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Abstract
New means of information warfare are now used to achieve new goals,
namely, cultural dominance and, as a result, control of other states and
peoples. In this respect, more and more attention has recently been paid
to the changing content and form of public communications by Chinese
politicians, including diplomats. The article studies the speeches of Chinese
ambassadors in key European countries (Germany, France, Great Britain, and
Italy) on two issues for which Chinese policy has lately drawn most of the
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Western criticism: the situation in Hong Kong and the COVID-19 pandemic.
To determine the dynamics of the diplomatic discourse, speeches made
between 2013 and mid-2020 were selected for analysis. The study is novel
in that it tests the comprehensive analysis methodology, in particular Michel
Foucault’s concept of discourse in combination with Jacques Derrida’s
concept of deconstruction. The analysis made points to the change in the
style of the Chinese diplomats’ communication towards its “mediatization,”
preference to appeal directly to the European media and general public,
doing so skillfully and with scientific substantiation.
Keywords: China, Chinese diplomacy, discourse, rhetoric, information
warfare.

Introduction

The diplomatic language as the language of negotiators seeking an
agreement between the heads of state who authorized them to do so
is traditionally considered correct and elegant, but it also involves the
so-called (“diplomatic”) understatement and omissions, due to both
restraint and excellent training of the speakers (ambassadors), and the
extreme importance of the topics they discuss. Despite various, including
critical, opinions, diplomatic work and diplomats are in great demand
today. This is due to the current state of international relations: Parity in
weapons of mass destruction, achieved in the standoff between the U.S.
and the USSR after World War II, continues to deter a new international
armed conflict, shifting the ongoing confrontation between global players
into the information sphere. But the already large-scale and ever-growing
information warfare clearly shows the conflictual nature of the current
global situation. This war increasingly uses new means produced by
modern science and industry, and its new main goal is to achieve victory
in the form of cultural dominance and, as a result, control of other states
and peoples (Litvak and Shestopal, 2017, p. 39).
The new terminology regarding Chinese diplomacy—‘wolf warrior’
diplomats and ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy—comes from the name of a
feature film about Chinese commandos rescuing their fellow citizens.
It is consistent with the current Chinese propaganda policy which often
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uses words that stand in stark contrast to the traditional diplomatic
vocabulary. Such a diplomatic style, not characteristic of China until
recently, is a subject of controversy in the Chinese expert circles as
some support tough rhetoric and relevant foreign policy (Xie, 2017),
while others, on the contrary, believe that China should be more
reserved on the international stage (Deng, 2020).
Since the spring of 2020, Western media have been actively using this
terminology with regard to Chinese diplomats and diplomacy. In this
context, some observers started to talk about Michel Foucault’s concept
of discourse, especially in relation to the struggle for power, which is,
indeed, mentioned in official Chinese documents. The main vector
of modern international politics is all-round confrontation between
China and the United States. The two are engaged in an unequal
struggle for the minds, hearts and capital of European countries—
Washington’s traditional allies. This is why the study focuses on four
European countries, which are among the key EU members. In order
to clarify the nature of such changes and their causes, we analyzed the
speeches of Chinese ambassadors in key European countries (Germany,
France, Great Britain, and Italy) from 2013 to the middle of 2020. This
period was chosen because this is when—2013 and 2014—China started
to actively advance its main modern foreign policy concepts, such
as the Community of Common Destiny for Mankind and One Belt
One Road, which almost immediately met the increasingly growing
resistance in the West. For our research we used an array of Chinese
ambassadors’ statements as direct speech in official presentations and
interviews is more reserved than posts in social media. The subject of
the statements mainly concerned two issues that have drawn most of
the Western criticism lately—the situation in Hong Kong since 2013
and the COVID-19 pandemic since 2020 (the list also includes the
human rights situation in China and the growth of Chinese economic
and technological dominance, but these issues are more or less similar
to those discussed in this article). While the Hong Kong issue has
been around longer and COVID-19 is now high on the agenda, both
are, in our view, equally indicative of the changes taking place in the
communication practices employed by China’s top diplomats.
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Amid the rapid development of Chinese digital diplomacy, social
networks are undoubtedly an important and very specific channel
of communication. However, an analysis of Chinese ambassadors’
discourse on social media requires a separate study. This article
focuses on official sources quoting Chinese ambassadors’ speeches and
interviews published on embassy websites and in authoritative media.
In our study we used a methodology that combines Michel
Foucault’s concept of discourse and Jacques Derrida’s concept of
deconstruction, which have had a significant impact on the formation
of modern diplomatic discourse in China.
RESULTS

The study has shown that from 2013 to mid-2020, the communication
practices of the Chinese ambassadors in four European countries
(Germany, France, Great Britain, and Italy) underwent a significant
change in both content and intensity. There was a sharp increase in the
number of materials featuring the ambassadors’ interviews and direct
speech in the host countries. They contained a large number of words
and phrases that can be described as unofficial or colloquial (such as
“pro-American advocates of ‘international standards’,” “anti-Chinese
defamation accusations,” “to make political capital”). Although not rude,
they are still unusual for the diplomatic parlance of recent decades.
Table 1. The number of materials with ambassadors’ direct speech (interviews, remarks,
comments) posted on the websites of Chinese embassies
Number
of materials
in 2014

Number
of materials
in 2019

Number of materials
in the first half of
2020

Chinese diaspora
(thous. people)

Great Britain

48

96

76

400

Germany

11

8

10

309

Italy

12

12

18

305

4

26

32

600

France

The immediate reason that triggered these changes was sharp criticism
of Chinese policies at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic,
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followed by similar changes with regard to other acute issues in
relations between the West and China.
Liu Xiaoming, the Chinese ambassador to the UK since 2010 (the
only one of the four ambassadors in question who was not replaced in
2019), actively uses Twitter, and most of his current publications are
quite sharp and concern not only the UK, but also the U.S. (Liu, 2020).
Historically, one of the acutest issues in Sino-British relations is the
situation in Hong Kong, where the transition period of reunification
with China ending in 2047 occasionally suffers bouts of political
aggravation. In 2014, demonstrations against mainland China’s
intention to control local elections lasted seventy-nine days and caused
a significant international outcry. While U.S. President Barack Obama’s
comments were rather reserved, emphasized the internal nature of
the problem and denied any U.S. involvement (Kwong, Ng, 2019),
the British Foreign Office’s position was stated in a stronger, albeit
diplomatic, way voicing concern about the situation (BBC, 2014).
In response, Liu Xiaoming published an article in the Financial
Times (Liu, 2014), explaining Beijing’s position in connection with
the protests in Hong Kong. The article was written in the traditional
diplomatic style, the sharpest phrase being “pro-American advocates of
‘international standards’.” On November 21, 2016, the Daily Telegraph
published another of his articles, which appeared in response to a
new volley of criticism in the Western press. In the article titled “Oath
Deniers Are Violating Hong Kong’s Law” (Liu, 2016), the ambassador
explained, in a fairly reserved manner typical of Chinese diplomacy,
Beijing’s position that members of the Hong Kong Legislative Council
had to take an oath.
In 2017, in addition to a solemn speech at the Embassy reception
on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of the transfer of sovereignty
over Hong Kong to China, Liu Xiaoming gave a detailed interview to a
critical BBC radio reporter. In the interview, the ambassador repeatedly
emphasized the success of the “One Country, Two Systems” principle,
the indivisibility of China as one of its fundamental interests, and
the lack of superpower ambitions in Beijing (Liu, 2019a). In 2019,
Liu Xiaoming gave three big news conferences devoted to large54

RUSSIA IN GLOBAL AFFAIRS

Chinese Diplomatic Discourse for Europe: A Change of Style

scale protests that began on June 9, 2019, over the draft extradition
law, which activists viewed as “a violation of Hong Kong’s legitimate
autonomy and the danger of spreading China’s harsh totalitarian policy
to the region” (Pomozova, 2019a). The ambassador’s rhetoric had
changed noticeably to include such previously unused phrases as “some
reports... are even ill-willed slander,” “hands off Hong Kong, show
respect for what has been achieved in Hong Kong under ‘One Country,
Two Systems’,” “I hate to comment on their [British politicians’] quotes,”
and “Western media have inescapable responsibility for the current
situation in Hong Kong!” (Liu, 2019a; 2019b; 2019c; 2019e).
After the outbreak of the crisis caused by COVID-19 and the
West’s criticism of the Chinese government’s policy in this regard,
the Chinese ambassador to the UK followed two main tracks in his
communications. He emphasized the need for close cooperation
between London and Beijing in the face of a common threat and
rejected accusations against his country in connection with the spread
of COVID-19. In the latter case, Liu Xiaoming used a new, sharper
terminology, calling politicians in the United States and Great Britain
distributors of false information (“some politicians in the United States
and here in this country, however, are spreading lies and stigmatizing
China”) (Liu, 2020a; 2020b; 2020c).
The Chinese ambassador to Germany, Shi Mingde, spoke rarely
in 2012-2019 and whenever he did, he always used the traditional
diplomatic language (Shi, 2019). His replacement, Wu Ken,
immediately showed increased activity, although it was objectively
provoked by another escalation of tension in Hong Kong. Commenting
on the meetings of some German politicians with protest leaders, he,
in particular, warned that they “will have negative consequences for
Sino-German relations, and China has to respond” (Wu, 2019). His
speeches began to be spiced with increasingly sharp phrases, such as
“Your hidden political intentions are very dubious,” “some German
politicians... want to make political capital out of this” or “international
media are behind the chaos in Hong Kong” (Wu, 2019). And yet, in
response to accusations by the collective West that China is responsible
for the spread of COVID-19, Wu Ken regularly makes statements filled
VOL. 19 • No.1 • JANUARY – MARCH • 2021
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with positive diplomatic rhetoric, emphasizing China’s effective crisis
management measures (Wu, 2020a; 2020b; 2020c; 2020d; 2020e), but
assumes a more offensive manner when he wants to rebuff the criticism
of China (Sigmund, 2020).
Germany, the unconditional leader of the European Union, is
China’s fourth largest trading partner in the world and first in Europe,
as well as the main center of attraction for Chinese investments on the
European continent.
In 2019, at his first news conference on the situation in Hong
Kong, Chinese Ambassador to Italy Li Junhua, in contrast to his
predecessor Li Ruiyu, called on “mysterious architects of the unrest
not to play with fire” (Li, 2019a), and subsequently used such words
as “condescension and connivance” by Western countries (Li, 2020a),
and expressed his “strong dissatisfaction and disappointment.” With
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, in addition to the active
use of Twitter, Facebook, and eventually Instagram, Li Junhua makes
regular statements and gives interviews, emphasizing, on the one hand,
China’s solidarity with Italy and the need to join forces in the fight
against the pandemic, and on the other hand, rejects criticism of China,
using such phrases, never heard of him before, as “flinging mud at
China,” “use COVID-19 to slander China” (Seaman, 2020), “point the
finger of scorn at China’s help,” “Mike Pompeo’s observations are often
erroneous” or “a critical point [in Sino-American relations]” (Li, 2020a;
2020b; 2020c).
The Chinese ambassador to France, Lu Shaye, also took up his
new duty in July 2019 and since then has been acting, perhaps, most
professionally among all of his abovementioned colleagues. His
distinctive quality and advantage is that he always comes up with sound
arguments regarding both what happens in general and specific cases
of criticism against China, as well as some theoretical generalizations
that strike a chord particularly in France, not without reason, though.
First of all, Lu Shaye draws a clear distinction between the
authorities and the media, which, unlike the authorities and the
peoples of Western countries, are (as he believes) the source of
misunderstanding between countries, and their publications on Hong
56
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Kong represent an “obvious interference in the internal affairs of
China.” He repeatedly notes that “the media mislead the public in
Western countries. Since the media do not provide the public with
the whole truth, but choose several so-called truths” (matching their
political views) (Lu, 2019c), their reports about the situation in Hong
Kong are “barely objective” and, “to put it mildly, puzzling,” “repeating
a lie a thousand times does not make it true” (Lu, 2019a), and “the
French and Western media in general are biased” (Lu, 2019b).
Lu Shaye’s statements became even stronger with the outbreak
of a pandemic in 2020, but at the same time he also used stronger
arguments. So, while emphasizing that “the medical, at most sociomedical, problem of the viral epidemic is politicized,” he points out
that earlier, in a number of previous COVID-19-like cases (namely,
the H1N1 influenza virus in 2009, MERS infection in 2012, Ebola in
2015, and SARS in 2003), no such politicization took place, but on
the contrary, Europe and China fruitfully worked together to fight the
diseases. The ambassador also cited the chronology of a mood swing
in Western public opinion and the media from sympathy for China at
the beginning of the epidemic to the calls to “make it pay” (Lu, 2020a).
The ambassador believes that this media “war” was generated by the
United States and politicians who use it, firstly, in the struggle among
themselves, i.e. in domestic American politics, and secondly, in order
to weaken China, which they now consider their main strategic rival.
And while neither European parties nor official agencies, just like most
entrepreneurs and experts, never blamed China and showed restraint,
the European media, on the contrary, fully sided with the United States,
spreading anti-Chinese “slanderous accusations” (Lu, 2020a) (Lu Shaye,
nevertheless, praised some rare publications in Le Monde and AFP for
objectivity)
Speaking of contemporary Chinese diplomacy, the ambassador
rejects media clichés characterizing it as “offensive” and “aggressive”
and uses instead the words “active” and “completely defensive, only
responding to attacks from Western media” (Lu, 2020b). Lu Shaye
explained the changes in diplomatic rhetoric, so much talked about
lately, by the weakness of the Chinese media in the West, which was the
VOL. 19 • No.1 • JANUARY – MARCH • 2021
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reason why Chinese diplomats had begun more active communication
with the public of the host countries in order to protect the image of
China and its national interests in confronting the “lies” spread by
Western media, “propaganda” and, in fact, “brainwashing.” European
media are also criticized for not being independent and for following
Washington which is responsible for rumors and lies about China.
The ultimate generalization is as follows: “Statements which call
China ‘harsh’ and ‘aggressive’ are pure lies invented by the United
States in order to curb China’s development and sow discord between
China and its neighbors” (Lu, 2020b). Finally, Ambassador Shaye
personally reacted in the same vein to the “wolf warrior” label being
put by Western media on Chinese diplomats: “We react with facts and
arguments, and do not fabricate lies or slander” (Lu, 2020b).
DISCUSSION

Since the fall of 2019 and especially the spring of 2020, the Chinese
ambassadors in the four cases considered above (in key European
capitals) have become much more active in their public appearances and
changed their messages significantly. Most of the materials posted on
the embassies’ websites are an array of official impersonal press releases,
statements, and communiqués that are interesting to specialists but are
rarely read by the general public. However, now the embassies place the
emphasis on speeches and interviews, since, in their opinion, local and
international Western media provide their citizens with incomplete or
distorted information. The status of ambassador also implies a second
addressee, that is, the official authorities in each of the host countries.
So, the diplomats not only make attempts, rather traditional, in the “soft
power” style, to directly influence public opinion in France or Italy on
a particular issue which has been politically accentuated by Western
media and governments, but also try to explain to these authorities the
objective reasons for both the positions assumed by China and the West,
and discourse, through which these positions are expressed and largely
formulated (according to Foucault).
The strengthening of China in the economic, technological, military,
and other areas prompts Beijing to move away from a “modest” and
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wait-and-see foreign policy. This in itself constitutes the context that
has made it possible for China to build its new diplomatic discourse.
London, the fourth largest importer from China, was the first
among the G7 countries to join the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank in 2015. It keeps its market open for Chinese investment
(Pomozova, 2019) and considers China one of the most important
export destinations, while Britain’s exit from the European Union
opens up new opportunities for a more independent economic policy
towards China. Germany is China’s fourth largest trading partner in
the world and first in Europe, as well as the main center of attraction
for China’s investments on the European continent. For France,
China is not just an important trade and economic partner, President
Macron has openly called it one of the centers of the modern bipolar
world. Italy was the first of the EU founding countries and the only
G7 member to have signed a memorandum in support of the Belt and
Road Initiative. During the COVID-19 pandemic China has actively
provided humanitarian aid to all four countries: facial masks, gloves,
protective suits, etc. (aid to Italy which was hit the hardest received
wide response) (Seaman, 2020).
However, the context in which Beijing’s diplomatic rhetoric is
changing in the four countries under consideration also involves
significant disagreements on a number of fundamental issues
(understanding of human rights and values, sensitive high-tech issues),
as well as the significant factor of pressure from the United States, all
of which often act as serious irritants in bilateral relations with China
(suffice it to recall the British government’s decision to prohibit Huawei
from deploying 5G networks in the country).
The discourse in the modern scholarly literature on sociopolitical
problems has gradually become one of the main subjects and even
objects of research. This is happening because communication between
actors occurs mainly in the form of texts composed of statements that
are viewed as signs of relevant positions, interests, plans or meanings.
In addition, the current political and philosophical development of the
concept of discourse (formulated first by linguists) makes it possible to
build hypotheses, which are then tested by observing the development of
VOL. 19 • No.1 • JANUARY – MARCH • 2021
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real situations, regarding the untold, that is, something that determines
the stated, specific discourse of specific sociopolitical actors.
This approach is based on Michel Foucault’s concept of discourse
as verbal representation of reality, expressed in specific, historically
determined and existing statements, the totality of which constitutes
an objective form and the framework of such representation.
In this context, some authors view the latest developments as a new
Chinese discourse in action, and on top of it all in the Foucaultian
interpretation, i.e. as a discourse-power relationship, which indeed has
repeatedly been mentioned in official Chinese documents. However
such an interpretation differs from Foucault’s original concept and
actually equates discourse with rhetoric, narrative and, therefore, an
instrument of soft power or information warfare.
For example, such an interpretation is favored by Igor Denisov,
who studies the Chinese “international discursive power” in detail.
He believes, not without reason, that Chinese officials understand
and adapt the French philosopher’s concept in a simplified or rather
utilitarian way (Denisov, 2020). L. Hagström and A. Nordin, who
study the influence of Foucault’s ideas not only on the authorities but
also on Chinese intellectuals trying, among other things, to harmonize
Confucianism with modernity, including Foucault’s concept, also write
about Beijing’s understanding of discourse mainly in the context of
soft power (Hagström and Nordin, 2020). B. Gill believes that Chinese
soft power is relatively weak, and in search of a way out of the current
situation, Beijing will opt for wolf warrior diplomacy (Gill, 2020).
However, the novelty of Foucault’s approach is that it objectified
discourse, proved that it is independent from the subject (unlike, for
example, rhetoric), who does not arbitrarily learn about the world
and puts his knowledge into statements, an array of which makes up
discourse, as Foucault maintains. Therefore, “power is not something
that is acquired, seized or shared, something that one holds on to or
allows to slip away…” (Foucault, 1996), but what is constantly produced
in the subject’s statements and discourse.
It is important that, as one can gather from public materials, hard
work is underway in China to grasp this and other concepts, and
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explore them in a creative and scholarly way. In particular, the state
information resource clearly shows the objective understanding of the
problem: “Many believe that the strength of international discourse
is directly proportional to national power. For example, the United
States is the most powerful country in the world today, and it also
has the most powerful international discourse. Therefore, at present,
China does not need a strategy for the development of international
discourse... [since with the growth of] economic, military and other
national power, China’s international discourse will naturally become
stronger” (PRC SCIO, 2017).
But it also contains counterarguments, referring specifically to
situations where “the power of international discourse does not
correspond to the strength of the country,” depending, for example, on
whether or not certain countries are able to raise problems or act by
high moral principles. Then the discourse of small states can be stronger
than their objective potential, and that of bigger states can be weaker
(PRC SCIO, 2017). In other words, it introduces the factor of conscious
strategy and policy with regard to both perceiving objective reality and
managing the corresponding discourse. Chinese political scientist Zhao
Kejin shows Beijing’s appeal to discursive power in international relations
after Xi Jinping’s election in precisely this way—discourse-knowledge, in
conformity with Foucault’s approach. This implies not just a change of
rhetoric, but the establishment of facts and the introduction of innovative
rules and practices in the social sphere. This is done by highlighting in
external communications not so much China’s five-thousand-year-long
history (which underlies its soft power) as its latest achievements in high
technology and activity in international institutions (Zhao, 2016).
It is the objective nature of discourse that should be taken into
account when interpreting Lu Shaye’s remarks about the difference
between China and the West in their approaches to human rights,
which “still exist” due to their historicity— gradual formation and
development in different countries with different “national situations.”
Therefore, human rights are values in China, too, and no one, the West
in the first place, can be a judge in this matter and evaluate others on a
“better or worse” scale (Lu, 2020c).
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The use of the deconstructive approach for the analysis of the
statements being considered (Derrida, 1967) brings us closer to
understanding what is implied, but not told in specific texts, which
appear to be lacking a clear structure and utilizing ambiguous word
signs used by different actors in different contexts. This means, in
particular, that the mention of Foucault by the Chinese in their official
discourse does not yet indicate, but already implies, a step towards
understanding the substance of the problems in their communication
with the modern West, which formed under the objective influence of
historical differences in national discourses.
Europeans note, quite rationally, the differences between their
own and the Chinese understanding of human rights (Worden,
2019, p.9), but reduce them completely to subjective, voluntaristic
factors, attributing them solely to political and ideological differences
(insisting that China should understand and realize this...). For their
part, the Chinese become increasingly aware that their understanding
of human rights and disagreements with Europeans have developed
historically for certain objective reasons that Europeans fail to
see. This is why the Chinese ambassadors appeal to European
rationality in order to explain their understanding of the problem
and emphasize the concepts they would like to see at the heart of
bilateral, multilateral, and international relations (multipolarity,
equality and mutual respect, non-interference). And even the
constant emphasis on differences (we are different) is a rational appeal
to multiculturalism, which is advocated by present-day European
leaders, albeit sometimes in spite of many of their voters.
Chinese theorists and practitioners are vigorously reflecting and
acting to test the verity of the obtained knowledge about the West,
themselves and the world as a whole, in much the same way social
reflexive institutions emerging in the West are doing (Litvak, 2018).
Reducing changes in their communications to the use of sterner,
bordering on non-diplomatic, wording, and labeling Chinese diplomats
as “wolf warriors” in the war unfolding in the media space would be an
unjustified simplification. First of all, this label describes the process
that started with a dust-up on American social media (originally on
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Twitter) in the summer of 2019 between the Americans (including
Barack Obama and Condoleezza Rice) and Minister Counsellor at
the Chinese Embassy in Pakistan Zhao Lijian over Washington’s
critical statements on human rights in China. The Chinese diplomat
pointed to their own, including racial, problems in the United States.
Subsequently many diplomats and Chinese Foreign Ministry senior
officials spoke actively on Western social media to reject the criticism
of their government.
CONCLUSIONs

Since the end of 2019, Chinese ambassadors in Europe, just like Chinese
Foreign Ministry top officials, have been actively “mediatizing” their
communications, using both academic reasons (including Foucault’s
concept of discourse) and diplomatic art. So we can talk about a new
Chinese experience, that is, the use of ambassadors and high-ranking
government representatives with a very specific status—neutral and
communicative—for defensive (critical, explanatory) and offensive
communication with the society of the host countries through their
own, domestic media channels.
The rhetoric of Chinese ambassadors at public appearances has
changed; they have expanded their vocabulary to include, in addition to
diplomatically oblique phrases, explicit terms describing their negative
assessment of Western criticism. As for discourse, defining changes
in it would depend on what exactly is meant by discourse and within
which concept it is considered. Adhering to the linguistic approach,
we can say that discourse has changed. However, the sociopolitical and
philosophical approaches, such as that of Foucault, widely cited in this
context, and that of Derrida, prompt further conclusions.
From this point of view, firstly, (according to Foucault) discourse
is not something that can be consciously controlled or fought, etc., but
the framework within which actors of a specific sociopolitical nature
explore the world and themselves in it and express their knowledge. In
other words, in terms of understanding discourse, what the Chinese
ambassadors say in this case is objectively determined by what China
is like today and how it explores and understands itself.
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Secondly, (according to Derrida) even with this in mind, the Chinese
ambassadors in Europe turn to European rationalism, which today
guides the political authorities in its key countries, in order to
draw their attention to academic positions formulated, above all,
by European scholars, which suggest that the European reaction to
China’s development and its proposal for joint work is unnecessarily
politicized—unnecessarily because a significant part of what is
happening, including what is said, has objective grounds.
Subjective plans of communist China for the world, let alone its
“intrigues” as an object of Western discourse, throw the West into a
conspiracy fervor.
Meanwhile, an analysis of the discourse showed that the Chinese
ambassadors in the four key European countries continue to develop
their diplomatic skills, relying, among other things, on Western
philosophical concepts. Needless to say, it would not be quite
appropriate to apply the ideologized cliché “wolf warriors” to highly
qualified Chinese diplomats.
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