. In July 2021, China and Ukraine signed a bilateral 
agreement to expand cooperation in infrastructure development.

Research Methodology and Case Study Selection

To analyse Chinese strategic narratives on the war in Ukraine and the Israeli–Pales-
tinian conflict, this study has combined qualitative content analysis with the corpus 
linguistic (CL) approach through the help of the KH Coder, a visualization software 
specialized in text mining developed by Koichi Higuchi at Ritsumeikan Univer-
sity in 2001. One possible criticism of interpretative research is based on concerns 
surrounding the generalizability, reliability, and representation of findings. In this 
regard, CL is a useful method for qualitative processing of linguistic data, which has 
been increasingly incorporated in qualitative research to explain and interpret pat-
terns by reducing researcher bias and subjectivity inherent in content and discourse 
analysis [61, 62].

CL allows for the extraction of distributional information from a corpus [63]. The 
high frequency of particular words can help to objectively determine the focus of 
analysis by identifying the most important themes that appear significantly more 
often in the corpus [61, 62]. Distributional information is also especially useful in 
the context of comparative analysis. The comparison of different corpora allows for 
the visualization of words that occur more or less frequently in one corpus compared 
with another [64]. While individual words certainly offer a useful starting point given 
that “the more frequent a word is, the more meanings it is likely to have” ([65], p. 
42), they cannot fully capture the richness of language use [66], nor can they convey 
the subtle nuances present in real-life communication [65]. A well-known critique 
of corpus-based approaches is their tendency to overlook context [67]. Furthermore, 
a corpus cannot interpret data on its own; frequency lists require careful contextual 
interpretation to yield meaningful insights.
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To mitigate these limitations, scholars have suggested analysing co-occurrence 
patterns and text excerpts, which help to infer contextual elements, reconstruct mean-
ing, and illustrate arguments regarding the functions of strategic narratives [66, 68]. 
In this regard, the KH Coder software allows an automatic co-occurrence network 
analysis of the corpora to be generated by connecting 60 pairs of the most strongly 
co-occurring words by lines [69]. In this way, several groups of words strongly con-
nected with one another are automatically detected and displayed with different 
colours, thereby allowing for the further identification of key themes pertaining to 
Chinese system and policy narratives in the corpora. Furthermore, to overcome the 
limitations of purely descriptive analysis, the CL method was integrated with qualita-
tive content analysis [65] based on inductive analysis of selected texts to uncover fur-
ther characteristics surrounding China’s view of system and policy-issue narratives.

With regard to data collection, official Chinese sources translated into English 
have been employed, which were gathered from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (MFA) website and include official statements, leaders’ speeches, and spokes-
person remarks. Although these sources may not represent an exhaustive corpus of 
official discourse—given the opacity of China’s political system, censorship that 
might be applied by the government, and the fact that China is not a unitary actor—
they are nonetheless authoritative and centralized sources that unveil the official 
Chinese position on crucial security issues. It is also worth noting that although the 
English translations of Chinese foreign policy statements may not fully reflect lead-
ers’ policy intentions and objectives, they are nevertheless useful to identify which 
themes, issues, and priorities Chinese leaders have chosen to articulate [11].

Temporally, the analysis covers the period from February 2022 to August 2022 
for the Ukraine conflict and from October 2023 until May 2024 for the conflict tak-
ing place in Palestine. The dataset includes 115 documents (49,860 tokens) for the 
Ukraine case and 113 documents (57,340 tokens) for the Israeli–Palestine case. Doc-
uments were collected using the following keywords: “Ukraine,” “Russia–Ukraine,” 
“Palestine,” “Gaza,” and “Israel–Palestine conflict.” The selected time frame of anal-
ysis was chosen to capture periods of peak discursive activity, because in both cases, 
the MFA released a high number of statements in the early stages of the conflicts.

The case studies have been chosen for a variety of reasons. Although the wars 
in Ukraine and Gaza are certainly different in nature—one is a war initiated by an 
expansionist superpower wherein two sovereign states are pitted against each other, 
while the other is a confrontation between a state and non-state actor—they nonethe-
less feature a number of similarities. First, in both cases China is an outside player 
and is not a direct belligerent. These struggles are not taking place in an area close to 
its core security interests, such as the Indo- or Asia-Pacific. Although Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine dates to almost two years before Hamas’s terrorist attack 
on Israel, the time span of these two wars is roughly equivalent, so one might expect 
China to deliver similar strategic narratives.

Second, both cases require China to play a careful balancing act between eco-
nomic and political considerations among the conflicting parties. As discussed 
above, the CCP has a long history of friendly relationships with Palestine; since 
the 1960 s China has recognized and actively supported the PLO, which received 
financial and arms assistance from China while PLO leader Yasser Arafat carried 
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out state visits to China during the Mao and Deng eras. China was also one of the 
first countries to recognize Palestinian sovereignty and to establish full diplomatic 
relations with the state of Palestine in 1989. More recently, during a visit to Bei-
jing by Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, a strategic partnership with the 
PLO was inaugurated, and on several occasions, Chinese President Xi Jinping has 
made direct statements of support for an independent Palestinian state with East 
Jerusalem as its capital. Yet China is also Israel’s third largest trading partner, with 
bilateral trade reaching $23 billion in 2022. According to the International Insti-
tute for Strategic Studies’s China Connects database, China has invested in more 
BRI projects in Israel than in any other country in the region [70]. Israel’s tech-
nology sector received the most significant Chinese investment, both in terms of 
monetary value ($5.7 billion) and the number of companies (54 out of 87 invest-
ments), between 2011 and 2018 [70]. Furthermore, as noted previously, Israel 
plays a central role in China’s Middle East diplomacy.

In a similar vein, although China and Russia have deepened their economic, mili-
tary and diplomatic cooperation, especially since the announcement of their no limits 
relationship, Ukraine is also strategically significant for China. Ukraine is a member 
of China’s BRI and has been an important transit hub of the Eurasian Land Bridge—a 
network of railways that connects Europe and Asia, which is mainly constructed or 
sponsored by China [71].2 The two countries have signed $3 billion in construction 
contracts in the transportation and energy sectors [72], and China has heavily relied 
on Ukraine for strategic energy, agriculture, and mining product imports.

Last but not least, the United States is a critical security provider and guarantor 
for both Ukraine and Israel. The United States has provided approximately $61.4 
billion in military assistance since Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
and approximately $64.1 billion in military assistance since Russia’s initial invasion 
of Ukraine in 2014 [73]. Although the United States and Israel do not have a formal 
mutual defence pact, Israel is considered one of the few “major non-NATO allies” 
[74]. Since October 7, 2023, the United States has provided at least $12.5 billion in 
direct military aid to Israel [74]. The Biden administration also strengthened the US 
military presence in the Middle East, further expanding its existing deployment to 
protect American facilities and vessels, as well as to support Israel’s defence [74]. 
Both conflicts are therefore important test cases for China’s attitude and understand-
ing of the US role within contemporary security governance.

Chinese Strategic Narratives amid Current Con!icts

As mentioned in the theoretical framework, China’s strategic narratives reveal how 
China interprets the international order and its key players as well as the policy prior-
ities and solutions that it deems as most suitable to solve these conflicts. The follow-
ing analysis will explore the Ukrainian case and the Palestinian case by first looking 

2 The trade value between China and Ukraine reached $19.3 billion in 2021 [71]. China is an important 
market for Ukraine. However, for China, the bilateral trade with Ukraine is only 0.2% of China’s total 
foreign trade, in comparison with about 2.3% with Russia.
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into Chinese official system narratives, then proceeding to delve into how policy 
narratives have been projected.

China’s System Narratives: Russia’s War in Ukraine

As evidenced in the co-occurrence network of words concerning the war in Ukraine 
(see Fig. 1), China perceives itself as the key force for “peace” that plays an active 
role in promoting “stability” and a “peaceful settlement” of the dispute. Discourses 
released by the MFA show that China frequently refers to itself as a “responsible 
and major country” [75] and as a benign power that has “played a constructive role 
in maintaining world peace and stability.” For example, one source states, “China 
has always been a builder of world peace, a contributor to global development and a 
guardian of international order” [76].

In contrast, by utilizing a polarizing narration, Chinese sources repeatedly describe 
the United States as bearing the greatest responsibility for the conflict in Ukraine [13]. 
Both the United States and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) are seen 
as conflict initiators that systematically challenge world peace and security, break 
their international commitments, and continue to imperialistically expand eastward 
[77]. While Chinese narratives portray Russia’s violation of Ukrainian sovereignty 
not as an act of aggression in violation of international law but as a mere “crisis,” 
the United States is described as the main instigator of the conflict (see also Fig. 1), 

Fig. 1 Co-occurrence network of words for Russia’s war in Ukraine. Source: Author’s own compilation 
based on sources from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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due to its hegemonic impositions, coerciveness, and Cold War mentality, as shown 
in the following statement: “On Ukraine, we urge the U.S. side to face up to its due 
responsibilities as the one that created the crisis, and work actively toward resolv-
ing the issue through dialogue and ending bloc confrontation, instead of fanning the 
flames” [78]. In particular, sources refer to the “the US’ decision on NATO’s east-
ward expansion” as “directly linked to the Ukraine crisis” [75]. U.S. responsibility is 
also confirmed by the word frequency featured in China’s official strategic narratives 
(see Fig. 2).

Indeed, while the “United States” is mentioned 472 times, “Russia” appears only 
252 times in the CL. History-infused arguments are also often utilized to back Rus-
sia’s narratives of victimization. In particular, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is pre-
sented as a rational defensive approach taken to safeguard its legitimate security 
concerns in response to eastward expansion by the United States and NATO [13]. 
This rhetoric suggests a closer alignment of interests between China and Moscow, 
which is also witnessed by frequent references to their shared vision about a post-
Western order underpinned by the principles of “mutual respect, equity, justice and 
win-win cooperation” [79] and by a common “new model of major-country relations 
in line with the principles of non-alliance, non-confrontation and non-targeting of 
any third party” [80]. Chinese narratives not only refrain from criticizing Russia but 
also frame Russia as a pillar of a sustainable European security architecture (see Fig. 
1). Accordingly, European countries are urged to “sit down with Russia to have an 
in-depth and comprehensive dialogue to discuss building a balanced, effective and 
sustainable European security mechanism, so as to achieve long-term peace and sta-
bility in Europe” [81].

Even though Chinese strategic narratives allude to the closeness of Sino-Rus-
sian ties, it is also true that they are contradictory and ambiguous on the status of 

Fig. 2 Key system actors of the Russia’s war in Ukraine. Source: Author’s own compilation based on 
sources from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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their relationship. For instance, reaffirming a traditional non-alliance stance, Chi-
na’s discourses warn against the misinterpretation of the relationship as constitut-
ing a “Beijing-Moscow Axis” [82], thereby casting a shadow over the prospect of a 
Sino-Russian alliance. As one source outlines, “China has been and will remain an 
independent country that decides its position according to the merits of each matter, 
immune from external pressure or interference” [82].

It is lastly worth observing that the “international community” is projected as a 
key system actor within Chinese strategic narratives (see Fig. 2). This community 
is often depicted in antagonistic terms vis-à-vis the United States, as a victim of the 
United States’s unliterally defined rules and of its “bullying and hegemonic prac-
tices” [83]. If, on the one hand, this message serves to attract the discontent of unsat-
isfied countries—especially in the Global South—by presenting a highly contested 
international system, on the other hand, it also serves to project China as a rising state 
actor ready to play an alternative constructive role and to champion the neglected 
voices and interests of the international community.

China’s Policy Narratives: Russia’s War in Ukraine

Turning now to China’s policy narratives, the following main themes can be detected 
in the context of Russia’s war in Ukraine. First, reforming the global security gover-
nance system in line with a novel security vision is one of the Chinese MFA’s most 
desirable outcomes. These principles are laid down in the GSI, introduced by Presi-
dent Xi Jinping at the Boao Forum for Asia on 21 April 2022 and further elaborated in 
a concept paper released in 2023. The GSI outlines the core tenets of China’s security 
vision, signalling its aspiration to lead global security governance reform. In specific, 
the GSI is described as the fundamental solution to promote peace through a new 
type of security that replaces confrontation, alliance, and a zero-sum approach with 
principles of common, comprehensive, cooperative, and sustainable security, which 
largely reflect Asian security culture and China’s traditional security discourse.

As shown in Fig. 1, the term “security” is closely connected to the following 
themes: “sustainable,” “common,” “negotiation,” and “dialogue.” China’s official 
vision also aligns with the belief that the appropriate response to the crisis in Ukraine 
should hinge on the notion that “the security of one country should not come at the 
expense of the security of other countries” and that the legitimate security concerns 
of all countries should be respected to achieve lasting peace and stability (see, for 
example, [84]). These terms figure prominently in the Chinese CL, which frequently 
stresses that the “legitimate security concerns” (n = 16) of countries “must be taken 
seriously” (see, for example, [85]). The fact that the MFA attaches such importance to 
respecting countries’ legitimate concerns indicates a somewhat nuanced and flexible 
understanding of sovereignty. It also suggests that the MFA has sought to propagate 
the idea that the principle of sovereignty should not be treated according to a single 
standard but understood in terms of the context under question.

In addition to advocating for a novel security vision, Chinese official sources cite 
“dialogue” (n = 133) and “negotiation” (n = 114) as appropriate conflict resolution 
mechanisms in the context of the Ukrainian war (see Fig. 3). References to this dia-
logue-centred approach are often put in direct opposition to US-led unilateral sanc-
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tions, which are portrayed as illegal, with no basis in international law, and bypassing 
the authority of the UN Security Council (UNSC; [86]). Sanctions are described as 
instruments of division and confrontation causing severe disruption, especially in 
developing countries and in Europe, and as “far from being a solution” [86]. Offi-
cial narratives also prioritize humanitarian issues, including the protection and safety 
of the civilian population and infrastructure, as imperative for the prevention of a 
humanitarian crisis. It is lastly worth observing that China’s policy narratives attach 
great importance to the UN system, including the UNSC and the principles of the 
UN Charter, which are deemed to be key assets for building a sustainable security 
architecture.

While prioritizing UN centrality, the need for a novel security approach, and dia-
logue-centred mechanisms, Chinese policy narratives do not prescribe any specific 
behaviours to address the conflict in Ukraine. While in principle no country would 
explicitly oppose the importance of dialogue and cooperation as conflict resolution 
mechanisms, it remains unclear how China is willing to reconcile the irreconcilable 
positions of Russia wanting to annex Ukraine to secure itself and Ukraine striving to 
preserve its sovereign territorial integrity [13].

China’s System Narratives: The Israeli–Palestinian Conflict

In the context of the conflict, China’s system narratives place centrality on the fol-
lowing themes. First, China describes itself as a central player for the promotion of 
peace. As displayed by the co-occurrence network depicted in Fig. 4, China perceives 
itself as the main promoter of “peace” and as a key contributor to global security. 
China projects itself as a benevolent and responsible power and as a key advocate of 
international “law.” During the sampled period, China is the most frequently cited 
actor in the corpus (n = 718), demonstrating further its confidence and aspiration to 
become a leader in global security governance (see Fig. 5).

Fig. 3 Frequency of nouns associated with Russia’s war in Ukraine: top 40. Source: Author’s own 
compilation based on sources from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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Fig. 5 Key system actors of the Palestinian–Israeli Conflict. Source: Author’s own compilation based 
on sources from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs

 

Fig. 4 Co-occurrence network of words for the Palestinian–Israeli conflict. Source: Author’s own com-
pilation based on sources from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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Second, China attempts to position itself as closely aligned to the “international 
community,” with both being placed within the same linguistic cluster (see Fig. 4). 
The international community (n = 126) is regarded as a key system actor that should 
take “urgent action” and “shoulder responsibility” [87] for the conflict. At the same 
time, Chinese sources emphasize how the international community, including Arab 
countries, are commending “China’s just position” and are looking at China to play a 
greater security role [88]. To this point, sources also state that China is responding to 
the “strong appeal” by the international community [89] to put an end to the historical 
injustice to the Palestinians by implementing a two-state solution, as suggested by the 
following statement:

China will echo the call of the international community and step-up coordina-
tion with relevant parties, especially Arab countries, to uphold justice, build 
up consensus, and galvanize timely, responsible and meaningful actions in the 
Security Council to deescalate the conflict, protect civilians, ease the humani-
tarian situation and restore the peace process, and strive to bring the Palestinian 
question back to the track of the two-state solution. [90]

Interestingly, China and the broader international community are described as united 
in their vision for the resolution of conflict in the Middle East and as acting in solidar-
ity to stop the fighting, protect civilians, guarantee access of humanitarian assistance, 
and restore the peace process and justice.

Third, the Gaza situation is one of the prevailing system narratives of China’s offi-
cial sources, as shown by both Figs. 4, 5 and 6. For China, Gaza is the main victim 
of the conflict, facing a catastrophic humanitarian crisis and high civilian casualties. 
Departing from historical neutrality in which Chinese officials had sought to care-
fully avoid confronting Israel directly, official discourse strongly empathizes with 
the suffering of the Palestinian people oppressed by an entrenched conflict dating 
back to “seventy-six years ago” when “over half of the Palestinian population fled 
or were driven from their homes during the 1948 Arab–Israeli war” [91]. Terms such 
as “historical injustice,” “collective punishment,” “forced displacement” and neglect 
of “legitimate rights” are utilized in the context of Palestine and Palestinians. Inter 

Fig. 6 Frequency of nouns relating to the Palestinian–Israeli Conflict: top 40. Source: Author’s own 
compilation based on sources from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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alia, it is stated, “The historical injustice to the Palestinians must not be allowed to 
continue uncorrected from generation to generation” [92] and “The collective pun-
ishment of people in Gaza in the form of forced transfer or water, electricity and fuel 
deprivation must stop” [93].

Chinese official storytelling also openly blames Israel for the oppression of Pal-
estinians. Israel’s actions of “settlement construction,” “ground military operation 
in Rafah,” “attacks in the southern Gaza city,” “military operation at Dar Al-Shifa 
hospital,” and the use of indiscriminate violence are presented as severe violations of 
international law and as major obstacles to lasting peace. Inversely, only limited ref-
erence has been made to the release of hostages and to Israel’s right of self-defence. 
Israel and its Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu are also accused of rejecting “any 
international involvement or any guarantee from international community for a per-
manent solution in Palestine” [94]. Conversely, Hamas and the brutality of its attacks 
are not frequently cited in the corpus, nor is Hamas condemned as a terrorist organiza-
tion. Hamas is instead presented as an official political entity that should be involved 
in the process of promoting Palestinian reconciliation (see, for example, [95]).

Against this background, two issues are worth mentioning that pertain to the “big 
absentees” from China’s system narratives. First, the United States is barely men-
tioned in the CL (n = 67) and does not even appear as a central theme in the co-occur-
rence network, despite its longstanding alliance with Israel and its proactive policy in 
the Middle East. Second, only very limited reference is made to Russia and Iran. For 
instance, the deepening of Sino-Russian relations is only occasionally mentioned in 
relation to their joint rejection of a US-drafted UNSC resolution and their calls for a 
ceasefire in Gaza. Limited emphasis is also made on Iran, which official sources have 
carefully avoided condemning. Specifically, Iranian-aligned Houthi rebels’ attacks 
on commercial ships in the Red Sea and Iran’s attack on 13 April 2024 are both 
described “as a spillover of the Gaza conflict” [96].

China’s Policy Narratives: The Israeli–Palestinian Conflict

Turning now to the policy narratives that Chinese official sources perceive as most 
appropriate to respond to the Israel–Palestine conflict, these can be summed up with 
three main themes. First, China attaches utmost importance to the authority and cen-
tral role of the UN and to the Security Council, which “shoulders primary responsi-
bility for the maintenance of international peace and security and should thus play 
an active and constructive role on the question of Palestine” ([93]. As displayed in 
Fig. 4, the UN, “security,” and “council” are connected by lines with the “resolu-
tion” of the conflict. Analysis of word frequency (Fig. 6) highlights that for China 
the immediate priorities are a “ceasefire” (n = 145) in Gaza (which can be achieved 
only through the implementation of the UNSC Resolution 2728), the suspension of 
all violence and attacks against “civilians” (n = 158), and the provision of “humani-
tarian” assistance to prevent further wreckage and humanitarian catastrophe. In this 
regard, despite allegations that some employees of the UN Relief and Works Agency 
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) were involved in the 7 October 
2023 attacks, the agency is described as an “indispensable and irreplaceable” actor 
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for humanitarian assistance for the people of Gaza [97], and China has urged coun-
tries to restore the financing of UNRWA.

Second, in line with China’s traditional approach of advocating for the complete 
recognition of the Palestinian state, Chinese official sources connect the “solution” 
(n = 125) of the conflict to “a comprehensive settlement” based on a two-state solu-
tion (Fig. 4). Sources frequently state that “restoring justice to the Palestinian people 
and fully implementing the two-State solution” is “the only way to break the vicious 
cycle of Palestinian–Israeli conflicts, to eliminate the breeding ground of extremist 
ideologies, and to realize enduring peace in the Middle East” [92].

Finally, official discourses emphasize the need for dialogue-centred approaches as 
mechanisms to build up “peace” (Fig. 4). Interestingly, a “conference” is suggested 
as a suitable mechanism “to promote [a] comprehensive, just and lasting settlement 
of the Palestinian question” [98]. On the one hand, this underscores China’s attempt 
to present itself as an alternate player in the Middle East and demonstrates its ambi-
tion to play a more active role as a peace broker whose mediation efforts to end that 
conflict are contrasted with perceived US inaction [99]. On the other hand, it also 
serves China’s goal to cement and deepen further relations between itself and the 
Arab world in a region which has become increasingly important for China, not in 
the least due to the Middle East and North Africa’s large market share of Chinese 
exports.

Comparative Analysis and Tentative Conclusions

The above empirical analysis has shown that to some extent, Chinese strategic nar-
ratives adopt similar themes in relation to Russia’s war in Ukraine and the conflict 
in Gaza. They highlight China’s aspiration to play a greater role in global security as 
the legitimate advocate of the values, interests, and aspirations of the international 
community. In line with its cultural tradition, China projects itself as a force for good 
and peace. In both conflicts, official narratives place considerable emphasis on the 
rising role of the international community, which is described in a rather elastic and 
flexible manner to incorporate—depending on the issue at stake—different countries 
in opposition to the traditional dominant powers (particularly, the US-led coalition). 
The UN is regarded as the key institution through which security crises and collective 
action problems should be resolved.

However, some dissonant elements also feature in China’s official discourse on 
these two conflicts, as summarized in Table 1. With respect to system narratives, 
while the Ukrainian conflict has been portrayed as a struggle over the future world 
order—with the US-centred bloc on one side and Russia on the other—the Gaza war 
is depicted as a mere regional hotspot. In the context of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
China has repeatedly blamed the United States, and to some extent the Western bloc, 
for turbulence and threats to security in world politics.

Curiously, however, strategic narratives about the Palestinian–Israeli conflict have 
only marginally referred to the United States’s “hegemonic, domineering and bully-
ing nature” [100], its denial of full UN membership to Palestine [101], and its uncon-
ditional support of Israel by vetoing an immediate humanitarian ceasefire in Gaza. 
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Although China’s effort to cement relations with the Arab world might indicate an 
attempt to curb American influence in the Middle East, the empirical analysis high-
lights that the United States is largely marginalized by China’s official narratives. The 
United States—quite surprisingly—does not figure prominently in China’s corpus 
(n = 67) and is absent from the co-occurrence network pertaining to the Gaza war.

It is also interesting to note that a condemnation of the US approach is sometimes 
juxtaposed with a call for joint Sino-US cooperation, as shown by the following 
excerpts:

President Xi Jinping incisively pointed out that for China and the United States, 
turning one’s back on another is not an option; it is unrealistic for one side to 
remodel the other; and conflict and confrontation has unbearable consequences 

Conflict China’s system narratives China’s policy narratives
Russia’s 
inva-
sion of 
Ukraine

China is a promoter of 
peace, while the US/
West promotes a Cold 
War mentality based on 
confrontation.
The Ukraine crisis is a 
global conflict between 
the US/West and Russia.
The United States holds 
the greatest responsibility 
for the conflict in Ukraine 
while Russia has reacted 
to NATO expansion.
The international commu-
nity is a rising actor whose 
voice needs to be heard.
China backs Russia’s 
victimization narrative 
despite maintaining a 
distance from it.

China supports a shift 
towards a new security 
vision and approach to 
solve current security chal-
lenges. This vision as laid 
down in the GSI is hinged 
on respect for countries’ 
legitimate security con-
cerns and on the principle 
that the security of one 
country should not come at 
the expense of others.
Dialogue-centred mecha-
nisms are the key conflict 
resolution tools.
China attaches high impor-
tance to the UN system to 
solve security crises.

Israeli–
Pales-
tinian 
conflict

The conflict in Palestine 
has a regional nature.
Palestine is the main vic-
tim of the conflict while 
Israel is responsible for 
the humanitarian disaster 
and violation of interna-
tional law.
China is a promoter of 
peace and belongs to 
the wider “international 
community.”
The United States is a 
marginal player.

UN resolutions serve as 
fundamental instruments 
for conflict resolution, to 
promote a ceasefire and 
de-escalation, and safe-
guard humanitarian issues.
Recognition of the Pales-
tinian state on the basis of 
a two-state solution; re-
spect for international law 
and centrality of dialogue-
centred mechanisms as 
conflict resolution tools.
China supports a shift 
from old security concepts 
and calls for a broad-based 
conference to achieve rec-
onciliation in the Middle 
East.

Table 1 Comparison of Chinese 
strategic narrative: Russia’s war 
in Ukraine versus the Israeli–
Palestinian conflict. Source: 
Author’s own compilation
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for both sides. The right way forward is to follow the principles of mutual 
respect, peaceful co-existence and win-win cooperation. [102]

We hope that the US can play a constructive role and bring issues back to the track of 
political settlement. [103].

One may therefore argue that despite China’s effort to capitalize on the Gaza con-
flict by appealing to actors and societies that are sensitive to the Palestinian cause 
and by challenging a world order and security governance dominated by the United 
States, there is not sufficient evidence that China aims to fully displace the United 
States’s political and security roles. The discrepancy in Chinese narratives towards 
the United States can likely be explained by the different role and interests that the 
United States holds in in these two conflicts. Unlike the case of the Israeli–Palestin-
ian conflict, where US support for Israel is primarily focused on security and regional 
stability in the Middle East, US involvement in Ukraine is part of a global strategy 
aimed at containing Russian expansionism and maintaining the post-World War II 
international order. The war in Ukraine is framed as a crucial battle for the defence of 
territorial integrity, sovereignty, and democratic values in Europe. While the United 
States provides significant military aid to Israel and supports its right to self-defence, 
it also advocates for a two-state solution and promotes security and stability in the 
Middle East—despite the ambiguity introduced by President Trump, which might 
signal a potential decline in the prospect of a two-state solution.

However, these explanations do not alter the fact that China is sending mixed and 
sometimes contradictory messages, particularly in terms of the potential for coopera-
tion or competition. In the case of Ukraine, China has echoed Moscow’s rhetoric. 
As recently revealed by Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s talks with European 
Union (EU) leaders, a Russian defeat is not an option, as it would allow the United 
States and its allies to pivot fully toward the Indo-Pacific [104]. Inversely, the relative 
absence of reference to the United States in the context of the Palestinian–Israeli con-
flict might indicate a degree of alignment between Washington and Beijing, particu-
larly in their shared emphasis on regional stability and economic development [105]. 
More specifically, China’s interest in safeguarding uninterrupted energy flows in the 
Middle East, particularly through the Strait of Hormuz—which accounts for approxi-
mately half of China’s crude oil imports—helps explain its reluctance to engage in 
direct confrontation with the United States and its balanced approach aimed at pre-
venting a broader regional escalation of the conflict.

In a similar vein, the extent to which China will lean towards Russia remains open 
to debate. Although China has backed Russia’s victimization rhetoric in the case of 
Ukraine and has joined Russia in throwing nominal support behind Hamas and refus-
ing to denounce the group’s 7 October 2023 attacks on Israel, there is no indication of 
the prospective emergence of a Sino-Russian alliance. Despite a new joint statement 
suggesting greater cooperation and coordination than in the past, China has recently 
published a white paper on national security that did not use the phrase “alliance” but 
instead stated the relationship with Russia had “unique strategic value” [106]. One 
might have also expected greater reference to Russia as a key strategic partner for 
China amid the Palestinian conflict, but the analysis reveals that very little attention 
was devoted to it.
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Relevant inconsistencies can also be observed in China’s policy narratives. While 
narratives in both conflicts prioritize the need to adopt dialogue-centred and diplo-
matic tools, de-escalation, and ceasefire and emphasize the importance of guarantee-
ing humanitarian needs, they also identify different appropriate responses to resolve 
these crises. The GSI, which was at the centre of policy narratives pertaining to Rus-
sia’s war in Ukraine and was presented as a pillar of an alternative security gover-
nance, does not hold the same salience in the current Israeli–Palestinian conflict. It 
is certainly true that in both cases, official discourses call for abandoning traditional 
security concepts; however, these calls are shaped by conceptual vagueness and by 
broad and general ideas.

Of no less importance, central themes such as “abandoning the logic of ensur-
ing one’s own security at the expense of others” and “the need to accommodate the 
legitimate security concerns” of all parties, which have dominated narratives about 
the Ukrainian conflict serving to promote a Sino-centred security vision, are largely 
absent in the narratives released during the Gaza war and are replaced by the call to 
meet the “legitimate rights” and aspirations of the Palestinian people. Official narra-
tives have also emphasized the importance of respecting international law and jus-
tice through a two-state solution and a more inclusive (possibly less antagonistic) 
approach, as suggested by the call for a broad-based conference to achieve reconcili-
ation in the Middle East.3 Instead, in the case of Ukraine, the importance of respect 
for international law and states’ sovereignty has been constantly downplayed and 
flexibly framed, with recent developments confirming further that for Chinese leader-
ship, values such as territorial integrity, international law, and the protection of civil-
ians are expendable in this case. Narratives on Ukraine have also not provided any 
practical policy suggestions on how to reconcile Ukrainian and Russian positions.

The existence of the above-mentioned competing system and policy strategic nar-
ratives may suggest that Beijing is intentionally adapting its messages along the lines 
of adaptative pragmatism. This assessment aligns with Zeng’s [17] core argument 
that the Chinese leadership often introduces catchy slogans, such as the GSI, which 
are vaguely defined and only gradually acquire their full meaning and substance 
through further elaboration by China’s policy and academic community. Neverthe-
less, the inability to cultivate clear, consistent, and coherent narratives may dilute 
message credibility and erode international trust in China’s foreign policy commit-
ments. While Chinese narratives seem to get more traction in the Global South and 
among countries critical of US/Western foreign policy, they are often met with criti-
cism in the West (for example, [107, 108]).

In this regard, the case in Ukraine offers clear evidence of the limitations of strate-
gic ambiguity. Indeed, China’s balancing act and Beijing’s implicit support for Mos-
cow have exacerbated tensions with Brussels and with key EU member states [109], 
as exemplified by European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s assertion 
that “there cannot be business as usual” (as quoted by [109], p. 560). Although some 
in Beijing may have expected Trump’s tariffs policy to drive Europe closer to China, 
ongoing EU-China economic competition and China’s perceived enabling role in 

3 Only after two years since the start of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has China, along with Brazil, called 
for an international conference by both Russia and Ukraine to discuss proposals to halt the war.
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Russia’s war against Ukraine continue to obstruct a meaningful reset in relations. 
Preliminary evidence also suggests that despite China’s narrative on the Gaza war 
being strongly resonant among Arab states, highlighted inter alia by joint declara-
tions, its silence on Iran remains problematic for the Gulf monarchies, which still 
consider Tehran a significant threat [110].

Conclusively, although strategic narratives are certainly not forecasting tools [11], 
they are helpful for assessing the direction of Chinese foreign and security policy. 
In this regard, the above empirical analysis of Chinese official narratives reveals 
some degree of uncertainty with respect to China’s future intentions, as it has yet to 
articulate a clear vision for the transformation of the international system and policy 
responses to address current security crises [13]. Simultaneously, the findings suggest 
that ongoing IR debates about China’s position in global politics should transcend 
the binary categorization of China as either a revisionist or status quo power, which 
oversimplifies the complexity and multifaceted nature of China’s foreign policy. As 
argued above, China’s ambiguity is not necessarily detrimental since it “enables Chi-
nese political leaders to flexibly utilize these narratives in pursuit of their external 
policy objectives” ([111], p. 7); this ambiguity gives Beijing room to adapt its mes-
sages across different interests, issues, and audiences may not be inherently prob-
lematic. The existence of competing strategic system and policy narratives leads to a 
certain degree of confusion in China’s international communication, potentially hin-
dering China’s ability to shape global security governance and to advance a coherent 
“post-Western” international order led by China [108]. Indeed, as noted by leading 
Chinese scholar Yan [112], in order to replace the US-led order, China will need to 
develop a moral authority, a process that requires it to formulate and defend an ideol-
ogy consistently in order to attract followers and persuade them to accept its vision 
for a new international order.

That said, the above comparative study may also offer an interesting contribution 
for current debates on world system transition. According to Attinà, in a transitional 
phase of world order, one might expect “new collective action problems and political 
projects to be put forward by powerful revisionist states pushing for the formation of 
a coalition that challenges the status quo coalition defending the international order” 
([16], p. 118). Yet, as China struggles to configure a unified formula and political 
project, the transition phase of world order seems to be in its very early stages.
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