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ABSTRACT 

 

The evolving international order is shaped not only by realpolitik among states but 

also by narratives that construct global governance and state/social relations. This 

dissertation examines the Chinese strategic narratives in Europe. This dissertation 

investigates how Chinese strategic narratives speak to and reach the European public. 

It focuses on the construction and projection of Chinese strategic narratives by 

highlighting and analysing local narratives and the translation process in European 

local contexts. While existing studies on China-EU relations often focus on elite 

political narratives and state-driven policies, this research adopts a less state-centric 

approach by bringing the public into the discussion. 

 

This study explores how China’s strategic narratives are translated into local 

narratives in Confucius Institutes (CIs) and the Chinese media outlet Nouvelles 

d’Europe in Austria and Hungary, both of which are considered as part of public 

diplomacy. The research employs thematic analysis on the Chinese language 

textbooks used in CIs and news reports from Nouvelles d’Europe, as they are 

considered as different communication conduits of political narratives. This 

dissertation deconstructs the meaning-making of strategic narratives by looking at 

those sociocultural, discursive, and less strategic local narratives. This comparison 

reveals the dynamics of Chinese strategic narratives’ translation processes into local 

narratives when they face different audiences through different communication 

conduits.  

 

The dissertation contributes to both international relations and communication 

studies. It argues that local narratives can be political and strategic, and it is necessary 

to take the public and local narratives into account to analyse strategic narratives on 

the top level. It also reveals the role of cultural institutions and media, as part of 

public diplomacy, in shaping political narratives. By unpacking the translation 

process of strategic narratives, this research advances the understanding of the power 

of strategic narratives and suggests new directions for analysing the contestation of 

strategic narratives and interactions between strategic narratives, local narratives, 

and the public. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

The international order changes in various aspects, not only the power balance among 

major powers and the distribution of economic wealth but also how people perceive 

and understand the international order. In other words, what a good global governance 

and normal relations among major actors should be are changing. The major powers, 

the US, the European Union (EU), China, and other BRICS states contribute to the 

changes not just by their realpolitik decision-making and foreign policies but also by 

the stories and narratives they offer and project to the world, and these narratives 

construct the understanding of the international order. For example, although China has 

already become the second largest economy in the world, the Chinese government still 

labels and defends itself as a developing country associated with the stories of a 

successful development model.  

 

Narratives impact how individual people, communities, and states understand and 

perceive others, and the understanding and perception shape the following behaviours 

and policies. However, before enquiring about the impacts and the efficiency of 

narratives, the essential question is the construction and projection of narratives. In 

other words, where do the narratives come from and how are they diffused? The 
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political narratives can go through mass communication channels, like national TV 

programmes, newspapers, political campaigns, and social media on the internet. The 

political narratives can also travel through international summits, conferences, and 

negotiation meetings among politicians and leaders. Moreover, narratives can be shared 

in other social practices, like performances in theatres, exhibitions in museums, and 

teaching and learning activities in classrooms. For instance, the opening ceremony of 

the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games tells the narrative that China is a civilisation with a 

long history and modern China opens to the world. At the same time, different actors, 

including those major powers mentioned above, project their narratives through various 

communication conduits and these narratives are frequently in conflict. For example, 

the domestic economic and social changes of China and the changes of the external 

influence from China are narrated as “achieving great success in reform, opening up, 

and socialist modernization by China” and on the path of realising “the great 

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”(ChinaDaily, 2021; Xi, 2021; Xinhua News Agency, 

2021), but narrated by the West as the “threat” or “systemic rival” (see Chivvis & Miller, 

2023; EEAS, 2023). In short, the narratives play a key role in the relationships among 

states, constructing and changing the international order.  
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 3 

This dissertation focuses on the political narratives between China and Europe. Both 

China and Europe (the EU) are key players in the current international order. They are 

considered major powers and global players. The political narratives between China 

and Europe do not only impact the relationships between these two actors but also other 

states, regions, and the international order.  

 

1.1 EU-China general relationships and discussion 

 

After President Xi took power, Chinese foreign policy and its global strategy changed 

dramatically from its predecessors. Scholars changed their main interests to two topics: 

the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and international norms, both of which concern the 

relationship between China and the world. BRI becomes a new entrance for scholars to 

analyse the changes within the Chinese government, like the functions of different 

ministries (e.g. He, 2020) and the power struggles among Chinese top leaders (e.g. Yu, 

2018). The second topic under Xi’s presidency is China’s efforts to change the meanings 

of liberal international norms and provide alternative ones. Ian Clark (2014) argues that 

to become a respected norm maker, China has to first be seen as an appropriate norm 

taker. The “norm-taker” and “norm-maker” debate of China is widely discussed, such 
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 4 

as China in Africa (see Alden & Large, 2015), and China in Southeast Asia (see Reilly, 

2012). Other international norm theories and concepts are deployed to the Chinese case, 

such as normative power. The Chinese influence on international norms is also analysed 

at the international organisation level, such as the UN (see Chen, 2009; Foot & Inboden, 

2014; Vogt, 2012). However, the majority of debates on Chinese norms and China’s 

engagement with the international liberal order strongly consider those norms as steady 

and taken for granted, and these norms are located in a dichotomy: liberal vs. illiberal, 

developed vs. developing, and democratic vs. undemocratic.  

 

More importantly, most of the studies focusing on norms and values try to discover and 

identify the “illiberal”, “developing”, and “undemocratic” China by linking and 

classifying those Chinese foreign policies and foreign practices into the dichotomy on 

a macro level. This is not to say that China is liberal, developed, or democratic. 

However, the majority of studies do not question enough about the origins of those 

norms and values deployed by China and how China consolidates those norms and 

values through various narratives on different levels and practices. Moreover, China’s 

practices are frequently considered as one-way rather than an interaction with others in 

social relations. This dissertation analyses the issue from the angle of strategic 

narratives which questions the construction of the strategic narratives used and 
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promoted by the Chinese government, which is part of Chinese foreign policy. These 

strategic narratives are strongly connected with Chinese international norms and values, 

and the projection of these strategic narratives is the extension of the Chinese 

international norms and values in a local manner.  

 

In terms of China-EU relations, many scholars analyse the “comprehensive strategic 

partnership” between China and the EU from political, economic, and cultural 

perspectives (e.g. Shambaugh et al., 2008; Zhou, 2017). The discussion of the EU-

China relationship has two main focuses: interests and geopolitics, and norms and 

international structure. In the EU, China’s regional cooperation “16+1” is considered 

as a division of Europe, especially by the Chinese FDI (Meunier, 2014). Maher (2016) 

analyses the EU-China partnership from the perspectives of political values, 

geopolitical interests, and the concept of international order. At the same time, regional 

studies also shed light on the EU-China relationship, especially the EU and China’s 

power competition in Africa, Central and Eastern Europe, and Southeast Asia. These 

analyses are mainly from a conventional geopolitical perspective (see Ó Tuathail et al., 

2006). In short, Maher still maintains the Western base to understand China’s politics, 

which means understanding and explaining Chinese politics and values separated from 

the influence of Chinese historical legacies and traditions.  
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The dominant rational IPE approach is widely applied to EU-China relations (e.g. 

Freeman, 2024; Gaenssmantel, 2023; Glen & Murgo, 2007; Smith, 2014, 2015). 

Besides those “rational” theories, constructivist scholars are also interested in this 

relationship. Two concerns are raised to question the economy/material domination 

within this relationship: the constituted identity of China, and the assumption that both 

the EU’s and China’s international identities are taken as a “given” (Jørgensen & Wong, 

2016). The authors argue that identity is relational: identities form images of both the 

self and the other; perceptions and images affect the actors’ actions and speech acts. 

International norms are also the foci for the constructivist approach analysing the EU-

China relationship, like how norms shape the decision-making process and how norms 

are diffused. In 2003, Johnston (2003) suggested already that whether China is a 

revisionist state or not cannot be addressed without an understanding of the norms 

governing the international system. Kaya (2014) illustrates how the rise of China 

damages the normative identity of the EU in two ways: first, the EU failed to integrate 

significant normative issues within the bilateral relationship with China; second, by 

using economic power, China challenges the EU’s ability to spread the “new 

sovereignty”.  
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Different sectors within the EU-China relationship received much attention from 

various perspectives. For example, scholars (e.g. Afionis & Stringer, 2012; Ferenczy, 

2019) appreciate more EU’s normative practice in the energy sector within this 

relationship and find the limitation of Normative Power Europe (see Diez, 2021; 

Manners, 2002) when it has faced China in recent years. While the climate change 

issues show more the positive cooperation between these two actors (e.g. Falkner, 2007; 

Wunderlich, 2020); human rights issues normally raise tensions (e.g. Geeraerts, 2016; 

Ting, 2012). Ai and Song (2019) take two cases: the Iranian nuclear issue and the Syrian 

civil crisis to address why China and the EU cooperate on certain issues but not others. 

The authors follow a constructivist approach and consider international norms as 

independent variables. However, such an approach cannot explain why China does not 

accept some international norms, like R2P. Ai and Song (2019) give an imperfect 

answer: R2P has not altered China’s non-interventionist type identity, so there are no 

interests constituted in the Syrian civil crisis; but R2P is strongly compatible with the 

EU’s normative power norms. It is difficult for the social constructivist approach to 

clearly address the dynamics between international norms and national identities with 

the enquiries about the special and historical changes, especially with the EU and China, 

such as the Chinese non-interventionist type of identity, suggested by Ai & Song (2019), 

which is a new thing constructed by the CCP to the “new China”. Considering 
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 8 

narratives, especially strategic narratives, as the construction process of shared meaning 

helps us to close this gap between norms and identity changes. Moreover, the 

construction of the shared meaning does not only stay on the high-political level and 

emerge solely from political elites. It is necessary to go deeper to the micro level by 

focusing on the translation process of strategic narratives to unpack the shared meaning 

of strategic narratives rather than taking these international norms and national 

identities for granted.  

 

Although the EU-China relationship is trade-oriented, the norm diffusion between the 

EU and China shifted from a one-way transfer to a two-way engagement (Lai & Shi, 

2017). However, Kaya (2014), and Michalski and Nilsson (2019) argue that the rise of 

China negatively affects the EU’s normative abilities. Besides conventional analyses of 

economic and political ties between these two entities, the perceptions from both sides 

gained much attention. The questions include how these two parties perceive each other 

(see Chaban & Elgström, 2014; Dong, 2014; Orbetsova & Men, 2016), how these two 

parties perceive the international order (see Chen, 2016; Scott, 2013), and how other 

actors perceive China and the EU (see Keuleers, 2015; Lucarelli & Fioramonti, 2011; 

Portela, 2010). For example, China’s perception of the EU has changed: from seeing 

the EU as an exemplar of regional integration and a new pole of international order, to 
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 9 

viewing it as an actor in deep troubles within its territory but playing a credible 

leadership role beyond its borders (Chang & Pieke, 2018). The political narratives 

impact the identity construction and the changes in perceptions, even in a discursive 

and subtle manner (see De Cillia et al., 1999; Whitebrook, 2001). Before asking what 

perceptions are from both sides, we need to pay attention to how political narratives 

construct the identities and changes of perceptions.  

 

Three pillars, the politics, the economy, and the people-to-people exchanges (Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2014), are the key to EU-China relationships. Compared 

to the political and economic debates about the EU-China relationships, the people-to-

people exchanges receive less attention. However, besides the discussion about the 

relationships between Beijing and Brussels, and between China and EU member states, 

more and more scholars turn to the “people” to discover the complex relationships of 

non-state actors between these two entities. For example, Kamiński (2019a, 2019b) 

analyses the regional and city-to-city cooperation between Europe and China. 

Unfortunately, most of the research considers the “people-to-people exchanges” and the 

“people” only as the extension of the state power rather than enquiring how individuals’ 

interactions and local contexts can influence the politics and economy on the top level. 

Unlike the majority of studies with a state-centric approach, this dissertation focuses on 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 10 

the local narratives and the translation process to analyse the Chinese strategic 

narratives within the European public. 

 

1.2 Research questions and aims 

 

This dissertation targets the Chinese strategic narratives in Europe by looking at the 

Confucius Institutes (CIs) and Chinese media outlets in Europe. Strategic narratives are 

“a means for political actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, and 

future of international politics to shape the behaviour of domestic and international 

actors” (Miskimmon et al., 2013, p. 2). Many studies have analysed the strategic 

narratives of major powers (e.g. Chaban et al., 2019; Feng & Huang, 2021; Hagström 

& Gustafsson, 2021; Miskimmon et al., 2013, 2018) and the framework of strategic 

narratives has been applied to different topics and policies, like the global governance 

on the environment (Zhang & Orbie, 2021), regional development (Ba, 2019; van Noort, 

2020), and the Covid pandemic (Colley & van Noort, 2022; Hagström & Gustafsson, 

2021; Manantan, 2021). Although scholars have noticed the contestation of strategic 

narratives, the projection of strategic narratives receives less attention. In what ways do 

strategic narratives reach and speak to the public, and how do different communication 
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conduits contribute to the meaning-making process between strategic narratives and the 

public? More precisely, starting with the framework of strategic narratives, this 

dissertation analyses how Chinese strategic narratives are translated into local 

narratives and projected to local communities in Europe.  

 

Unlike the existing studies of strategic narratives, this dissertation turns the focus to the 

public – the people and the projection of strategic narratives to the public, which is a 

less state-centred approach. The local narratives are those representations in 

communication strongly associated with daily life, culture, and away from or without a 

clear political decision-making centre. This dissertation contributes to the theoretical 

framework of strategic narratives as it brings the public into the discussion and goes 

beyond the boundary of strategic narratives studies which are strongly limited in 

analysing elite classes and high-politics levels. At the same time, it brings the local 

narratives into the framework as the local narratives can be strategic and political as 

well. In particular, the case studies of CIs and the newspaper Nouvelles d’Europe in 

Austria and Hungary also provide a method of analysing the translation process 

between strategic narratives and local narratives. On one hand, this dissertation joins 

the discussion of how Chinese strategic narratives exercise power in a local manner to 

global audiences by focusing on ordinary local communities. On the other hand, it 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 12 

contributes to the studies of China-EU relations and narrative contestations between 

these two actors.  

 

Starting from the framework of strategic narratives, this dissertation argues that 

strategic narratives cannot be separated from local narratives. The strategic narratives 

provide the boundary and directions of local narratives and local narratives enrich the 

meaning of strategic narratives. More importantly, local narratives bring the public into 

relations, which is the power exercise of narratives. The validity and credibility of 

strategic narratives strongly rely on the local narratives and the translation process. 

Looking at the local narratives and the translation process helps unpack the changes 

and variations of strategic narratives throughout time. Analysing the translation process 

and bridging strategic and local narratives actually brings both spatial and temporal 

dimensions into the discussion of strategic narratives framework as this dissertation 

focuses on the local communities in Europe with European local contexts and the 

changes of strategic narratives throughout time.  

 

The case studies focus on CIs and the newspaper Nouvelles d’Europe in Austria and 

Hungary. Austria and Hungary are both EU member states. Austria and Hungary had 

long and close ties in history, and at the same time, these two countries have different 
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languages, political systems, and economic levels within the Central and Eastern 

Europe region. Geopolitically speaking, the Hungarian government keeps a closer 

relationship with China than the Austrian government. China’s national strategies and 

private engagements find Hungary more attractive. For example, the Chinese BRI 

strategy considers Hungary as the key partner in the CEE region, Hungary was the first 

European country to sign the BRI agreement in 2015, and China and Hungary redefined 

their relationship as an All-Weather Comprehensive Strategic Partnership for the New 

Era (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024e). Compared to Hungary, Austria 

has kept a “Friendly Strategic Partnership” with China since 2018 (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the PRC, 2018a). Although there are no clear rules or official explanations 

on how China names bilateral partnerships with others (Xiang, 2023), the terminology 

and names of these partnerships still can reveal how friendly and important other 

countries mean to China. In this comparison, while Hungary is a close friend to China, 

Austria is only a partner. Moreover, Erlbacher (2021) suggests that China’s soft power 

gives way to the economic interests within this Austria-China bilateral relationship and 

Austria lacks public debate and strategy on China. At the same time, considering the 

conflicts and positions of Austria and Hungary within the EU, these comparative case 

studies present both the CEE regional and some general European-level characteristics. 

This does not suggest that from the two cases of Austria and Hungary, the Chinese 
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strategic narratives’ translation into local narratives in Europe can be fully uncovered. 

However, these two countries and the comparison are representative, which services 

further analysis on a broader European scale.  

 

The research question targets how the Chinese strategic narratives are translated into 

local narratives and reach the public. The two communication conduits where the 

translation processes happen are the CIs and the CEE version of the Chinese newspaper 

Nouvelles d’Europe (NE). I look at the Chinese language textbooks used at CIs in 

Vienna and Budapest and the NE’s news reports from 2019 to 2024. The thematic 

analysis approach is conducted to process the data from these materials. Although the 

CIs and Chinese media overseas have been intensively studied, the textbooks and 

Chinese newspapers in Europe receive less attention and they can provide new 

empirical data and perspectives to the discussion. Both textbooks and newspapers are 

considered the communication conduits where the translation processes happen, and 

the comparison between these two conduits helps to uncover the impacts of different 

conduits on the projection of strategic narratives. Moreover, these materials also echo 

the comparison on the geopolitical dimension. The Chinese language textbooks used in 

CI Vienna are designed and published in Beijing and it is a “model” textbook set facing 

the global market since the textbooks are written in Chinese and English. The textbooks 
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used in Hungary are a joint product dominantly designed and edited by Hungarian 

scholars with the help from Beijing, and the textbooks are written in Chinese and 

Hungarian with a clear target on Hungarian students. Thus, comparing the textbooks 

used in Vienna and Budapest brings the specific local contexts into the analysis.  

 

While the textbooks serve the local European students who want to learn the Chinese 

language, the NE serves the Chinese communities in the region. The local students have 

zero or little knowledge about the language and Chinese culture but the Chinese 

communities can read the Chinese reports with their prior knowledge and experiences 

about China in the NE. In other words, the comparison between textbooks and the NE 

matches the research question of how strategic narratives are translated into local 

narratives and approach to the public. In this research, the local European students and 

Chinese communities living in Europe are both considered as the public, the ordinary 

people. Moreover, this comparison also presents the temporal dimension of different 

communication conduits. The textbooks are well-edited and -designed for long-term 

use and are concentrated on cultural and language topics. The NE follows and reports 

the latest political, economic, and social news from the local city level to the global 

level.  
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1.3 Confucius Institutes and different analytical approaches 

 

Confucius Institutes (CIs) are frequently compared with their counterparts, like the 

British Council, American Cultural Centres, and Alliance française, as a tool for 

delivering national soft power (see Cai, 2019; Gil, 2017; Lien & Tang, 2022; Liu, 

2019b). Not surprisingly, the studies on CIs are strongly associated with soft power and 

Chinese national interests (e.g. Huang & Xiang, 2019; Lo & Pan, 2016; Lueck et al., 

2014; Pan, 2013; Zhou & Luk, 2016). This Chinese global cultural programme received 

different responses in different continents in the last twenty years. Compared to other 

regions, the discussion about the CIs in Europe receives less attention; however, the 

European continent hosts the most CIs in the world (180 in Europe, 135 in Asia, 92 in 

America, 63 in Africa, and 19 in Oceania, till the end of 2021 (Confucius Institute 

Annual Development Report 2021, 2022).  

 

While in the United States, CIs are often labelled as a threat to academic freedom or 

national security; in Africa, CIs receive different responses which are relatively more 

positive. In Europe, although there are also debates targeting CIs, like the closure of the 

CIs in Nordic countries and the UK, Europe still hosts the most CIs. It is important to 

analyse the CIs in Europe, and this dissertation investigates these institutes in Europe 
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from the framework of strategic narratives rather than the conventional soft power 

approach. Since 2013, CIs have been tied with another Chinese global project: the Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI). CIs are no longer an individual global programme promoting 

Chinese culture and language but a significant part of China’s global strategies. In terms 

of regions, surprisingly, CIs in Europe are less studied compared to the institutions in 

America and Africa. The divergence of CIs in different geopolitical contexts is not only 

a matter of the localisation of Chinese cultural diplomacy but also how China defines 

itself and presents its image respectively to different audiences in the current global 

order. It seems that the status of CIs and the evolution of CIs is gradually sliding to the 

people-to-people interaction side, which leads a gap between the on the ground people-

to-people daily interactions and the grand national strategies. However, the linkage 

between people-to-people daily interaction and the grand national strategies receives 

less attention. 

 

Analysing the CIs gives another perspective for us to understand, in the current 

international order, the relationship between China and others, and what China’s global 

view is, which means that this dissertation is joining the conversation of China’s role in 

the current international order. This dissertation investigates which and how Chinese 

strategic narratives are translated and carried by CIs in Europe. These strategic 
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narratives are about the relationships between China and Europe, China’s relationships 

with the Western world, and China’s global view. This study investigates how local 

communities and contexts contribute to the meaning-making of Chinese strategic 

narratives in Europe, and whether these local narratives consolidate, modify, or even 

contradict those official strategic narratives.   

 

In 2020, the CI project was reformed and Hanban, the headquarters of CIs in Beijing, 

was dismissed and no longer in charge of the CIs and other Chinese language overseas 

promotion. Scholarship normally considers the Zhongguo Guojia Hanyu Guoji 

Tuiguang Lindao Xiaozu Bangongshi (中國國家漢語國際推廣領導小組辦公室 

Office of Chinese Language Council International), known as “Hanban”, as the 

administrative brain of CIs in Beijing. It is important to point out that Hanban did not 

only run CIs but also other Chinese language promotion projects, such as Chinese 

Bridge and HSK language proficiency test. In other words, the existing studies on CIs 

may simplify the governance structure of Chinese cultural diplomacy. Meanwhile, in 

2008, the Office of Chinese Language Council International was dismissed and its tasks 

were handed over to the Ministry of Education (State Council, 2018). Before 2008, the 

Office of Chinese Language Council International was a “leading group” which 

“referred to in the Chinese title consisted of a group of officials seconded from various 
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ministries chaired by a State Councillor” (Starr, 2009). After that, CIs and their tasks 

were downgraded to the Ministry of Education. This shows that the significance of CIs 

was reduced or transformed to other projects by the Chinese government. The global 

circumstances have changed as well. This reform has evoked scholars’ curiosity about 

the future direction of China’s cultural diplomacy and what image China wants to be in 

the future. Although we cannot say that the revocation of Hanban fully withdraws the 

Chinese state’s power at CIs, such organisational change triggers the necessity of re-

investigation of CIs from new perspectives. In general, although the CIs disappeared 

from social media and news reports and the absolute number of the institutes has 

decreased, they are still significantly operating on the ground, which requires further 

research on these language institutes and their practice in the “post-Hanban” era. In 

particular, the CI project in Europe needs an urgent update due to its own structure 

reform and global changes.  

 

The first Confucius Institute (CI) was established in 2004 in Seoul, the capital city of 

South Korea. Also in 2004, the University of Maryland and the Nankai University 

signed an agreement for the establishment of the first CI in America which has been 

since closed. The first CI in Europe was founded in 2005 at Stockholm University and 

the operation was closed on 30th June 2015 (Chen & Qu, 2015). From 2004 to 2020, 
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“Beijing has invested at least US$500 million to establish 530 CIs at partnering 

universities and colleges and 631 Confucius Classrooms in primary and secondary 

schools in 127 countries” (Popovic et al., 2020, p. 1449). In December 2020, Filip De 

Man asked questions about the CIs in Europe in the European Parliament; and he 

pointed out that China had almost 200 CIs in the EU and several European countries 

had already taken action against CIs (European Parliament, 2020).  

 

Currently, there are two CIs in Austria (CIs in the University of Vienna and University 

of Graz) and five in Hungary (CIs in the University of Debrecen, Eötvös Loránd 

University, University of Miskolci, University of Pécs, and University of Szeged). The 

cases in Austria and Hungary show the geopolitical dimension of China’s general 

relations with European countries. Moreover, the comparison between Austria and 

Hungary presents the differentiated EU’s and European local impacts on the CIs’ 

practices. Although Austria and Hungary are the targeted cases, the cases in other 

European countries, such as France, the UK, and Albania, will supplement the analysis 

of the local practices of CIs.  

 

Along with the evolution of the programme itself, the academic studies on it developed 

as well. While one group of scholars analyses the programme under the conventional 
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concept of soft power by focusing on the governance structure and the national interests 

behind these CIs; another group of scholars takes a less positivist approach refreshing 

our understanding of CIs from the micro level by analysing the members of CIs and 

their activities. The first group of studies about CIs are mainly associated with the soft 

power and cultural diplomacy of China and compared with the Chinese hard power on 

the economy, sometimes on the military as well. The CI project was considered as an 

instrument of Chinese cultural diplomacy, together with other tools, like Chinese media 

and movies (see Becard & Menechelli Filho, 2019). Many scholars focus on the 

governance, structure, and funding of the CI project. Chun (2010) suggests three 

phrases of the Chinese cultural diplomacy towards Europe and the CIs are the key 

engine to speed up the spread of Chinese language learning and Chinese culture in 

Europe in the third phrase (1992-present). However, these studies take a more direct 

and macro perspective to analyse CIs by counting numbers and asking whether the CIs 

reach the goal or whether the CIs expand Chinese soft power or not. For example, Chen 

and Ha (2020) created a comprehensive database examining 190 countries from 1999 

to 2015 and find the results showing that the CIs help China to attract more foreign 

students on Chinese governmental scholarships. However, the overall number of 

foreign students studying in China has dropped. These studies are important as they are 

fundamental and give an overall picture of CIs and even Chinese cultural diplomacy. 
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In recent years, scholars studying CIs have started to unpack the deeper cultural 

questions and issues of language education in Chinese foreign policy. Culture and these 

institutions, serving as the primary vehicle of cultural exchange, are no longer 

considered as tools which are simply for the Chinese national interests. Rawnsley (2021) 

emphasises that cultural diplomacy is not about eliminating differences but rather 

recognising and celebrating diversity, and we need to take Rawnsley’s questions into 

account in CI studies: “whose culture is represented and, equally, whose culture is 

marginalised or neglected all together?” (2021, p. 18). This opens the window to 

analyse which Chinese culture, or what kind of Chinese culture, is represented and is 

adopted to tell the Chinese stories by the Chinese government. These Chinese stories 

and narratives are not taken for granted but selected and framed in a certain social-

political context. More importantly, the framed Chinese culture in stories and narratives 

must be translated to and re-interpreted in a local community – the CI community. The 

positivist approach sees the Chinese culture and the language as stationary and taken 

for granted for soft power and this approach frequently neglects the complex of the so-

called “selection” process of culture and the power dynamics of interaction practices in 

a local community on the ground.  
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Along with the criticisms against the CIs around the world, a second group of scholars 

turn to the fields and the daily operations on the ground of CIs. By observing the classes 

of the CIs and interviewing students and teachers, scholars gradually unpack the deeper 

dynamics between daily Chinese language education and the Chinese national image. 

For example, Liu (2018) identifies the “cultural other” and the “ideological other” as 

the two wheels of Chinese cultural diplomacy. Liu concludes that China’s intention to 

reshape its image as an Eastern cultural contestant is frequently disrupted by its 

authoritarian political values, and China’s cultural attraction is reduced by state-led 

persuasion. This group of studies from another perspective shows that culture and local 

narratives are political and can be strategic. However, these studies strongly emphasise 

the impacts from the Chinese side, which neglects the local interactions within the CIs’ 

operations. Although some scholars have already discussed the perceptions and 

efficiency of CIs, these studies insufficiently and mechanically divide CIs and their 

students as two agents – the provider and the receiver. The interaction and exchange are 

noticed by scholars, but the binary model, as “the senders’ view of China and the 

audiences’ perception of China” suggested by Liu (2019a, p. 659) remains strong.  

 

It is remarkable that some scholars (e.g. Benabdallah, 2019; Repnikova, 2022; 

Stambach & Wamalwa, 2018) and their works constructively take one step further to 
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break the conventional binary division. These works provide fresh first-hand empirical 

data about the on the ground operations and interactions of CIs in Africa, which 

challenges the previous studies’ understanding of CIs based on the conventional soft 

power concept. For instance, Benabdallah (2019) highlights the African students’ daily 

social context and their job-seeking motivations and stretches the attractiveness 

discussion of soft power to knowledge production – human resource training. For the 

interviews with African students and Chinese instructors, Stambach and Wamalwa 

(2018) distinguish the CIs’ image presentation of “China-want-to-be” or the “correct 

China” by Hartig (2015a) from the “real China”. However, these works lack a broad 

conceptualisation of the relationship – the China-Africa relations in these cases. In other 

words, what do these local students’ divergent motivations and expectations and 

different images of China perceived mean to the relationship between China and other 

countries, and China and the world?  

 

In short, the studies on CIs cannot avoid the discussion of soft power and public 

diplomacy. Analyses are polarised into focusing on daily interactions on the ground, on 

the one hand, and the instrumental efforts of CIs, on the other hand. Hartig (2015a) 

significantly contributes to the debate as Hartig acknowledges the new public 

diplomacy (see Cull, 2013), and tries to analyse CIs from a mixed approach. No matter 
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the instrument-based approach or the local everyday operation analyses, or even the 

combination of these two, the current studies on CIs strongly neglect the dynamics 

between strategic narratives and local narratives in a local context. Following the 

existing studies, the narratives associated with CIs and, even more broadly Chinese 

public diplomacy, are supported and re-produced by its joint governance structure and 

communities on the ground. What distinguishes my project from major studies on the 

CI, first, is the shift of the base from the instrumental institution structure to narratives. 

Second, my project will emphasise Chinese culture and social aspects. Following these 

previous studies and frameworks of public diplomacy, my project does not deny that 

CIs are instrumental; however, my research analyses the translation process which is 

the bridge between national strategies and local discursiveness to reveal the power 

exercise – the effect of strategic narratives on the ground.  

 

1.4 Chinese media outlets overseas 

 

In the 2013 National Propaganda and Ideology Work Conference, President Xi Jinping 

proposed the “tell China’s story well and spread China’s voice well” (People’s Daily, 

2013). Under the strategy of “going out”, China’s media outlets join the narrative battle 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 26 

on the global stage. The three dominant Chinese national media agencies are the 

People’s Daily, Xinhua news agency, and China Media Group. People’s Daily is the 

official newspaper of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and it 

was established in 1948. Currently, the People’s Daily Institute has 23 internal 

offices/departments and 72 branches located in provinces, Hong Kong, and Macao. 

There are in total 39 overseas branches located globally from North Korea to Brazil, 

from the US to Israel. Within Europe, People’s Daily has branches in Belgium, Poland, 

Germany, France, Serbia and Montenegro, Romania, Sweden, Ukraine, Spain, Italy, 

and the UK (the list of the countries follows the order in the People’s Daily, (People’s 

Daily, n.d.)). The People’s Daily is the largest issue newspaper in China, and it is also 

in charge of another influential national newspaper: the Global Times and its English 

version.  

 

Xinhua News Agency is one of the two state-level news agencies in China. Xinhua was 

established in 1931 and has 183 overseas branches (Xinhua News Agency, n.d.). 

Another state-level agency is the China News Service which mainly targets and services 

Chinese overseas. The product of China News Service: “China News Weekly is 

published in seven languages and nine versions, including the American, British, 

Japanese, Korean, Italian, South Asian, French, Russian and Arabic editions” (China 
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News Service, n.d.). ChinaDaily is the only state-level English-language newspaper 

(ChinaDaily, n.d.). China Media Group is the national radio and television broadcasting 

institute which includes the China Central Television (CCTV) and China Global 

Television Network (CGTN) and they provide various TV channels and programmes to 

global audiences in different major languages.  

 

The People’s Daily is registered under the Central Committee of the Communist Party 

of China, China News Service is under the control of the United Front Work Department 

of the Party, and ChinaDaily is under the Publicity Department of the Party. Both 

Xinhua News Agency and China Media Group are listed as part of the State Council 

(the central government) but they are also controlled by the Publicity Department of 

the Party. All these predominant state-level Chinese media have respective channels 

and outlets in English and other languages, which reflects the political mission and 

strategy of “tell China’s story well and spread China’s voice well” to global audiences. 

Due to the complexity of institutional settings and covered internal regulations, it is 

highly difficult for scholars to map a systemic picture of Chinese state media outlets, 

institutions, and their respective functions and roles within the Chinese propaganda 

system. Sun and Chio’s book Mapping Media in China (2012) has contributed to the 

discussion but the situation has also dramatically changed. However, at least what we 
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are certain about is that China has a huge propaganda system from the state level to the 

city level mobilising the government and the Party resources. From an institutional 

perspective, these media agencies and bureaus have their respective missions and 

targets. For instance, the selected material in this dissertation, the NE, frequently takes 

resources from Xinhua News Agency and China News Service. China’s media agencies 

are actively engaging with foreign news agencies and providing multi-language 

resources to global audiences. For example, Morales examines innovative partnerships 

between Chinese agencies and local media in Latin America (Morales, 2022; Morales 

& Menechelli, 2023). China also targets international audiences by embracing social 

media, like YouTube, Facebook, and X (formerly called Twitter). Although YouTube is 

banned in China, from CCTV to provincial TV stations, like Shanghai Television and 

Hunan Television, have their own YouTube channels providing live Chinese 

programmes and news to Chinese people overseas. ChinaDaily, CCTV, and CGTN also 

provide study materials for those who want to learn the Chinese language and culture. 

In other words, the Chinese media agencies and outlets are providing a comprehensive 

information service, from politics, economy, to culture and entertainment, to the 

audiences outside China. The following question is, under China’s political system, 

how do these out-going media outlets and practices carry out China’s strategic 

narratives in a favourable way to the public?  
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In communication studies, scholars have paid intensive attention to the evolution of 

Chinese media and their global strategies by focusing on their governance (e.g. Luo, 

2015) and the conflict between the market-oriented and politics-priority choices (e.g. 

Sun, 2007; Winfield & Peng, 2005). Another group of communication scholars are 

interested in analysing the Chinese media in a global context (e.g. Lee, 2003; Thussu et 

al., 2018). At the local level, the analysis focuses on the impacts of media on Chinese 

culture and society. For example, besides the Party, government, capital, professional, 

and individual forces driving the Chinese media system, Luo (2015) argues that Chinese 

culture provides an intangible foundation for Chinese media.  

 

In international relations and political science, Chinese media going abroad are 

frequently analysed as a tool of Chinese soft power, which is similar to the discussion 

on the CIs. However, the Chinese media outlets are strongly related to the concept of 

“discourse power”. The discourse power, or “the right to speak” (話語權 huàyǔquán) 

(Xinhua News Agency, 2013), is about the Chinese government’s and Chinese media’s 

efforts to “tell China’s story well” (Friedman, 2022). Together with the intellectuals, 

Chinese media are the key agencies that strengthen the Chinese discourse power (see 

Hinck et al., 2016; Wang, 2015; Wang, 2023). These studies emphasise how Chinese 
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media responds to the West in what particular narratives (e.g. Langendonk, 2020; Zhai, 

2021) to contest the Western discursive hegemony (西方話語霸權 xīfāng huàyǔquán 

bàquán) (see Langendonk, 2020; Lee, 2016). Another group of scholars analyse how 

Chinese media influences the power relations between China and other countries, which 

frequently sheds light on the local societies. For example, 14 years ago, Ngomba (2011) 

concluded that the Chinese media had no chance to transplant its model to Africa. 

However, by analysing the on the ground Chinese news agencies and operations, 

Bailard (2016) concludes that China’s media expansion in Africa has achieved the 

desired effect on African public opinion; the empirical studies in six African countries 

show that with a larger presence and more accessible media technologies, favourable 

public opinion towards China is more likely to be generated. The research focus 

between China and African countries also turns to the professional training and human 

capacity of journalists (e.g. Gagliardone & Pál, 2017; Umejei, 2018; Wasserman & 

Madrid-Morales, 2018).  

 

In terms of the Chinese media in Europe, Men (2015) introduces the landscape of 

Chinese news agencies in Brussels. The majority of studies related to media outlets in 

China-EU relations are concerned with the perceptions of and from both sides presented 

and shaped by the media (e.g. Wang, 2022; Zhang, 2020). In short, even though the 
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topic of Chinese media going abroad is strongly linked with the concept of soft power 

and discourse power, the analytical focuses vary in different continents, and the Chinese 

media in Europe receive less attention. The selection of the NE in this dissertation is 

distinct from the existing studies. First, although the NE is the largest Chinese media 

outlet in Europe, there is little discussion about how it translates Chinese strategic 

narratives. Second, although there are connections between the NE and Chinese 

officials and governments, the NE and its parent company are registered as a private 

company. The existing studies pay much attention to those predominant state-level 

media agencies or social media. In other words, the NE is at a special middle place in 

translating Chinese strategic narratives into local narratives in Europe. Third, the NE is 

facing the Chinese diaspora groups which are considered as the public living in Europe 

in this dissertation, and this niche focus on this group is significantly different from 

those political communication analyses on news agencies, professional journalists, and 

the perceptions within high politics.  

 

1.5 Dissertation structure 
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This chapter has introduced the topic, research questions and aims, and background 

information about the case studies. Chapter 2 will discuss the existing theoretical 

framework of strategic narratives and its gaps in detail and the significance of the 

translation process and local narratives. Chapter 3 summarises the key Chinese strategic 

narratives in the past twenty years, like “major-country diplomacy”, “harmonious world” 

and “a shared future for mankind”. This chapter reviews the authoritative documents, 

namely leaders’ speeches, governmental policies and documents, and unpacks those 

strategic narratives on the high-politic level. Moreover, this chapter pays attention to 

specific strategic narratives on EU-China relations and China’s responses towards 

Western narratives. Chapter 3 aligns with the existing studies of strategic narratives, 

and at the same time, it reveals the problem that analysing strategic narratives cannot 

only look at the authoritative documents. With the strategic narratives identified in this 

chapter, this research can continue to analyse how these strategic narratives are 

translated into the local narratives in CIs and Nouvelles d’Europe.  

 

Chapters 4 and 5 analyse the local narratives and the translation process in CIs in 

Austria and Hungary. By looking at the language textbooks used in these two CIs in 

Vienna and Budapest, the local narratives in these communities are unpacked. The case 

studies apply the thematic analysis approach to process the data from the textbooks and 
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key themes are identified in respective textbooks. The themes are not topics, narratives, 

or discourses, but the common pattern of meaning-making behind the narratives (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006, 2021). These themes are the pattern of how different topics and 

exercises are assembled and why the narratives and stories are presented in a certain 

way in the textbooks. From the textbooks and the theme-seeking, themes are 

conceptualised based on the guiding questions connected with the strategic narratives 

in Chapter 3. These guiding questions are: how does China see itself, its relationships 

with others, and what is China’s view on the global order? More importantly, these 

themes help to address how strategic narratives are translated into local narratives. 

Furthermore, the textbooks used in Vienna and Budapest are different. The case studies 

not only target the translation process but also compare the changes in the translation 

processes facing different audiences and local contexts. These case studies provide new 

perspectives to look at the Chinese cultural projects in Europe, which are different from 

the conventional perspective of soft power. Empirically, the studies on CIs mainly focus 

on the governance structure and daily operations (e.g. Huang & Xiang, 2019; 

Repnikova, 2022; Zhou & Luk, 2016). By analysing the textbooks, this dissertation 

provides new empirical angles and data to the discussion and bridges the strategic 

narratives and public diplomacy, and these new empirical angles and data unpack how 

Chinese strategic narratives reach and speak to the public in Europe.  
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Chapter 6 focuses on the Chinese media outlet Nouvelles d’Europe which is another 

strategic narrative projection conduit in the region. Taking the same thematic analysis 

approach, this chapter analyses more than two thousand articles from January 2019 to 

August 2024 in the Central and Eastern European version of Nouvelles d’Europe, and 

key themes are conceptualised from the newspapers. Both empirical cases on the CIs 

and Nouvelles d’Europe address how Chinese strategic narratives speak to the public 

in Europe. The comparison is important as it reveals the influences of different conduits 

and audiences which are emphasised as the media ecology in the framework of strategic 

narratives (see Miskimmon et al., 2013). The CEE version of Nouvelles d’Europe is 

issued weekly and it serves the Chinese communities in the region. The textbooks used 

in CIs are designed for long-term teaching and the targeted audiences are the local 

students. While Chapters 4 and 5 investigate how Chinese strategic narratives are 

translated into local narratives on the topics of culture and language learning, Chapter 

6 unpacks how those strategic narratives are translated into local narratives in the form 

of immediate and fresh news reports and comments. Again, both case studies analyse 

the Chinese strategic narratives’ projection to the public in European local contexts and 

highlight the local narratives and translation processes, which is different from the main 

studies of strategic narratives. The conclusion chapter, Chapter 7, will pay more 
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attention to the comparison between two CIs in Vienna and Hungary, between CIs and 

Chinese media outlets. 

 

1.6 Significance and contribution  

 

This dissertation focuses on the Chinese strategic narratives in Europe. Unlike the 

existing studies applying the framework of strategic narratives and empirical analysis 

on China’s soft power and public diplomacy, this research analyses how China’s 

strategic narratives are translated into local narratives and approach to the public living 

in Europe by looking at the Chinese language textbooks used in Confucius Institutes 

and the Nouvelles d’Europe newspapers in Austria and Hungary.  

 

Theoretically, I argue that analysing strategic narratives cannot be separated from the 

local narratives and the translation processes. Local narratives are political and can be 

strategic as well. Although the strategic narratives on the high level suggest the political 

directions and boundaries of local narratives, strategic narratives still strongly depend 

on local narratives to enrich the meaning and make sense to the public. This dissertation 

bridges strategic narratives on the high political level and local narratives on the ground. 
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Moreover, local narratives and the translation processes bring the local public into 

relations which is one of the ways how narratives are productive and exercise power 

with specific local contexts. Local narratives support the validity and credibility of 

strategic narratives, and looking at local narratives and the translation processes helps 

us to uncover the changes in strategic narratives throughout time and the variations 

among different communication conduits. In other words, this dissertation introduces 

local narratives and the translation process into the analytic framework of strategic 

narratives, which targets a thicker and richer meaning-making process behind strategic 

narratives, and locates strategic narratives in the context with more vivid, sociocultural, 

temporal, and spatial dimensions.  

 

Empirically, this dissertation selects the materials that are frequently neglected. The 

textbooks provide new perspectives to understand the Confucius Institutes beyond the 

conventional soft power approach. The newspaper Nouvelles d’Europe attracts 

attention to more social and daily media outlets rather than predominant giant state-

level agencies. Both the textbooks and the newspapers are the communication conduits 

where China’s strategic narratives are projected by translating into local narratives. 

Moreover, these materials in Austria and Hungary establish an outstanding comparison 
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concerning geopolitics, different audiences, and characteristics of communication 

conduits.  

 

Methodologically, this research adopts the thematic analysis approach to process the 

data from the materials with computerised supports. The technical support of NVivo 

makes large-scale data processing possible. This dissertation provides a method of 

analysing the translation process connecting strategic and local narratives when the 

local narratives are sociocultural and discursive. Not only the textbooks and the 

newspaper, I also conducted fieldwork visiting several Confucius Institutes in Europe 

and interviews with the directors and students. All these methods relying on little 

authoritative text materials contribute a less state-centric approach to analyse strategic 

narratives  

 

Taking the strategic narratives framework and analysing the translation process help us 

to develop an understanding of a cultural institute’s role and performance in 

international affairs. In other words, this dissertation brings new layers, the narratives 

and daily practices, into the discussion, which differs from the conventional 

instrumental and state-centric approach of soft power. On one hand, the strategic 

narratives framework requires us to focus on the meaning-making behind those 
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narratives, media ecology, and the practical interactions between narratives and 

practices. On the other hand, CIs and local private Chinese media outlets are no longer 

seen as peripheral public diplomacy programmes which are marginalised by the hard 

power, but these communication conduits and translation processes actually bridge the 

grand national strategies with daily practices in the everyday life of you and me. In the 

future, other Chinese cultural and social programmes/events like Chinese language 

competitions and Chinese scholarships for exchange studies, not necessarily a certain 

institute, can be analysed under the framework of strategic narratives.  

 

Since this dissertation aims at the Chinese strategic narratives and their translation in 

Europe, the unpacked translation processes help us to understand the narrative 

contestations between China and Europe. The comparisons between Austria and 

Hungary also join the discussion of whether China divides Europe or not beyond the 

limited consideration of Chinese economic interests in the region. This research also 

contributes to the debates on the changes of international narrative contestation and 

China’s position in the international order, as this research does not highlight what the 

Chinese new version of world order and associated norms are, but what Chinese 

strategic narratives mean on the ground, which influence the discursive public 

understanding of the international order. Moreover, this dissertation takes the 
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international relations discipline as the foundation, and consults with other disciplines, 

like communication studies, linguistic studies, and cultural studies. Furthermore, this 

dissertation sets up promising future research, like the translation of the EU’s strategic 

narratives in China and the translation processes of strategic narratives of international 

organisations. 
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Chapter 2 Strategic Narratives 

 

Chapter 1 has laid out the complex dynamics among the elements and aspects 

associated with the Chinese strategic narratives in Europe. I take the framework of 

strategic narratives as a departure point to analyse, review, and update the Confucius 

Institute projects and Chinese media outlets in Europe. Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and 

Roselle (2013) in their book distinguish narratives from discourses and frames, and they 

list three phases of strategic narratives: formation, projection, and reception. “Strategic 

narratives are a means for political actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, 

present, and future of international politics to shape the behaviour of domestic and 

international actors” (Miskimmon et al., 2013, p. 2). Furthermore, the strategic 

narratives can be clarified into system, identity, and issue narratives (Miskimmon et al., 

2013). The strategic narratives framework involves the temporal dimension of 

narratives and concerns the relationships among strategic narratives on different levels. 

Using the framework of strategic narratives helps to analyse the Chinese strategic 

narratives’ projection in Europe not just about what China says and how China says 

them but also going deeper into the epistemological construction of how and why they, 

the CI communities and Chinese local media outlets in Europe, think and act like that 

through the engagements with the public in Europe. More importantly, starting from 
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strategic narratives, the linkage between China’s strategic narratives and local 

narratives in CIs can be revealed. More precisely, this project analyses how Chinese 

strategic narratives speak to the public in Europe, and in what ways the public can 

possibly make sense of the Chinese strategic narratives specifically towards Europe.  

 

Strategic narratives are normally formed and depart from the high-political elite class, 

and the strategic narratives may be widely circulated among politicians and state leaders. 

However, those high-political and strategical terms and narratives are not easy for the 

public to process, absorb, and understand. In the field of political communication, 

McLaughlin, Velez, and Dunn (2019) suggest that how citizens process and experience 

political narratives is complex and there are different models for citizens to make sense 

of political narratives. Schmitt (2018) gives one particular perspective that political 

myths play a role when strategic narratives are likely to have a political impact. In other 

words, strategic narratives cannot be considered as a package of political messages 

which is delivered by politicians and always well received by the public.  

 

In my interviews with students who studied at CIs and those who did not, the 

interviewees suggested that they could not really recall a clear Chinese strategic 

narrative. When I asked what Chinese overseas policies or strategies they knew, they 
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suggested that China was a big power and its power was expanding as they saw more 

Chinese students coming to their countries, they saw more new Chinese restaurants on 

the street, and some of them even experienced online shopping on Chinese websites. 

The strategic narratives have to be translated and take various communication channels 

to reach the public. These communication channels can be traditional media like TV 

programmes and newspapers, social media platforms, and even other institutions and 

discursive daily practices like cultural centres, cultural festivals, and exchange studies 

that the public sees and experiences. Because “narratives are not universal […] One 

culture may interpret a narrative differently than another, for example, leading to vastly 

different responses” (Donald et al., 2022, p. 2), the unified top-level strategic narratives 

cannot be interpreted and responded to the same way by different audiences. In order 

to reach the public, the strategic narratives have to change their representations into 

local narratives through these communication conduits. This change of representations 

is the translation process of strategic narratives to local narratives. In order to reach 

different audiences, the strategic narratives have to tailor their translation processes 

between strategic narratives and local narratives.  

 

The local narratives are those representations in the communication strongly associated 

with daily life, culture, and away from or without a clear political decision-making 
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centre. Some may consider that the local narratives are in absolute opposition against 

the global, international, or transnational narratives. However, this binary 

understanding of local narratives is not accurate. Local narratives show not only the 

geographical dimension of local vs. international but also emphasise a community 

which is formed of a certain group of individuals who are different from other groups. 

More importantly, the local narratives are not the opposite of those global, 

governmental, and strategic narratives as they are not in a binary relationship. Local 

narratives tangle with strategic narratives: local narratives might be the expansion of 

strategic narratives, compete against the dominant strategic narratives, and shape the 

in-progress strategic narratives. Musliu and Orbie (2015) even suggest that local and 

international narratives can reverse the associated “home” and “guest” relationship in 

their study of the Kosovo case. Following Musliu and Orbie, the positions of local and 

international narratives can be exchanged. There are no static and firm relations 

between the prevalence of narratives and the status of narratives: while local narratives 

can be obvious and dominant, international or national strategic narratives can be 

shadowed and marginalised. In other words, local narratives do not simply stay on the 

ground within an isolated community and stay at the bottom of a narrative hierarch 

system but are strongly interwoven with political and strategical narratives. This 

research focuses on the translation process which is one of many different means of 
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integration between strategic narratives and local narratives. In particular, this research 

analyses how Chinese strategic narratives are translated into the local narratives in the 

textbooks in CIs in Vienna and Budapest and the Chinese newspapers in the same 

European region.  

 

As discussed before, the strategic narratives have to change their representations into 

local narratives through communication conduits, and this change is the translation 

process. Furthermore, different communication conduits towards different audiences 

may influence the translation process in practice. This research selects two 

communication conduits to compare and reflect on how communication conduits, or 

so-called media ecology suggested by the strategic narratives framework (Miskimmon 

et al., 2013), impact the translation process. While the Chinese language textbooks used 

in CIs are designed for European local students to study the language from months to 

years, the Chinese newspaper Nouvelles d'Europe is regularly issued to the Chinese 

diaspora in Europe. The targeted audiences are both the general public in Europe, but 

European local students are those who want to learn Chinese and the culture with little 

prior knowledge about China and the Chinese diaspora communities are those who are 

proficient in the language and probably know pretty well about China. These two cases 

not only reflect the local public’s involvement in the translation process but also bring 
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the local European context into the discussion, as the translation is not a one-way 

process but in a communication conduit. The targeted audiences and the local context 

shape how the translation is. With the collected textual materials from the textbooks 

and news reports, the thematic analysis approach is applied to identify the themes based 

on which the translation process unfolds.   

 

In this chapter, the strategic narratives framework will be reviewed with its main 

arguments and approach, existing empirical case studies applied to the framework, and 

the criticisms towards the framework as a whole. Then, the significance of the 

translation process from strategic narratives to local narratives, which is neglected by 

the existing studies, will be demonstrated. There are three reasons why the translation 

process is important and why this research focuses on the translation. First, the 

translation process is how strategic narratives bring the public into relations and where 

the power of narratives rests. Second, the translation connecting the local narratives 

supports the credibility and validity of strategic narratives. Third, the translation process 

helps to unpack the changes and variations of strategic narratives travelling through 

different media conduits and through different time periods.  

 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 46 

2.1 Strategic narratives: the framework in general 

 

Starting with the concept of strategic narratives, we can link the storytelling of Beijing 

and the on the ground local narratives in Europe. By analysing various materials 

associated with the CIs and Chinese newspapers in Europe, the contradictions and other 

relationships of narratives within the whole pack of Chinese public diplomacy, or its 

soft power, might be discovered, since “contradictions between narratives at different 

levels can undermine the effectiveness of strategic narratives related to policy” 

(Miskimmon et al., 2017, p. 8). This dissertation also emphasises the dynamics between 

narratives and practices, especially those daily operations on the ground which may not 

always be justified and illustrated by those strategic narratives, and this is a contribution 

to the existing strategic narratives analytical framework.  

 

Associated with the discussions about soft power but different from conventional state-

centric approaches in IR, focusing on strategic narratives examines character or actors 

(agent), setting/environment/space (scene), conflict or action (act), tools/behaviour 

(agency), and resolution/or suggested resolution/goal (purpose), as the components of 

narratives (Miskimmon et al., 2017). Strategic narratives help us to “trace or measure” 

(Roselle et al., 2014, p. 74) the impacts of soft power. In other words, strategic 
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narratives give a systematic framework for analysing a full range of meaning-making 

of the soft power on different levels, from the central state government to public 

diplomacy, especially associated with a cultural programme.  

 

It is appreciated that the framework of strategic narratives provides us with a more 

powerful angle to understand how political actors influence international affairs without 

hard powers; however, the application of this intellectual analytical framework to 

empirical studies still needs improvements. The authors point out three communication 

phases associated with strategic narratives: formation, projection, and reception 

(Miskimmon et al., 2017; Roselle et al., 2014). The empirical studies and deploying the 

framework of each phase do not fully resonate with the theoretical framework.  

 

First, although strategic narratives focus on political actors which include “states, non-

state actors, great powers, normal powers, rogue states, terrorists, NGOs, and MNCs” 

(Roselle et al., 2014, p. 75), the empirical investigations mainly target states leaders, 

national governments, and international governmental institutions (see Ba, 2019; 

Hagström & Gustafsson, 2021; Liao, 2017; van Noort & Colley, 2021; Yang, 2021). 

For example, in terms of China and its foreign relationships, Manantan (2021) 

investigates the Chinese Communist Party’s approach of shaping the narratives in its 
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favour to oppose China’s strategic rival – the US; and Song (2022) suggests that China’s 

macro-strategic narratives are initially driven by political and intellectual elites. This 

does not mean that official and political actors are not important. However, the 

individuals and sub-national agencies, these non-state actors, receive less attention from 

the lens of strategic narratives. One of the theoretical reasons is that the non-state actors 

are frequently classified as the receiver side under the narrative provider-receiver model. 

The individual and sub-national actors then are more analysed in the reception phase.  

 

CIs are the Chinese global culture project. On one hand, considering the funding 

configurations and their branding purpose of Chinese culture, CIs certainly bear the 

official mission of the Chinese government. On the other hand, considering the joint 

governance structure and the localisation of the institutes in recent years, CIs position 

themselves at a distance from politics as a Chinese culture and language community 

serving the local people. Strategic narratives can help us understand how China’s 

national narratives and its global view are carried out by a cultural project. More 

importantly, ignored by many studies, strategic narratives initially require the analyses 

of broader non-state actors and their subtle patterns of participation in the strategic 

narratives. This dissertation tries to contribute to the current studies on strategic 

narratives and EU-China relationships: how are those strategic narratives understood 
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from the translation into local narratives? In other words, strategic narratives, as a 

research framework, support us in analysing CIs and Chinese newspapers in Europe 

from a bottom-up approach, at the same time, linking with the grand strategies of 

nation-states. This differentiates my project from those appreciated ethnographic 

studies (e.g. Repnikova, 2022) on CIs which solely focus on the operation and 

individual engagements on the ground. Meanwhile, this dissertation analysing CIs and 

Chinese local newspapers in Europe helps to enrich the application of the strategic 

narratives framework by providing new empirical discussions which shed light on those 

non-authoritative materials and non-governmental communication conduits.  

 

Second, the projection process asks for attention to communication. The projection 

process involves the tracing of narrative flows, which helps us to stretch to various 

materials and research methods, like big data analyses, content studies, and network 

analyses. All forms of “media are helpful in understanding contestation and processes 

associated with projection of narratives” (Roselle et al., 2014, p. 79). Many scholars 

(see Hagström & Gustafsson, 2021; van Noort & Colley, 2021; Zhang & Orbie, 2021) 

have already profoundly studied China’s state-supported media overseas and the role 

of media in China’s global strategy projects, like BRI, and how media supports China’s 

strategic narratives.  
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Media, especially conventional media, play the role of a tunnel for narratives to pass 

through. However, media, both newspapers and conventional news institutions 

reporting political leaders’ speeches and governmental statements and social media 

passing information and narratives through the internet, is not the only conduit for 

narratives to project. The narrative passing also occurs in other materials like textbooks 

and daily practices like people-to-people engagements in the Confucius Institutes. The 

CIs as Chinese cultural institutes are the venue where these narratives are projected, 

translated, and re-interpreted.  

 

More importantly, CIs and the newspaper cases are not only analysing the narratives 

with the textual materials. The translation process itself is a productive practice. Adler 

and Pouliot (2011) distinguish behaviour, action, and practice. Both narratives and 

practice point to the social meaning. “Practices are ‘objectified meanings’, the 

expression of narratives in reality” (Last, 2020, pp. 59–60). In other words, narratives 

cannot have a significant impact without practice, if we consider the spatiality, the 

temporality, and the repeated actions. The CI case, by deploying the strategic narrative 

framework, combines the why and how questions, providing a holistic analysis of the 

textual narratives and practices. Furthermore, this dissertation also looks at the Chinese 
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newspaper in Europe which is not conventional Chinese governmental media and is 

frequently neglected by scholars working on the Chinese strategic narratives. The 

comparison between textbooks and Chinese newspapers reflects the deviation and 

differences in how strategic narratives are translated into local narratives in different 

media.  

 

This is not to suggest that media and news reports are simply the mechanical and textual 

reflection of narratives, or they are only the “throat and tongue” of the Chinese 

government. I suggest that the practice of translation actually “speaks” out these 

strategic narratives and creates new meanings to these strategic narratives in a subtle 

manner and everyday practice. Confucius Institutes and Chinese overseas media outlets 

are the ideal examples for us to understand how Chinese strategic narratives in Europe 

are influenced by the European local context and associated with new meanings. What 

was missing before in the analysis of the projection phase of strategic narratives were 

those translation practices beyond separated textual messages and information on media, 

news reports, and official statements. In other words, this dissertation does not intend 

to deny the framework of strategic narrative but to add a joint-projection layer to the 

discussion. For instance, the textbooks used in Budapest are co-produced by Chinese 

and Hungarians.  
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Third, the reception phase of strategic narratives analysis asks for the investigation of 

the impacts of narratives on audiences – whether they have changed their opinions, 

attitudes, or behaviours or not (Miskimmon et al., 2013). Although this dissertation does 

not look into the reception of Chinese strategic narratives in the CIs and the Nouvelles 

d’Europe cases, it is worth mentioning the gap before recipients, more specifically the 

public, who receive narratives. Without analysing what narratives and how narratives 

are presented to the public, we cannot fully unpack or measure the reception phase. In 

the outstanding study of China’s strategic narratives in global governance on different 

levels, Yang (2021, p. 313) raises questions at the end “have the narratives achieved 

their intended objectives? How do we measure the effectiveness of narratives? What 

factors explain the successful narratives vs. unsuccessful narratives?” Focusing on the 

contestation of narratives (see Hagström & Gustafsson, 2021) and their persuasion 

capacities, and considering them within a battle of narratives of the reception phase, 

Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle (2013, p. 87) have already suggested what we 

shall look at to answer the question of success of narratives: “credibility of messages 

for audiences, effects of competing narratives”, and different types of reactions. In order 

to answer the question of the success of narratives and further unpack the competition 

of narratives, we cannot only look at the strategic narratives themselves, because the 
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strategic narratives cannot be directly compared and we have to unpack the associated 

meaning behind and other narratives to compare. The public do not directly process and 

understand the strategic narratives but they need the translation. The public, even the 

elites, need additional local narratives, practices, experiences, and even emotions, to 

understand the strategic narratives in the reception phase.  

 

My project does not attempt to answer the measurement question of strategic narratives, 

like whether CIs in Europe successfully deliver China’s strategic narratives and support 

its national interests. Rather than seeing narratives as a tool of and a product of 

politicians and small elite circles, especially those strategic narratives with obvious 

instrumental functions, I consider that narratives are jointly and continuously produced 

and re-interpreted with new meanings through not only media or rhetoric transactions 

but also practice and engagements on the ground. This requires further analysis of how 

strategic narratives from governments are carried out and translated before they reach 

the public, so-called audiences, and how the local contexts of these audiences contribute 

to the projection of strategic narratives. For other research to analyse the reception 

phase, or the successfulness of, the strategic narratives towards the public, there is an 

essential gap to be questioned. Not how the public understands and interprets the 
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strategic narratives, but what makes the public understand the strategic narratives. It is 

the translation process from strategic narratives into local narratives.  

 

In the case of CIs in Europe, from the strategic narratives perspective, I aim to look at 

not only which strategic narratives are delivered by CIs in Europe or how these 

narratives impact the operations and governance of CIs, but also the “translation” 

process of China’s strategic narratives in these CIs communities. The translation 

process here means how those strategic narratives formed by Beijing are re-packed and 

hidden by the textbooks into local narratives in the CIs. In other words, the 

representations of these strategic narratives are changed multiple times by textbooks 

used and teacher-student daily engagements within the CIs community. Focusing on the 

translation of narratives supports the analysis of the dynamics between narratives and 

practices, which is critical as it helps us to break the binary provider-receiver model.  

 

2.2 Empirical studies of strategic narratives  

 

Regarding specific studies applying the strategic narrative framework, strategic 

narratives have been used in the studies of the EU, China, and their respective foreign 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 55 

relationships (see Ba, 2019; Chaban et al., 2019; Leigh, 2019; van Noort, 2020; Yang, 

2021; Zhang & Orbie, 2021). For example, Liao (2017) investigates the formation, 

projection, and reception of the Chinese nationalist discourse emphasising the storyline 

after the “Humiliation Century” of China, and shows how the “victim” narratives 

conflict with the peaceful rising narratives. The studies of strategic narratives have been 

expanded and applied to new media and visual arts as well (e.g. van Noort, 2020).  

 

Looking at an existing study analysing the strategic narratives in CIs, Falk Hartig 

analyses the goals, strategies, and impacts of the CIs and the conclusion, which is 

interesting, is that the “CIs do not present the ‘real’ China to the world, which is one of 

China’s public diplomacy’s overarching aims, but rather a ‘correct version’ of it, which 

in turn limits their ability to project China’s strategic narratives effectively and increase 

China’s soft power” (Hartig, 2015b, p. 256). The author collects first-hand data from 

multiple interviewees. Following the concept of strategic narratives, Hartig and other 

scholars (Hartig, 2012, 2015b; Miskimmon et al., 2013; Roselle et al., 2014) 

conceptualise the international system and identity narratives (also called the national 

narratives) of China as “a rising China” and “peaceful rise/development”, which is 

problematic. First, from their studies, the issue narratives of the CIs are relatively vague 

and discursive, compared to the international system narrative (a rising China) and the 
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identity narrative (peaceful rise/development). It is difficult to pin down a specific issue 

narrative, for example, the case of the CIs. This shows that there is an elasticity 

difference among these three types of narratives. The elasticity of narratives on different 

levels may relate to the actors who speak up and explain these narratives in which 

communication conduits. The international system and identity narratives refer more to 

politicians or those people in the high-politics circle. These are the actors who have the 

credibility and authority to construct the narratives and push the wheel of strategic 

narratives, especially the projection process. In terms of the issue narratives, the actor 

scale is enlarged: not only top politicians, but also on the ground officials, the 

intellectual, and ordinary people.  

 

Second, considering the relationships between these three types of narratives, “strategic 

narratives at these different levels are inextricably linked” (Miskimmon et al., 2017, p. 

8). In empirical studies, for example, the CIs analysis by Hartig (2015b), this 

inextricable linkage between narratives on different levels is discovered to be reflected 

by the negative impacts of the local practice and issue narratives of the CIs to the 

“ability to project China’s strategic narratives effectively and increase China’s soft 

power” (Hartig, 2015b, p. 246). However, more importantly, the inextricable linkage of 

the construction of these narratives on different levels is not addressed. In other words, 
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the question remains as whether the internal dynamics of narratives among these three 

levels are one-way or two-way directed.  

 

Following the second point, the third point also concerns the construction process of 

these narratives on different levels, especially in empirical studies. Most studies 

applying strategic narratives focus on the impacts and efficiency of the narratives. For 

instance, van Noort and Colley (2021) address how strategic narratives shape policy 

adoption facing China’s BRI; Yang (2021) suggests that Beijing uses narrative strategy 

to redefine existing norms of global governance; Zhang and Orbie (2021) analyse the 

Chinese strategic narratives on climate policy; and Hagström and Gustafsson (2021) 

review the pattern of strategic narratives aiming to gain international supports on the 

Sino-American case. These studies strongly illustrate the “narrative turn” in the IR 

discipline and provide multiple innovative methodologies and theoretical frameworks. 

However, these narratives are considered as a tool, a means, and a resource of soft 

power. Scholars have well discussed how states construct strategic narratives (van 

Noort & Colley, 2021), which is more likely the “formation” of narratives addressed by 

Miskimmon et al. (2017). These analyses of the formation of narratives are relatively 

agent-based as “What is the role of political actors in constructing strategic narratives? 

Through what institutions and procedures are narratives agreed upon?” (Miskimmon et 
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al., 2017, p. 9). For example, Roselle (2017) illustrates how the Bush administration 

constructed the narratives in the Iraq War. The problem is that these empirical studies 

have to consider strategic narratives are well formed and designed by political elites, 

and these strategic narratives are ready for projection and reception, because it is very 

difficult for scholars to obtain first-hand resources of how particular strategic narratives 

are negotiated and formed by which decision makers – the black box. This approach 

strongly neglects the sociocultural contexts where decision-makers are embedded and 

the local contexts of the strategic narrative receivers.  

 

I suggest that this framework of analysing the formation of narratives is thin, and 

neglects deeper historical roots and discursive social elements and discourses in a larger 

social context. Putting it in China’s case, in other words, the international system and 

national narratives of China suggested by scholars are assertively conceptualised and 

centralised to the political regime, namely the Beijing government. This is not to say 

that the existing analysis framework of narrative formation is wrong, but it is 

insufficient. 

 

To address these gaps in analysing the narratives of CIs and Chinese overseas media 

outlets and the empirical application of the framework of strategic narratives, we have 
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to pay more attention to the dynamics between strategic narratives and local narratives. 

To address the research questions, this dissertation, in particular, analyses the textbooks 

used in CIs and the Chinese newspapers in Europe as the projection conduits, as the 

platform of translation, in Austria and Hungary.  

 

2.3 Why do we turn to the public?   

 

The previous part discussed the achievements and limitations of the empirical studies 

of strategic narratives framework, and it shows that the strategic narratives, from the 

analytical framework itself, cannot be limited to those high-politics and elite strategic 

narratives. Before demonstrating the quality and significance of the translation process 

and local narratives, there is one more theoretical question about strategic narratives. 

Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle (2017) have differentiated narratives, frames, 

and discourses. However, what is the difference between narratives and strategic 

narratives? In other words, how do we define to what extent a narrative is strategic? 

How do we draw the line between ordinary, daily, discursive narratives and strategic 

narratives? Can the public local narratives be strategic?  
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From the context and the intertextuality, it is not difficult to pin down that strategic 

narratives concentrate on states and nations. Strachan reviews the history of the term 

“strategy” which was about military, and Strachan suggests that “strategic studies have 

been replaced by security studies. At times they embrace almost everything that affects 

a nation’s foreign and even domestic policy” (2005, p. 47) and strategy “is not policy; 

it is not politics; it is not diplomacy. It exists in relation to all three, but it does not 

replace them” (Strachan, 2005, p. 49). No matter the traditional understanding of 

strategy concentrating on the military or the current widening definitions of strategy, 

from political science and international relations disciplines, strategy and strategicness 

cannot be separated from states and nations. Strategies and strategicness become a 

characteristic of states – one of many social organisations.  

 

However, strategies and strategicness are not necessarily solely associated with states 

and realpolitik. The management and decision-making studies are concerned with 

strategy with rationality (e.g. Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992; Kørnøv & Thissen, 2000) 

and decision-making process (e.g. Dean & Sharfman, 1996; Papadakis et al., 1998) 

within the formation of strategy. Furthermore, some management scholars suggest the 

notion of “strategy as practice” and argue that strategy is something that people do 

rather than a property owned by organisations, from the perspective of social practice 
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theory (see Fenton & Langley, 2011; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Johnson et al., 2007; 

Whittington, 2006). In other words, the understanding of strategy and strategicness 

varies in different disciplines and time periods. From the perspective of strategy as 

practice, strategies are ongoing projects which involve stakeholders/participants, and it 

is the size and quality of certain organisations/communities that determine who these 

stakeholders and participants are. Even if we follow the assumption that strategic 

narratives derive from the state and high-political institutions, strategies cannot become 

alive and powerful without considering the public. In other words, bringing the public 

into the framework of strategic narratives is one of the contributions of this research.  

 

The strategic narrative theory suggests that strategic narratives are “a means for 

political actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, and future of 

international politics to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors” 

(Miskimmon et al., 2013, p. 2). Although scholars have clearly suggested that the 

political actors include both state and non-state actors (see Barthwal-Datta, 2015), the 

question that remains is to whom a shared meaning is constructed. The current 

theoretical framework of strategic narrative has successfully portrayed the 

intentionality and instrumentalness of strategic narratives. However, on whom these 
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narratives make effects is not clearly defined, and this may fall into the shortcomings 

of the functionalistic view. De La Ville and Mounoud suggest that  

The functionalistic view of strategic stories fails to capture the complexity of 

strategic processes and practices. It prevents us from widening the field of 

analysis to include the ordinary narratives of mid to low-level organizational 

members in relationship with the higher-level ‘visionary’ strategy produced 

by senior executives. (2010, p. 185) 

 

In other words, the low-level participants and their engagements with narratives bring 

strategic narratives alive and expand strategic narratives beyond political elites and 

diplomatic circles. These low-level participants include not only state actors and non-

state organisations, like NGOs, MNCs, and terrorist groups but also the ordinary people 

– the public. To address the question of where the boundary of the effects and power 

exercise of strategic narratives is, considering communication and management studies, 

we have to take the public into account. Without analysing how strategic narratives are 

translated into local narratives reaching the public, the analysis remains limited within 

the “visionary strategy” produced by small political elite circles. 

 

From Gramsci’s idea of the integral state, analysing strategic narratives has to turn to 

the public and low-level institutions. The state, “in its integral form, it had become a 

network of social relations for the production of consent, for the integration of the 

subaltern classes into the expansive project of historical development of the leading 
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social group” (Thomas, 2009, p. 143). Built on Hegel and Marx, Gramsci’s integral 

state concept aims to explain the relationship between the state (political society and 

the state apparatus) and civil society (Humphrys, 2018). Civil society is the vast range 

of institutions and it includes  

political organizations, but it also includes the church, the school system, 

sports terms, the media and the family […] Civil society certainly includes 

the legal apparatus, but it also includes children’s parties, shopping trips and 

going on holiday. As it becomes more and more a matter of ‘everyday life’, 

so it becomes increasingly difficult to recognize that civil society has some 

connection with the operations of power. (Jones, 2006, p. 32) 

Civil society and political society are not in contradistinction, from Gramsci’s integral 

state concept. Civil society and political society are different sites of social practice, 

“civil society is the location of hegemonic practice and political society is the site of 

direct domination” (Humphrys, 2018, p. 37).  

 

Regarding strategic narratives, the national strategic narratives themselves are on the 

way to consent and they are in the production of consent. This production happens in 

civil society. Chinese CIs, Chinese media outlets, Chinese restaurants, European 

factories invested in China, and European tourist groups to China, all these are civil 

society, and political power exists in these public institutions and “private” businesses. 

In other words, strategic narratives cannot become alive and powerful without inviting 
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the “subaltern classes” – the public into the production of consent – the open-ended 

formation of a real strategic narrative.  

 

From management studies and Gramscian ideas, the public – the people makes a 

narrative strategic. The public, as the receiver, defines the boundary of strategic 

narrative from the state and realises the “visionary” strategy from the elite class. The 

public and the civil society are the venues where the political power exercises and 

makes effects. It is the daily life and local narratives that support and sustain this 

relationship between political and civil societies. Thus, it is necessary to look at the 

public, the local narratives, and the translation process when analysing strategic 

narratives. The local narratives are political and can be strategic.  

 

2.4 Why translation processes and local narratives? 

 

The strategic narratives cannot be separated from the public. The local narratives and 

the translation from strategic narratives into local narratives are essential. From the 

external discussions and studies beyond the framework of strategic narratives, there are 

three reasons why the local narratives and the translation have to be analysed to 
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understand the strategic narratives on the top. First, the strategic narratives reach the 

public but are difficult to process or even barely understood by the public. The strategic 

narratives need the translation into local narratives to make sense for the public. Second, 

the validity and credibility of strategic narratives are relatively studied. In other words, 

whether the strategic narratives are persuasive or not depends on their translation into 

the local narratives and everyday practice. Third, the changes and variations within the 

translation process help to reveal the dynamics of strategic narratives on both spatial 

and temporal dimensions.  

 

The first point is that strategic narratives, normally framed and looked at by scholars, 

are elite-centred. As mentioned before, scholars working on the EU and Chinese 

strategic narratives collect their primary data from high officials or governmental 

statements and try to unpack how narratives, discourses, or even just ideas, influence 

global politics. However, the public, or the non-elite, may not easily process and absorb 

strategic narratives or only grasp a vague impression of those strategic narratives. 

Stanley and Jackson see the still-existing problems and raise the question:  

We simply do not know how audiences receive or mediate elite-driven 

discourses and ideas in any particular scenario. Do non-elites simply 

internalise the justifications of the elite in a largely unproblematic way? To 

what extent do elite discourses speak to the ways in which non-elites make 

sense of the world? (Stanley & Jackson, 2016, p. 227)  
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Stanley and Jackson have already questioned the public audience side, and this 

dissertation emphasises the translation process which is located somewhere between 

“methodological elitism” (Stanley & Jackson, 2016) and what they are concerned about 

the non-elites. Rather than the non-elites receiving or mediating those strategic 

narratives, the public is actually engaging with local narratives and everyday practice 

which are linked with the strategic narratives by the translation process. The translation 

process is the “in which ways” the elite discourses speak to the public and the public 

makes sense of the world.  

 

Furthermore, the studies on narratives have advanced the typology of narratives, like 

ontological, public, conceptual, and master narratives (see Baker, 2006). Where is the 

politics and what is the power of narratives? As related to the discussion about 

management studies and Gramscian ideas, “the politics of storytelling then lies in the 

process in which personal experiences are made public” (Jackson, 2014, p. 140). In 

other words, the politics and power of narratives lie in the relations among the people 

and the social networks. The majority of studies, especially those empirical studies, 

under the framework of strategic narratives, are elite-centred and driven by 

authoritative resources, which actually ignore or cut these relations. The investigation 

of strategic narratives must dig down to their translation and local narratives; otherwise, 
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it is only about the effects of strategic narratives on the imagined elite circle and 

ambiguous concepts as a bubble. Although strategic narratives appear everywhere in 

our daily lives, in newspapers, campaigns, and political posters, strategic narratives 

keep a distance from the public and ordinary people. It is the translation of strategic 

narratives into local narratives that brings the public into relations. The translation 

process makes the everyday politics and power of strategic narratives possible.  

 

Without bringing the public into relations and considering the local narratives, only the 

question of what China’s strategic narratives can be addressed. For example, in terms 

of public diplomacy and cultural exchanges, China asks to tell Chinese stories well (講

好中國故事) (People’s Daily, 2013). Looking at local narratives and the translation 

process unpacks both what the Chinese stories are and how these stories are well told. 

By bringing the public and the local narratives into account, we can further investigate 

the Chinese worldview and the inconsistencies within its foreign policies.  

 

Second, the translation and local narratives are the key to the validity and credibility of 

strategic narratives. The validity of political strategic narratives is about  

how narrative truth is fabricated, how the validity of narratives is constructed 

or deconstructed, and how different modes of reception influence the felicity 

conditions of political narratives […] As part of narrative strategies, the 

analysis of the construction of validity–in terms of both mediation and 
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reception–is a crucial aspect of understanding the strategic use of political 

narrative. (Groth, 2019, p. 10)  

As Groth suggests that the validity of strategic narratives needs to be deconstructed 

from the mediation and reception, the validity question is beyond the formation phase 

within the elite class.  

 

Even for the elite class, the strategic narratives they form and use cannot be separated 

from their understanding of a specific conceptual system. Even the elite class needs the 

local narratives and translation to generate the shared understanding.  

To understand the political life of a community one must understand the 

conceptual system within which that life moves; and therefore those concepts 

that help to shape the fabric of our political practices necessarily enter into 

any rational account of them. (Connolly, 1994, p. 39) 

From this, the strategic narratives are the representations of the society, and these 

strategic narratives are embedded within the conceptual system which also affect the 

political practices of the members of this society. In other words, the validity of strategic 

narratives is not simply from how the elite class forms and in which means they project, 

but strongly rests on the conceptual system and political practices of the community 

member. Here, the conceptual system behind is represented by the broader, discursive, 

and everyday local narratives. The political practices then are how the public in 

different ways responds to these local narratives. Thus, the translation process of 

strategic narratives into local narratives is a clue between the high-politic, authoritative, 
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and strategic representations and the broader social conceptual system. It is also a 

political practice itself that makes the strategic narratives justified, productive, 

“rational”, and into the life moves.   

 

Furthermore, the validity question of strategic narratives is not simply about truth or 

falsehood, agreement or disagreement, but a deeper normative dimension. Many studies 

have successfully deconstructed strategic narratives, like how certainly strategic 

narratives are formed from various concepts and cultural elements. For instance, the 

Chinese strategic narratives “major-country diplomacy” or “a community with a shared 

future for mankind” are associated with the concepts of Chinese civilisation, the 

Century of Humiliation, and even the “Tianxia” concept frequently discussed in the 

Chinese IR (see Chu, 2022; Yan, 2006; Yan et al., 2011; Qin, 2010, 2007; Zhao, 2006). 

The normative dimension of the validity here is not just about which specific concepts 

or periods of history are selected to support the strategic narrative, but the priorities and 

orders of all these contested social concepts and discursive local representations. In 

short, the validity of strategic narratives rests on the supportive local narratives and 

everyday practices, and the priority order of these local narratives as representations 

closer to the public. The translation process actually reflects the normative priorities of 

these social and everyday concepts represented by the local narratives, which help us 
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to further deconstruct the strategic narratives. Moreover, the analysis of the validity and 

creditability helps us to understand the normative aspects of the Chinese worldview and 

how China justifies its practices and foreign policies under this worldview.  

 

Third, the translation into local narratives helps to unpack the changes within the 

narratives on different levels and the variations among various communication conduits 

in certain media ecologies. Many empirical studies have successfully traced back and 

identified the changes in strategic narratives over a relatively long period, for example, 

Chinese strategic narratives of BRI towards CEE countries and 16+1 cooperation have 

been changed (see Garlick, 2019; Jakimów, 2019; Kavalski, 2019; Lams, 2018; 

Turcsanyi & Kachlikova, 2020; van Noort & Colley, 2021). Although these studies 

have pushed the investigation of how strategic narratives shape identities and policy 

adoptions, these studies limit the changes within the elite class. In other words, the 

power of narratives from these studies remains on the high-politic level; at the same 

time, the political leaders’ practice of strategic narrative formation is still a black box.  

Following the first two points, the translation process brings the public into relations 

where the power of narratives occurs; the translation process and local narratives are 

essential to the validity of the construction of strategic narratives; the changes and 

variations via the translation process into local narratives bring in the local context and 
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communication conduits’ differences. These variations shaped by communication 

conduits and local contexts are concerned with both temporal and spatial dimensions. 

The variations unpack how fast strategic narratives and local narratives change and how 

strategic narratives are translated to different audiences in different geographical 

territories. This connects and contributes to the understanding of China’s geopolitical 

strategies. Moreover, looking at local narratives and the translation process provides a 

methodological way to unpack the dynamics of narratives on different levels and the 

impacts of local contexts.  

 

In this case, the comparison between textbooks and the Chinese newspaper Nouvelles 

d'Europe presents the variations in the translation. The textbooks and the newspaper are 

considered as the communication conduits which are not simply the channel or the tube 

where information flows and narratives simply pass through, but these are the 

productive platforms with their specific qualities involving different agents and 

affecting the narratives. While the textbooks used in CIs target European students who 

study the language and probably the Chinese culture, Nouvelles d'Europe serves the 

Chinese diaspora in Europe whose mother tongue is Chinese and who have already 

“advanced” knowledge and background about China. In particular, the textbook 

analysis will take the thematic analysis method to identify the key themes in the 
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textbooks used in CIs in these two different countries. The textbooks are the key 

materials in the language/culture courses which do not only provide the knowledge and 

skills which students learn but also the structure of the course – what the students are 

expected to learn and understand by the end of the course and what the instructors are 

guided to teach and illustrate to the students. The comparison of the translation reveals 

how strategic narratives can bring in different people in relations and, more importantly, 

their experiences and sharing into being. For instance, the textbooks present the local 

and daily narratives of culture to European students, but Nouvelles d'Europe 

emphasises telling economic stories to Chinese diasporas. If we only look at the 

authoritative resources or governmental press releases, we may only have the same 

narrative repeated hundreds of times, which suggests the validity and consistency of 

the institution rather than strategic narratives. In other words, focusing on the 

translation process of strategic narratives into local narratives discovers the power of 

narratives by comparing the changes and variations in a broader social context and 

different communication conduits.  

 

2.5 What to look at  
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This research focuses on the translation process and local narratives rather than strategic 

narratives staying small political elite circle. This chapter has argued the “turn” to the 

public for the strategic narrative framework and demonstrated the significance of local 

narratives and the translation process. The following question is what we look at to 

analyse the translation process and local narratives. This research selects the Chinese 

textbooks used in CIs in Vienna and Budapest and the Chinese media outlet Nouvelles 

d’Europe’s Central and Eastern European version. All cases will be analysed with the 

thematic analysis approach. Many studies have well discussed the significance of 

newspapers, as a communication conduit serving the public and shaping public opinion, 

in political communication and how newspaper analysis can help us understand 

political narratives (e.g. Harcourt et al., 2020; Kriesi, 2004; McLeod & Shah, 2009; 

Norris, 1997; Schudson, 1982; Valente et al., 2023; Van Aelst et al., 2012; Johnson-

Cartee, 2005). The following section will illustrate how focusing on textbooks can 

better help us unpack the translation process than conventional studies on the Confucius 

Institutes.  

 

In the IR discipline, the CIs are considered as an agent and their operations and teaching 

activities are regarded as carrying out policies or the delivery of the Chinese soft power. 

Some scholars (e.g. Gil, 2017; Huang & Xiang, 2019; Starr, 2009) are interested in the 
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“instructions” from Beijing to the CIs around the world and the power dynamics 

between Beijing and the outside via the CIs. Others (e.g. Liu, 2019b; Yang, 2011) 

highlight the cooperative governance between the Chinese and local directors and the 

negotiations between the Chinese and local institutes which are normally universities. 

However, this policy-driven and institutionalist approach considers the headquarters in 

Beijing and local CIs as a bureaucracy, which neglects the dynamics arising from the 

local social backgrounds and the changes in the “knowledge” passed through from one 

to another. For example, some studies (e.g. Keimetswe, 2021; Li, 2021) have discussed 

the motivations and experiences of Chinese teachers who work in CIs overseas, and I 

have also read that many had posted their “bad and helpless” feelings about being 

qualified as an overseas Chinese teacher. On the Chinese social media platform 

Xiaohongshu, many posts suggest that the certificate for teaching Chinese overseas is 

not a serious credential and does not help their careers much.   

 

More specifically, if we see that the central political institutions in Beijing are the 

information, knowledge, and views providers, the overseas CIs are the stretching out 

vehicles carrying the information and knowledge, and the local students who take 

courses or engage with the CIs are the receiver end; the black box still remains closed 

as the communication conduits of information, knowledge, and views are not revealed. 
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As many studies mentioned above have analysed, we may test whether the students in 

CIs agree or are in favour of the positive images of China after their studies; however, 

we still do not understand how the students make sense of those images and narratives 

of China or to what extent they change their perceptions on China.  

 

The CIs are unlikely to play videos of President Xi or hand over the CCP party 

documents to students. In the interviews with students who studied Chinese in CIs, the 

students suggested that politics was avoided on purpose in CIs. Rather, CIs frequently 

organise small-scale cultural events, like Chinese music concerts and Chinese cooking 

workshops. The information, knowledge, and views are being “translated”, interpreted, 

argued, and re-interpreted again and again among these actors within the 

communication conduit. In the current studies, the temporal and spatial qualities of the 

communication conduits are neglected. In the case of CIs, the key conduit is the 

textbooks. The textbooks are designed and delivered to overseas CIs and they are 

relatively fixed and stable compared to other language study materials, namely online 

introduction videos or webpages.  

 

Another shortcoming of policy-driven and institutionalist approaches is suffered by the 

presumption of seeing culture as stationary and foreign culture as far in the distance. 
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Canale (2016) concludes that the existing studies show that foreign culture is 

considered as something static that certain groups of people either have or do not have. 

From this perspective, the Chinese culture is considered a fact, an object, from a far 

distance, which is conceptualised and represented by the language textbooks. The 

Chinese culture is the resources from which the textbooks and other study materials and 

content are designed and edited. More importantly, the Chinese strategic narratives are 

translated into these textbooks through the Chinese culture and other less political daily 

life expressions and stories. The existing studies mentioned above on the CIs and public 

diplomacy, in general, ignore the in-depth social and cultural elements within these 

textbooks and the national strategic narratives intervening in these elements. More 

importantly, the subtle, unexpected, and even unstrategic changes in the meaning of 

these elements going through the communication conduits are underestimated.  

 

Textbooks are important and the analyses of textbooks, especially the language teaching 

books, are strongly debated in the discipline of education and linguistics. For example, 

cultural elements in Mandarin textbooks in Malaysia are analysed (Lin et al., 2020), 

Ronci (2021) compares the gender representations in English textbooks in Japan, and 

Huang (2019) researches whether English textbooks are contextualised enough to 

improve Chinese students’ English communication and learning based on both social 
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learning theory and social-cultural theory. Textbooks and their texts have to be 

interpreted in a larger context – the cultural and social context. These studies provide 

various research methodologies for analysing language textbooks, especially focusing 

on the cultural elements. Around thirty years ago, Schubring (1987) introduced a three-

dimensional scheme to analyse historical textbooks emphasising the changes and 

suggested keeping an eye on multiple factors of textbooks, like the author, market 

strategies, teachers, and the textbook forms. Compared to considering textbooks as 

resources, Goh (2022) argues that textbooks should be considered as active agents, and 

this approach enriches the actorness of textbooks.  

 

However, these textbook studies in education and linguistics studies mainly focus on 

the textbooks themselves, like the efficiency of textbooks in reaching the goal of 

communication skills for students, although the cultural and social dimensions are the 

key debates. This is the point where strategic narratives and IR discipline can marry 

with the linguistics and education disciplines. In the case of CIs, it is necessary to merge 

the key foci from these disciplines; more precisely, it is an alternative and promising 

agenda to borrow something from communication, linguistics, and education 

disciplines to IR for analysing the textual, verbal, and visual symbols which are 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 78 

definitely strongly tied with the concepts of discourse, identity, and narratives in the IR 

discipline.  

 

2.5 Conclusion  

 

Strategic narrative is a strong analytical framework, and it suggests that we pay more 

attention to the effects and conduits of strategic narratives. As mentioned in the first 

part of the chapter, the empirical studies applying or analysing strategic narratives are 

limited within the elite circle and state-centric approach. Although the framework asks 

for a broader investigation of the media ecology, the majority of studies look at those 

authoritative resources only. Moreover, there is a gap before how we analyse the effects 

of the strategic narratives on recipients, as the recipients do not only receive strategic 

narratives but feel, experience, and respond with other local narratives and practices in 

a local context, then they can possibly make sense of the strategic narratives. These 

limitations are also reflected in the studies of Chinese strategic narratives to global 

governance and Chinese BRI; at the same time, these limitations restrict the 

understanding and application of strategic narratives to other less political and less 

strategic fields.  
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Considering the empirical foci of this dissertation and the gaps in the current analysis 

of strategic narratives, I look at the translation process and local narratives of Chinese 

strategic narratives in its public diplomacy in Europe, namely its Confucius institutes 

and Chinese overseas newspaper. Shifting from the strategic to the translation does not 

mean that these local narratives are not strategic; on the contrary, it analyses the 

relations between the strategic narratives from the high-politics level and local 

narratives and how strategic narratives are embedded within those local narratives. 

Focusing on the translation process can help us cover the limitations mentioned above 

and also enrich the empirical studies.  

 

The existing studies have paid a great deal of attention to the institutional and 

mechanical effects of strategic narratives but less discuss the power of narratives. 

Narrating and telling stories are an action of meaning-making (see Erwin, 2021; 

Jackson, 2014; Stanley & Jackson, 2016), and the meaning-making process is where 

the power is exercised. “The narrative is thus seen as an occasion for agency both on 

the level of experiencing events and on the level of reflecting and relating them in a 

narrative form” (Björninen et al., 2020, p. 439). The narratives, especially strategic 

narratives, can have powerful effects only when individuals are reached and 
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experiencing, and strategic narratives need to be translated into local narratives to reach 

the public. In other words, not only strategic narratives are capable of exercising power 

but power is within all narratives as narratives bring people into relations. It is the 

discursive and less political local narratives that bring the public into the relations and 

the question is how strategic narratives are translated into local narratives, and what 

local narratives translate strategic narratives.  

 

Moreover, the validity and credibility of strategic narratives are about the question of 

contestation of narratives. In other words, whether certain strategic narratives are 

persuasive or become dominant among others relies on the translation and local 

narratives as the meaning-making bricks. The local and micro-narratives, even if they 

are discursive and ambiguous, like trauma (e.g. Colvin, 2004) can shape our 

experiences and perception of the world. Focusing on the translation and local 

narratives helps us to unpack the validity of strategic narratives which is a pre-condition 

to the effects of strategic narratives. Furthermore, emphasising the translation and local 

narratives suggests a larger scale of investigation of the changes and variations of 

strategic narratives in different communication conduits. These changes and variations 

within the translation process would reflect strategic narratives’ productivity and from 

another angle open up the “black box” of the formation of strategic narratives.  
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In short, the strategic narratives framework has already been well developed with 

existing studies. However, the empirical studies are strongly limited by the “strategic”. 

Considering the translation process and local narratives, this dissertation will analyse 

how Chinese strategic narratives speak to and reach the public in Europe and how 

Chinese strategic narratives are translated into the local narratives in the textbooks in 

CIs and Chinese newspaper Nouvelles d’Europe when these two different 

communication conduits face different audiences. From these discursive and less 

political local narratives, this dissertation unpacks the power of strategic narratives on 

the ground between China and Europe.  
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Chapter 3 The Narratives That are Strategic 

 

This chapter goes beyond the existing studies on Chinese strategic narratives by 

focusing on China’s public diplomacy and cultural engagements. The current studies of 

Chinese strategic narratives concentrate on Chinese global projects, foreign policies, 

and geopolitical strategies. One of the contributions of this chapter is that it focuses on 

and reviews the Chinese strategic narratives from the perspective of public diplomacy. 

Public diplomacy is not something new as Melissen suggests that “public diplomacy is 

one of soft power’s key instruments, and this was recognized in diplomatic practice 

long before the contemporary debate on public diplomacy” (Melissen, 2005, p. 4). The 

debate about public diplomacy has developed beyond the concept of soft power as Nye 

(2008) suggests that public diplomacy is an important tool in the toolbox of smart power, 

a strategy that combines soft and hard power resources. Cull concludes seven lessons 

from the history of public diplomacy and suggests that public diplomacy is  

a two-way street: a process of mutual influence, whereby a state (or other 

international player) facilitates engagement between publics or tunes its own 

policies to the map of foreign public opinion. In the ideal case, public 

diplomacy treats the foreign public as an active participant – not just as a flock 

of sheep waiting to be ideologically shorn. (2010, p. 12) 

From a public diplomacy perspective, we can review the Chinese strategic 

narratives by focusing on the foreign public rather than locating the Chinese state 

at the centre. These strategic narratives are analysed on three levels. First, on a 
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general level, the strategic narratives speak to the broadest external audiences and 

these strategic narratives suggest China’s position within the global order and how 

China should engage with the global competition of soft power. Second, the 

strategic narratives on a China-Europe level highlight those narratives between 

China and the EU, and these strategic narratives speak to the public in Europe. 

Together with the China-Europe strategic narratives, other Chinese strategic 

narratives towards the US and Global South will be discussed as well. This 

comparison of Chinese strategic narratives will reveal the local contexts of Europe 

and bring the geopolitical dimension into the discussion. The strategic narratives on 

the last level are those specifically associated with cultural institutions and agents, 

namely Confucius Institutes and Chinese media outlets.  

 

On the first level, the strategic narratives are derived from those documents and 

speeches by Chinese top leadership. These documents and speeches identify China’s 

position in the world narrative battle and how China can boost its soft power and so-

called discourse power (see Liu, 2024; Oud, 2024; Wang, 2015; Wang, 2023). The 

theme of Chinese strategic narratives on this general level is cultural multipolarity. On 

the China-Europe level, documents and policies from ministries and diplomats are 

collected; and these texts directly speak about how China sees its relationships with the 
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EU and European countries. The themes of strategic narratives on this level are that 

China and Europe have no fundamental conflicts of interest and they are partners. On 

the last institution level, the strategic narratives are collected from official websites of 

CIs and Chinese media overseas and officials’ speeches addressing these institutions.  

 

Unlike existing studies, this chapter’s analysis of Chinese strategic narratives 

emphasises public diplomacy; and more importantly, it unpacks the themes behind the 

strategic narratives on different levels. The existing studies frequently apply the top 

strategic narratives, like “a community with a shared future for mankind”, to specific 

issues or policies, like BRICS or BRI (e.g. Colley & van Noort, 2022; van Noort, 2019). 

This approach ignores the bottom-up narrating dynamics and limits the stakeholders 

within the diffusion of strategic narratives. The current chapter investigates these 

strategic narratives and themes on different levels that have three distinct contributions. 

First, these strategic narratives target the field of public diplomacy and cultural 

engagements rather than those top narratives about China’s positions and foreign 

policies in general, which contributes to the discussion of the Chinese strategic 

narratives in other fields and issues, like US-China relations or climate change. 

Furthermore, this Chapter pays additional attention to temporal changes in the Chinese 
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public diplomacy strategic narratives on the general level, as these strategic narratives 

started with President Jiang becoming the top leader in 1992.  

 

Second, this chapter classifies these strategic narratives into three levels based on the 

actors and agents. From the top Chinese leaders to Chinese ambassadors or Chinese 

missions overseas, to particular institutions, this three-level classification helps to 

reveal the changes and translation of the shared understanding carried out by different 

stakeholders. These political actors and agents on different levels are frequently 

neglected and are frequently considered as a whole in the formation and projection 

phases of strategic narratives. We have to unpack the relations among these political 

actors to analyse the shared understanding of strategic narratives on different levels.   

 

Third, this chapter uncovers the themes behind these strategic narratives. The themes 

are essential as they help to investigate the relations among strategic narratives on 

different levels. These themes serve as a core that connects strategic narratives on 

different levels. These themes not only support the analysis of how strategic narratives 

are translated and travel among political actors and agents but also link strongly 

political strategic narratives with local narratives. The local narratives and the 

translation process, the key concepts of this dissertation, will be analysed in the 
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following three chapters of case studies. This dissertation does not reject the promising 

research framework of strategic narratives; on the contrary, it pushes the boundary of 

strategic narratives. It is essential to dig down into the themes behind the strategic 

narratives and investigate the relations of these themes. More importantly, this 

dissertation unpacks changes of strategic narratives on different levels. In other words, 

it deconstructs these strategic narratives and the translation process of these strategic 

narratives to local narratives on the ground with local contexts. The key link between 

the strategic narratives and local narratives is the themes, and it is the theme that helps 

us to uncover the translation process.  

 

Thus, the themes behind these strategic narratives and local narratives are essential. 

This chapter tries to identify the themes of the Chinese strategic narratives focusing on 

public diplomacy on three levels: the general level – China speaks to broader global 

audiences, China-Europe level – China speaks to European countries, and the 

institution level – China speaks through cultural institutions and news agencies. The 

themes conceptualised from these three levels and the relations among them will be 

discussed, which is important to the later chapters working on textbook and media 

outlet analysis.  
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3.1 Strategic narratives on public diplomacy in general 

 

In the 16th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in 2002, the former 

General Secretary of the party and the Present, Jiang Zemin, reported to the whole 

ruling party and suggested that “we will continue to carry out extensive people-to-

people diplomacy, expand cultural exchanges with the outside world, enhance the 

friendship with peoples and propel the development of state-to-state relations” 

(ChinaDaily, 2013b). In this report, the 6th section discusses cultural development and 

restructuring, which suggests that culture plays a key role, along with economy and 

politics, in the competition for overall national strength. Although the section mainly 

talks about the cultural industry and cultural policies within China, it suggests that “the 

Chinese civilisation, extensive and profound, and with a long history behind it, has 

contributed tremendously to the progress of human civilisation” (ChinaDaily, 2013a). 

Twenty years ago, the Chinese leadership emphasised the narratives on the Chinese 

cultural exchanges and foreign policies as China became more active on the 

international stage and China stood for equal relationships of people-to-people 

diplomacy and cultural exchanges. Compared to the following years, Jiang’s leadership 

did not provide strong and ambitious strategies for how to present China to the world, 

or detailed policies of how China should promote its culture overseas.  
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In the 17th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in 2007, Hu Jintao gave 

a clearer statement on the relationship between the Chinese and foreign cultures. In the 

report submitted to the Congress, he suggested that:  

We must keep to the orientation of advanced socialist culture, bring about a 

new upsurge in socialist cultural development, stimulate the cultural 

creativity of the whole nation, and enhance culture as part of the soft power 

of our country to better guarantee the people's basic cultural rights and 

interests, […] Promote Chinese culture and build the common spiritual home 

for the Chinese nation. Chinese culture has been an unfailing driving force 

for the Chinese nation to keep its unity and make progress from generation to 

generation. We must have a comprehensive understanding of traditional 

Chinese culture, keep its essence and discard its dross to enable it to fit in 

with present-day society, stay in harmony with modern civilization, keep its 

national character and reflect changes of the times. We will further publicize 

the fine traditions of Chinese culture and use modern means of science and 

technology to exploit the rich resources of our national culture. […] We will 

also strengthen international cultural exchanges to draw on the fine 

achievements of foreign cultures and enhance the influence of Chinese culture 

worldwide. (Hu, 2007a)  

 

In the cultural policies, especially the cultural exchanges with the outside world, Hu 

points out that the Chinese culture needs to fit in modern society by “keeping its essence 

and discarding its dross” and “draw on the fine achievements of foreign cultures”, 

which shows that Hu and his leadership group realise that China needs to learn 

something from the others and the relationships between China and others are equal, 

regarding culture. However, more importantly, as the term “soft power” appeared for 
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the first time in a Chinese official report on the top level, it was only since Hu’s regime 

when the Chinese leadership paid attention to the significance of soft power, and started 

to prepare the country for the new race of soft power.  

 

In the same report, Hu explained how China saw the global order:  

At the same time, the world remains far from tranquil. Hegemonism and 

power politics still exist, local conflicts and hotspot issues keep emerging, 

imbalances in the world economy are worsening, the North-South gap is 

widening, and traditional and nontraditional threats to security are intertwined. 

All this poses difficulties and challenges to world peace and development […] 

Historic changes have occurred in the relations between contemporary China 

and the rest of the world, resulting in ever closer interconnection between 

China's future and destiny and those of the world. (Hu, 2007b)  

From this statement, China sees the global order as imbalanced; and it tries to frame 

China as the peace defender in the world alongside other nations rather than a 

superpower itself.  

 

In this period, Hu and his leadership group presented a modest gesture towards the 

world and embraced the international liberal order. Such modest gestures and positive 

images of China during Hu’s regime were communicated through public events and 

people-to-people diplomacy, as the former Minister of Foreign Affairs Yang Jiechi 

summarised the past decade of achievements of the Chinese foreign policy in 2012: 

“taking the benefits of leaders’ bilateral visits, the Beijing Olympic Games and 
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Shanghai Expo, we conduct public and people-to-people diplomacy, strengthen the 

relationships between Chinese and foreign people, fully demonstrate China’s image of 

civilisation, democracy, openness, and development” (Mission of the PRC to the EU, 

2012). As many (e.g. Chen et al., 2012; Giulianotti, 2015; Lee & Yoon, 2017) suggested, 

the events like the Beijing Olympic Games in 2008 and the Shanghai Expo in 2010 

increased the positive image of China and its soft power in the world.  

 

However, such modest and ambiguous gestures changed within the last year of Hu’s 

leadership. The first issue of 2012 of the party theoretical journal, Qiushi, published 

Hu’s speech in a central committee meeting in 2011 targeting the cultural security issues. 

The speech suggests that whoever takes the high ground of cultural development owns 

the strong cultural soft power, and wins the dominance in the international competition: 

We must clearly see that the international enemies are strengthening the 

strategy of westernisation and division towards us, the ideology and culture 

field is the field where they permeate for the long-term […] Our general 

cultural strength and international influence do not balance with our 

international position, the ‘west-strong-I-weak’ international culture structure 

and narrative structure have not yet fully twisted. (Hu, 2012, pp. 3-4)  

 

Hu and his leading group changed their views, as China and others were not just 

competitors in the international culture race but rather enemies. It seems that cultural 

cooperation is no longer the dominant paradigm but the leadership was concerned about 
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the unbalanced position. The Western culture and ideologies started to be considered as 

a threat to the Chinese culture and the party, which might be a response from China to 

the global narrative of “China threat theory”. On one hand, China tried to establish its 

positive and peaceful image to the global audience; on the other hand, China was aware 

that outside ideology and cultural influence was becoming a barrier to the country 

twisting the current global order and taking the key position. The international cultural 

competition and the narratives become a battlefield.  

 

While Hu and Jiang’s regimes presented the Chinese strategic narratives of its public 

diplomacy and cultural exchanges by emphasising equal relationships and ambiguous 

guidance on how to engage with others’ cultures, President Xi Jinping and his 

leadership provide more aggressive and detailed mechanisms about what should be 

done and who is responsible for these mechanisms.  

 

In 2013, Xi gave a relatively comprehensive illustration of Chinese soft power, cultural 

diplomacy and the mechanisms of Chinese soft power; and this key strategic narrative 

represents how China (the leadership) sees itself, its relationships with others, and its 

global view. In the 12th group study session of the political bureau, Xi suggested: 

[We] have to pay attention to the establishment of our national image, 

emphasise presenting the image of a long-history, multi-ethnical, culture-
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diverse and harmonious civilised great country, the image of an Eastern great 

country with political integrity, economic development, cultural prosperity, 

social stability, people unity, environment daintiness, […] [in order to] 

strengthen the national soft power, [we] need to work hard to improve the 

international discourse power. [We] need to strengthen the capacity of 

international communication, pay attention to the construction of the external 

discourse system, well use the impacts of the new media, improve the 

creativity, charisma, and credibility of external discourse, tell good Chinese 

stories, spread good Chinese voice, demonstrate well the Chinese 

characteristics. (Xinhua News Agency, 2013b)  

 

In 2022, Xi re-emphasised the significance of the promotion of Chinese civilisation in 

the report to the 20th National Congress of CCP: 

We will stay firmly rooted in Chinese culture. We will collect and refine the 

defining symbols and best elements of Chinese culture and showcase them to 

the world. We will accelerate the development of China’s discourse and 

narrative systems, better tell China’s stories, make China’s voice heard, and 

present a China that is credible, appealing, and respectable. We will 

strengthen our international communications capabilities, make our 

communications more effective, and strive to strengthen China’s voice in 

international affairs so it is commensurate with our composite national 

strength and international status. We will deepen exchanges and mutual 

learning with other civilizations and better present Chinese culture to the 

world. (Xi, 2022) 

 

It is noted that, in Xi’s regime, how China and the national leadership see China itself 

has substantially changed from Jiang and Hu’s eras, and this change of self-image is 

reflected by the strategic narratives. In Xi’s narratives (see CPC NEWS, 2014), China 

is a great/powerful country and this great/powerful country has the characteristics of 

political integrity (the country and all ethnic groups are under the leadership of CCP), 
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economic development (China has become the second largest economy in the world), 

cultural prosperity (the combination of the traditional values of the Chinese civilisation 

and the communist party ideology), social stability, people unity (the concept of 

Chinese people now includes, under the CCP’s ruling, all ethnic groups and those in 

Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan), and environment and nature daintiness. These are the 

key elements constructing the image of China that the Chinese leadership wants to 

present to global audiences through strategic narratives and other means.  

 

Moreover, China now not only sees itself as a great/powerful country in the world but 

also highlights the Eastern power countering the Western countries in the current 

imbalanced international order. In the 12th group study session of the political bureau, 

Xi directly pointed out that  

Although we have achieved significant progress in increasing our 

international discourse power, compared with Western countries, we still have 

a long distance. We have to admit that, in terms of using the international 

discourse power, we are always the new player. (Party Literature Research 

Center, 2017, p. 203) 

 

Facing the two imbalanced positions, first, the Western narratives take dominance; 

second, the Chinese narratives do not match the Chinese “hard power” in the current 

global order, as “currently, we put many efforts on economic cooperation, the leg of 

culture overall is still not strong enough” (Party Literature Research Center, 2017, p. 
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215); Xi and the leadership group pay much attention to the mechanisms of 

strengthening the Chinese discourse power and soft power to make China heard and 

clearly heard. In 2016, Xi suggested that the image of China on the global stage is 

strongly “other-constructed” rather than “self-constructing”; and not only the national 

media and national level leaders but also local bureaus and cadres need to tell the 

Chinese stories better (People’s Daily Online, 2019). In academia, scholars’ attention 

is also turned from the traditional soft power to the discourse power (see Nymalm, 2020; 

Wang, 2010; Wu et al., 2021; Yang, 2016), from the Olympic Games (see Breslin, 2020; 

Dayan & Price, 2008; Finlay & Xin, 2010; Manzenreiter, 2010) to Chinese media 

globalisation and localisation (see Guyo & Yu, 2022; Kurlantzick, 2023; Liu et al., 2023; 

Morales-Sanfurgo, 2018; Song & Bian, 2016; Zhu, 2022).  

 

In the past twenty years, the Chinese strategic narratives on public diplomacy and 

cultural exchanges have changed, and many scholars (see Gehrig, 2022; Jiang, 2021; 

Ptáčková et al., 2021; Vlassis, 2016) have already discussed the changes from the 

perspective of soft power by focusing on governmental institutes and agencies. From 

the framework of strategic narratives, the changes of strategic narratives themselves are 

highlighted. The Chinese strategic narratives in Jiang and Hu’s twenty years noticed the 

significance of narratives towards global audiences and were aware of the competition 
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of narratives. However, the strategic narratives about public diplomacy and cultural 

exchanges were ambiguous about what to do and shared a modest attitude towards the 

West and Western strategic narratives. From the end of Hu’s regime to Xi’s new era, 

how to deliver Chinese soft power has become clearer and the strategic narratives have 

become more institutionalised. The strategic narratives also have become more 

assertive and have responded to the West more directly. However, there is still 

continuity through the changes. Chinese culture and China seeing itself as a civilisation 

are always the fundamental resource of Chinese strategic narratives about its public 

diplomacy and cultural exchanges.  

 

To some extent, it was the Western strategic narratives that “seduced” and “forced” 

China to become more aggressive and assertive in its global strategic narratives. In the 

late 90s and early 2000s, the strategic narratives of “liberalising China” and “China can 

be and will be liberalised”, which were mainly from a liberal economy perspective, 

were still popular as China was open to global trade and China joined the WTO with 

greater commitment of embracing the international community. The Western narrative 

“China threat” or the discussion of the “China threat theory” (see Al-Rodhan, 2007; 

Broomfield, 2003; Scott, 2013; Song, 2015; Yang & Liu, 2012) together with China’s 

own economic power pushed China to change and refine its strategic narratives towards 
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the global audiences. Yang and Liu (2012) studied the appearance and changes of the 

China threat theory in the US by emphasising different perspectives: China as a 

political/ideological thereat (1992-1994 reached the peak and disappeared), as a 

military/strategic threat (remained dominant from 1995 till now), and as 

economic/trade threat (remained from 1997 till now with a clear uptick). More precisely, 

it was the growth of the strategic narrative of the China threat, which gradually took the 

dominance and marginalised “liberalising China” narratives, that triggered the changes 

in Chinese global strategic narratives. The contestation of Western strategic narratives 

plays a role in shaping Chinese strategic narratives that speak back to the West. These 

joint “efforts” and co-constitution narratives are not only on the high politics level but 

also down to the local level, which will be highlighted and demonstrated by the 

empirical cases in this research.  

 

Taking the framework of strategic narratives helps us go deeper to unpack the various 

layers of the narrative construction and the knowledge production which are not only 

associated with soft power. On the general level, the leadership’s statements and 

speeches show how China sees itself, its relationships with others, especially with the 

Western countries, and its relationship with the world order. More importantly, these 

strategic narratives share the theme of multipolarity, especially considering the aspects 
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of cultures and civilisations. For instance, China expressed its attitude of learning from 

others and catching up with the modernised international society. Now, China sees itself 

as an oriental/Eastern power that wants to take the leading position of not only the 

economy, and military, but also culture and discourse powers, within an international 

competition. This international competition includes not only the US and China but also 

other actors, such as European countries. 

 

3.2 China’s strategic narratives on Europe  

 

In terms of the relationships between China and European countries, the narratives are 

concentrated on the cooperation of specific sectors, namely the economy, global 

security, international development, environment protection, and human rights. The key 

themes derived from these narratives are “no fundamental conflicts of interest” and 

China and EU’s identities in a multipolar system.  

 

From the Chinese side, China sees that the EU-China relationship and the interactions 

should reach cooperation rather than be interrupted by disputes in both politics and the 

economy. These narratives surround the theme of no fundamental conflicts of interest, 
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which is quite different from how China sees its competition with the US. In the latest 

China-EU summit 2023, according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC 

(2023g), both sides agreed to maintain strategic stability in China-EU relations, 

continue to carry out mutually beneficial cooperation, and jointly address global 

challenges. More specifically, President Xi directly expressed cooperation over 

confrontation: “Both sides should establish the correct understanding, […], [we] cannot 

see each other as rivals because of different polities, [we] cannot reduce cooperation 

because of competition, [we] cannot confront [each other] because of disagreement 

existing” (Economic and Commercial Office of the Mission of the PRC to the European 

Union, 2023). 

 

These narratives are not saying that China and the EU are naturally bound based on 

cooperation; on the contrary, China is aware of the disputes and practical conflicts 

between the two entities. In the same summit, the Chinese side (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the PRC, 2023g) expressed 

[the] concern over the EU’s ‘de-risking’ and restrictive economic and trade 

policies, including the anti-subsidy investigation into Chinese electric 

vehicles launched by the EU, 5G and other issues, and urged the EU to keep 

its trade and investment markets open, provide a fair and non-discriminatory 

business environment for Chinese companies, and use trade remedy measures 

prudently.  
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It is noted that how China responded to these disputes and conflicts is quite different 

from those with the US, as China rarely immediately fought back with countersanctions 

to the EU.  

 

Moreover, the narratives of these disputes have been changing and there are internal 

inconsistencies within these strategic narratives. On 14th September 2023, the 

Spokesperson from the Chinese Ministry of Commerce expressed “deep concern and 

strong opposition” to the anti-subsidy investigation on Chinese electric vehicles 

(Ministry of Commerce of the PRC, 2023; Mission of the PRC to the European Union, 

2023a). However, on the same issue, the Chinese leadership, including President Xi and 

the Head (Ambassador) of the Chinese Mission to the EU, only expressed “concern” 

without strong opposition (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2023g; Mission of 

the PRC to the European Union, 2023c). Another example is that Chinese Ambassador 

to France, Lu Shaye, in an interview with French television network LCI on 21st April 

2023, suggested that former Soviet countries have no effective status in international 

law and these countries did not legally have status as sovereign states (France 24, 2023; 

Zimmermann, 2023). Ambassador Lu’s arguments immediately raised a wave of brutal 

criticisms from Baltic states, Ukraine, and the EU. In the regular press conference of 
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the Chinese Foreign Ministry, spokesperson Mao Ning was asked about Ambassador’s 

argument, and spokesperson Mao responded:  

After the Soviet Union dissolved, China was one of the first countries that 

established diplomatic ties with the countries concerned. […] China respects 

the status of the former Soviet republics as sovereign countries after the 

Soviet Union’s dissolution. […] The Soviet Union was a federal state and as 

a whole was one subject of international law in international relations. This 

does not negate the republics’ status as sovereign countries after the Soviet 

Union’s dissolution. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2023d)  

The Chinese ambassador questioned and even denied the sovereign state status of 

former Soviet Union republics, and the central government came out to withdraw the 

Ambassador’s argument three days later. This example shows that there are internal 

inconsistencies and contestations within strategic narratives and these inconsistencies 

and contestations can be revealed by a closer look at the political actors on different 

levels.  

 

Despite China’s awareness of the bilateral disputes on the economy and the EU raising 

different concerns on the economy and human rights issues in China, the Chinese side 

still frames the narratives about the bilateral interaction on cooperation rather than 

emphasising interruption by the disputes. The key theme supporting these narratives is 

no fundamental conflicts of interest between them. In October 2023 before the China-

EU Summit, the High Representative Josep Borrell Fontelles met Chinese Foreign 

Minister Wang Yi in Beijing. Minister Wang clearly stated that “there are no 
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geopolitical conflicts between China and Europe, there are no essential interests 

conflicts, [what we] have are the large common interests and huge cooperation demands” 

(Mission of the PRC to the European Union, 2023b). These narratives and themes are 

repeatedly stated by the Chinese leaders to the EU (see Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

the PRC, 2023e, 2023f). The theme “no fundamental conflicts of interest” is also 

reflected in urgent security issues. For example, the Head of the Chinese Mission to the 

EU, Ambassador Fu Cong, stated:  

Even before coming here, I know that the Ukraine crisis is becoming a 

problem for our bilateral relationship with the EU. But frankly speaking, we 

don't believe the Ukraine crisis should be an issue, much less a problem, 

between China and the EU, because it is not. (Mission of the PRC to the 

European Union, 2022)  

From economy to political values, from human rights to regional security, the Chinese 

side is aware of European arguments, demands, and narratives; at the same time, the 

Chinese responding narratives on these issues all point to cooperation which replaces 

confrontation and puts aside those differences and disputes. Generally speaking, 

Chinese narratives on essential issues towards the EU are less aggressive than those 

towards the US. The key theme behind these narratives is that there are no fundamental 

conflicts of interest between China and the EU.  

 

The second theme of the narratives on the China-EU level is the identity in a multipolar 

system. The theme of identity has two features. The first feature is temporal as how 
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China sees itself has been changing when it faces the EU and European countries. The 

second feature is horizontal as China expresses itself with multiple faces at the same 

time. In the latest China’s Policy Paper on the European Union 2018 (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2018b), China considers that itself and the EU are both the 

major participants and shapers in the world multipolarity and economic globalisation. 

However, the “major participants and shapers” were not stated in China’s Policy Paper 

on the EU in 2003 and 2014. In China’s Policy Paper on the European Union 2003 

(The State Council of the PRC, 2003), China considered the EU, but not China itself, 

as one important/major power in the world. Furthermore, in the EU-China 2020 

Strategic Agenda for Cooperation (EEAS, 2013), jointly signed by the EU and China 

in 2013, China and the EU were considered only as “important actors in a multipolar 

world”. The EU now sees China as “a partner for cooperation, an economic competitor 

and a systemic rival” (EEAS, 2023). The Chinese Ambassador to the EU, Fu Cong, in 

2024 published an op-ed saying that “the first question is: Is China trying to upend the 

existing international order? Contrary to some misconceptions, China is a founder and 

beneficiary of the existing international order, and remains a firm defender of the 

current system” (Fu, 2024; Mission of the PRC to the European Union, 2024). 

Ambassador Fu’s suggestion on China’s identities: the founder, beneficiary, and 

defender was a response to the EU’s action labelling China as a systemic rival.  
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From these top policy documents and diplomatic statements, we may see that, although 

there is a general relationship framework between the EU and China, the detailed 

identities of both actors have been changing. More importantly, there is a contestation 

of what the EU and China’s identities are. This contestation, at the same time, is a joint 

formation of strategic narratives. Moreover, it is important that identities respectively 

from these two sides are relatively self-evident from their responses. For example, 

China is confused by the “three-pronged designation” of China and refuses to be viewed 

as the “systemic rival” (Mission of the PRC to the EU, 2022, 2023). The EU’s 

Ambassador to China Jorge Toledo responded to China’s criticism against the EU’s de-

risking strategy with China, saying that de-risking is “not protectionist. It is not closing 

the door to cooperation. Our de-risking is country-agnostic and only affects a small part 

of our trade, de-risking is not self-reliance” (Liboreiro, 2023). In other words, there is 

an exchange of declaration on identities – China and the EU play a key role in contesting 

each other’s identity narratives. They do not agree with each other but they respond to 

each other. Strategic narratives are defined as “a means by which political actors 

attempt to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, and future of international 

politics to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors” (Miskimmon et al., 

2017, p. 6). It seems that there is no shared meaning between the EU and China on their 
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identities, especially China’s identity. However, in fact, these two actors share a 

meaning construction process, the conversation on identities, rather than a concrete 

agreement by both; and this identity conversation with its changes throughout time 

shapes the behaviour of these two actors. In a simplified and clichéd saying: they agree 

to disagree.  

 

The second feature of the theme of identity between China and Europe is the multiple 

faces of China. In the meeting with President Charles Michel, President Xi recently 

raised the narrative on and Chinese attitude towards the EU:  

China and the EU are the two main powers keeping the world peace, the two 

main markets promoting the joint development, the two civilisations pushing 

the human development. […] Differences exist between China and Europe in 

history and culture, development level, and ideologies, it is quite normal that 

the two sides have different views on some issues. […] Europe is the key 

partner, also the benefiter, of China’s rapid development. (Xinhua News 

Agency, 2022)  

In a global context, the Chinese strategic narratives show that China now considers 

itself on the same level as the EU; they are partners, key powers, markets, and 

civilisations.  

 

The engagements between China and European countries, even those cooperations and 

conflicts in politics and the economy, are framed under the relationships of civilisations 
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which are deeply historically rooted. In 2010, former Chinese Prime Minister Wen 

Jiabao visited Greece and he admired the culture and history of Greece saying that  

China and Greece are both world ancient civilisations, […] in the global 

finance crisis, the world economy was dramatically challenged, both China 

and Greece passed the challenges, […] as the friend of Greece, the Chinese 

government will firmly support Greece, and China wants to help Greece to 

conquer the difficulties as soon as possible by strengthening the cooperation. 

[…] Europe is the region where concentrates the world-class developed 

countries, which is also the target which China learns from and cooperates 

with. (Wen, 2010a)  

 

In 2011, Vice Prime Minister Li Keqiang delivered a speech to the China-Europe 

people-to-people dialogue of friendship and cooperation saying: “China is far away 

from many European countries, but the friendship among the people has a long history, 

the East and West civilisations add colours to each other, improve the human 

development together” (Xinhua News Agency, 2011). China and European countries 

are both civilisations that play key roles in human development, and this strategic 

narrative is frequently mentioned by Chinese leaders. For example, in PM Wen’s speech 

to the first China-Europe Culture Forum in Brussels (Wen, 2010b), Wen’s speech to the 

6th Germany-China Economy and Technology Forum (Wen, 2011), PM Li’s speech to 

the first Asia-Europe Economic development & cooperation forum (Li, 2011), and the 

former member of the politburo standing committee of the CCP Liu Yunshan’s speech 

to the China-Europe civilisation dialogue (Xinhua News Agency, 2016). Although there 
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are internal inconsistencies, changes, and joint formation of Chinese strategic narratives 

on Europe, the theme of civilisation as a core identity of both China and Europe always 

remains the same. This theme of civilisation as an identity is embedded in various 

Chinese strategic narratives on Europe in different issues like politics and the economy, 

and this theme is a strong complement to another theme “no fundamental conflicts of 

interest” in the China-Europe relations on the high politics level. Moreover, this theme 

of civilisation as an identity is also a key theme in translating strategic narratives into 

local narratives, as will be demonstrated in the case studies.  

 

The governmental documents and leadership’s speeches and statements, and more 

importantly, the narratives from these texts reflect how China sees itself, its relationship 

with the EU and its member states, and its relationship with the world. These strategic 

narratives also provide the orientation and directions to China’s practice towards the 

EU and detailed narratives on specific issues on the ground. These strategic narratives 

are changing and they are not a single solid pack. The two key themes behind these 

narratives are the ones being translated and carried to further interpretation and practice 

on the ground. These two key themes of strategic narratives on the China-EU level are 

no fundamental conflicts of interest and identities in a multipolar system. The theme of 

no fundamental conflicts of interest conflicts is associated with the strategic narratives 
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on cooperation and innovative interaction mechanisms between China and the EU, such 

as global security, anti-subsidy investigation on Chinese electric vehicles, EU-China 

annual Summit, and Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern European 

Countries. Rather than any specific identities, the conversation and declaration of 

identities are the second theme of Chinese strategic narratives. In recent years, China 

increasingly emphasised itself as a power towards the EU. China as a power has many 

variations, like being the second largest economy, the strongest developing country, a 

civilisation, the founder, the beneficiary, and the defender of the current international 

system. The EU and the EU-China relationship contribute to China’s identity-seeking 

and consolidating on the world stage and the projection of the identity theme embedded 

in the strategic narratives. Uncovering this identity theme helps us to trace the changes 

in the strategic narratives and how these strategic narratives are translated and projected 

by different issues on the ground.  

 

3.3 China’s strategic narratives on the US and developing countries 

 

As briefly mentioned above the Chinese strategic narratives towards Europe are quite 

different from those towards the US and other regions and countries. In Mao Zedong’s 
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era, the US was referred as American imperialism, and Mao’s famous argument 

“American imperialism is a paper tiger” was raised in 1946 in an interview with Anna 

Louise Strong (Qi, 2021). In 1974, Deng Xiaoping addressed the UN Assembly by 

following Mao’s principles but Deng raised his clear arguments representing a new 

China to the world:  

China is a socialist country, and a developing country as well. China belongs 

to the Third World. Consistently following Chairman Mao's teachings, the 

Chinese government and people firmly support all oppressed peoples and 

oppressed nations in their struggle to win or defend national independence, 

develop the national economy and oppose colonialism, imperialism and 

hegemonism. This is our bounden internationalist duty. China is not a 

superpower, nor will she ever seek to be one. (ChinaDaily, 2015)  

 

In Jiang’s regime, the Chinese leaders recognised that both China and the US were 

big/major powers. The US and China shared various common interests, and at the same 

time, there were disagreements and divergences (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

PRC, n.d.-b). The divergences here mainly referred to the Taiwan issue, unlike what the 

US and China currently disagree on both economic and political aspects. In Hu’s era, 

Chinese strategic narratives on the US did not change dramatically and they kept 

emphasising that the US and China were big powers and this bilateral relationship was 

the key to international order. For example, Hu gave a speech during his US visit in 

2011: “China and the US are respectively the largest developing country and the largest 

developed country in the world. A stable bilateral relationship is already a great 
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contribution to global peace and stability” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 

2011a). Due to the enlarged conflicts between the US and China, new Chinese strategic 

narratives towards the US emerged. Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi talked 

to his counterpart Antony John Blinken in 2024: “The US cannot have two faces 

towards China, on one hand, [the US] unconditionally oppresses China, on the other 

hand, keeps dialogues and cooperation with China as nothing happened” (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024j). In the latest conversation between President Xi and 

President Trump, Xi admitted that conflicts and divergences were inevitable between 

China and the US which were two big powers with their own national conditions 

(Xinhua News Agency, 2025). However, the strategic narratives about the conflicts in 

Xi’s era have one more concern – the economy and the trade war, compared to those 

strategic narratives before which were mainly referred to the Taiwan issue.  

 

The Chinese government currently does not have a concrete white paper on the US or 

a general policy paper towards the US (see Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 

n.d.-a). However, several documents issued by the Chinese government in recent years 

focus on specific issues in the US, like gun violence (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

PRC, 2023b), drug abuse (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2023a), freedom of 

speech (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024b), environmental damage 
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(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2020), and so on. These documents are 

generally presented as fact sheets. One white paper specifically focusing on the China-

US trade conflict was released in 2018. In this white paper The Facts and China’s 

Position on China-US Trade Friction, the foreword starts with  

China is the world’s biggest developing country and the United States is the 

biggest developed country. Trade and economic relations between China and 

the US are of great significance for the two countries as well as for the 

stability and development of the world economy. […] In order to clarify the 

facts about China-US economic and trade relations, clarify China’s stance on 

trade friction with the US, and pursue reasonable solutions, the government 

of China is publishing this White Paper. (The State Council Information 

Office of the PRC, 2018; English translation from: English Bus, 2018). 

In the same white paper, the Chinese government argues that the US administration 

violating its own commitments and international contracts is against civilised human 

society.  

 

Unlike the Chinese strategic narratives on Europe, those on the US do not contain the 

theme of civilisation. In other words, China does not see the US as a civilisation. In the 

China-US strategic narratives, the strategic narrative of civilisation is replaced by the 

people’s common interests and people-to-people exchanges of the two sides. Also, 

although both Chinese strategic narratives on Europe and the US recognise the conflicts 

within these two bilateral relationships, those on Europe clearly emphasise “no 

fundamental conflicts of interest” which is missing in Chinese strategic narratives on 
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the US. The Chinese fact sheet US Hegemony and Its Perils (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the PRC, 2023c) suggests that the US and its hegemony “maintain and abuse 

hegemony, advance subversion and infiltration, and willfully wage wars, bringing harm 

to the international community”. Europe and the US are both priorities in China’s 

“major-country diplomacy”. However, put in an extreme way, the Chinese strategic 

narratives portray that the US is considered as an entrepreneur-like hegemony and the 

conflicts between the US and China are about the rise and future development of China, 

but Europe and China are both civilisations and conflicts between these two can be 

solved in a “civilised” manner. These also reflect how strategic narratives shape 

political actors' different behaviours.  

 

In terms of the global south and other developing countries, China’s strategic narratives 

emphasise development issues, cultures, and history. For example, Xi told Indian Prime 

Minister Narendra Damodardas Modi that both China and India are great ancient 

civilisations, the largest developing countries, and key members of the global south 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024h). Xi suggested the relationship between 

China and Thailand is like between family members who both work hard on their own 

developments (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2022). In the meeting with 

South African President Cyril Ramaphosa, China’s strategic narrative suggested that 
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the friendship between the two countries was from the companionship in their national 

liberation movements and their cooperation for global justice (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the PRC, 2024i). Compared to Chinese strategic narratives on Europe, those 

on the global south and other developing countries portray China itself as a reliable 

partner and leader within the developing countries. At the same time, China’s strategic 

narratives shadow its big and rising power identities in the current international order. 

The themes of China’s strategic narratives on the global south are development and 

cultural and historical ties. In other words, unlike strategic narratives on Europe and the 

US, which frame China as joining the competition as a big power, those strategic 

narratives towards the global south frame it as a friendly partnership and it can lead the 

developing countries to resist the Western hegemony. The comparison of China’s 

strategic narratives on Europe, the US, and developing countries unpacks the details 

and diversity within China’s foreign policies. At the same time, this comparison shows 

that it is necessary to bring specific stakeholders and their distinguished contexts into 

the analysis of strategic narratives.  

 

3.4 China’s strategic narratives on the institution level 
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The concept of public diplomacy requires to focus on the foreign public. Culture and 

cultural institutes are key elements in the field of public diplomacy. The Chinese project 

Confucius Institutes started in 2004 was a flagship project of Chinese public diplomacy 

to the global audiences. Before 2020, the governance and operation management of the 

CIs were under the Hanban, a governmental office for promoting the Chinese language 

and culture overseas. After 2020, Hanban was dismissed and the project of CI was de-

govermentalised. Therefore, the original public resources cannot be retrieved. CIs are 

currently globally marketed as a brand managed by the Chinese International Education 

Foundation (CIEF). In 2021, the global portal of the Confucius Institute was launched, 

and the Annual Development Report stated that it was the first time that the CI had its 

own website for staff and students as a common online home (Confucius Institute 

Annual Development Report 2021, 2022). This may lead to other interesting questions 

and research on the CIs from the global digitalisation and marketisation perspectives. 

Till the end of 2021, there were in total of 489 CIs and 817 CI Classrooms in 158 

countries and regions. The distribution (see Table 3.1) shows that Europe holds the most 

CIs compared to other continents. Meanwhile, in Asia and Africa, the CI Classrooms 

are less than CIs; in Europe, America, and Oceania, CI Classrooms are far more than 

CIs, around two to three times. This shows the diversity of the local practice of CIs 

among different regions, which also suggests that the investigation on CIs in Europe is 
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necessary since the main studies on CIs are concentrated and represented by those in 

the US and Africa. In other words, CIs can no longer be simply considered as a tool 

mechanically delivering Chinese soft power from the conventional perspective.  

 

Locations Number of CIs Number of CI Classrooms 

Asia 135 112 

Africa 63 46 

Europe 180 332 

America 92 249 

Oceania 19 78 

Total 489 817 

Table 3.1: The distribution of CIs, source from the Annual Development Report 

2021 (Confucius Institute Annual Development Report 2021, 2022, p. 10) 

 

What is the Confucius Institute? By itself, the CIs are “non-profit educational 

institutions jointly established by Chinese and overseas partner institutions based on 

principles of mutual respect, friendly consultation, equality and mutual benefit” 

(Confucius Institute, n.d.-a). The English version website does not even fully translate 

the full message in the Chinese version. Directly translated from the Chinese version:  

The CI is a non-profit educational institution established by Chinese and 

foreign partners in compliance with the principles of mutual respect, friendly 

consultation, and equality and mutual benefits, for the promotion of the 

international communication of the Chinese language, deepening the 

international people’s understanding about the Chinese language culture, 

increasing the people-to-people exchange on Chinese and foreign education. 

(Confucius Institute, n.d.-b)  

 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 115 

The website of the CI portal and the official websites of individual CIs around the world 

do not have explicit strategic narratives on China’s identity and China’s relationships 

with others; rather, the websites focus on the CIs themselves. The strategic narratives 

on the CI level are conceptualised from various CIs around the world. For example, the 

CI in Munich introduces that “It is important to us to give a comprehensive and nuanced 

image of China, and to make it possible to experience Chinese culture with all the 

senses.” (Konfuzius-Institut München, n.d.). The home page of the institute in Frankfurt 

suggests that “Erleben Sie mit uns die faszinierende, jahrtausendealte und gleichzeitig 

so moderne Welt der Sprache und Kultur Chinas” (Konfuzius-Institut Frankfurt am 

Main, n.d.). The Institute in the Hong Kong Polytechnic University suggests that “as its 

comprehensive national strength continuously increases, China’s influence in 

international affairs and the importance of the Chinese language become increasingly 

notable. Learning Chinese has become increasingly popular” (Confucius Institute of 

Hong Kong, n.d.).  

 

The Chinese leadership keeps an eye on the CIs. In 2013, the 3rd Plenary Session of the 

18th Communist Party China made the decision and Article 41 suggested that the party 

and the government encouraged social organisations and Chinese capital institutions to 

participate in the establishment of CIs and Chinese Culture Centres, to carry out people-
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to-people and cultural exchange programmes (Xinhua News Agency, 2013a). In 2009, 

Vice PM Li Keqiang attended the opening ceremony of the CI at the University of 

Canterbury, New Zealand, and he suggested that China had become the largest origin 

of international students and overseas tourists to New Zealand; New Zealand people 

also desired to learn Chinese and understand the Chinese culture; the new CI was a 

result of the practical and friendly cooperation between China and New Zealand on 

culture exchanges (Xinhua News Agency, 2009). The Chinese leaders have been 

visiting different CIs in various countries as part of their state visits, for example, Wen 

Jiabao went to the CIs in Hungary, Mongolia, and Spain, and Li Keqiang went to those 

in Belgium, Hungary, and the UK. In 2023, Xi wrote back to the teachers and students 

of the CI in South Africa. The letter was reported, and it says China and South Africa 

are both important big developing countries, the two countries hold a special 

relationship as brothers and comrades; Xi encourages the students to learn Chinese and 

welcomes them to visit China more to understand China to introduce a real, solid, 

comprehensive China to more friends (Xinhua News Agency, 2023).  

 

The Constitution and By-Laws of the Confucius Institutes were published in 2006 and 

are still widely used by CIs nowadays. The Constitution states that:  

Confucius Institutes devote themselves to satisfying the demands of people 

from different countries and regions in the world who learn the Chinese 
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language, to enhancing understanding of the Chinese language and culture by 

these peoples, to strengthening educational and cultural exchange and 

cooperation between China and other countries, to deepening friendly 

relationships with other nations, to promoting the development of multi-

culturalism, and to constructing a harmonious world. (Ministry of Education 

of the PRC, 2006).  

This general principle of CIs presents hierarchical aims of CIs: from learning Chinese, 

understanding the Chinese culture, connecting educational and cultural exchanges, 

developing friendships between China and other nations, and finally contributing to a 

multicultural world.  

 

From the strategic narratives analysis framework, the themes of strategic narratives on 

CIs are that the Chinese language and cultures are welcomed and should be widely 

accepted, and multiculturalism. The first theme, that the Chinese language and cultures 

are welcomed and should be widely accepted, is reflected by the confidence and pride 

embedded in those narratives about and by CIs. The strategic narratives about CIs 

present the ambition and the goodwill of China believing that the Chinese language and 

cultures can contribute to a harmonious and multicultural world. It is noted that the first 

theme does not only make the meaning of confidence and pride but also desire. This 

theme requires that CIs provide a channel for more people to understand and even visit 

China. Second, compared to the other two higher levels of strategic narratives, the 

theme of multiculturalism makes the strategic narratives on the CIs level modest and 
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less aggressive than those on the national and China-Europe levels. Meanwhile, the 

theme of multiculturalism also supports the meaning-making of the narrative of 

friendship, rather than powers, describing the connections between China and other 

nations. This theme is embedded in the textbooks and the analysis will be demonstrated 

later in the case studies.    

 

Taking the strategic narratives and themes approach is different from what conventional 

soft power analysis suggests – CIs are the vehicle for spreading Chinese culture to 

support the Chinese hard power in a global context. First, the conventional soft power 

analysis considers culture and attractiveness secondary to the so-called hard power. The 

strategic narratives framework emphasises a more dynamic system of narratives 

containing both those so-called hard and soft powers/elements, which does not only see 

the culture as secondary.  

 

Second, the analysis of the strategic narratives helps the investigation of the changes of 

narratives across space and time – the translation and localisation of certain narratives. 

Some strategic narratives, such as China keeps supporting and welcoming European 

integration, have been carried out and projected without many variations. However, 

some strategic narratives are changed and their meaning is re-interpreted by audiences 
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from the reception side. The soft power perspectives on CIs pay more attention to what 

kind of culture the CIs provide to students rather than the social and political meaning 

these Chinese classes and learning materials are delivered to students. The soft power 

approach also focuses on whether the local society successfully accepts the Chinese 

culture and whether a positive image of China is established or not, rather than how 

these narratives and meanings are varied by local context and the localisation of CIs. I 

suggest that the current framework of strategic narratives needs to unpack the themes 

behind the strategic narratives and see how these themes and meaning-making travel 

across spatial and temporal changes. However, the public information and introduction 

from the officials and the websites of the CIs are not sufficient to conceptualise 

comprehensive and concrete strategic narratives and the themes on the institutional 

level; the textbook analysis becomes necessary in the following chapter. Although the 

public information and introduction are not sufficient, it is still worth pointing out that, 

as perceived by the CIs themselves, China is a complex country that has thousands of 

years of history and a modern society at the same time. Rather than emphasising the 

political differences among countries, the CIs highlight the differences in culture. 

Furthermore, the Chinese officials emphasise that the CIs are a platform for cultural 

exchanges and people-to-people dialogues in the diverse international environment, 

which facilitates bilateral political and economic relationships.  
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In terms of Chinese media outlets overseas, this dissertation looks at the local Chinese 

media in Europe – Nouvelles d’Europe (NE). The Chinese ambassador to Hungary 

suggests that NE is a golden brand of Chinese media overseas, and NE should 

strengthen China’s global communication capacity and well tell stories about China-

Europe relations (Xuan & Li, 2024). The Chinese ambassador to Bulgaria suggested 

that NE should be an important bridge between China and Europe and promote the 

understanding of China for Europeans (Chinese Embassy to Bulgaria, 2023). In the 

speech at the 30th Group Study Session of the Political Bureau of the 19th CPC Central 

Committee which centralised the propaganda strategies, Xi emphasised that “to 

strengthen our international communication capacity, it is important to tell genuine and 

engaging stories, make our voice heard, and present an accurate, multidimensional and 

panoramic image of China” (Xinhua News Agency, 2021). While the Chinese strategic 

narratives about CIs emphasise Chinese culture and the language, those about Chinese 

media outlets overseas are more focusing on the mission – how China and its media 

can win the global contestation of narratives. From a soft power perspective, both CIs 

and Chinese media outlets aim to construct a favourable image of China to global 

audiences. However, the theme of narratives about CIs pays attention to 

multiculturalism and the theme of narratives about media outlets recognises the global 
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narrative contestation. As NE is different from the Chinese official media groups, NE 

is closer to Chinese diaspora communities in Europe and bridging Europe and China. 

In other words, NE is one of the case studies in this dissertation, and I provide new 

empirical analysis by looking at its translation process, and this is different from media 

analysis from the soft power perspective and the institutional approach.  

 

3.5 Themes on different levels  

 

This Chapter has given an overview of Chinese strategic narratives on three levels. The 

first level is the general level emphasising the changes throughout time. The second 

level focuses on the strategic narratives about bilateral relations, especially China-

Europe relations. The third level is the institutional level which focuses on the 

narratives about CIs and Chinese media outlets overseas. From Table 3.2, on one hand, 

we see that the Chinese strategic narratives on public diplomacy and cultural exchanges 

on each level are divergent from each other; on the other hand, these narratives have 

their internal connections across the levels. For instance, “China is a civilisation” can 

be considered as an integrative element of the “great/powerful country”, and 

emphasising the cultural exchanges on the CI level is considered to deepen the 
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understanding of bilateral relationships between China and others, which facilitates the 

political and economic ties. Thus, it is essential to unpack the themes behind the 

strategic narratives on each level.  

 

 

Strategic narratives 

Themes 
What is China? 

How does 

China see its 

relationships 

with others? 

How does China 

see its 

relationships 

with the world? 

The 

general 

level 

Part of the 

international 

order, 

Peacekeeper, 

Strong state, 

Great/powerful 

country, 

Eastern power 

Learn from 

others, Equal 

relationships, 

take the 

leading 

position 

To catch up with 

the modernised 

international 

society, 

Hegemonic, the 

international 

order as a race, a 

community with 

a shared future 

for mankind 

Multipolarity 

The 

China-

Europe 

level 

China is a 

developing 

country. 

Partners, 

markets, and 

main powers 

keep the 

world peace. 

China and 

Europe are 

both ancient 

civilisations. 

China is a 

founder and 

beneficiary of the 

existing 

international 

order, and 

remains a firm 

defender of the 

current system. 

No fundamental 

conflict of 

interests, 

Identities 

The 

Confucius 

Institute 

level 

China is a 

civilisation, a 

complex 

country 

Emphasising 

on the cultural 

differences 

rather than the 

political ones, 

China is about 

to construct a 

Diverse, a 

multicultural 

world 

the Chinese 

language and 

cultures are 

welcomed and 

should be 

widely 
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harmonious 

world. 

accepted, 

multiculturalism 

Table 3.2: The strategic narratives on three levels 

 

The theme on the general level focusing on the Chinese public diplomacy and cultural 

exchanges is multipolarity. It is important that this group of strategic narratives and the 

theme are different from those in the field of specific China-US relations or Chinese 

economic and military power, although there are some overlaps. The Chinese strategic 

narratives in this field have changed in the recent twenty to thirty years alongside the 

changes of the Chinese leadership. Under Xi’s regime, the strategic narratives started 

with the “Chinese Dream” (CPC NEWS, 2012) introduced in 2012 to the domestic 

Chinese people and “a community with a shared future for mankind” introduced to 

global audiences. All these strategic narratives share the same theme of how China sees 

the international order and the Chinese position in this order. It is noted that the Chinese 

multipolarity does not mean absolute equality among sovereign states but a China-led 

multipolarity, or a shared leadership among China and other great powers. Furthermore, 

this theme of Chinese multipolarity, and other associated strategic narratives, like the 

Beijing consensus and China’s proposals, is a counter-narrative against Western 

dominance and the rising narratives of “China threat” (see Broomfield, 2003; Roy, 1996; 

Yang & Liu, 2012).  
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The strategic narratives on the general level need those on the lower levels to make the 

meaning profound and easy to share. In other words, the strategic narratives on a higher 

level give the direction and the frame to those on lower levels and even to those local 

narratives. The lower-level strategic narratives and local narratives enrich the meaning-

making of and “visualise” the strategic narratives on the higher level. In this case, 

strategic narratives like “a community with a shared future for mankind” and the theme 

of multipolarity have been deconstructed and translated into strategic narratives on the 

China-Europe level.  

 

How does China counterargue the strategic narrative “China threat”? On the China-

Europe level, China expresses that it is a developing country; China and the EU are 

partners, the main powers keep the world peace; both China and Europe are civilisations; 

and China is a founder, beneficiary, and defender of the current international system. 

The themes behind these strategic narratives are “no fundamental conflicts of interest” 

and the multiple identities in a multipolar system. These strategic narratives and themes 

are different from those towards other countries and regions, namely the US and 

developing countries.  
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On one hand, the theme “no fundamental conflict of interest” addresses the “China 

threat”, which deconstructs the multipolarity as China considers Europe as one pole in 

the Chinese version of multipolarity. The question that arises is, if China sees both 

Europe and the US as poles in this multipolar system, why are Chinese strategic 

narratives towards these two entities different? It means that the theme of multipolarity 

and strategic narratives on the general level are not solid, isolated, and firmly self-

evident; but they need the strategic narratives and the themes on a lower level to make 

the meaning possible and vivid. On the other hand, the theme of identities in the 

multipolar system suggests the changes and multi-face of the identity conversation 

between China and Europe. These Chinese claimed identities include major power, 

civilisation, partner, and defender, which bypass the political and ideological disputes 

within China-Europe relations. Although the EU and China do not have a concrete 

shared strategic narrative on their identities, their conversation is a joint practice for 

constructing the strategic narratives of both sides. The strategic narratives might be 

strategic and deliberately designed in the small circle of elites, but at the same time, 

these strategic narratives are relational.   

 

The last level of Chinese strategic narratives in this research is the institutional level. 

On this level, strategic narratives concentrate on China as a civilisation, China is a 
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diverse and complex country, and Chinese culture promotion and language education 

contribute to a multicultural world. The themes behind these strategic narratives are 

“the Chinese language and cultures are welcomed and should be widely accepted” and 

multiculturalism. These two themes connect with the themes on the China-Europe level 

as the cultural exchanges are not the fundamental interests and enrich the identity 

conversation between Europe and China by adding a specific cultural layer. For instance, 

promoting the Chinese culture and language, which should receive more attention in 

the world, makes the strategic narrative of China as a founder, beneficiary, and defender 

of the current international order meaningful and valid as China contributes to the 

international order with culture. This is an extension of the meaning of strategic 

narratives on the China-Europe level. Furthermore, on one hand, the theme of 

multiculturalism connects with multipolarity as it deconstructs the polarity of not just 

political, economic, or military powers but also civilisations. On the other hand, the 

theme of multipolarity draws the boundary for the theme of multiculturalism and its 

strategic narratives on the institutional level. These strategic narratives on the CIs 

emphasise the glory and the attractiveness of the Chinese civilisation in a modest and 

relatively equal relationship with other countries and nations. For example, the strategic 

narratives on this level express the good wish to enhance the friendship between China 
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and others. These strategic narratives concentrate on friendship and a harmonious world 

rather than an interest-driven competition world.  

 

The strategic narratives and their themes on different levels are not isolated but strongly 

connected. The narratives are not simply transferred from a higher level to a lower level 

by replacing specific technical terms. In order to further unpack the relations among 

these strategic narratives on different levels, the themes are essential as these themes 

are the common meaning-making pattern for the narratives. In this case, the themes on 

the three levels connect to each other. The themes on a higher level provide an abstract 

direction for those on a lower level, and themes on the lower-level condition and make 

the meaning of those on a higher level. For example, it seems that there are no relations 

or dynamics among the strategic narratives “China is a strong Eastern power”, “China 

is a developing country”, and “China is a civilisation”. However, the themes behind 

these strategic narratives organise the meaning-making across different levels and make 

the linkages among strategic narratives possible.  

 

This chapter has not only reviewed China’s strategic narratives on different levels but 

also discussed the dynamics between strategic narratives and themes. In short, the 

strategic narratives and themes are relational. First, this relationality refers to the 
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internal dynamics of strategic narratives and themes across different levels. Second, 

relationality refers to the relations and conversations between actors constructing the 

strategic narratives, in this case, China and Europe. Again, from the higher level to the 

lower level, the strategic narratives are not simply narrowed down to specific policies. 

On the contrary, the meaning is enlarged and enriched across the levels. It is suggested 

that strategic narratives travel from the formation, projection, and reception phases 

(Miskimmon et al., 2017). This also means that there are more and more actors and 

relations emerging and involved as the strategic narratives travel away from the 

formation centre. In other words, we cannot simply take the strategic narratives from 

the small circle of political elites and test the responses of these strategic narratives 

from audiences as the reception, and finally assess whether the projection is successful 

or not.  

 

The strategic narratives are translated and (re-)interpreted on each level as new actors 

and new relations are involved. The strategic narratives do not stop the journey here but 

continue to the individual perceptions and daily practices. These local narratives, 

although they might not be as structured and tactical as strategic narratives, are part of 

the journey. On these three levels in this chapter, Chinese strategic narratives and 

themes seem relatively well connected and coherent. However, the relationships among 
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the narratives and themes might be different if we take the local narratives into account. 

The thematic analysis and the themes that serve as the shared meaning-making pattern 

of narratives are still essential to local narratives and the dynamics between local 

narratives and strategic narratives. Here, the local narratives and strategic narratives are 

classified for analytical purposes only, which does not necessarily mean that 

ontologically there are two kinds of separate narratives. In this chapter, while the 

strategic narratives focused on are those closer to the political power centre and the 

formation process, the local narratives are those away from the political power centre 

and involve more individual actors and social relations in a local context. This is the 

reason why the review of strategic narratives in this chapter is essential and it serves 

better analysis of the local narratives and translation process in the textbooks and 

Nouvelle d’Europe. From this perspective, this dissertation goes further and analyses 

the local narratives, which extend the scale of the Chinese strategic narratives in Europe 

and fill the gap of the neglected role of local narratives and the translation process in 

the framework of strategic narratives.  
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Chapter 4 Road to Success, Textbook Analysis in the Austrian Case 

 

This chapter analyses the textbooks used in CIs across Europe with the thematic 

analysis approach, specifically on the Austrian case – the Confucius Institute in Vienna. 

The thematic analysis identifies the themes embedded in the textbooks that are 

deliberately designed and promoted. These themes and textbook presentations reveal 

how language textbooks present China and the Chinese culture, and unpack how the 

textbook themes illustrate, support, or even contradict the Chinese strategic narratives 

towards Europe. In other words, this chapter analyses how textbooks translate strategic 

narratives to a local level and how strategic narratives are translated into people-to-

people diplomacy. Unlike some of the conventional studies (e.g. Pan, 2013; Shuto, 2018; 

Yang, 2010) on the CIs that focus on their efficiencies in terms of whether CIs 

successfully deliver a positive image of China to global audiences, this research pays 

additional attention to the Chinese language textbooks used in the CIs. Chapter 2 has 

illustrated the significance of textbook analysis to both the CI studies and the relations 

between strategic narratives and local narratives. The textbook analysis bridges the 

Chinese strategic narratives on the top level and local narratives on the ground, which 

addresses how Chinese strategic narratives reach and speak to the public.  
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4.1 Chinese strategic narratives in an Austrian local context and the bilateral 

relationship 

 

China and Austria established the “Friendly Strategic Partnership” in 2018 and this 

partnership has not been changed for years. From the Chinese side, although Austria is 

in the centre of Europe connecting the east and west of the continent, Austria is not a 

top priority of Chinese foreign policy towards Europe. The strategic narratives on the 

top level about the Austria-China relations emphasise the economic ties and cultural 

exchanges. For instance, in the latest guidance for outbound investment cooperation 

from the Chinese governmental bureaus, Austria is described as  

Austria is located in the heart of Europe, a country known for its beautiful 

scenery, developed economy, and rich history and culture. Austria has a 

relatively small land area, roughly equivalent to the size of Chongqing in 

China, and its population is comparable to that of Hainan Province. In 2023, 

Austria ranked 14th in the world for GDP per capita. The country has a stable 

political environment and good public safety. Its capital, Vienna, has been 

repeatedly ranked as the world's most livable city and is renowned as the 

“Capital of Music”. (Department of Outbound Investment and Economic 

Cooperation Ministry of Commerce et al., 2024, p. III) 

 

In terms of economic relations, the bilateral trade volume between China and Austria 

was 12.55 billion USD in 2023, China’s investments in Austria only reached 0.59 

billion USD by February 2024, and the total Austria investments in China were 2.93 
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billion by February 2024 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024k; Xiao, 2024). 

These numbers are relatively tiny compared to the bilateral trade between China and 

Germany, 206.78 billion USD in 2023 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024l), 

and between China and France, 78.94 billion USD in 2023 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

of the PRC, 2024m). The cultural exchanges between China and Austria happen on both 

high politics and public diplomacy levels. In 2011, Chinese President Hu Jintao visited 

the Austrian National Library in Vienna, a local farm family in St. Gilgen, and Mozart-

Wohnhaus in Salzburg. In the official meetings between Presidents from the two 

countries, such as when Hu met Heinz Fischer in 2011 in Vienna and Xi met Alexander 

Van der Bellen in 2018 in Beijing, the international order and global affairs are not the 

key concerns. The key concerns and topics are bilateral economic trade and cultural 

exchanges. For instance, Xi discussed with Van der Bellen that China and Austria both 

had long and great cultures and the people from both sides were friendly to each other 

(Xinhua News Agency, 2018).  

 

In terms of cultural engagements, musical concerts are the predominant Chinese events 

in Austria. For example, multiple Chinese concerts, with Chinese musical instruments 

and organised by Chinese musical groups, are held regularly during the Spring Festival 

every year in the main concert halls in Vienna, like China Traditional Orchestra of 
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Conservatory of Music performed the 25th Grand Chinese New Year concert at the 

Wiener Konzerthaus on 2nd February 2025 (see Wiener Konzerthaus, n.d.), China 

Qingdao Traditional Chinese Orchestral Music Society performed the Chinese 

traditional music at the Vienna Musikverein on 3rd February 2025 (see Musikverein, 

n.d.). The first Chinese orchestra to perform in Europe can be traced back to 1998 at 

the Musikverein (Wiener Konzerthaus, n.d.). Not just well-established Chinese 

musicians come to Vienna to perform but also Chinese students and youths visit the 

Musikverein where the annual New Year’s Concert is performed by the Vienna 

Philharmonic. The Vienna Philharmonic was the first foreign orchestra to visit China 

after the COVID-19 pandemic in 2023 (Botschaft der Volksrepublik China in der 

Republik Österreich, 2024). At the same time, the CI Vienna also organise small 

Chinese concerts from time to time, like “A Night of Chinese Music” held in October 

2023 (see Konfuzius-Institut an der Universität Wien, n.d.). The annual New Years’s 

Concert at the Vienna Musikverein has been live broadcasted by the Chinese Central 

Television to Chinese audiences across the country since 1989 (CCTV, 2008). These 

musical events show that the Chinese’s understanding and perceptions of Vienna, or 

Austria, are strongly associated with Western classical music – the capital of music. The 

music events enhance the popularity of Vienna and Austria , 43 thousand Chinese 

tourists visited Austria in 2022 (Botschaft der Volksrepublik China in der Republik 
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Österreich, 2024), and the number of Chinese tourists keeps growing as many Chinese 

now are interested in outdoor activities and nature in Austria (Wang, 2024).  

 

As a key player in the cultural exchanges between China and Austria, the Confucius 

Institute at the University of Vienna was established in 2006. A second CI in Austria 

established in 2010 is located in the University of Graz. Both CIs provide Chinese 

language courses to the students at these two universities and the public in the local 

communities. Both CIs also provide professional Chinese courses like business Chinese. 

In the interview with the Director of CI Vienna, Prof. Richard Trappl suggested that the 

institute offered more than Chinese language courses but also cultural events like music 

concerts and Chinese poetry competitions. The CI Vienna also frequently organises 

workshops, public lectures, academic colloquiums, and art exhibitions. More 

importantly, Prof. Trappl suggested that the CI actually helped the Department of East 

Asian Studies at the University: many students enrolled in the degree programme just 

for the language courses and these students quit the programme once they finished the 

language studies. This means that the quota of the department is wasted. The CI is 

valuable as it perfectly serves those students who only want to learn the language and 

saves resources in the Department. The CI Vienna has hundreds of students every year, 

and the language courses are provided all year round. Besides regular courses, the CI 
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Vienna also provides individual courses and in-house courses tailored to companies or 

other organisations. From the news reports and social media posts, not just young 

students but also middle-aged and elderly people attend the events held by the institute. 

In short, the bilateral relationships between China and Austria focus on economic and 

cultural engagements. The CI Vienna is one of the key and regular institutes facilitating 

the cultural engagements and public diplomacy between these two countries, and the 

textbooks in the institute used for years are the primary source to analyse how Chinese 

strategic narratives are translated to the Austrian local level.  

 

4.2 Textbooks and strategic narratives 

 

In this chapter, the textbooks used at CI Vienna are analysed with the thematic analysis 

approach. The following sections will introduce the thematic analysis approach and 

explain how the textbooks are analysed with NVivo. The preliminary findings from the 

textbooks will then be demonstrated, followed by the analysis of the translation of 

strategic narratives in textbooks.  
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Empirically speaking, the Chinese language textbooks receive less attention compared 

to the language textbooks of English – a Lingua Franca. Unlike exiting studies, this 

research analyses the CIs and their Chinese language teaching in the circumstance of 

asymmetric positions between the Chinese and English languages. Also, the empirical 

studies on foreign language teaching focus more on the education at the secondary and 

primary levels (e.g. Huang, 2019; Lin et al., 2020). The CIs are commonly cooperating 

with or integrating within local universities where the students are older, and sometimes 

are public, which means the student audiences of CIs are more diverse. Theoretically, 

the perspectives from the IR discipline give deeper and more critical ideas to linguistics 

and education disciplines, unpacking not just the relationships between languages, or 

between language teaching and communication; but also the relationships between 

language teaching and national strategic narratives, and between language/culture 

exchanges and national images constructions. This chapter identifies the themes 

embedded in the textbooks, analyses these themes and textbook presentations to address 

how language textbooks present China and Chinese culture, and unpack how the 

textbook themes may illustrate, support, or even contradict China’s strategic narratives.  

 

Thematic analysis is adopted in the investigation of the textbooks. The thematic 

analysis approach helps to identify the themes which “capture something important 
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about the data in relation to the research question and represents some level of patterned 

response or meaning within the data set” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82). Identifying 

themes, which is different from identifying topics, helps not only clarify what the 

textbooks are talking about but also discover the pattern of meaning-making behind the 

topics. Language textbooks are normally edited by topics and units. Taking the thematic 

analysis, especially the latent approach, can go beyond the topics explicitly designed. 

For example, units are named after “environment protection”, “Chinese family”, and 

“going to the bank”; thematic analysis can help go beyond these edited and structured 

topics for language study to identify the common themes/patterns underlying these 

units. In other words, taking the thematic analysis approach deconstructs the textbooks’ 

structure serving the language education purpose and reveals the political dimension 

which is embedded in the social context and the engagements of individuals.  

 

Braun and Clarke (2006, 2021) suggest steps for conducting thematic analysis: 

familiarising oneself with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, 

reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and finally writing up. For the first step, 

I made myself familiar with the textbook sets which I collected from the CIs. Before 

the following steps, I went through all the content of the textbooks and gave myself a 

general picture of the whole textbook set. After the first step, I had a general idea about 
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what topics were covered in the textbook set. More importantly, I briefly finished the 

learning journey, knowing where the textbooks started for beginners and where they 

stopped for the most advanced learners. In the second step, generating the initial codes 

from the textbooks means extracting data from texts and maybe images within 

textbooks, putting aside linguistic knowledge, and focusing more on the meaning-

making patterns behind the storytelling. Then to generate initial codes, I used NVivo to 

help me digitalise the data, organise codes, and conceptualise the sub-themes. I took 

my own advantage of understanding the Chinese language and the social meaning 

behind it to support my reflective and thoughtful engagement with the dataset.  

 

In practice, I went through all the textbooks I had and made the transcripts of the 

textbooks in English based on the coding questions: how China sees itself, how China 

sees its position with other countries, and how China locates itself in the global order. 

These three questions are the key clues for the transcript-making process. First, these 

three questions are strongly associated with the research questions of this dissertation, 

and these three questions match the types of strategic narratives – system, identity, and 

issue narratives. Second, the textbooks are Chinese language textbooks and the content 

includes texts, practices, and images. Not every single word or activity in the textbook 

is related to the research questions. For example, the textbook illustrates numbers in 
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Chinese or asks students to practise speaking by describing the furniture in the room. 

Thus, based on the coding questions, I extracted the key texts and information from the 

textbooks and translated them into English to make the transcript. The transcripts were 

inputted into NVivo for generating and analysing the codes and themes.  

 

In terms of translation, four principles were followed to ensure the fidelity and fluency 

of translation outputs. First, in most cases, I follow the literal meaning and use general 

English to translate. Second, if the translation based on the literature cannot fully 

capture the essential social, cultural, and emotional meaning and expression behind it, 

the free translation is adopted in order to unveil the implicit meanings mentioned above. 

The free translation prioritises the fidelity of meaning over grammar. In other words, if 

the literal meanings match the social-cultural meaning after the translation, the direct 

literal translation is adopted; however, if the literal translation conflicts with the social-

cultural meaning, the free translation is superior to the literal translation. The third 

principle is that the specific terms and proper nouns, especially political and/or 

governmental institutions and positions, are translated by following the Chinese official 

translation. For example, while the 故宮 (transliteration: gù gōng) is translated as the 

Forbidden City which is widely accepted in general, the 故宮博物館 (transliteration: 

gù gōng bó wù guǎn) is translated as the Palace Museum (The Palace Museum, n.d.) 
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which is following the official name of the current museum institution in Beijing, rather 

than translated as the Forbidden City Museum. The fourth principle of translation is 

consistency. For some terms, sentences, and topics that appear more than once in 

different volumes of the whole textbook set, the same English translation is applied to 

all in order to avoid any confusion or ambiguity. 

 

4.3 Road to Success, textbooks used in Austria  

 

Road to Success (RTS) is a set of Chinese language textbooks used by the Confucius 

Institute at the University of Vienna. This set of textbooks is designed and published by 

the Beijing Language and Culture University Press. The whole set consists of 22 

volumes, from the threshold to the advanced levels. According to the textbook itself, 

these volumes are designed for non-native learners. The whole 22 volumes are divided 

into three phases: elementary, intermediate, and advanced. I have accessed nine 

volumes out of 22 (the CI Vienna only provided six volumes and another three were 

obtained from online resources) and these nine volumes have covered these three 

phases. These nine volumes are sufficient to present the themes and design patterns of 

the whole set. The textbooks suggest that students shall be able to learn from around 
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100 words on the lower elementary level at the very beginning to around 6000 words 

on the advanced level at the end. These volumes also correspond to the Hanyu Shuiping 

Kaoshi (HSK) which is the Chinese proficiency test that is comparable to the 

international English proficiency tests, like IELTS or TOEFL. The CI Vienna is eligible 

to host the HSK test for students. In other words, the usage of RTS textbooks is for 

learning the Chinese language not only based on personal interests but also for passing 

the standardised and institutionalised tests.  

 

According to the Director of CI Vienna, not many students can reach the advanced level, 

which means that the majority of students are only involved with elementary and 

intermediate textbooks. The themes in the elementary and intermediate levels do not 

explicitly point to or carry out the strategic narratives of China. From this perspective, 

the projection is not successful if we only see the textbooks and the levels of study. 

However, these themes on the lower level are essential for students to reach higher-

level themes which are closer to the strategic narratives. In other words, the themes 

embedded in volumes on different levels cannot be isolated, and the textbooks need to 

be analysed as a whole set.  
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4.3.1 The coding and the themes generating process  

 

The textbook analysis first identifies the key information in the textbooks based on the 

coding questions of how China sees itself, its relations with others, and its position in 

the world order. This first step of information extraction filters those texts and 

information that are purely linguistic- and grammar-oriented. For example, pages 68 

and 69 of the lower elementary textbook present two paragraphs introducing foreign 

students living in Beijing. The text “there are many foreign students here, I do not like 

to live on the campus” is extracted as it shows a large number of students coming to 

China for studies, and more importantly, not everyone likes the study environment due 

to various reasons. This relates to what kind of daily life in China is pictured to foreign 

students before they go to visit China if possible. However, in the same paragraph, 

“From my home to the campus, [I] can take buses and the underground too” is excluded 

for information extraction as this sentence purely helps students to familiarise 

themselves with how to talk about public transportation in Chinese. Regarding the same 

topic of public transportation, “taking the bus is convenient and easy in Beijing” is 

included in the transcript, because this line presents the value judgement and carries the 

message that Beijing prioritises public transport for the people. The extracted 
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information was listed in a systematic way in an Office Word doc. form that lists the 

textbook volume number and the page number.  

 

The second step is to input the data to NVivo. NVivo helps to organise and generate the 

codes and conceptualise the themes of the textbooks. More importantly, NVivo can help 

to keep the codes and themes of the same series of textbooks consistent and integral. 

All the information extracted from the first step is considered as a database which is 

inputted into NVivo. Hundreds of codes are manually generated from the database. 

Moreover, one particular text may generate several codes. For example, in the Advance 

2 level, the textbook has one piece of text about Beijing city and the Shichahai district. 

The text “Shichahai is the traditional sightseeing and reserved residency area with old 

Beijing characteristics which reserves rich folk culture in Beijing” is coded as “Chinese 

cities”, “the Chinese modern society”, and “introducing Beijing”. These codes are later 

conceptualised into different sub-themes and themes.  

 

The third step is to conceptualise the sub-themes and themes from these codes. Merging 

codes into themes based on their “topics” might be the first phase, which, however, 

cannot produce the final themes. Themes ask for the common meaning-making patterns 

behind these codes which requires more attention to the internal relations among these 
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codes. In other words, conceptualising themes does not simply summarise codes to a 

“topic” but reveals the common patterns and echoes to the research questions. The next 

phase of the conceptualisation is to re-visit these primary themes to see whether there 

are any overlaps among these themes and whether these themes are consistent with the 

database or not. 

 

4.3.2 The landscape and distribution of themes 

 

There were 265 codes coded from the RTS based on the three coding questions. These 

265 codes were analysed and generated twenty primary sub-themes (see Table 4.1). 

These twenty sub-themes were further conceptualised into three main themes. From the 

distribution, we can see that these sub-themes are not weighted equally. For example, 

“Chinese culture & arts, and their supporting elements”, “Chinese families and the very 

Chinese people”, and “How China sees the West” appear in eight volumes out of nine. 

However, the themes “the international affairs” and “the Silk Road” only appear in two 

volumes. “The Silk Road” is directly introduced only in the advanced level textbooks: 

the Lower Advanced 2 and Advanced 2.  

 

Sub-Themes Files Files % References 

Chinese culture & arts, and their supporting 

elements 

8 88.89 110 
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Chinese families and the very Chinese people 8 88.89 82 

How China sees the West 8 88.89 104 

The Chinese modern society 8 88.89 105 

What is China 8 88.89 52 

Direct comparison between China and others 7 77.78 19 

Study in China and (foreign) students’ life in 

China 

7 77.78 89 

China’s politics and its political structure 6 66.67 68 

The environmental issues 6 66.67 64 

Chinese economy and market 6 66.67 44 

Chinese history and historical events 5 55.56 36 

China’s values, philosophies, traditions 4 44.45 44 

Chinese people overseas 4 44.45 7 

Education issues in China 4 44.45 13 

China’s development path and projects 3 33.34 8 

China and Europe 2 22.23 9 

China civil society 2 22.23 11 

China’s aims 2 22.23 14 

The International affairs 2 22.23 16 

The Silk Road 2 22.23 4 

Table 4.1. sub-themes of RTS 

 

From Table 4.1, the frequency of sub-themes appearing in different volumes 

approximately matches the weights of the sub-themes conceptualised from the 

corresponding codes (number of references). In particular, the sub-theme “Chinese 

culture & arts, and their supporting elements” is covered in eight volumes out of nine 

and the code references under this theme make up 12 per cent of the code database. One 

exception is the sub-theme “Direct comparison between China and others” which is 

covered in seven volumes but its code references only account for 2 per cent of the total 
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codes. This means that, on one hand, the direct comparison between China and others 

is important but the textbooks do not explicitly present the comparison to students. On 

the other hand, the textbooks try to dominantly present the students with the elements 

constituting what China is. The top four sub-themes with the most weight are “Chinese 

culture & arts, and their supporting elements”, “Chinese families and the very Chinese 

people”, “How China sees the West”, and “The Chinese modern society”.  

 

4.4 Textbook themes and the translation of strategic narratives  

 

From the coding and the sub-themes, three textbook themes are conceptualised: “China 

is an old civilisation and welcomes foreigners”, “China is a complex and united country 

in a modern era”, and “China is not a threat to the current international order”.  

 

The first theme “China is an old civilisation and welcomes foreigners” presents the 

identity of China and contributes to the meaning of the strategic narrative of “diversity 

of civilisation” as part of China’s worldview. The second theme “China is a complex 

and united country in a modern era” is the translation of the strategic narrative 

“development is the top priority and China is a developing country”. This theme also 
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echoes the strategic narratives emphasising the sovereignty and integrity of China, 

namely the “One China Principle”. While the first theme pays more attention to the past, 

the second one emphasises the present. The last theme “China is not a threat to the 

current international order” translates China’s systemic strategic narrative “Harmonious 

World” into the textbooks and how China sees its relationships with others.  

 

It is noted that this set of textbooks was published in 2008 and the analysis primarily 

pays attention to how the strategic narratives before 2008 (during Hu Jintao’s regime) 

were translated into the textbooks. More importantly, the strategic narratives on the top 

level may have significantly changed after 2012, though my analysis shows the 

continuity of the strategic narratives between the two Chinese leaderships. These 

textbooks are still used by the CI Vienna which was confirmed by the Director of the 

institute. If the textbooks and the contents were outdated and dramatically de-coupled 

from the strategic narratives and China’s current image under Xi’s regime, this set of 

textbooks should have been replaced around 2012 already. Also, the textbooks are 

considered as a relatively stable presentation platform of both strategic and local 

narratives, compared to those in newspapers and other public media which change their 

wording and narration immediately following the change of the leadership. In other 

words, the textbook analysis is essential as it contributes to unpacking the changes and 
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continuity of strategic narratives, and it deconstructs the strategic narratives across 

political leadership on a lower level. These textbooks were published in 2008, which 

does not mean that they only reflect and translate the Chinese strategic narratives before 

2008 or 2012, but they also serve the emergence and the changes of the new strategic 

narratives.  

 

Rather than continuously process the sub-themes to themes with NVivo, the three 

themes are conceptualised from the sub-themes and their associated codes without 

NVivo, because certain codes and sub-themes may serve two or multiple themes at the 

same time and the technical process of NVivo limits the conceptualisation from a 

holistic perspective and to unpack the translation linkages between textbook narratives 

and strategic narratives. Each of the three themes is discussed in turn below.  

 

4.4.1 China is an old civilisation and welcomes foreigners 

 

One of the major bases where this set of textbooks is established is the Chinese culture 

and traditions. The first theme “China is an old civilisation and welcomes foreigners” 

is associated with sub-themes like “Chinese culture & arts, and their supporting 

elements” and “study in China and (foreign) students’ life in China. While the second 
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theme “China is a complex and united country in a modern era” targets the strategic 

narratives about China’s identity as a united developing country, the first theme “China 

is an old civilisation and welcomes foreigners” from the textbooks lines up with China’s 

strategic narrative of a civilisation which it wants to project to the global audiences. 

The focus on China’s culture and traditions serves China’s strategic narrative of “anti-

hegemony” which was discussed in Chapter 3. In particular, these local narratives 

focusing on the culture and traditions change the political and military contexts of 

strategic narrative “anti-hegemony” to a cultural one. This theme tries to de-politicise 

China and its image as a rich culture country rather than a strongly different country in 

politics.  

 

This de-politicising or culturalising narrating in the textbooks is a translation of China’s 

system strategic narrative of “diversity of civilisations”. Along with the “Harmonious 

World”, Hu illustrated the importance of the diversity of civilisations:  

The diversity of civilisations is a basic feature of human society and an 

important driving force behind human progress. In the course of human 

history, all civilizations have, in their own way, made a positive contribution 

to the overall human progress. It is their differences that allow them to learn 

from one another and grow stronger together. Uniformity, if imposed on them, 

can only take away their vitality and cause them to become rigid and decline. 

The world's civilisations may differ in age, but none is better or more superior 

than others. Differences in history, culture, social system and mode of 

development should not become barriers to exchanges between countries, let 
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alone excuses for confrontation. (The Central People’s Government of the 

PRC, 2005) 

The strategic narrative of “diversity of civilisations” is not only an integral part of the 

“Harmonious World”, but also a counter-response against the narrative of the “China 

threat”. The textbooks then translate this counter-response on the top level into specific 

cultural elements, like Chinese ancient philosophy, Chinese chopsticks, Chinese ancient 

clothes, Chinese dialects, and so on. This translation transfers the narrative battle over 

economic power and political ideological difference to cultural differences.  

 

This theme of “China is an old civilisation and welcomes foreigners” serves China’s 

strategic narratives specifically towards Europe. On multiple occasions, China’s leaders 

appreciate that China and Europe are both great civilisations and there are no 

fundamental conflicts of interest between these two actors. On the Chinese strategic 

narratives level, disputes on political values, capitalism-vs-socialism ideologies, human 

rights issues, and so on, are not and should not become the reasons for conflicts between 

China and Europe. China considers both Europe and China to be great powers of the 

multipolar international order and, to some extent, they share the vision of the US 

hegemony. This understanding of fundamental conflicts of interest is translated into the 

textbooks as the textbook narratives are de-politicised and culturalised. Although the 

textbooks indeed present minor lines in secondary language exercises about the 
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economic disputes between China and European countries, the main narrating of 

Europe and the relationship between China and Europe is appreciation and long 

historical connections between the two civilisations. For instance, in the Advanced 1 

volume, the same volume which accuses the US CIA of spying on China, one long text 

introduces an odd village in the northwest of China called Zelai. The villagers in Zelai 

have different customs and appearance from the Chinese majority. The text tells that 

scientific DNA tests show that the villagers carry European blood lineage, and suggests 

that these villagers are the descendants of a missing Roman army in history and 

concludes “it has great meaning in the history of East-West exchange” (page 134). 

 

4.4.2 China is a complex and united country in the modern era 

 

While the first theme is associated with the narratives and stories more about the 

engagements and exchanges between Chinese and foreigners, as foreigners and 

students are attracted by the Chinese culture and traditions, the second theme “China is 

a complex and united country in a modern era” pays more attention to the local Chinese 

daily life in the present, which is the translation of strategic narrative “development is 

the top priority and China is a developing country”. In particular, the second theme 

covers two clusters of narratives in the textbooks, first the development achievements 
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and problems in the country, and second, the solidarity of the country. This theme is 

associated with sub-themes and codes like “China’s development path and projects”, 

“the environmental issues”, and “the Chinese modern society”.  

 

First, the textbooks present plenty of Chinese development achievements, mainly in 

infrastructure construction and environmental protection, to convey the message that 

development is the top priority of the country, as the country invested a lot and achieved 

a lot. For example, the textbooks introduce the Qinghai-Tibet railway construction 

which links Tibet and the mainland, the long-distance lifestyle of white-collar families 

living in Shanghai as the city grows too fast, and the Three-North Shelter Forest 

Programme holding back the expansion of the desert in the north of China. These 

development achievement examples in the textbooks highlight how development brings 

a better life to Chinese people, which aligns with China’s strategic narratives on 

development whose narration centres on the people and life quality.   

 

More importantly, the textbooks translate the strategic narratives about development by 

revealing the problems in China. Under the sub-themes of “environmental issues”, “the 

education issues”, and “the Chinese modern society”, the environmental, educational 

equality, and gender equality issues, which are barely discussed in domestic textbooks 
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in China or the official propaganda serving as the China’s soft power, are revealed in 

the textbooks used at CI Vienna. For example, the textbooks outline that the 

environment got worse in the North of the country in the last century. One essay 

criticises the phenomena that Chinese pupils are over-stressed under the current 

education system and many Chinese university students cannot find a job after their 

graduation. The textbooks also compare women in Hong Kong and Shanghai, and 

suggest that those Chinese women in big cities have more chances to become 

professionals, while those in other regions are tied to family and marriage. These 

problems revealed do not construct a negative image of how bad China is; rather, they 

construct a victim and hard-working image of China facing development issues. The 

textbooks finely present these problems as inevitable mistakes on the path of 

development, like environmental issues and education issues due to urbanisation and 

overpopulation. Such narrating also can be found on the highest strategic narrative level. 

For instance, Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao stated at the China-Europe 

Commercial Conference 2024: “Someone is worried about the development of China, 

such a huge ‘animal’, will threaten other countries, which is nonsense. China is a 

country with big export and import volumes; […] like many other countries, China’s 

development also faces resources and environmental issues” (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the PRC, 2004). 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 154 

 

Even more interestingly, the textbooks indirectly blame the problems in China on those 

developed countries. For example, in the Advanced 1 volume, the textbook suggests 

that  

there are many people on the earth; because of the development of the 

economy, energy has become a very basic need. […] Any country that wants 

to increase the living quality, to develop the economy, cannot live without 

energy. […] Developed countries own around 10 % population of the globe 

but consume almost 70% of the global energy. (page 207) 

Under this theme, the textbooks present both achievements and problems of 

development in China. These stories and narratives in the textbooks translate the 

strategic narrative of “development is the top priority of China” and explain why this 

is the case for China as a developing country. More importantly, the narratives reveal 

problems in China that contribute to the strategic narratives that China asks for new 

global governance to protect its development rights against the developed countries.  

 

The local narratives associated with this second textbook theme, together with the 

strategic narrative “China is a developing country”, may also help us review how China 

understands development. From the textbook narratives, the development is mainly 

associated with the stories and narratives about economic growth and people’s quality 

of life. Although China also advocates and aligns with the latest norms of “sustainable 

development”, Chinese development strongly rests on economic and material aspects. 
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In the textbooks, the discussion about development, and its achievements, with 

examples of Chinese companies going abroad and foreign investments in China, also 

connects to the strategic narrative of Chinese identity as a huge market towards Europe 

(see Embassy of the PRC in the US, 2010; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 

2004; The Central People’s Government of the PRC, 2009, 2012). For example, Wen 

(The Central People’s Government of the PRC, 2009) suggests that “the EU is the 

largest economy in the world, China is the largest developing country in the world, 

strengthening the cooperation between China and the EU fulfils the fundamental 

interests of both sides”.  

 

The second cluster of narratives under this theme covers the sub-themes and codes of 

“China’s national development programmes”, “introducing Taiwan”, “Tibet is 

beautiful”, “China is a multi-nation country”, and so on. In particular, the narratives 

introduce the diversity across the country from the geographical landscapes to spoken 

dialects. In the Advanced 2 volume, in an exercise on page 40, students are asked to 

extend the sentences based on the given short phrases. It says that the mountains on the 

Taiwan island go from North to South, the central Yu Mountain just like the back of the 

whole Island. In the west of the island, it is the 4000m high Yu Mountain which is the 

highest mountain in the east of China. On page 44, a travel essay talks about Xinjiang 
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and the author of the essay “cannot stop thinking about Zhangqian”. Zhangqian (around 

BC 175-114), in the mainstream narrative of Chinese history, was a great politician and 

traveller who connected the Chinese central government and the “west region” 

(Xinjiang) and established the “Silk Road”. His journey dramatically contributed to the 

governance of the “West region” under the central government in the Chinese empire 

later.  

 

In terms of Tibet, the textbooks introduce the Qinghai-Tibet railway construction. The 

majority of the text talking about Tibet focuses on how difficult the construction was as 

the Chinese wanted to maximally protect the local environment which was dramatically 

different from the rest of China. The success of the construction is concluded by the 

text:  

If we count from the 1958 Qinghai-Tibet railway construction phase I, it took 

48 years from preparation to whole-line completion. The opening of the 

Qinghai-Tibet railway filled the gap that there was no railway in Tibet which 

takes 1/8 of China’s territory – all 34 provinces, autonomous regions, and 

direct-administered municipalities including Taiwan. (page 147)  

 

At a glance, these narratives suggest how diverse and different China is. However, the 

message behind them is that these territories are part of China. The narratives about 

these territories are under the framework of one solid China. “China’s sovereignty” and 

“One China Principle” these specific terms are not in the textbooks. However, the 
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strategic narratives of the “One China Principle” and the “respect of sovereignty” are 

translated into the diversity of these territories in China and how China helps these 

regions to develop.  

 

It is noted that, even on the issue of sovereignty, the textbook narratives still try to de-

politicise the issue by separating the state from the Communist Party. Frequently in the 

strategic narratives, especially to domestic audiences, the Chinese nation-state, the 

Chinese people, and the Chinese Communist Party are integrated as one. The Chinese 

Communist Party represents the interests of all Chinese people of the Chinese nation-

state. Here, the textbooks separate the Party from the state and Chinese culture, which 

shows that the local narratives do not always follow the strategic narratives when local 

narratives face different audiences through different project conduits.  

 

4.4.3 China is not a threat to the current international order 

 

The last theme “China is not a threat to the current international order” covers various 

topics and linguistic practices in the textbooks. This theme is the translation of Hu’s 

promotion of the “Harmonious World” (和諧世界 hé xié shì jiè) in textbooks. This 

“Harmonious World” is a foreign policy alter ego of “Harmonious Society” (和諧社會 
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hé xié shè huì) under Hu Jintao’s regime (see Bin, 2008; Zheng & Tok, 2007). More 

importantly, it gives vivid demonstrations on the ground level of what a “Harmonious 

World” is and how it should be. It is noted that this harmonious world is a Chinese 

harmonious world – a Chinese worldview and its system strategic narratives to the 

global audiences. The first two themes are the translations of Chinese strategic 

narratives about how China sees itself and its relations with others, and this third theme 

translates Chinese systematic strategic narratives into local narratives in the textbooks.  

 

In particular, the theme “China is not a threat to the current international order” can be 

traced in several prominent scenarios, topics, and stories in the textbooks. First, in the 

lower-level textbook volumes, the contents pay extreme attention to introduce the study 

and living in China, namely Beijing. On one hand, the textbooks serve as an 

introductory guidance handbook for foreign students who want to go to China. The 

lower-level textbook volumes introduce the language practices of how to exchange 

money, how to take buses in Beijing, and how to visit other cities in China with public 

transportation.  

 

On the other hand, these all try to show a positive and easy-life image in China as the 

Chinese local universities and local Chinese people would take care of them, and the 
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Chinese people are friendly. For instance, on pages 42-43 in Upper Elementary 2, a 

foreign student goes to a local park in Beijing, the foreign students see that Chinese 

people are running, dancing, and doing sports. The local people are interested in this 

foreign student and “they were friendly answering my questions as I was a ‘Laowai’ (a 

general nickname of foreigners in Chinese)”. At the end of the story, this foreign student 

starts to learn Taichi from a Chinese master practising in the park, and the foreign 

student concludes “I am crazy about Taichi now”. The strategic narrative “Harmonious 

World” is translated into the comfortable life and friendly Chinese helping foreigners 

in the textbooks.  

 

Second, the theme “China is not a threat to the current international order” is presented 

by narratives and stories about how China is open to foreign products and cultures; and 

many of these are under the sub-theme “how China sees the West”. For example, in the 

Lower Intermediate 1 volume, there is a sentence-making task and the content is about 

purchasing a family car. Different family members have their own preferences, the 

brother prefers Japanese cars as they are more energy efficient but the father suggests 

German cars as they have better quality. The textbooks also introduce that Chinese 

students learn foreign languages, like French and German, and would like to go to 

France, Germany, and Italy for higher education. An essay on pages 77-78 in the Lower 
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Intermediate 1 volume tells the story of a Chinese girl moving to Canada without any 

friends or relatives. The girl realised that her top priority was to learn French and she 

received plenty of help from her neighbours even though she could only communicate 

with her poor French. After living a while in the house, the Chinese girl got along with 

an old local lady living in the same house. The Canadian old lady said that the Chinese 

girl was her Chinese daughter and she was the girl’s Canadian mother, when the girl 

moved out from the house. These stories and narratives in the textbooks show that 

foreign cultures and products are welcome in China, and even Chinese people are eager 

to learn and understand others as they go overseas and enjoy friendly relationships with 

the locals. In other words, these daily life examples and narratives try to state that China 

does not stand in opposition to the West, rather it embraces foreign cultures and 

products. This theme and the narratives associated separate China from the Western 

strategic narrative of China is a threat.  

 

Third, without any doubts, the textbooks pay extreme attention to introducing Chinese 

cultures, traditions, values, and customs, which are coded under sub-themes “Chinese 

culture & arts, and their supporting elements” and “China’s values, philosophies, and 

traditions”. It is noted that when the textbooks introduce the positiveness of Chinese 

civilisation, the textbooks’ narratives restrict the influence of Chinese culture. The 
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textbooks emphasise the uniqueness of Chinese culture and traditions which are 

specifically based on the land of China. The textbooks do not frame the Chinese culture 

and civilisation as universal or argue that they should be learned by everyone around 

the world. When the textbooks present the popularity of Chinese culture, the textbooks 

translate the abstract “culture” or “civilisation” into specific elements, like Chinese 

cuisine, Chinese Taichi, or Chinese tea. These specific Chinese elements are popular 

and welcomed by local people in other countries. The message behind these narratives 

is that China wants to distance itself from hegemony – Chinese culture and values are 

great and welcomed by others but China is not a hegemony. These local narratives in 

the textbooks support the meaning-making of strategic narrative of “anti-hegemony”, 

particularly against the US hegemony, and the meaning-making of “multilateralism” 

which frequently appears in Chinese strategic narratives.  

 

Speaking of hegemony, the last point under the theme “China is not a threat” is that the 

textbooks illustrate the dark history of the US which points to the US hegemony. In the 

Advanced 1 volume, the textbook introduces the Hakka Tulou as an example of world 

cultural heritage in an essay within the unit presenting the minorities in China:  

In the 60s, the US CIA found something like a nuclear plant in the mountains 

of Fujian from satellite photos, which caused panic in the White House. Later, 

US intelligence went to Tulou in person, and found out that the nuclear plant 

was a circular residential house of hundreds of people. (page 100) 
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This narrative not only shows the readers that the US monitors other countries, but also 

that the US as a hegemony does not respect others’ cultures. The textbooks appreciate 

aspects of other countries, like Shakespeare in the UK, the highly developed economy 

of Australia, and Napoleon as the great militarist and politician in France. In contrast, 

the textbooks demonstrate the dark side of slave history in the US and how the US 

government brutely oppressed the indigenous people. In short, the textbook narratives 

take the US hegemony as an example and target to differentiate China, as China is not 

a threat or a hegemony. The textbooks translate the “Harmonious World” into the theme 

of “China is not a threat to the current international order” in this set of textbooks, and 

there are three clusters of narratives behind this theme: Chinese people are friendly and 

take care of foreigners in China, China is open to foreign cultures and products, China’s 

culture and values are great but not universal. The highly political wording and 

narrating in Hu’s speech on the “Harmonious World” are translated into daily life 

engagements and practice as the illustrations, and the key to this translation is the theme 

of “China is not a threat to the current international order”.  
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4.5 The continuity of textbook narratives and strategic narratives  

 

The strategic narratives are translated into the local narratives in the textbooks used by 

CI Vienna. For example, the strategic narrative of the “Harmonious World” of Hu’s 

government is translated into the theme of “China is not a threat to the current 

international order” in this set of textbooks. At the same time, these narratives in 

textbooks serve as a discursive basis on the ground for the emergence of new strategic 

narratives of the new leadership after 2012. In other words, the strategic narratives on 

the top level may significantly change due to the leadership, while the local narratives 

in the textbooks reflect continuity as the change of strategic narratives cannot emerge 

from a vacuum. The textbooks translate the strategic narratives before 2012, and they 

also contribute to the strategic narratives after 2012. 

 

First, one of the top system strategic narratives projected by Xi is “a community with a 

shared future for mankind (人類命運共同體)”. Here, the Chinese term 共同體 (gòng 

tóng tǐ) is translated as community in English. In the RTS textbooks which were 

published in 2008, the term 共同體 already appears on page 203 in the Advanced 2 

volume. This term appears in an essay talking about sustainable and scientific 

development. The textbooks specifically give a footnote to explain what 共同體 is: 
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“the collective community comprises of people under the same conditions”. Although 

the specific narrating of the community (共同體) might be different from the 2008 

textbooks and what Xi advocates after 2012, it shows that the new strategic narratives 

do not come from nowhere and there is a long discursive and subtle preparation of the 

formation and emergence of new strategic narratives. This is not to say that the Xi’s 

current strategic narratives come from this set of textbooks. However, it is suggested 

that even though the textbooks were published beforehand, the local narratives in the 

textbooks still play a role in the formation and projection of new strategic narratives. 

More importantly, in order to reveal the continuity and changes between new and old 

strategic narratives, it is necessary to dig down into those less strategic and everyday 

local narratives, and the textbooks used in CIs are a perfect example.  

 

In the textbooks, the everyday life of Chinese people and how Chinese people work for 

their modernisation serve the strategic narrative of “a community with a shared future 

for mankind” or the “China dream”, as global prosperity benefits from China’s 

development, according to these strategic narratives. The textbook examples of 

domestic development achievements serve a more “aggressive” China defending its 

national interests on the global stage and show how China now is a leader of the global 

south leading developing countries against Western “hegemonic lecturing”. The content 
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in the textbooks about China’s modern society portrays an image of China’s readiness 

to reform and lead the current international order which is different from the West. The 

narratives of Chinese people suffering in history, especially the “century of humiliation”, 

serve as a discursive but legitimate reason for China to develop itself to become a great 

power to lead the world order.  

 

While the strategic narratives and specific narrating on the top level have changed 

before and after 2012, the textbooks and their themes on the ground reveal the 

continuity of the Chinese strategic narratives. The textbooks’ narratives about 

development and the content of everyday engagements connect to the strategic 

narratives illustrated by the Chinese leadership. For example, in a joint press release 

between Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi and his Canadian counterpart Stéphane 

Dion in 2016, a journalist was concerned about and criticised Chinese human rights 

records in Hong Kong and territory ambitions in the South China Sea. Minister Wang 

responded with anger:  

I have to say that your question is full of prejudice against China and 

arrogance […] I don’t know where that comes from. This is totally 

unacceptable. … I have to ask whether you understand China. Have you been 

to China? Do you know that China has lifted more than 600 million people 

out of poverty? […] And do you know that China is the second largest 

economy in the world from a very low foundation? Do you know 

development is possible in China without protecting human rights? And do 

you know China has written protection and promotion of human rights into 
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our constitution? Other people don’t know better than the Chinese people 

about the human rights condition in China and it is the Chinese people who 

are in the best situation, in the best position to have a say about China’s human 

rights situation. (The Guardian, 2016) 

 

When facing the direct and sharp criticisms of both human rights and the aggressiveness 

of China, even the Chinese top leader shifts the responding narratives to development 

and economic growth in the country. Moreover, Minister Wang’s counter questions 

suggest that only individual engagements, or going to China in person, enables someone 

to understand China. The textbooks were published before 2012, and the content of the 

textbooks might be outdated. Although new Chinese narratives and narrating, like 

Chinese e-commerce, mobile payment, AI technologies, and “major-country 

diplomacy”, barely appear in the textbooks, the textbooks still connect and serve the 

new strategic narratives after 2012 as their themes do not dramatically change. This is 

not to say that everything stays the same and the Chinese strategic narratives only 

replace certain wording; but the textbooks in CIs serving as a conduit in part of the 

projection of strategic narratives hold its special role on the ground, unlike other 

conduits, like newspapers and governmental statements. These on the ground materials 

and local narratives, in this case, cultural diplomacy and public diplomacy, help to 

unpack the changes and continuity.  

 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 167 

4.6 Conclusion  

 

This chapter has analysed the Chinese language textbooks used in the Confucius 

Institute in Vienna with the thematic analysis approach. More than 260 codes were 

generated and three key themes are conceptualised: “China is an old civilisation and 

welcomes foreigners”, “China is a complex and united country in a modern era”, and 

“China is not a threat to the current international order”. These themes are the common 

meaning-making platforms of how strategic narratives are translated into local 

narratives – the narratives and stories in the textbooks. The local narratives de-code and 

interpret the Chinese strategic narratives towards Europe and Austria. The thematic 

analysis approach helps to identify these themes in the textbooks and to unpack the 

translation process between strategic narratives and local narratives.  

 

In other words, identifying themes helps link the local narratives and strategic narratives 

on the top. For example, during his visit to Austria in 2011, Chinese President Hu 

suggested four points to China-Austria relations: strengthening the bilateral political 

trust, expanding the win-win economic trades, improving cultural exchanges, and 

strengthening multilateral cooperation for peaceful development (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the PRC, 2011b). The linkages between these four points from China and the 
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local narratives are the translations presented by the three main themes. The bilateral 

political trust and the win-win economic trade refer to the theme “China is a complex 

and united country in a modern era”. Improving cultural exchanges is translated into 

those stories and narratives in the textbooks about China’s cultural legacies and 

traditions which is under the first theme. Strengthening multilateral cooperation for 

peaceful development is related to the third theme “China is not a threat to the 

international order”. This is not to say that there is clear written-down guidance on how 

the strategic narratives and keynotes of politicians are translated into the textbooks. 

However, these local narratives and stories follow the theme patterns, enrich the 

meaning of strategic narratives and reach the public. In other words, the public may not 

notice or deeply understand the strategic narratives “bilateral political trust” and 

“multilateral cooperation”. In the case of the CI Vienna, the local narratives in the 

textbooks targeting the local students translate and de-code the strategic narratives to 

the students.  

 

These local narratives and stories in the textbooks target Austrian students who want to 

learn the Chinese language and culture. More importantly, these local narratives bring 

the students into a relationship with the Chinese strategic narratives towards Europe 

and Austria. For example, what does the Austria-China “Friendly Strategic Partnership” 
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mean? This strategic narrative is translated and presented by the Chinese culture and 

traditions, foreign students’ life in Beijing, China’s development projects in the western 

regions, and Chinese people open to foreign products and cultures. From the study and 

engagement with these local narratives in the textbooks, students “experience” the 

strategic narratives. At the same time, these local narratives and stories also project the 

One China Principle and China’s view on the global order – an international order 

dominated by the US hegemony. In other words, local narratives are the front line of 

constructing the shared meaning for the Austrian public, and the translation process 

which bridges the strategic narratives and local narratives addresses how strategic 

narratives reach and speak to the public. There is no doubt that these local narratives 

and stories in the textbooks concentrate on culture and daily language which keep a far 

distance from what the political leaders and governments say. However, these local 

narratives can be political and part of strategic narratives as the translation process 

bridges the strategic and local narratives, which serve the public as the target to make 

sense of the strategic narratives on the top. Not only are the strategic narratives the 

construction of shared meaning, but the local narratives and the translation process also 

play a key role in the meaning construction.  
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Chapter 5 Hungarian Textbook Analysis 

 

China nowadays considers Hungary as a key partner not just in Central and Eastern 

Europe (CEE) but also in the European Union. These two countries have developed an 

“all-weather comprehensive strategic partnership for the new era” in 2024 (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024e). Among the EU member states, Hungary responds 

the most to the Chinese global strategy – the Belt and Road Imitative (BRI), and 

Hungary was the first European country to sign a BRI cooperation agreement with 

China, as the “BRI has synergized more closely with Hungary’s Opening to the East 

policy” (Xinhua News Agency, 2024a). For example, China has invested in the upgrade 

project of the 350-km Budapest-Belgrade high-speed railway. Many Chinese 

companies have invested and established factories in Hungary, like Contemporary 

Amperex Technology Co., Limited in Debrecen and BYD in Szeged. Hungary hosts the 

first renminbi (RMB) clearing centre in the CEE region and China is the largest trade 

partner of Hungary outside the EU.  

 

In 2013, Liszt Intézet - Magyar Kulturális Központ (Hungary Culture Centre) was 

established in Beijing and its main mission is to promote Hungarian culture as part of 

Hungary’s cultural diplomacy (Embassy of Hungary in Beijing, n.d.-a). A China 
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Culture Centre (Budapesti Kínai Kulturális Központ) was registered in 2020 and 

established in 2024 in Budapest. In the CEE region, China has set up these cultural 

centres in Belarus, Hungary, Bulgaria, Latvia, Romania, and Serbia (Ministry of 

Culture and Tourism of the PRC, 2024). These culture centres are organised and 

operated by the Chinese Ministry of Culture and Tourism rather than the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. The China-CEEC (Central and Eastern European Countries) Tourism 

Coordination Center was inaugurated in Budapest in 2014 and it is the first-ever 

regional tourism cooperation between China and CEE countries (Embassy of Hungary 

in Beijing, n.d.-b). In the first ten months of 2024, a total of 183 thousand Chinese 

tourists have visited Hungary, and this number is almost doubled compared to 2023 

(Xinhua News Agency, 2024c).  

 

Hungary has one of the largest Chinese communities in the CEE region. Many Chinese 

people migrated to Hungary at the end of the last century, and many of them have been 

running small businesses (European Parliament, 1999), and these Chinese migrations 

so-called entrepreneurial migrants (Nyíri, 2005). This Chinese community in Hungary 

has attracted scholars’ attention, especially from sociocultural analytical approaches 

(e.g. Liu, 2017; Nyíri, 2006, 2006, 2018; Szalai & La-Torre, 2016). Currently, there are 

in total six Confucius Institutes and two Confucius Classrooms in Budapest, Debrecen, 
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Miskolc, Pécs, and Szeged. There are twelve universities in China offering the 

Hungarian major (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024n), and four them are in 

Beijing. These CIs and other Chinese institutes in Hungary play a key role in connecting 

the local Hungarian people and China.  

 

In 2024, Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Budapest as part of the celebration of the 

75th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and 

Hungary. The Chinese Ambassador to Hungary, Gong Tao, suggested in an interview 

(Global Times, 2024): 

They [China and Hungary] always respect each other's independently chosen 

development paths and domestic and foreign policies, firmly support 

enhanced connectivity, and advocate for a world of multipolarity and 

inclusive economic globalization. The two countries firmly oppose 

decoupling and bloc confrontation. They are good friends and partners, stand 

for mutual trust and win-win cooperation. They are on the path to national 

development and rejuvenation, and support maintaining world peace and 

stability. […] This milestone visit will elevate bilateral relations to a new 

height, open a new chapter in China-Hungary friendship and cooperation, 

inject impetus into China-EU relations, and provide elements of stability and 

positive energy to a turbulent world. […] In the second half of this year, as 

Hungary takes over the rotating presidency of the EU, we hope that Hungary 

will encourage the EU to view China's development in a rational and friendly 

manner, adopt a more positive and pragmatic policy toward China, strengthen 

China-EU strategic communication, create more positive expectations for 

mutually beneficial cooperation, and promote the continuous, stable, and 

healthy development of China-EU relations. 

In short, on the strategic narrative level, China considers Hungary a close friend and 

partner in the CEE region. More importantly, China encourages Hungary to contribute 
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more in the EU to form policies in China’s favour. On the sociocultural level, the 

Chinese diaspora, Chinese students, Chinese culture, Chinese investments, and even 

Chinese tourists have become a significant topic in Hungary.  

 

5.1 Textbooks for Hungarians 

 

Unlike the textbooks used by the Confucius Institute in Vienna, the Confucius Institute 

in Budapest has its own edited and designed textbooks. The editorial team of this set of 

textbooks is mainly from the personnel of the Confucius Institute at Eötvös Loránd 

University. This set of textbooks is called Chinese Textbooks for Hungarians (CTH), or 

Kínai nyelvkönyv magyaroknak in Hungarian. They were published in 2011 by a 

Hungarian local press house called Rocket KFT. This chapter will demonstrate the 

empirical findings from the thematic analysis of CTH. There are three themes derived 

from the coding process: “China and Hungary are civilisations”, “the harmonious 

world”, and “the modernisation and the successful development model”. At the end of 

this chapter, the textbooks used in Hungary and Austria are compared.  
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The first volume of CHT introduces the reasons why these Chinese textbooks 

specifically for Hungarian students exist. The editors decided to design this set of 

textbooks specifically for Hungarians because they were not satisfied with the existing 

Chinese language textbooks. In other words, the other textbooks are not suitable for 

Hungarian students in the Hungarian local context. The particular reasons are, 

according to the textbooks and the editors, firstly, Hungarian students cannot master the 

dominant English Chinese textbooks due to relatively low proficiency in English. 

Second, other textbooks do not have stories and examples about Hungary, which keeps 

Hungarian students at a distance from learning the language. Third, the contents and 

structure of other textbooks do not fulfil the goals of Hungarian students in CI Budapest. 

The targeted Hungarian students are those who choose Chinese as a mandatory second 

language in high schools and the public, including university students, who are 

interested in the Chinese language and culture. These students spend little time studying 

language both inside and outside the class, which means that the content of the 

textbooks must be interesting and practical.  

 

Compared to the textbooks Road to Success used in Vienna, CTH volumes are written 

in Chinese and Hungarian. The texts, content, examples, figures, and stories in CTH 

are all about China and Hungary only. For instance, Beijing and Budapest are the 
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sample cities. In Road to Success, stories and examples are mainly set in the scenarios 

between China and Western countries. CTH even has an editor's note in the first volume 

to address the difficulties of learning Chinese pronunciation for Hungarian native 

speakers, which shows that this series of textbooks is specifically tailor-made for 

Hungarians. These all reflect that CTH is specifically designed for Hungarian students, 

unlike Road to Success – the one designed and published in Beijing and serves as a 

textbook model for all. Furthermore, the series Road to Success has around twenty 

volumes from A1 level to C1 level. However, CTH only covers from A1 to B2 levels 

in five volumes. This means that the expectations of CTH are lower and what students 

need to learn from CTH is quantitatively less than those using Road to Success. Both 

textbook series aim for the Chinese language level assessment exam – HSK. While the 

final volume of Road to Success reaches above the sixth level of the new HSK, the final 

one of CTH only covers the fourth level of the new HSK. This brief comparison reflects 

the need and motivations of this series of specific Hungarian Chinese textbooks. More 

importantly, it reflects the aims and rationales behind the textbooks designed in Beijing 

and the ones by local Europeans.   

 

Although CTH was initiated and edited by local Hungarians, the series received support 

and help from Chinese colleagues and Beijing Foreign Studies University, which is the 
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Chinese partner institution of CI Budapest. This Beijing Foreign Studies University is 

also the partner institution of CI Vienna and it is a top CI partner university in China. 

By the end of 2024, Beijing Foreign Studies University supported and cooperated with 

23 Confucius Institutes and CI Classrooms in 18 countries, mainly located in Europe 

(Office of CIs Beijing Foreign Studies University, 2024). Beijing Foreign Studies 

University states that its Office of CIs has a dual mission of “introducing the world to 

China” and “introducing China to the world”, and the Office has already sent in total 

about 900 Chinese directors, international Chinese language teachers, and volunteer 

Chinese language teachers to CIs around the world (Office of CIs Beijing Foreign 

Studies University, 2024). CTH textbooks are considered the first localised Chinese 

language textbooks in Hungary. Not only is CI Budapest a joint project between a 

Chinese institution and a local one, here namely Beijing Foreign Studies University and 

Eötvös Loránd University, but the textbooks and study materials are also jointly 

produced.  

 

5.2 Thematic analysis and empirical data from CTH 

 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



 177 

Following the same process of thematic analysis which has been done for the Austrian 

case, CTH textbooks used in Budapest have been coded, and the sub-themes are 

conceptualised. Table 5.1 shows the codes and sub-themes from CTH. The table also 

shows the hierarchical relationships between sub-themes and codes, which demonstrate 

the coding and conceptualisation process.  

 

Names of sub-themes and codes Files References 

1. Beijing 4 39 

Beijing city 4 23 

Beijing people 1 1 

Life in Beijing 2 4 

Transportations in Beijing 4 11 

2. Budapest 4 18 

Budapest city 4 17 

Budapest people 1 1 

3. Changes in China 2 27 

Business 1 4 

Development of rural areas in China 1 5 

Environment issue 1 4 

Hygiene and medical issues in China 1 1 

Love relationships 2 4 

Opening reform 1 2 

People are not satisfied with the Chinese local governments 1 2 

Pollution in Beijing 1 2 

Social institution and function 1 1 

The rural areas in China are essential 1 2 

4. China is diverse 2 27 

China is big 2 3 

Chinese dialects 1 5 

Inner Mongolia 2 3 

Minorities in China 1 1 

Northern China 2 7 
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Southern China 1 8 

5. China's cities other than Beijing 3 21 

Chinese sightseeing 2 9 

Guilin 1 1 

Hangzhou 1 7 

Suzhou 1 1 

Xi'an 2 3 

6. Chinese people 4 6 

7. Chinese politics 1 2 

Cultural revolution 1 1 

Mao Zedong 1 1 

8. Compare China and Hungary 4 35 

Chinese online life 2 3 

Compare Hungary and China 3 16 

Online activities in Hungary 1 1 

Transportation in Budapest 1 4 

Transportations in Beijing 4 11 

9. Compare Chinese and foreigners 1 2 

10. Confucius Institute and Chinese Bridge 3 24 

Chinese Bridge 1 9 

Chinese scholarship 1 2 

Confucius Institute 2 8 

Eotvos Lorand University 2 5 

11. Cultural communication 2 7 

Chinese cultural influence in the world 2 2 

Cultural communication is relational and conditional 1 2 

12. Engagements between China and Hungary 3 18 

Chinese culture activities in Hungary 1 5 

Hungary and China are far away from each other 1 1 

Learning Chinese in Hungary 3 12 

13. What does living in China look like 3 55 

The Chinese language is essential to live in China 2 4 

Daily life in China 2 3 

Difficult to seek jobs in China 1 2 

Expenses in China 2 3 

Functions of Mandarin 1 3 

Gender 2 14 
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Modern lifestyle 1 12 

Transportation in China 2 5 

Travel in China 2 9 

14. What does studying in China look like 3 37 

After study in China 1 1 

Chinese high education institutions 1 2 

Chinese university students 2 9 

Free to choose what to learn 1 1 

Relationships between Chinese parents and children 2 6 

Rural areas in China develop less 1 1 

Study at Beijing Foreign Studies University 3 7 

Study in China 3 10 

15. Hungarian people 4 11 

16. Local life in Hungary 4 19 

Budapest city 4 17 

Online activities in Hungary 1 1 

17. Beyond China and Hungary 4 8 

American movie 3 3 

Countries in the world 2 4 

Languages 1 1 

18. Representations of China 4 44 

Chinese culture 4 34 

Chinese clothes 1 1 

Chinese cuisine 3 6 

Chinese festivals 2 6 

Chinese Kung fu 2 2 

Chinese literature 1 1 

Chinese medicine 2 3 

Chinese pop stars 1 3 

Chinese sayings 1 2 

Chinese traditions 1 2 

Tang poetry 1 3 

Tea 1 5 

Pandas 1 1 

Pride of China 2 9 

19. Representations of Hungary 4 27 

Hungarian culture 4 22 
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Hungarian cuisine 3 6 

Hungarian culture and customs 1 3 

Hungarian festivals 2 3 

Hungarian music 1 1 

Hungarian poetry 1 1 

Hungarian wine 2 4 

Princess Sissi 1 4 

Pride of Hungary 2 5 

Table 5.1 Sub-themes and Codes of Chinese Textbooks for Hungarians 

 

In total 19 sub-themes (see Table 5.2) are conceptualised from the coding process. The 

“files” and “references” show the coverage and the frequency of the sub-themes. In the 

table, “files” indicate how many volumes the sub-themes and codes appear in. For 

example, the sub-themes “Beijing” and “Budapest” are covered in all four volumes. 

“References” indicate the number of texts and sentences that have been coded under 

the sub-themes and codes. For example, the codes under the sub-theme “representations 

of China” appear in total 44 times across four volumes.  

 

Sub-theme names Files References 

Beijing 4 39 

Budapest 4 18 

Changes in China 2 27 

China is diverse 2 27 

China's cities other than Beijing 3 21 

Chinese people 4 6 

Chinese politics 1 2 

Compare China and Hungary 4 35 

Compare Chinese and foreigners 1 2 

Confucius Institute and Chinese Bridge 3 24 
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Cultural communication 2 7 

Engagements between China and Hungary 3 18 

What does living in China look like 3 55 

What does studying in China look like 3 37 

Hungarian people 4 11 

Local life in Hungary 4 19 

Beyond and Hungary 4 8 

Representations of China 4 44 

Representations of Hungary 4 27 

Table 5.2 Sub-theme names 

 

Figure 5.1 shows that the coverage and the frequency of sub-themes are not always 

perfectly positively correlated. Unsurprisingly, sub-themes like “representations of 

Hungary and China”, “Beijing”, and “compare China and Hungary” account for the 

most coverage across the whole series and top frequency. “What does living in China 

look like” has the second most references but it only appears in three volumes (in A1, 

B1, and B2 volumes). A few sub-themes are concentrated in only two volumes, namely 

“China is diverse” and “Changes in China”. For instance, the sub-theme “China is 

diverse”, including codes “Chinese dialects”, “minorities in China”, “Northern China”, 

and “Southern China”, is only presented in volumes B1 and B2.  
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The coverage and the frequency of the sub-themes show that the textbooks 

preliminarily fulfil the aims and motivations of designing this first Hungarian-Chinese 

language textbook series. The sub-themes are mainly associated with life and study in 

China, especially in Beijing. Interestingly, there is an isolated sub-theme “compare 

Chinese and foreigners” on page 67 in the B2 volume which compares Chinese and 

international employees (without mentioning any specific nationality): “From the HR 

perspective of domestic companies, the [Chinese] people who stay abroad for a long 

time, compared to an international employee, the most obvious difference is [Chinese 
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employees like to] complain and grumble”, and “international employees do not 

complain or grumble much, he thinks that working with Chinese colleagues is 

interesting”. Although these two references are coded to “Business” as well, this 

code/sub-theme is the only one that compares Chinese and foreigners but not 

Hungarians. Other countries that appear in the series, except Hungary and China, are 

Austria, Japan, South Korea, the UK, and the US. The only movies and TV dramas 

mentioned in the main texts in the textbooks are neither Chinese nor Hungarian, but the 

American movie Avatar and the TV drama Friends. The textbooks also cover how to 

say and express those Hungarian figures and culture in Chinese, which, as the editors 

explain, does not keep Hungarian students at a distance and strongly targets Hungarian 

students.  

 

Besides the main texts and practices in the series, there are essays about Chinese 

cultural knowledge (see Table 5.3) at the end of each unit. These essays which introduce 

aspects of knowledge and information about Chinese culture, history, and daily life, are 

written in Hungarian.  

 

Pages Topics of the essays 

A1 

28-29 Traditional and simplified characters  

44-45 The legend of Oracle bone scripts 

56-57 How do Chinese call/address each other 
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68-69 Chinese names 

81-82 Foreign names in Chinese 

95-96 Counting in one hand in China 

109 Hungarian Chinese bilingual elementary school 

132-133 The Chinese family 

146-147 Chinese animal zodiac  

161-162 Chinese traditional time calculation 

174-176 Interesting Chinese numbers  

187-188 Chinese currency 

201-203 Chinese dumplings 

213-214 Urbanisation in China 

226-227 Pop culture/music in China 

238-239 Climate and weather in China 

252-253 Budapest-Peking 

A2 

11 Peking, China's capital 

23-24 Who pays the bill? 

37 Hungary and Huns  

50 Chinese cuisine 

65 Chinese medicine 

77-78 China and sports 

91 A bicycle superpower 

104 Chinese Kong fu 

115-116 The powerful internet 

129 From polygamy to free love 

142-143 The official exam for university admission 

157-158 The Chinese New Year 

171 From Mao’s jackets to jeans 

184-185 Li Bai and Petöfi 

198 Travel in China 

B1 

15-16 Early Hungarians travelling to China 

33-34 Xi'an, the ancient capital city of China 

51-52 Birthday in China 

68-69 China Bridge and foreign stars in China 

87-88 The traditional Chinese books 

104-105 Confucius Institutes 
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122-123 Giant Pandas 

140-141 Qipao 

159-160 Holy mountains in China  

177-178 Breakfasts in China 

195-196 Chinese dialects  

211-212 Chinese tourists in Hungary 

227-229 Transportations in China 

245-246 The university admission system in China  

263-264 Traditional Chinese medicines 

281-282 The Spring Festival 

B2 

17-18 The Chinese tea 

34-36 The education system in China 

51-52 Foreign students in China 

69-70 The internet in China 

88-90 Hangzhou and the West Lake 

108-110 Chinese railway 

127-128 Houses and housing in China 

144-146 Chinese rural areas 

162-164 Siheyuan and Hutong in Beijing 

179-180 Pollution problems in China 

198-200 Social networks in China 

217-218 Chinese cuisines 

233-234 Chinese meals 

251-252 Marriage in ancient China 

269-270 Television in China 

287-290 Traditional and new festivals 

305-306 Karaoke  

321-323 Watering festival 

339-340 Chinese companies 

355-356 Tourism in China 

Table 5.3 Cultural Knowledge Essays in CTH 

 

These essays about cultural topics enrich the images of China – what China was, what 

China looks like now, and what China wants to be in the future. The thematic analysis 
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investigates the main texts and exercises in CTH written in Chinese which target and 

train the students’ Chinese language skills – the main purpose. Moreover, the cultural 

knowledge essays, on the one hand, are supplements to the main texts and exercises as 

the essays make the textbooks more interesting. On the other hand, the main texts and 

exercises in Chinese would be isolated and meaningless without these cultural 

knowledge essays. In other words, these essays provide contexts where the main texts 

and exercises can be embedded.  

 

5.3 Three textbook themes  

 

5.3.1 Theme of China and Hungary are civilisations   

 

This theme of civilisations can be divided into China is a civilisation and Hungary is a 

civilisation as well. The comparison technique is the key presentation mechanism in the 

textbooks bridging these two civilisations together. This theme of civilisations serves 

as a foundation of how China wants to portray its own identity to Hungary and how 

China sees its relationship with Hungary, which services the translation process of 

Chinese strategic narratives. The theme of civilisation derived from the textbooks in 
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general supports the Chinese strategic narratives of China and Europe/European 

countries are civilisations. In the latest 2024 state visit to Hungary, President Xi 

addressed the arrival statement at the Budapest airport: “Hungary is known for its time-

honoured history and profound cultural heritage” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

PRC, 2024d). PM Li Keqiang’s article in Hungarian media in 2017 suggested that “the 

Hungarian nation is well-known as the nation of inventors, […] Hungarians built the 

first underground railway on the European continent. China is an ancient civilisation, 

the four great ancient inventions and the Silk Road contributed to the development of 

human society” (Chinese Embassy in Hungary, 2017). The textbooks and Confucius 

Institutes, as part of the Chinese public diplomacy to Europe, help translate the strategic 

narratives on the ground and enrich the meaning of the strategic narratives. 

 

The motivations and aims of CTH, according to the editors, require that this set of 

textbooks serve Hungarian students. The Hungarian civilisation is represented by its 

cuisine, wine, festivals, music, and literature. For example, regions Vilányi and Tokaji 

are introduced as they produce the most famous Hungarian alcohol. Also, in unit 3 of 

the A2 volume, the main conversation (pp. 25-26) is unfolded between a Chinese 

student called Taoshi and a Hungarian student called Dóri.  

Taoshi: Dóri, I want to ask you a question. 

Dóri: What question?  
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Taoshi: There is a symphony piece called the Blue Danube, do you know it?   

Dóri: Of course I know it, it is a very famous Hungarian symphony. 

Taoshi: Is the Danube really blue?  

Dóri: Haha, many Chinese people have asked me this question.  

Taoshi: What did you answer?  

Dóri: When it is good weather, stand on the Gellért hill and see the Danube River, 

the Danube is blue! 

Taoshi: What about in bad weather? 

Dóri: In bad weather, some say the Danube River is green, and some say it is grey.  

Taoshi: Very interesting. Is your home close to the Danube River?  

Dóri: Very close, my home is near the river, I can see the Danube River every day.  

 

Following the conversation, the practice in the same unit shows pictures of the 

Parliament House and the Gellért Hill in Budapest in contrast to the Tiananmen in 

Beijing. The Hungarian civilisation is represented by the daily practice of Hungarian 

people – what they eat and drink, how they celebrate festivals, and where they go on 

weekends, rather than its history, as there are less than five cultural knowledge essays 

talking about Hungarian culture and civilisation. However, China being a civilisation is 

presented by its culture, history, and traditions.  

 

This is about the identity of China: a civilisation with a long history which is diverse 

and united at the same time. In CTH textbooks, from the thematic analysis and the 

investigation of the cultural knowledge essays, this theme of Chinese civilisation is 

presented by the glories and pride of Chinese traditions and culture, at first glance. The 

theme covering Chinese dialects, minorities, and traditional vs simplified Chinese 
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characters presents China as a diverse, complex, and even fragile country. The 

textbooks illustrate that while Chinese people speak their local dialects, they all need 

to learn the standard Chinese Mandarin for the whole nation to easily communicate 

with each other. Different minorities have their own customs and cultures, but all of 

these are attributed to the Chinese culture. People in Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan 

are still using the traditional characters which are different from those in the Mainland 

of China, and this comparison is only valid when it is assumed that these territories and 

the mainland are together as one single China.  

 

Regarding the diversity, the main texts pay dramatic attention to Beijing and Budapest 

as the textbooks were designed in the capital city of Hungary serving Hungarian 

students with the assumption that more and more Hungarian students will go to China, 

and Beijing will be their ideal first stop in the country. Although the main texts, 

according to the sub-themes, introduce other cities in China, like Shanghai and 

Hangzhou, these cannot fully present the diversity of China as the west, southwest, and 

northeast regions in the country are overlooked. In the cultural knowledge essays, Hong 

Kong, Macau, and Taiwan are presented to support the image of a diverse China in the 

textbooks. Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan are introduced in two topics. First, these 

three territories are using the traditional Chinese characters rather than the simplified 
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ones in Mainland China. Second, these three territories became the window into and 

basis of Chinese pop culture, especially pop music, in the 20th century after 1949 – 

when pop culture was banned in the Mainland of China.  

 

Another example of narrating a diverse China is the Chinese dialects and minorities in 

the country. The main texts in the 11th unit in the B1 volume provide a scenario in which 

a Hungarian student encounters Chinese locals speaking local dialects in a bank. The 

cultural knowledge essay (pp. 195-196) in the same unit supplements the seven main 

dialects in China, and more importantly, strengthens the necessity of Mandarin – a 

symbol of a united country. The main texts clarify that Mandarin is widely used in cities 

and the purpose of promoting Mandarin is for everyone to understand each other in this 

big and diverse country. The cultural knowledge essay gives more background 

information about the promotion of Mandarin and the general regulation that Chinese 

schools must teach lessons in Mandarin nationwide.  

 

Although the narratives and stories in CTH literately present a diverse China – a diverse 

civilisation, the message behind this is that China is a solid and united country based 

on the common Chinese culture and national identity. This is not to say that the common 

Chinese culture and the national identity are taken for granted but imagined and 
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constituted by the specific narratives and descriptions of those dialects, minorities, and 

other language deviations. The local narratives of Chinese culture simplify Chinese 

culture by concentrating on a few particular cultural items and elements. The minorities 

are marginalised. More importantly, what combines these two poles, a diverse China 

and a united China, is the Chinese culture and the language. The textbooks do not 

mention political systems, but present the Chinese culture which gives the definition of 

China and the Chinese nation. The textbooks’ narratives indirectly suggest that it is the 

Chinese culture and the glorious civilisation that integrates the minorities within the 

country, and it is the Chinese language and historical roots that support Hong Kong, 

Taiwan, Macau, and other minorities in the “great China” family.  

 

The strategic narratives of how Beijing sees the Chinese nation, the integrity of territory, 

and the justification of the legitimacy of the Beijing government are translated into 

these textbook narratives about cultural diversity and Chinese civilisation. For instance, 

on the Taiwan issue, President Xi’s speech in 2019 marking the 40th anniversary of the 

issuance of the Message to Compatriots in Taiwan suggests that  

The soul of a nation is moulded and cast by its culture. We on the mainland 

and in Taiwan share the same roots, culture, and ethnic identity; it is Chinese 

culture that has instilled vitality in us and given us a sense of belonging. […] 

We people on both sides should together pass on the fine traditional Chinese 

culture and promote its evolution and growth in new and creative ways. (Xi, 

2019) 
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Although the Beijing government lists more than the Chinese culture and great 

civilisation as the justifications and legitimacy of its “One China Principle” (Taiwan 

Affairs Office of the State Council, 2000), the shared culture and the civilisation are a 

long-standing support to those strategic narratives. The first Message to Compatriots in 

Taiwan issued in 1979 by the National People’s Congress has already narrated that “the 

Chinese nation is a great nation. It accounts for almost a quarter of the world's 

population and has a long history and brilliant culture, and its outstanding contributions 

to world civilisation and human progress are universally recognized” (ChinaDaily, 

2019).  

 

The Chinese strategic narratives use the Chinese culture and civilisation to justify the 

“One China Principle”. However, the strategic narratives in these leaders’ speeches and 

governmental documents only refer to a Chinese culture which is vague and plain. In 

other words, these vague and plain strategic narratives about Chinese culture and how 

the culture makes sense of the “One China Principle” are translated into the textbook 

narratives on the specific cultural elements mentioned before. It is the local narratives 

that give the cultural and historical justifications of the “One China Principle”.  
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At this point, the textbooks’ narratives associated with the theme of civilisations, on the 

one hand, align with the Chinese strategic narratives on the China-Europe level and, on 

the other hand, are the result of the translation of the strategic narratives of a united 

China to broader global audiences. Although Chinese strategic narratives towards 

Europe portray China as a market, a partner, a rising power, and an important pole of 

current global governance, the textbooks pay attention to the theme of civilisations to 

support the strategic narrative that China and Europe are both civilisations and there 

are no fundamental conflicts of interest (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2009, 

2024g). Not just to Hungary, but to other European countries and the EU as well, 

China’s strategic narratives prioritise its identity as a civilisation. For instance, Xi met 

with Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni and suggested that China and Italy 

significantly contributed to the overall exchanges between Eastern and Western 

civilisations, and “the Silk Road spirit of peace and cooperation, openness and 

inclusiveness, mutual learning and mutual benefit is a shared treasure of China and Italy” 

(Xinhua News Agency, 2024b).  

 

From the textbook narratives, including the texts, exercises, and pictures, the “diverse 

China” can be easily connected to and interpreted as a “big China”. With the diverse 

cultural elements and one of the largest national territories, China is not only a country 
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far away but also large and even powerful. The Chinese strategic narratives frame China 

as a big power in the global multipolar system, a big market, and a major country in 

global governance. In the textbooks, most of these specific narratives introducing China 

are in a comparative conversation with Hungary. For example, the comparison between 

the public transportation of Beijing and Budapest, between Chinese Li Bai and 

Hungarian Petöfi, between Chinese dumplings and Hungarian Goulash, and between 

Tsingtao beer and Hungarian Tokaji. With these narrating comparisons and the 

conversations between these two countries, the “big and powerful” characteristics of 

China’s image are marginalised as there is always a counterpart in China corresponding 

to Hungarian cultural and daily life elements. With the specific cultural elements in the 

textbooks, China is presented as a normal country like Hungary and these two are 

civilisations, which supports the strategic narrative that China and Hungary, and maybe 

other European countries, are in an equal relationship without fundamental conflicts of 

interests.  

 

The narratives in the textbooks translate the strategic narratives of a united China. First, 

rather than telling the story of the state, the sovereignty and the state keeping a diverse 

China united, the textbooks suggest that it is the culture and civilisation that make China 

and the Chinese people united, as mentioned above. The general term “country” is 
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translated in Chinese as a word with two characters “國家” (guó jiā) and these two 

characters respectively mean state and family/home. Especially in Chinese domestic 

propaganda and strategic narratives, “國家” is interpreted as state first and then family, 

or without the state, there is no home or household; although there is still a tiny 

difference between Chinese understanding of state and Western understanding of 

“sovereign state/state agency”. In other words, the textbooks attribute the united and 

powerful China to Chinese culture and civilisation, rather than the state in the 

mainstream of strategic narratives. Second, the Communist Party and the party-state are 

missing in this translation. To external audiences, Chinese strategic narratives 

frequently frame the success of the Chinese model under the leadership of the 

Communist Party, and the Chinese state, the Chinese people, and the Chinese 

Communist Party cannot be separated (e.g. Xi, 2021). In the textbooks, the narratives 

without the appearance of the state and the Communist Party actually contribute to the 

understanding of a united China based on culture and civilisation. In strategic narratives 

and authoritative materials, the Chinese state refers to an abstract concept and is highly 

political. However, in the local narratives, the Chinese state becomes visible and is 

supported by Chinese cultural elements and people’s daily life. This change is the re-

production of the translation process with new meaning added, and the translation 
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process is determined by the local context – the Hungarian students and Hungarian 

society, and the communication conduit – these CTH textbooks as a joint production.  

 

The textbooks’ theme of civilisations is related to the themes of identities and “no 

fundamental conflicts of interest” on the strategic narrative level. China is not narrated 

as a strong power or a threat, but as a diverse country and civilisation with rich cultures. 

The textbooks present various aspects of China’s identities in detail. However, the 

conversation of identity, or the seeking of the identity of China, changes from the China-

EU context to a more narrowed China-Hungary context. On the China-EU level, the 

theme of identities is reflected by the strategic narratives of China as the founder and 

defender of international order, China is a major power and large market in the 

multipolar system. On the China-Hungary level, the theme of civilisations is reflected 

by the local narratives of China as a multi-national and complex country and civilisation. 

In other words, the Chinese strategic narratives about what China is are translated into 

“civilisations” in the textbooks, and this theme of civilisations provides an alternative 

identity of China to its strategic narratives about the Chinese identity – China is not a 

threat, no longer a strong economy or a powerful state, but a diverse civilisation as 

Hungary.  
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There is more than one single narrative system within the textbooks and the relationship 

between the strategic narratives and local narratives is not simply hierarchical, which 

is an important feature of this special series of textbooks – a joint production between 

Hungarians and Chinese. The textbooks’ narratives reflect the mixture of meaning-

making on what China is, as the Chinese identity needs to take references from the 

Hungarian identity via comparison. As mentioned in Chapter 3, Chinese strategic 

narratives are relational as they respond to Western strategic narratives, and Chinese 

and Western strategic narratives are in a contestation. This relationality is also translated 

into the local narratives in the textbooks as the narrating presentation of Chinese 

identity and how China considers the China-Hungary relationships needs the 

comparative references from the Hungarian identity. This first theme of civilisations 

serves the second theme “a harmonious world” in the textbooks, which is discussed in 

the next section.  

 

5.3.2 Theme of the harmonious world  

 

Through comparisons, the textbooks place China and Hungary together under the same 

topics, like cultures, cuisines, and public transportation. Based on the first theme of 

civilisations, through comparison, the textbooks present the equal friendship between 
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China and Hungary and this equal friendship is a model of the “Harmonious World” 

(和諧世界 hé xié shì jiè) which is a Chinese strategic narrative. The textbook theme 

of the harmonious world is supported by the first theme of civilisations and is translated 

into the narratives of an equal relationship between China and Hungary in the textbooks. 

Moreover, what makes the CTH outstanding is the two-way narratives and storytelling 

of the engagements between Chinese and Hungarians.  

 

The Chinese strategic narrative of the Harmonious World has been discussed in detail 

in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. At first glance, we may see that the Chinese strategic 

narratives on the highest level do guide and shape the local narratives, as both the 

textbooks in Austria and Hungary have this theme embedded. Multiculturalism or 

cultural diversity is one of the key elements of the strategic narratives of the 

Harmonious World. In CTH, Chinese culture and history are the bricks which support 

the understanding and meaning-making of Chinese multiculturalism. At the same time, 

however, CTH textbooks include Hungarian cultural and social elements, which are no 

longer Sino-centric like in Road to Success. As mentioned before, within the first theme 

of civilisation, the identity of China as a civilisation needs the comparative reference 

from Hungary as a civilisation. In other words, although the strategic narratives of the 

Harmonious World are translated in both sets of textbooks, the translation processes of 
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the narratives are different. In CTH, the theme of the harmonious world is about an 

“equal friendship”.    

 

On the China-Europe level, the Chinese strategic narratives consider China and 

European countries as partners and main powers keeping the world peaceful. In CTH, 

the possible equal relationship between China and Hungary is constructed by the 

comparisons among different items and topics across these two countries. The 

textbooks do not only list some Hungarian cultural and social topics performatively, but 

the content is evenly distributed under Chinese and Hungarian elements. The “equal 

friendship” is embedded in these well-balanced textbooks’ narratives. For example, the 

textbooks suggest that while the metro system in Beijing is complex and convenient, 

Budapest constructed the first metro line in Europe continent. While Chinese people 

eat dumplings and soya-bean milk for breakfast, Hungarians prefer bread, yoghurt, and 

juice. In unit 4 of the A2 volume, a Chinese student and a Hungarian student are talking 

about the breakfast styles in China and Hungary respectively. The Chinese student 

suggests that Chinese people prefer soy milk, eggs, and Xiaolongbao (small soup 

dumplings) for breakfast, which also absolutely oversimplifies the reality. Only in the 

B1 volume, the cultural knowledge essay introduces more Chinese breakfast dishes 

across the country. The Hungarian student suggests that “Hungarian breakfast normally 
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includes eggs, milk, and bread, and some people like drinking coffee or juice; and some 

Hungarians like having salami and cheese in the morning”. The textbooks do not judge 

which one, the Chinese or Hungarian, is better, but place them in an equal position with 

these cultural and social topics and narratives.    

 

In May 2024, China and Hungary raised their bilateral relationship to an “all-weather 

comprehensive strategic partnership for the new era” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

the PRC, 2024f); and President Xi latest described the China-Hungary relationship as 

“good friends and good partners of mutual trust” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

PRC, 2024d). It is noted that CTH stands out, or at least is strongly different from Road 

to Success, because the comparisons and conversations between China and Hungary 

are a two-way narrative presentation. CTH does not only make the content balanced 

evenly between Chinese and Hungarian cultural and daily life elements but also 

emphasises the narratives about the mutual engagements between Chinese and 

Hungarians. Road to Success sets the main scenario that foreign students go to China 

for their further studies. However, CTH tells the stories of both Hungarian students 

living in China and Chinese students living and visiting Hungary. For example, while 

Hungarian students go to China to study the Chinese language and Chinese medicine, 

Chinese students come to Hungary to study music, and to appreciate the freedom of 
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choice, especially on the education in Hungary. The Chinese students even studied the 

Hungarian language already in China before coming to Hungary. This two-way 

storytelling is more convincing for the audiences to accept the equal friendship strategic 

narratives.  

 

Many existing studies on Chinese strategic narratives, soft power, and foreign policies 

ignore these two-way narratives: Chinese go out and foreigners come in. The studies 

on Chinese soft power mainly focus on the attractiveness of China – how many students 

or how many foreign investors go to China, or what kind of culture is selected and 

presented to attract foreigners to go to China. The studies on foreign policies, 

geopolitics, or political economy highlight the Chinese going-out activities, like the 

“warrior diplomacy” (see Martin, 2021; Mattingly & Sundquist, 2023; Sullivan & 

Wang, 2023) and the BRI investments (see Cabestan, 2019; Gamso & Moffett, 2023; 

Ohashi, 2018). Taking the strategic narratives framework and analysing the textbooks 

in CIs helps to bring these two narratives “going-out” and “coming-in” under the same 

analytical framework and empirical context.  

 

As the equal friendship is an essential pillar of the strategic narrative of the Harmonious 

World translated into CHT, it is noted that these equal friendship local narratives are 
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something deeper and more consistent, compared to the Chinese strategic narratives on 

the China-Hungary and China-CEE levels in the recent decade. In 2012, China 

launched a new forum called Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern 

European Countries (China-CEEC). At its peak, China-CEEC reached 17 CEE 

countries and the cooperation is only 14+1 now. Many scholars have noticed that the 

Chinese perception of the region and its official narratives towards the region were 

problematic and unstable (see Kowalski et al., 2017). In the beginning, China tried to 

frame this cooperation with the strategic narrative of “traditional friendship” indicating 

the common communist past – the comradeship which the CEE countries were not 

happy with (see Turcsányi & Qiaoan, 2020). Then the strategic narratives were changed 

to South-South cooperation which was not welcomed in the region either (Hu, 2017; 

Jakóbowski, 2018; Kowalski et al., 2017). In other words, the strategic narratives are 

changing but the local narratives in the textbooks keep their position as the textbooks 

are still in use since the first publication. From the theme of the harmonious world of 

the Hungarian textbooks, on one hand, we see that local narratives are guided by 

strategic narratives, and they align across recipient countries; on the other hand, the 

translation processes differ in each case. Moreover, the local narratives change slowly, 

or they are not as easily changed as strategic narratives on the top level. The strategic 

narratives on the top need the local narratives to make sense and enrich the meaning. 
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Thus, in order to understand and de-code Chinese strategic narratives towards Europe 

and European countries, the CTH case shows that it is essential to unpack the translation 

processes of these strategic narratives into local narratives.  

 

5.3.3 Theme of the modernisation and the successful development model  

 

The third theme from CHT is the common meaning pattern of those narratives and 

stories about both changes within China and changes in China-Hungary relations. These 

changes are not simply the description of the comparison between past and present. 

They serve as presenting Chinese achievements under the globalisation and 

international liberal order. They also indirectly suggest that the current modern China 

can contribute to the international order, which is a showcase of the translation process. 

 

First, the textbooks present the changes in domestic China in various fields. For 

example, the 9th unit in the B2 volume introduces Hutong and Siheyuan in Beijing, 

which are classic housing in the city. These historical houses are replaced by modern 

buildings in the process of modernisation. The cultural knowledge essay introduces the 

architectural features of these two typical types of housing. Furthermore, it tells that 

since the 1950s, several families were moved into the mansions that were once 
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inhabited by one large family, and the courtyard was often overcrowded. In Beijing, 

many Siheyuan were demolished to make more space for new estates. From the 1990s, 

another wave of destruction began on a business basis, and the traditional houses were 

replaced by skyscrapers, office buildings, and hotels. In the centre of the city, a few 

blocks of hutongs have been left for the sake of tourists, but outside the city centre, 

there are still quite a few traditional Hutong neighbourhoods. In recent years, Siheyuans 

have come into vogue, and hotels are opening in old buildings. In the main text of the 

same unit, a Hungarian student makes conversation with a Chinese student saying “Yes, 

what you see in Beijing now are all new buildings, but you barely see new housing in 

Budapest where those are all historical old houses” (p. 148).  

 

Another example is the changes in social positions and images of Chinese women and 

girls. In the 15th unit in the B2 volume, the texts (pp. 267-268) suggest that Chinese 

women had education rights and came into the public sphere in 1911. The texts 

introduce several female talents in the periods before 1949 and during the Cultural 

Revolution. Nowadays, “dual incomes, no kids” (DINK) are those well-educated 

people in China. The whole unit starts the topic of marriage and gender relations with 

a conversation (pp. 253-254) between a Hungarian boy and a Chinese girl who are 

watching a Chinese TV programme which helps Chinese singles to go on a date. This 
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example shows the gender and marriage issues in China now and how it differs from 

before. Chinese females receive more respect towards gender equality; and more and 

more Chinese people accept those ideas and practices from the West, like “DINK”. At 

the same time, modernisation and urbanisation bring new problems to young people 

who do not have time to take care of their romance.  

 

Based on such two-way, equal, and normal partnership narratives, the strategic 

narratives on the realpolitik levels are indirectly enriched and given meaning by the 

narratives and stories in CTH. The cultural knowledge essays introduce various topics 

and aspects of China. These essays are not simply descriptive but most of them are like 

brief historical introductions. For instance, the Chinese characters, the Chinese public 

transportation systems, the development of rural areas, the Chinese business companies, 

the internet, and even the marriage and love relationships in China are presented in a 

historical and storytelling way. More importantly, these narratives end up with 

showcasing modern China, as they all finally point to presenting the current and modern 

China to the readers. These narratives on China’s evolution are not isolated within the 

country but in a globalised and interactive context. These narratives enrich and de-code 

the meaning of the strategic narratives of China being part of the international order 

and catching up with the modernised international society.  
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The changes in China-Hungary relations are presented, for instance, on tourism and 

learning Chinese. In the B1 volume, two Hungarian boys are having a conversation (pp. 

89-91) and one of them asks the other, besides their school, where else his father can 

learn Chinese; and the CI Budapest is suggested. One week later, the father has already 

started his Chinese course at CI Budapest and says that there are thirty students in the 

class. This short conversation piece shows more and more people in Hungary are trying 

to learn the Chinese language, even middle-aged people. It also reflects that there are 

more and more Chinese language institutions in Hungary. The increasing popularity of 

the Chinese language aligns with the Chinese economic power and its BRI project 

stretching to Europe. The third theme involves the developments in China and the 

relations between China and Hungary. Presenting China in history and comparing it 

with modern China tells the achievements of China after its opening-up reform and 

integration into the international liberal order. A progressing, modern, open, and strong 

China nowadays is portrayed. This theme connects with the strategic narratives of 

China as a beneficiary and defender of the current system, China is catching up with 

the modernised international society.  
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These narratives in the textbooks and the theme of change marginalise the Western 

strategic narrative of China as a threat. The examples and stories about Chinese 

urbanisation in Beijing, Chinese marriage programmes on TV, and others convey the 

message that China has changed and tries to construct an understanding of modern 

China which can and should contribute to the international order as China benefiting 

from the current international order, of which China is one of the important powers. 

These narratives and stories on the development model of China and the relations 

between China and Hungary, on one hand, present the achievements and progress of 

China under its opening-up reform and integration into the international liberal order. 

On the other hand, they also pass the message that China is a modern and strong country 

that is an important player in the global order, to which China can contribute.  

 

These three themes of the Hungarian textbooks serve as the pattern conditioning how 

the strategic narratives in Beijing can be understood and interpreted. On one hand, there 

are highly political strategic narratives on the top, like “Harmonious World”, “a 

community with a shared future for mankind”, and “One China policy”. On the other 

hand, the textbooks introduce the “innocent” and joyful Chinese modern society by 

narrating the everyday scenarios of Chinese people. Both the strategic narratives and 

local narratives serve for how China sees itself, its relations with others, and its 
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worldview. The relationality in strategic narratives is also translated into local 

narratives. The strategic narratives provide the directions and make the boundary of 

where the local narratives and storytelling can go and how far they can go. In this case, 

the human rights issues and the communist memories do not appear in a single line in 

the textbooks. The local narratives enrich, redefine and visualise the strategic narratives 

in specific local contexts. Although Hong Kong and Taiwan use traditional Chinese 

characters, it is the Chinese language and culture binding these territories together as 

one China, which contributes to the understanding of the “One China policy”. Thus, the 

strategic narratives on the top and everyday local narratives in public diplomacy are 

important; what is more important is the translation of strategic narratives into local 

narratives.  

 

5.4 Comparison between Chinese textbooks in Hungary and Austria 

 

Conventional studies would consider that the CIs are the Chinese soft power projects 

trying to promote a positive image of China for China’s global influence and that these 

institutes are under the control of the Chinese government. This perspective simplifies 

the practices on the ground and has been discussed in previous chapters. In reality, the 
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operation, the configuration, the governance structure, and the targeted audiences of the 

various CIs are different. For example, from the fieldwork and interviews, while the CI 

Budapest has around 500 students and is considered as a successful model, the CI in 

Chisinau holds around 1000 students while the whole country of Moldova has only 

around 50 Chinese residents, and the CI in Chisinau is barely heard even in the global 

CI community. While CIs in Vienna and Budapest are based on the partnerships 

between a Chinese university and a European university, a civil organisation in Munich 

is playing the role of a foreign partner jointly governing the CI in Munich. Many 

Chinese teachers are deployed overseas to support the CI as Chinese language teachers. 

However, many local Europeans who studied and master the language teach and run 

the operation in CIs. A local Albanian instructor teaching at the CI in Tirana said that 

he moved to China when he was young and stayed there for 15 years. The CIs in 

Budapest and Vienna also have training sessions and programmes for teachers.  

 

Besides all these aspects of CIs, this project focuses on the textbooks used in CIs and 

Austria and Hungary. The Chinese textbooks used in Austria and Hungary are different 

and some of their basic features have been discussed above. While Austrian textbooks 

introduce classical Chinese literature that might also be found in Chinese textbooks in 

China, Hungarian textbooks pay more attention to dialogues and daily language use. In 
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terms of editing and design, the Austrian textbooks present a pure Chinese perspective 

of how to teach Chinese to foreigners, but Hungarian textbooks reflect a joint practice 

in which the Hungarian scholars played a dominant role. This leads to one of the many 

differences in content; while Austrian textbooks emphasise Beijing and China, 

Hungarian textbooks highlight the engagements between these two countries. 

 

Moreover, both sets of textbooks pay attention to social and environmental issues in 

China, like the imbalance of education resource distribution in China, the pollution in 

the northern region, and the new problems of gender inequality caused by 

modernisation and urbanisation. In Road to Success used in Vienna, the textbooks start 

to question the labour division within Chinese households and compliment those 

professional females who free themselves from the traditional views of marriage in 

Hong Kong and Shanghai. The Hungarian textbooks present a story about how 

Hungarian girls like the Chinese traditional Qipao dress and there is a competition of 

who is the most beautiful girl with Qipao in a Hungarian high school. Also in CHT, 

boys are portrayed as naughty and energetic, and their dormitory rooms must be untidy 

and messy. It is a surprise that, to some extent, the textbooks designed solely by Beijing 

are more radical and liberal than the Hungarian textbooks whose edition and design 

were dominated by Hungarians.  
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As language textbooks, both sets have very little or no content about Chinese politics 

and the Chinese Communist Party. In CHT, the Cultural Revolution is mentioned once 

in the cultural knowledge essay. In Road to Success, Mao Zedong and a few Chinese 

political institutions are mentioned in the high-level volumes. This is not to say that the 

politics, the state, and the Party are entirely isolated from the textbooks. As illustrated 

in Chapters 4 and 5 analysing the textbooks, the politics together with the strategic 

narratives, are translated into the local narratives in textbooks. The local narratives 

themselves are political and can be strategic.  

 

Unlike Road to Success, the CTH has unique content that is based on China and 

Hungary only, a special textbook design that assigns conversations and dialogues as the 

main text and cultural knowledge essays as supplements, and limited volumes target 

Hungarian students. Combining the main texts and the cultural knowledge essays, there 

are three main themes from the CTH: China and Hungary are civilisations, the 

harmonious world and the equal friendship, and the modernisation and successful 

development model.  
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It is noted that the power of these narratives and storytelling is exercised in the 

translation process. It has been illustrated before how the strategic narratives are 

translated into the local narratives in the textbooks and how the textbooks’ narratives 

enrich and make sense of the strategic narratives on the top. At this point, the strategic 

narratives need to be emphasised in this translation process; the strategic narratives 

guide the direction and mark the boundary of local narratives in the textbooks. For 

instance, the human rights issues in China and the disputes between Budapest and 

Brussels are not included in the textbooks, and the narratives about these are excluded 

from the China-Hungary relationships in general. On the strategic narrative level, the 

human rights issues, considering China as a threat or a systematic rival, and labelling 

Hungary as an electoral autocracy by the European Parliament (European Parliament, 

2022), do not appear. In the textbooks, these topics are certainly not included as these 

are not in the strategic narratives on the top level. Furthermore, together with the 

strategic narratives and textbooks’ narratives, these topics are excluded from the China-

Hungary relationship in general. In other words, the strategic narratives and the local 

narratives on the ground outline the political agenda and priorities of the China-

Hungary relationship. Unlike strategic narratives, local narratives in textbooks, after the 

translation process, directly reach and speak to the public. It is these local narratives 

and translation processes that bring the public into relations. It is these local narratives 
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and translation processes that make the public’s understanding and “experiencing” of 

the strategic narratives possible. It is these local narratives and translation processes 

through which the power of strategic narratives can be exercised.  

 

5.5 Conclusion  

 

The strategic narratives of the China-Hungary relationship are translated into daily life 

local narratives of practices, bilateral tourism, and cultural engagements. The human 

rights issues or the Budapest-Brussels disputes no longer belong to China-Hungary 

relationships, and they should not be discussed in the local narratives of China-Hungary 

relations. Even the economic ties, such as the BRI, become vague to ordinary people 

and are left to the political and economic elites in these two countries. It is a de-

politicisation by the textbooks. This de-politicisation of the translation process 

increases the credibility and validity of strategic narratives through these local 

narratives in textbooks. The textbooks and their narratives circle what kind of 

conversation, what kind of topics, and what kind of foci are considered (ab)normal 

within the interactions between Hungarians and Chinese. The strategic narratives on 

the top mark the direction and boundary where these local narratives from textbooks 
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and daily practices can go and how far local narratives can go. The local narratives are 

empowered to enrich and, more importantly, to make sense of the strategic narratives 

on the ground. What connects the strategic narratives and local narratives is the 

translation process. Within the translation process, these themes serve as the common 

meaning-making pattern to inter-constitute both strategic narratives and local narratives. 

At the same time, the Hungarian and Austrian cases show the changes in Chinese 

strategic narratives to Europe with both temporal and spatial dimensions.   
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Chapter 6 Nouvelles d'Europe 

 

This chapter analyses the Nouvelles d’Europe (NE), a Chinese newspaper serving the 

Chinese community in Europe. This chapter concerns the Chinese strategic narratives 

being translated into news reports and articles. Following the same thematic analysis 

approach as conducted in the textbook analysis, three main themes are conceptualised. 

These themes elucidate the translation process and the relations between the strategic 

narratives and local narratives, which also serve the comparison of different 

communication conduits. For example, while the textbooks in Confucius Institutes are 

designed for European local students, the NE is issued for the Chinese diaspora who 

live in European countries. In terms of the content, while the textbooks focus on 

language study and presenting Chinese culture, the NE reports on politics, business, 

and local affairs in Europe. Like the textbooks, the NE is not simply a channel passing 

on the messages but a platform of interaction and contestation of narratives. Because 

the NE is the largest Chinese media outlet in Europe, it has an ambiguous and special 

connection with the Chinese embassies in Europe, and because of its qualities of mass 

media, the NE presents more political and strategic narratives in its articles. These 

qualities also distinguish the NE from the textbooks used in Confucius Institutes and 

the Chinese official newspapers like People’s Daily and the Global Times. Finding the 
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words and expressions used in the Chinese strategic narratives is not difficult in the NE. 

However, the key research question is how these strategic narratives are translated into 

the local narratives in European local news aimed at Chinese communities in Europe. 

In other words, the NE does not simply copy and paste those authoritative leaders’ 

speeches and governmental documents but edits and comments with daily news within 

a European context. The translation process is how the NE makes the Chinese strategic 

narratives more focused on Europe and more accessible and readable to its audiences. 

This chapter will first introduce the background of the newspaper, and then the coding 

process, followed by the empirical analysis of the translation process in the newspaper.  

 

6.1 Nouvelles d'Europe 

 

Nouvelles d’Europe, or 欧洲时报 (ōuzhōu shíbào) in Chinese, is the largest and the 

most influential Chinese newspaper serving the broader Chinese communities in 

Europe. The newspaper was established in 1983. According to the newspaper itself 

(Oushinet, n.d.), the NE is the flagship publication of its parent company: Guang Hua 

Cultures et Media. The company provides multi-media services, including newspapers, 

websites, social media, and even its own mobile application called Nouvelles d’Europe 
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Online (see Google Play, n.d.), to its audiences. The company established various 

branches across Europe, namely in London (2011), Vienna (2012), Frankfurt (2013), 

Rome (2014), and Madrid (2018), and its headquarters are located in Paris, France. The 

company publishes the NE in different versions corresponding to its regional branches. 

Only the NE issued by the Paris headquarters is a daily newspaper, and its versions in 

the UK, Germany, Italy, Central and Eastern Europe, and Spain are issued weekly. 

These newspapers are issued in printed copies and also digitalised for online browsing 

from its website outshinet.com.  

 

Besides the newspaper to the Chinese community, the Guang Hua Cultures et Media 

also provides online news websites in English (chinaminutes.com), in French (chine-

info.com), and in German (de.china-info24.com). The contents and reports of websites 

in European languages are separated from the NE which is issued in Chinese only. The 

websites do not simply translate the Chinese resources and articles in the newspaper 

NE. These multi-source presentations in multiple languages also show that the company 

has the capacity to mobilise media resources covering major European countries. These 

news websites in European languages have their respective channels and pages on 

Western social media, like Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), Instagram, and YouTube. 

Besides the media, the company also expands its business to culture training and 
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hospitality, like its cultural centres in its regional offices, for example, the one in Paris 

is called the L’Association des Amis de Nouvelles d’Europe (culture-oushi, n.d.). It also 

provides travel services through its subsidiary firm Euro-Chine Voyages (ecvoyages, 

n.d.) which was established in France in 2002 as a limited liability company 

(L’Annuaire des Entreprises, n.d.).  

 

Different resources suggest that the NE is connected with the Chinese government, 

especially the United Front Work Department of the Communist Party and the Overseas 

Chinese Affairs Office under the State Council (the central government). However, 

probably due to business and commercial confidentiality, the funding and networks of 

the Guang Hua Cultures et Media and the NE are unclear. The academic discussions 

about this newspaper are mainly from communication studies and diaspora studies (see 

Li, 2020; Lindberg, 2020; Rojas, 2021). Unfortunately, there are insufficient 

discussions on this Chinese media, neither in English nor French academia. Few 

Chinese articles discuss and compare the NE and Chinese domestic newspapers, like 

People’s Daily, on how the Chinese media contribute to the national image building 

(see Han, 2016; Zhang, 2020).  
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The NE (Oushinet, n.d.) portrays itself as the main Chinese reading for Chinese high-

level official groups visiting Europe, and its partners include Chinese embassies in 

different European countries, the China National Tourist Office London, Chinese 

domestic media like People’s Daily and Xinhua News, and European local cultural 

institutions like Palais Brongniart, Le Palais des Congrès d’Issy, and Livre Paris. 

Interestingly, not only Chinese Mainland and European giant enterprises like Air China, 

Huawei, UnionPay, AirFrance, Lufthansa, and Austrian Airlines, are its commercial 

partners; two Taiwanese aviation companies, Eva Air and China Airlines, are listed as 

well. The newspaper has advertisements saying “our newspaper is now also available 

on your flights to Asia” in both Chinese and English, with the logos of Air China, 

Hainan Airlines, China Airlines, Eva Air, and Austrian Airlines attached (see Figure 6.1 

below). In short, the NE and its parent company cannot be simply classified as an inner 

part of the Chinese governmental media system, as the connections are not clear, less 

academic discussion and research pay attention to such Chinese local media overseas, 

and many non-Chinese private and commercial factors are involved and associated.  

 

Because of these qualities of the NE, it is important to bring this new empirical case 

into the discussion. In particular, I place the NE, the newspaper and its reports, as a 

communication conduit and agent, just like the textbooks used in CIs. On one hand, the 
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NE is certainly different from those conventional Chinese official media, like People’s 

Daily and the Global Times, which have a very clear hierarchical relationship within 

the Chinese official propaganda system. On the other hand, the NE, in its reports, speaks 

for the Chinese authorities and spreads policies from the Chinese embassies, which is 

not the same as the language textbooks. In other words, analysing the NE with the same 

theoretical framework and methods helps us to compare different translation processes 

of Chinese strategic narratives through different communication conduits, and more 

importantly, to compare the translation processes targeting different audiences, as the 

textbooks serve European students who study the language, and the NE provides news 

and reports to Chinese communities in Europe. Both the textbooks and the NE are on 

the edge of the Chinese official propaganda system and they are far away from the core 

of Chinese strategic narrative formation. At the same time, they are the frontline where 

Chinese strategic narratives are translated into local narratives and finally meet the 

targeted public.  

 

This chapter examines the NE’s Central and Eastern European version whose digital 

versions from January 2019 to August 2024 are provided publicly on the website 

paper.oushinet.com. Normally, this weekly newspaper has 16 pages per issue. The first 

ten pages concentrate on global and Chinese political and economic news, followed by 
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two to four pages about sports, fashion, and other entertainment topics, and the very 

last two to four pages are advertisements. In the issues of 2019 and 2020, 

advertisements are located on the second and third pages and the last two pages. I 

selected the first three pages with headlines and key political and economic reports, 

with the assumption that the most important news and information were provided on 

the earlier pages. Thus, pages one, four, and five of the issues in 2019 and 2020 were 

selected and pages one to three of the issues in 2021-2024 were selected. In total 274 

issues were collected with 822 pages. Each page contained at least two to three articles, 

which is far more than Zhang’s study (2020) collecting 587 articles only about China 

from the NE from 2013-2017 and Han’s collection of 87 articles (Han, 2016).  

 

Unlike Zhang and Han’s studies on China’s national image building from the NE, my 

collection consists of articles not only about China but also European and global issues, 

as these all match the guiding questions of the thematic analysis: how China sees itself, 

how China sees others, and how China sees the world, which also makes this chapter 

comparable with the textbook analysis. In practice, I downloaded the pages from all 

available issues from January 2019 to August 2024 and converted them into one file 

per issue. In other words, I created in total of 274 files ordered by the issue date. Then, 

I inputted these files into NVivo for coding, and the manual coding process followed 
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the thematic analysis approach as before in the textbook analysis. In the end, 547 codes 

are coded which is far more than those from the textbooks. These 547 codes are 

conceptualised into eight sub-themes (see Table 6.1).  

 

 Sub-themes Number 

of files 

Number of 

references 

1 China is the major responsible power and part of the 

international order. 

135 279 

2 China is a strong support and the motherland of 

Chinese people in Europe. 

105 201 

3 China and Europe cannot be de-coupled. 107 190 

4 China does not want to get involved in internal 

European affairs. 

73 108 

5 The US is the inevitable player for China to participate 

in global governance.  

59 92 

6 Cultural and people-to-people exchanges in the region. 49 63 

7 The old Western-dominated international order is 

problematic. 

35 39 

8 The China-Europe relations are not independent from 

the US. 

27 35 

Table 6.1 Sub-themes of the Nouvelles d’Europe 

 

Before discussing the main themes of the NE, there are several empirical notes about 

the NE itself and the coding process. First, after the coding process and the numbers 

presented above, the correspondence of the numbers of files and references shows the 

validity and consistency of the coding process. Second, this Central and Eastern Europe 

version of NE is edited and issued by the office in Vienna, and the contents focus, by 

nature, more on the region, compared to other versions of the NE. While the NE in 
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Germany and Spain cover more news about Germany, Nordic countries, and the Iberian 

Peninsula, this Central and Eastern Europe version focuses on 22 countries in the region 

as its issue coverage. These 22 countries are Albania, Estonia, Austria, Belarus, 

Bulgaria, North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Poland, Montenegro, Czech 

Republic, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Liechtenstein, Romania, Moldova, Switzerland, 

(Kosovo), Slovakia, Slovenia, Ukraine, and Hungary (the list of the countries follows 

the order in the “issue coverage” in the NE, see top right corner in Figure 6.1). More 

precisely, Austria and Hungary as the subjects take significant weight in the news 

reports, which matches the textbook analysis in Vienna and Budapest.  

 

Third, there are fixed seasonal topics in the newspaper. For example, in January or 

February, the newspaper publishes public letters and greetings of the Chinese New Year 

from the Chinese embassies in the region; in March, the two sessions in Beijing are 

reported; in October, the national holiday is the fixed topic with multiple reports on the 

celebrations in China and public letters from the Chinese embassies. Also, the 

newspaper publishes specific policies and regulations concerning the Chinese diaspora 

like the travel restrictions and test requirements for Chinese going back to China during 

the pandemic. This information is not published as a news report, but as an 

announcement – representing the embassies to spread the policies and regulations to 
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more Chinese diaspora. On one hand, this shows that the NE serves the Chinese 

community as it follows the news of Chinese festivals and domestic politics; on the 

other hand, this might indicate its relations with Chinese officials and governments, 

although to what extent we do not know and these cannot be measured. To be clear, the 

coding process is not based on the topics of these articles, but on the specific meanings 

and themes. In other words, the thematic approach helps to go beyond the topics and 

these fixed seasonal arrangements to re-integrate and generate the meaning-making 

patterns. 
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Figure 6.1: The front page of the issue on 24th January 2024, Nouvelles d’Europe 

Central and Eastern Europe version.  

 

Fourth, another interesting individual observation is that, on the first page of the issue 

on 24th January 2019 (Figure 6.1), the newspaper highlights the headline with “Wuhan 

Pneumonia” in blue, which is the first and the only time that the newspaper used this 

term. During the pandemic, the battlefield was not only limited to the public health 

sector and medical professionals but also expanded to narratives and labelling. The 

Chinese government made huge efforts to disconnect the word virus from China or 

Wuhan. In the detailed reports in the same issue and the following issue, the virus is 

referred to as the neo-corona virus, and a short report on page 5 issued on 7th February 

2019 is titled “A joint statement by German friends: the enemy is the virus, not Chinese 

people”. No matter whether the single appearance of “Wuhan Pneumonia” was an 

accident or edited on purpose, it reflects that the NE is different from the People’s Daily 

and influenced by the European local context as the NE must rapidly report the 

European local news and respond to its European local audiences. These four specific 

notes from the NE show that the NE, and other communication conduits and materials 

of Chinese public diplomacy in Europe, are not simply the “throat and mouth”, or the 

mouthpiece in English, of the Chinese government as a tool of speaker projecting 
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Chinese political values and establishing a favourable image of the country. There are 

many more interesting things which the state-centric approach cannot unpack.  

 

6.2 Themes of the Nouvelles d’Europe  

 

Based on the key guiding questions of conducting the thematic analysis and the eight 

sub-themes (see Table 6.1), three dominant themes from the NE are conceptualised. 

The first theme is that China is the leading power of a better world, and this theme is 

concerned with how China sees the world order. The second theme is that China and 

Europe should work together, which emphasises the relationships between China and 

Europe. The last theme is that China is an economic power which strongly integrates 

with the first two themes and is different from the “civilisation” focus of the textbooks. 

These three themes are conceptualised based on how China sees the world, how China 

sees others (in this case, Europe and European countries), and how China sees itself, 

which are the translation patterns of the strategic narratives.  

 

6.2.1 China is the leading power of a better world 
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The theme that China is the leading power of a better world contains how China 

perceives the current international order and how China wants to change it. This theme 

and the translation into the narratives in the Nouvelles d’Europe relate to the Chinese 

strategic narratives of the “major-country diplomacy with Chinese characteristics” and 

its BRI narratives. From this theme, the narratives in the newspaper present that first, 

China considers itself a major responsible power in the current world order, and second, 

China considers the current international order problematic due to the US hegemony. 

In other words, the current international order dominated by the US hegemony needs 

change and that change comes from China.  

 

In the newspaper NE, many articles report how China helps and supports other 

countries. For example, China provided vaccines to Eastern European countries while 

the EU was busy with making regulations among the member states, China asked for 

peace and diplomatic solutions to the Ukraine conflict, how BRI projects benefit local 

people in receiving countries, and so on. The newspapers collected are from January 

2019 to the end of August 2024 and the pandemic and the Ukraine conflict were the 

main issues during this period. China is portrayed as the defender and leader of 

international order, and the rest of the world considers China as a new and better model.  
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In the issue on 22nd May 2022, the NE reported President Xi’s address and promises to 

the world at the 73rd World Health Assembly. Xi introduced China’s five actions to 

coordinate global cooperation in fighting against the pandemic. First, China would 

provide an international assistance fund of two billion USD over two years. Second, 

China would work with the UN to establish global humanitarian response depots and 

hubs in China. Third, China would establish a mechanism of thirty China-Africa 

hospitals pair-up cooperations to help African countries. Fourth, the Chinese vaccines 

would become global public goods; and finally, China would work with other G20 

members to implement the Debt Service Suspension Initiative for the poorest countries. 

On the other side, the European countries and the US are described as suffering from 

the pandemic due to weak governments and lack of capacity. For example, the NE 

reports that new waves of infection restrict the local economic recovery, while Chinese 

people have already enjoyed domestic travelling and festivals. In the issue on 11th 

December 2020, the headline on page 4 says “Merkel becomes emotional, reflecting 

the helplessness towards the reality” and another article on the same page is titled 

“Bavaria declares ‘state of disaster’ again, Corona-virus-party organised in many 

places”. These news reports and narratives tell stories to its Chinese readers that China 

is capable of controlling its domestic pandemic and giving a hand to the rest of the 

world, but European countries cannot deliver efficient policies fighting against the virus.  
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Besides the pandemic, on the topic of the Ukraine conflict and together with other 

negative news, the NE delivers the stories based on the worldview that the current 

international order led by the US is problematic and the US hegemony is problematic. 

For example, in the issue of 11th December 2020, the commentator of the newspaper 

writes that  

The boss of the West, the US, was absent from leading global affairs of 

fighting against the pandemic, its domestic actions were a mess as well, its 

full-capacity image established since the World War II is collapsing, the US 

is even called a failed country by its domestic media; the red-zone of 

pandemic Europe has never received concrete support from the US, but some 

tiny peanuts under the flag of America first.  

 

In the issue of NE on 9th December 2022, a public article by the Chinese Ambassador 

to Moldova is translated from the original published on the InfoTag (see Embassy of 

the PRC in the Republic of Moldova, 2022). The Ambassador suggests that  

nobody can deny that, in the current international community, there is still too 

much existence of hegemonism, power politics, Cold War mentality, double-

standard, intervening others’ domestic affairs, […] The country doing this, the 

purpose is to forever maintain its top position on the world pyramid, the 

country considers that only itself has the right to enjoy a developed and 

wealthy life and other countries only deserve to work for it, to provide cheap 

products and resources, and to wait for being harvested, the problem behind 

is the civilisation exceptionalism and even racism. 

Although the Ambassador does not explicitly mention it in the article, “the country” 

points to the US. In the article, the Ambassador makes the comparison that “China 
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has never, and will not bully others and ask for hegemony and so-called world 

leadership, […], will not do things based on ‘China first’ and ‘Chinese priority’”.  

 

Not only these international affairs but also the US hegemony is presented by the stories 

in Hong Kong and Taiwan as the US intervenes in Chinese domestic affairs. From the 

NE’s perspective, the US is irresponsible and a troublemaker around the world. In the 

issue on 9th June 2023, the commentator of the NE clearly writes that “the world needs 

the US, a powerful and responsible US; at the same time, the world also needs China, 

a China that can lead the world out of crises and continue sustainable peace”. The 

current problematic international order led by the US hegemony is the opposite and the 

narrating target of the theme “China is the leading power of a better world”. These 

narratives of the negativeness of the US and its hegemony and the positiveness of 

China’s rising power are connected to the strategic narrative of “major-country 

diplomacy with Chinese characteristics”. In other words, the “major-country diplomacy 

with Chinese characteristics” is translated into the negative narratives of the US and 

some European countries, and how China helps others, and at the same time, is 

restricted by the US hegemony.  
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What does this strategic narrative “major-country diplomacy with Chinese 

characteristics” mean? An official website of “China’s Diplomacy in the New Era” 

gives the basic definition:  

Under the leadership of the Communist Party of China, modern China is 

experiencing the broadest and the most significant social reform in our 

country’s history, is conducting the greatest and special practice innovation in 

human history, is embarking on a path of socialism with Chinese 

characteristics that is in line with China’s national conditions, conforms to the 

requirements of the times and has achieved great success. China nowadays is 

closer to the centre of the world stage than at any time in history, and is closer 

to achieving the goal of national rejuvenation than at any time in history. The 

world is so big, problems are so many, the international community expects 

to hear China’s voice, and to see China’s proposals. General Secretary Xi 

emphasises China must have its major-country diplomacy with its 

characteristics. We need to base on the summary of practice experiences, 

enrich and develop the ideas of foreign affairs tasks, and make our foreign 

affairs tasks with obvious and outstanding Chinese characteristics, Chinese 

style, and Chinese manner. (China’s Diplomacy in the New Era, n.d.) 

 

Unfortunately, this basic definition does not deliver as much as it is supposed to do. The 

Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Mao Ning’s regular press conference on 29th December 

2023 might give a clearer and more detailed narrating and explanation:  

We have opened up new prospects in major-country diplomacy with Chinese 

characteristics. China has become a responsible major country with enhanced 

international influence, stronger capacity to steer new endeavors, and greater 

moral appeal. […] It was pointed out at the conference that a community 

with a shared future for mankind reflects the Chinese Communists’ worldview, 

perception of order, and values, accords with the common aspiration of 

people in all countries, and points the direction for the progress of world 

civilizations. It is also the noble goal pursued by China in conducting major-

country diplomacy with Chinese characteristics for the new era. Given the 
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series of major issues and challenges facing the world today, China calls for 

an equal and orderly multipolar world and a universally beneficial and 

inclusive economic globalization. An equal and orderly multipolar world is 

one in which all countries, regardless of size, are treated as equals, 

hegemonism and power politics are rejected, and democracy is truly 

promoted in international relations. A universally beneficial and inclusive 

economic globalization is one that meets the common needs of all countries, 

especially the developing countries, and properly addresses the development 

imbalances between and within countries resulting from the global allocation 

of resources. […] and raise China’s international influence, appeal and power 

to shape events to a new level. We will create a more favorable international 

environment and provide more solid strategic support for building China into 

a great modern socialist country in all respects and advancing the great 

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation on all fronts through the Chinese path to 

modernization. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2023h) 

 

Comparing these two official statements carrying a strategic narrative of “major-

country diplomacy with Chinese characteristics” and the reports in the NE, we may find 

out what problems are as “the world is so big, and the problems are so many”. The 

problems are the US hegemony and its associated small-circle power politics; in 

particular, the US is bullying other countries and making others depend on the US to 

maintain its top position. This strategic narrative is translated into the local narratives 

in the NE such as the US starting wars in the Middle East and triggering the Ukraine 

conflict, and some European countries, namely Hungary and Serbia, strongly want their 

independence from the US and EU’s geopolitical and social influence. At the same time, 

combining the strategic narratives and the local narratives, we may find out that the 

major-country diplomacy suggests the major countries are the US, China, and Western 
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European countries. These major countries are the key to the international order and the 

US is trying to maintain its old hegemony, while China is trying to reshape this power 

relationship with the US.  

 

What does “responsible” mean in Chinese strategic narratives? The translation into the 

local narratives shows that China is cooperating with other countries, no matter how 

big or small, to solve practical development issues, like stories on China’s infrastructure 

projects in the Balkan states. These Chinese supports are a counterforce against the US 

hegemony. In other words, from both the strategic narratives and local narratives, a 

responsible China is a major country on the same level as the US in the world order 

now, and China must speak more and fight more to lead the others to shake the US 

hegemony.  

 

6.2.2 China and Europe should work together 

 

As the NE is the largest Chinese media outlet in Europe, the newspaper, by nature, pays 

extreme attention to European local politics, economy, and societies, which are even 

more weighted than Chinese domestic news. As briefly discussed before, the local news 

includes major topics like the pandemic, the Ukraine conflict, and Chinese BRI projects 
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in the region. Furthermore, the newspaper highlights Central and Eastern European 

countries more than those in Western Europe or Scandinavia, as the data collected are 

the NE issued by the Vienna branch. The second theme of NE is about the China-Europe 

relations and it is that China and Europe should work together. This theme is related to 

the Chinese strategic narrative towards Europe that China and Europe have no clash of 

fundamental interests. On one hand, the narratives and stories in the NE present the 

internal division within Europe but China has no interest in getting involved in these 

European troubles; On the other hand, China emphasises its major role in the global 

economy, and that European countries and China should work together to shake the 

current international order under the US hegemony.  

 

The message of internal division within Europe is presented in various issues in the NE. 

For example, the NE comments and quotes: “Europe has been more divided than ever 

on seeking a joint political solution to the migration issue” (1st Nov. 2019); “Italy 

complains that Germany receives more vaccine supplies and Spain will not share with 

other member states about the injection information” (1st Jan. 2021); “On the Russia-

Ukraine conflict, the UK, France, and Germany, do not share the same position” (25th 

Mar. 2022); “‘Hungary must protect its interests’, Orban says, ‘Budapest must defend 
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its position for peace and against the Biden administration and Brussels’” (24th Feb. 

2023), and “the EU wants to blackmail pro-Russia member states?” (2nd Aug. 2024).  

 

More interestingly, another example from the NE presents the meeting and negotiation 

amongst European leaders in a theatrical narrating style. In the issue on 24th July 2024, 

page 3 reports the Special European Council meeting held on 17th-21st July about the 

recovery package and the European budget (European Council, 2024). The NE reports 

the meeting:  

French President Macron once thumped the table and accused Austria, the 

Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, and Finland, even threatening to quit the 

negotiation. Especially when Austrian Chancellor Kurz left the room to 

answer a phone call, which irritated Macron who said: “look, he does not care 

at all, he does not listen to others, terrible attitude”. Hungarian PM Orban had 

a furious argument with Mark Rutte, and Orban directly pointed to Rutte: “[I] 

do not know the reason why [you] hate me or Hungary” and “[you] try to use 

financial mechanism to punish Hungary”.  

The report presents the meeting as a high school class without a teacher, and each leader 

just fights for their own national interests rather than a common European interest. It 

frames the EU as weak and divided within itself.  

 

When reporting these inner divisions and social problems of Europe, China is missing 

in the narratives and stories. However, China is involved when it comes to the economy 

and global governance. Most of the time, the NE presents China as an economy and 
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market power towards Europe, which will be discussed in detail in the third theme. The 

newspaper also narrates that the internal problems of Europe and the conflicts between 

the EU and China are due to the US hegemony and European countries following the 

US, and the solution is that European countries should be more independent and 

cooperate with China. For instance, the conclusion of the article on the Ukraine conflict 

in the issue on 18th February 2022 concludes that “Europeans are squeezed between 

two imperialist powers, and are divided by Europeans themselves, the Europeans’ 

desire for the third path rather than the US or Russia should not be an impossible dream”.  

 

In the issue on 26th August 2022, the NE translated the interview with the Chinese 

Ambassador to Austria by the Press Kurier. The Ambassador answered a question about 

Huawei:  

Europe is one of the important poles of the multipolar system. China always 

supports the European integration, […] considers Europe as an important 

cooperation partner, we hope that Europe can act from its own interests and 

global interests, and follow an independent foreign policy. […] The US and 

Europe still have not yet provided evidence of the security problem of Huawei. 

[We] hope that European countries can clearly understand the nature of the 

problem, and do not obey the US’s intimidation.  

The headline of the article on page 2 in the issue on 27th October 2023 is titled: “De-

coupling with China will destroy the European economy, Europe should not follow 

and obey Washington”.  
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The Chinese strategic narratives towards Europe are that China supports European 

integration, and China and Europe have no clash on fundamental interest. These 

strategic narratives are translated into the NE and presented by the stories and narratives 

of the division within Europe and that the China-Europe relationship should be 

independent from the US. On various occasions, the Chinese leaders admit that Europe 

is a partner and another civilisation of China, Europe and China are both the key players 

of the current global multipolar system. For example, Chinese Minister Wang Yi met 

the press during the Second Session of the 14th National People’s Congress, and the 

Minister answered the question about China-Europe relations:  

In fact, China and Europe do not have clashing fundamental interests 

between them, or geopolitical and strategic conflicts. Their common interests 

far outweigh their differences. In the context of China-EU relations, the two 

sides should be characterized rightly as partners. Cooperation should be the 

defining feature of the relationship, autonomy is its key value, and win-win 

is its future. We hope that China-EU relations will move ahead smoothly with 

green lights at every crossing. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024a) 

Two months later, President Xi visited France and re-emphasised the Chinese strategic 

narratives towards Europe and European countries:  

Both China and France are parts of the Eurasian continent, located at its east 

and west ends respectively. China is a typical Eastern civilization, and France 

showcases the Western. Our two countries do not have geopolitical conflicts, 

and we do not have clashes of fundamental interests. What we do have in 

common is we both think independently, both are fascinated by our splendid 

cultures, and we are engaged in result-oriented cooperation based on many 

shared interests. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024c) 
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The translation of the strategic narrative of “no clash on fundamental interests” into the 

newspaper NE is different from the ones in textbooks and other narratives. Although 

one of the missions of the NE is to present the positive side of China and tell good 

stories of China to its Chinese audiences in Europe, it does not necessarily mean that it 

has to present the problems and divisions within Europe. In other words, the NE 

emphasises the division within Europe on various issues, like the pandemic, the Ukraine 

conflict, and social issues such as migration, and the emphasis is not to reach a 

conclusion that China is good and Europe is bad. The purpose of these news reports is 

more targeting the message that China is not involved in European internal affairs, 

which makes a counterargument against the Western strategic narrative of the “China 

threat”. These news report narratives and stories show that China is away from the 

problems and division within Europe, which, at the same time, serves the strategic 

narrative that China and Europe have no clash on fundamental interests and these two 

actors should work together.  

 

How do these two work together? The strategic narratives on the highest level suggest 

that both Europe and China are key players of the multipolar system and they both 

should act independently. The local narratives of the news articles suggest that the US 

and its hegemony are the barriers restricting a better Europe-China relationship and it 
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is the European side that needs to work more to keep away from the US influence. In 

other words, the Chinese strategic narratives do not clearly suggest the fundamental 

problems or the US as the third party of the Europe-China relationships. The local 

narratives, from the translation, present clearly that the Europe-China relationship 

currently is not only between these two players but also associates with the US which 

China suggests the relationship should be independent from.  

 

6.2.3 China is an economic power 

 

The last theme of the NE is that China is an economic power. No matter towards the 

EU or specific European states, the NE narrates that China is a key economic power 

that Europe cannot risk de-coupling from. This third theme supplements the first and 

second themes as China is capable of being more responsible in global governance and 

countering the US hegemony. At the same time, China and Europe should work more 

on the economy rather than focusing on political disputes.  

 

It is noted that the narratives associated with the theme China is an economic power are 

not isolated and are not based on absolute economic numbers. The local narratives are 

presented in a comparative way between China’s economic status and how China sees 
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its counterparts in Europe. In the NE, there are other labels that China uses to describe 

its relationships with European countries. For example, the identity label “civilisation” 

is applied to Spain, France, and Romania. Hungary and Serbia are considered “friends” 

and “models of China-Europe relations”, Spain is a “reliable friend” of China in the EU, 

Austria is a “rich-culture” country, Switzerland is a “great economic partner”, Germany 

and other Western European countries are considered as “high-income and welfare 

states”, and Lithuania is a “small country”. It is noted that the relationships between 

China and some Central and Eastern European countries, which had the communist past 

and where Chinese BRI projects receive more positive responses, are labelled as the 

“traditional friendships”. Among all these, the economic aspect has never been absent 

in the narratives.  

 

When narrating the bilateral relationships between China and European countries, the 

reports in the NE always emphasise that China is the second largest economy in the 

world, and that bilateral economic relations are important to the respective European 

countries. For instance, the newspaper suggests that China is the largest trade partner 

of Austria in Asia (17th May 2019) and the second outside the EU (18th Oct. 2019), 

China is the largest trade partner of Romania in Asia (27th Sep. 2019), China is the 

largest trade partner of France in Asia and the 7th in the world (11th Aug. 2023), Spain 
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is only the 6th trade partner of China in the EU but China is the largest partner of Spain 

outside the union (7th Apr. 2023), and China is the largest trade partner of Norway in 

Asia (17th May 2019). This narrating pattern, presenting the importance of bilateral 

trade relations, also applies to the reports on other European countries. Moreover, 

narrating the economic trade significance does not only remain on the level of China 

and European countries, but also covers the EU-China and US-China relations. The 

commentator piece on 2nd April 2021 suggests that China is the largest trade partner of 

the EU, the EU cannot be separated from China, and the rapid recovery of China 

impacts European economic recovery after the pandemic. These reports reflect that the 

NE prioritises economic ties among other topics.  

 

This theme, China is an economic power, gives a more concrete meaning of China as a 

responsible major country. The NE reports narrate that China, the EU, and Central and 

Eastern European countries are markets. For example, in the issues of the first half of 

2023, the NE pays attention to the CEE countries: CEE countries have huge market 

potential, because, as part of Europe, CEE countries have enormous populations and 

consumer markets. Serbia, Croatia, and other CEE countries became the experimental 

destinations of Chinese group tourism after the pandemic, and Chinese tourists re-

appear in Hungary. In these narratives, European countries are considered as the market 
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and Chinese people who come to Europe are supporting the economic recovery. At the 

same time, the narratives are selling the narrative that China is a market for Europeans: 

China will become the largest consumer market in the world by 2020 (3rd Jan. 2020); 

the EU needs China, needs cheap Chinese products to reduce the impacts from the high 

inflation, and needs to share the Chinese market. At the same time, China also needs 

the support from the EU on technologies and service trading (29th Jul. 2022). Targeting 

its Chinese audiences, the NE also introduces domestic improvements and economic 

recovery after the pandemic, which may attract the Chinese diaspora to bring business 

to China.  

 

These reports highlight the economic significance of China. At the same time, they 

deliver the message that China plays a role in world order with its economic power. The 

NE highlights the Chinese participation in and history with the Davos Forum. The news 

reports narrate that China is the focus and key in the Davos Forum and a Chinese voice 

is much expected. The Davos Forum has a long history with China as the establishment 

of the Summer Davos Forum in China since 2007 shows that China is part of the global 

economy and Chinese economic power supports global trade. Moreover, these 

narratives associated with economic power serve as a counterargument against the 

narrative of China’s division in Europe. This theme highlights that China wants to do 
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business with European countries, and European countries need the Chinese market; at 

the same time, the theme marginalises political disputes like human rights issues.  

 

The theme of China as an economic power is not isolated and simply presents what 

China is, but supplements the strategic narratives and first two themes. Because China 

is an economic power, and China has been deeply involved in the global economy, 

China needs to play a more responsible role in global governance as a major country. 

We may push further to see, in Chinese strategic narratives, who are considered as the 

major powers. The economy and market determine who the major powers are in the 

multipolar system: the US, the EU, and China. By looking at the translation and local 

narratives in the NE, we may find that the Chinese strategic narrative as a major country 

strongly rests on its economic narratives; and this strategic narrative not only refers to 

China’s GDP and its status as the second largest economy in the world, but also China’s 

identity as a market for Europeans and China has been strongly involved and 

participating in the global economy order. The third theme of economic power helps to 

convey the message that within the current world order, Europe and China can actually 

work together, and there is no clash in fundamental interests, as the political disputes 

between Europe and China should give way to their economic cooperation. Combining 
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these three themes, we may find that, in the narratives to Chinese external audiences, 

economic power is the priority and China has always been part of the international order.  

 

6.3 Newspapers and information warfare  

 

The newspaper NE has developed a comprehensive communication network including 

multiple media: printed newspapers, online new websites, accounts and posts on both 

Chinese and Western social media – WeChat, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and X 

(Twitter), and mobile applications. The parent company of NE has set up culture centres 

in Paris, Frankfurt, Rome, Vienna, London, and Madrid. The business has been 

expanded to tourism and publishing namely its travel agency Euro-Chine Voyages and 

its publishing house – Editions Horizon Oriental. The media cooperation partners 

include Xinhua News Agency, CCTV, ChinaDaily, China News Service, Jiangsu TV, 

AFP, The Telegraph, Die Welt, and so on. The introduction chapter introduced the 

landscape of Chinese media overseas and the relationships between Chinese media 

outlets and the Beijing government, and the current studies on Chinese media and their 

propaganda towards overseas receive extreme attention. However, the NE, a localised 

and commercial-oriented Chinese media in Europe which has discursive links with the 
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Chinese government and Chinese private capital, receive less attention in academic 

discussions. Considering the NE as a media outlet and as part of how China speaks to 

the world, this case study is relevant to the discussion of information warfare.  

 

Information and communication technologies are no longer just about what people 

know and how people know, but are weaponised. “Information is not just a means to 

boost the effectiveness of lethal technologies as has occurred often in the past, but opens 

up the possibility of non-lethal attacks that can incapacitate, defeat, deter or coerce an 

adversary” (Bishop & Goldman, 2003, p. 114). The information warfare is warfare 

characterised by the use of information and communication technologies and such a 

phenomenon has departed from military use of information and technologies to political 

and ethical aspects (Taddeo, 2012). Payne argues that “The media, in the modern era, 

are indisputably an instrument of war. This is because winning modern wars is as much 

dependent on carrying domestic and international public opinion as it is on defeating 

the enemy on the battlefield” (2005, p. 81). Besides information and technologies, the 

media also plays a role in information warfare. Discussions focus on the validity and 

credibility of media, and the key concepts are disinformation and fake news (e.g. 

Babacan & Tam, 2022; Golovchenko et al., 2018; Kumar, 2006; Szostek, 2018). Not 

just focused on the facts and information, narratives have been highlighted in 
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information warfare (e.g. Asmolov, 2022), as narratives can shape public opinion and 

information warfare is about strategic campaigns to win over both local and global 

public opinion (Golovchenko et al., 2018).  

 

The NE seems not in the discussion of information warfare since the NE, the Chinese 

diaspora groups, and the Chinese government are not at the centre of a military conflict, 

and the NE is not a media outlet on the national level like the People’s Daily. However, 

the NE case can be part of the discussion of information warfare and provide new 

perspectives. First, the NE covers warfare and conflicts in its reports, although it is a 

low-level newspaper. The reports collected in this research cover the main international 

military conflicts, namely the Russia-Ukraine war and the Israel-Palestine conflict. The 

reports of NE narrated the military capacities of stakeholders of the Russia-Ukraine war, 

that the US should be responsible for the war, and that the EU is in crisis because of the 

war. Second, the NE is an example of Chinese media in Europe and due to its discursive 

connections with Chinese government and Chinese private capital, the NE presents an 

alternative voice of China. Here, the alternative voice does not mean that the NE speaks 

differently with opposite opinions against Chinese national media outlets, but local 

narratives in European contexts different from the Chinese strategic narratives on the 

top. This chapter has already analysed the translation process between the NE’s local 
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narratives and Chinese strategic narratives. The NE’s narratives are supported by three 

themes: China is the leading power of a better world, China and Europe should work 

together, and China is an economic power. These themes and the narratives directly 

speak to and reach the Chinese diaspora groups in Europe, which play a role in shaping 

the public opinion of these groups.  

 

Third, the NE is not just conventional mass media, namely printed newspapers, but a 

comprehensive media network including both online and offline communication 

channels with technologies. This comprehensive communication network contributes 

to the efficiency and accessibility of the diffusion of narratives. This chapter has already 

shown that the NE is a narrative battlefield of not just the wars mentioned but also daily 

and social issues. These local narratives are political and can be strategic. In short, the 

NE case can contribute to the discussion of information warfare as it provides new 

perspectives of daily narrative contestations which bring ordinary people into relations. 

Moreover, the NE case sheds light on the actors – China and Chinese diaspora groups, 

who are not at the very centre of conflicts in information warfare.  
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6.4 Conclusion  

 

As part of the Chinese strategic narratives projection and Chinese public diplomacy to 

Europe, the Nouvelles d’Europe has received less attention as an analytical object, 

although the framework of strategic narratives strongly advocates investigation into 

different communication conduits and media ecologies. Although the NE has 

connections with the Chinese government and embassies in Europe, it is placed on a 

lower level than those official Chinese media and newspapers, namely the People’s 

Daily and the Global Times. The audiences of the NE and its private commercial 

structure make it a special case of looking at the Chinese strategic narratives in Europe, 

and the NE is a joint result of the Chinese strategic narratives and the European local 

context.  

 

Following the thematic analysis approach, almost three hundred issues and 822 pages 

were collected covering the issues from January 2019 to the end of August 2024. More 

than four hundred codes were coded in the first round, and from these four hundred 

codes, three key themes were conceptualised. The first theme is that China is a leading 

power of a better world, which is strongly connected to the Chinese strategic narrative 

“major-country diplomacy with Chinese characteristics”. The narratives associated 
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with this theme suggest that China is, as a responsible country, helping other countries 

and that the current international order led and controlled by the US hegemony is 

problematic. In particular, we have reports focusing on how China supports European 

countries and donates medical equipment and vaccines to the region, and how the small 

circle of G7 and NATO brings conflicts and suppression to the region. The second 

theme is that China and Europe should work together and this theme connects to the 

Chinese strategic narratives of China supporting European integration and China and 

Europe having no clash on fundamental interests. These strategic narratives are 

translated into the local political news in Europe about the internal East-and-West 

division within Europe. Furthermore, the NE also pushes the narrative that the obstacle 

to Europe-China relations is the US, and both China and European countries should act 

independently from the US, which means that China acknowledges Europe as one key 

player in the multipolar system, and that China and Europe should work together to 

shake the US hegemony.  

 

The third theme that supplements the first two themes is that China is an economic 

power. Unlike the textbooks used in Confucius Institutes, the NE portrays European 

countries and China more as markets from the economic perspective rather than 

emphasising them as civilisations. The narratives in the NE under this theme are about 
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the bilateral economic trade volumes, the markets for future cooperation, and China's 

long history of participating in the global economy. From the third theme, we may see 

how China understands its major country position and which countries can be the major 

countries. On one hand, these reports and articles in the NE align with the Chinese 

strategic narratives; on the other hand, they function as the counter-narratives against 

those Western narratives of China's threat and China’s division in Europe.  

 

In the case of NE, when combining the strategic narratives and the translation, some 

inconsistencies are found. First, through its strategic narratives and reports in the NE, 

China wants to project its leading position against the US hegemony, and at the same 

time, it tells the stories about how China is deeply involved with the global economy 

and is part of the international liberal order. Second, China sees the US hegemony and 

its Western European followers as problematic, and at the same time, it suggests that 

economic cooperation is the key between China and Europe. The narrative that China 

and Europe are economic partners marginalises those narratives on political disputes 

between these two actors. Thus, from the translation and local narratives, we unpack 

the meaning of Chinese strategic narratives towards Europe in the European context. 

Moreover, we may discover the variations and conflicts between these narratives on 

different levels. Again, without the translation process and local narratives, the strategic 
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narratives cannot be understood and projected. At the same time, by looking at the 

translation and the local narratives, the high-level strategic narratives are located in 

specific temporal and spatial dimensions. The meaning of strategic narratives is 

supported and illustrated by these local narratives in the reports, and these local 

narratives tell European stories about what happened in the past, what is happening now, 

and what should be done for a better future. In the conclusion chapter, an overall 

comparison of the translation and local narratives between the NE and textbooks will 

be presented.  
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Chapter 7 Discussion and Conclusions 

 

Are strategic narratives limited within the political elite circle? If so, the function and 

purpose of strategic narratives in constructing the shared meaning of the past, the 

present, and the future are limited. How do strategic narratives speak to and reach the 

public? This dissertation focused on the translation processes from Chinese strategic 

narratives to local narratives in Austria and Hungary. As it focused on the translation 

process of strategic narratives, two different communication conduits were selected, the 

Chinese language textbooks used in Confucius Institutes (CIs) and the Chinese 

newspaper Nouvelles d’Europe (NE). From these three cases (CIs in Vienna and 

Budapest, NE’s Central and Eastern European version), this dissertation sheds light on 

to the translation process and bridges the top-level strategic narratives and the 

discursive and sociocultural local narratives on the ground. This chapter will compare 

the three cases and their themes with further discussions, and the conclusion of this 

dissertation will be presented with its theoretical, empirical, and methodological 

contributions.  

 

In general, the strategic narratives give the directions and boundaries of local narratives. 

For example, human rights issues do not occur in the strategic narratives between China 
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and Hungary, nor do they show up in the local narratives in the textbooks used in CI 

Budapest. In other words, human rights issues are excluded from the narrating of the 

bilateral relationship between China and Hungary. The local narratives enrich the 

strategic narratives and enable the public to understand, feel, and experience the 

meaning of strategic narratives on a daily basis. For instance, China’s strategic 

narratives towards Europe are translated into the language practices and fictional stories 

in the textbooks. The strategic narratives like “China and Europe (or European countries) 

are both civilisations” and “China and Europe do not have fundamental conflicts of 

interests” are de-politicised and translated into stories of Hungarian students studying 

in Beijing and Chinese students admiring Hungarian heritage in Budapest.  

 

Local narratives are political and can be strategic, which is one of the theoretical 

contributions of this dissertation to the analytical framework of strategic narrative. This 

dissertation does not suggest that there is a hidden commandment or written 

authoritative handbook clearly regulating and guiding how each strategic narrative must 

be translated into particular local narratives. In other words, the translation process 

between the strategic and local narratives might or might not be instrumental but is 

shaped by the local contexts and communication conduits. It is the relations and 

particular local contexts that shape the translation process, and this is one of the reasons 
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why it is necessary to analyse strategic narratives with local narratives, to bring the 

local contexts in, and to unpack the translation process in different communication 

conduits facing different audiences.  

 

In Chapter 2, the theoretical framework of strategic narratives was reviewed and 

discussed. Strategic narratives are “a means for political actors to construct a shared 

meaning of the past, present, and future of international politics to shape the behaviour 

of domestic and international actors” (Miskimmon et al., 2013, p. 2). The analytical 

framework does not only analyse the texts and narratives but also how the narratives 

are constructed and projected through various channels. In other words, the framework 

helps us to unpack the epistemological and normative dimensions of international order 

and world politics.  

 

This dissertation has argued that analysing strategic narratives cannot be separated from 

local narratives and the translation process. Based on the main research question of this 

dissertation, how Chinese strategic narratives speak to and reach the public in Europe, 

the local narratives and the translation process are the key. Starting from the strategic 

narratives, why do we have to look at local narratives? Chapter 2 has suggested that, 

from management studies, decision-making perspectives, and Gramscian ideas, it is the 
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public that brings strategy alive and makes it powerful, and it is the civil society where 

the power of strategic narratives exists and is exercised.  

 

In particular, first, it is the local narrative that brings the people, the public, into relations 

where the power of narrative can be exercised. In an interview with an EU high official 

located in Hong Kong, she gave a straight answer that “I do not understand ‘a shared 

future for mankind’” after I asked her about Chinese strategic narratives. In a remote 

interview with an EU official located in Brussels, he also clearly suggested that “I do 

not understand it, there is no ‘shared future’ for everyone, we are all different.” In the 

semi-structured interviews with Austrian and Hungarian students, the students did not 

understand what strategic narratives were, and had barely heard of or were able to 

identify what Chinese strategic narratives were. The commonality of the students is that 

they understand China is a big power in international relations. During the fieldwork at 

the Confucius Institute in the University of Paris Diderot, I randomly had a conversation 

with two people who were smoking in the courtyard of the building where the CI was. 

They were working in the same building and the University, and they told me “Yes, I 

know, it (CI Paris) is here, but I have no idea what they are doing”. These interviews, 

to some extent, reflect that the strategic narratives themselves are away from the public. 

However, the power and the effects of strategic narratives are not away from the public. 
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It is essential to look at the local narratives as the they bring the public into relations, 

and it is the translation process that bridges the strategic narratives and local narratives. 

This dissertation no longer separates the strategic narratives within the political elite 

class and ordinary people in social communities, and it no longer considers there is only 

a one-way static and mechanic message path from strategic narratives to local narratives, 

but local narratives and the translation process are productive.  

 

The second significance of looking at local narratives is that local narratives support 

the validity and credibility of strategic narratives. The validity and credibility support 

the sharedness of strategic narratives connecting the past, the present, and the future. 

The daily stories and news reports – local narratives – in the textbooks and the 

newspaper make the strategic narratives closer and more convincing to the public. Third, 

looking at local narratives and the translation process helps to unpack the changes in 

strategic narratives throughout time and in different local contexts, which brings the 

temporal and spatial dimensions into the analysis. The analyses of the textbooks and 

the newspaper show that strategic narratives can be translated into different local 

narratives. Again, theoretically speaking, the framework of strategic narratives provides 

a useful tool to look at how international actors, including states and non-state actors, 

construct the shared meaning and participate in narrative contestations. Although this 
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dissertation focuses on the projection phase of strategic narratives and pays attention to 

local narratives, the emphasis on local narratives and translation processes is helpful to 

the analysis of the formation and reception phases of strategic narratives as well.  

 

7.1 Comparison of local narratives and communication conduits 

 

Chapters 4 and 5 have analysed the textbooks used in the Confucius Institutes in Vienna 

and Budapest. Regionally and globally, these two CIs are considered the model CIs. In 

CI Vienna, there is a photo hanging in the corridor showing the former Chinese Vice 

Premier Liu Yandong presenting a reward to the Director of CI Vienna in Beijing. CI 

Budapest is the first CI in Hungary and there are in total five CIs in the country. Both 

CIs were established in 2006 and their Chinese partner is the Beijing Foreign Studies 

University. The textbooks used in the CI Vienna are from Beijing, called Road to 

Success, and this set of textbooks is designed for general global students. The textbooks 

are designed and edited in English and Chinese. The textbooks used in the CI Budapest 

were a joint product of Hungarian scholars and Chinese editors and they are the first 

Chinese language textbooks in Hungarian. The Central and Eastern European version 
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of the Nouvelles d’Europe is a weekly newspaper in Chinese. This Chinese newspaper 

covers Austria, Hungary, and other countries in the region.  

 

The thematic analysis approach was applied to all these three cases and the coding 

process was supported by NVivo. The first step of the thematic analysis approach was 

to familiarise myself with the general content of the material and to extract key 

information, lines, and narratives from the textbooks. All the data extracted were put in 

order and translated into English. The second step was to input the data to the NVivo 

software for the coding process. The coding process of the textbooks was based on the 

guiding questions: how China sees itself, how China sees others, and how China 

perceives the world. There were in total 265 codes coded from the RTS and 20 primary 

sub-themes were conceptualised. 107 codes were coded and 19 sub-themes were 

conceptualised from the textbooks used in Hungary. In the case of the NE, 547 codes 

were coded and eight primary sub-themes were conceptualised. These sub-themes in 

each case are further conceptualised into themes, and each case has three themes (see 

Table 7.1). 

 

 Textbooks in Austria Textbooks in Hungary Nouvelle d’Europe 

China itself 

China is a complex 

and united country in 

a modern era 

China's modernisation 

and China is a 

successful 

development mode 

China is an 

economic power 
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Relations 

between 

China and 

others 

China is an old 

civilisation and 

welcomes foreigners 

China and Hungary 

are civilisations 

China and Europe 

should work 

together 

Relations 

between 

China and the 

world 

China is not a threat 

to the current 

international order 

Harmonious world 

China is the 

leading power of a 

better world 

Table 7.1 Themes in the textbooks and the newspaper 

 

Table 7.1 presents the themes on different levels from the three cases and these themes 

are the common patterns of how Chinese strategic narratives are translated into local 

narratives. The first level is the themes about China itself and these themes are mainly 

about how China sees itself. The second level is about the relations between China and 

others and these themes focus on how China sees its relations with other countries and 

regions. The third level themes are those about how China sees the world – China’s 

worldview. It is noted that these three levels are not perfectly divided. The themes on 

each level connect with each other in the same case, and the themes on each level are 

not isolated. For example, Chapter 5 has argued that the theme “China and Hungary are 

civilisations” plays an important role in supporting the theme “harmonious world”. The 

theme “China is an old civilisation and welcomes foreigners” in the Austrian case is put 

on the second level. Although “China is an old civilisation” is strongly presented by 

Chinese cultural elements in the local narratives, the purpose of presenting these 

Chinese cultural elements is to attract foreigners to understand more about China and 
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even visit the country, and the narratives and stories about Chinese civilisation are 

frequently identified in a conversation, comparison, or exchange between Chinese and 

others. Moreover, due to the set of textbooks used in Vienna being a general set 

targeting global language learners, the textbooks themselves do not have a clear specific 

target group, unlike the cases in Hungary and the newspapers, the targeted public 

groups are in Hungary and other Central and Eastern European countries.  

 

7.1.1 First level themes – What is China 

 

The relationships and dynamics among the themes in each case have been discussed in 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6. Now these nine themes are collected together. In terms of the first 

level about how China sees itself, the themes from these three cases suggest that 

economic, cultural, and modern society are the key aspects. In other words, the local 

narratives in these three cases strongly rely on narrating elements, namely the Chinese 

economy, culture and history, and China’s modern society to portray the identities of 

China. At the same time, these themes are aligned with Chinese strategic narratives on 

the top which are frequently stated by Chinese leaders and its government, like China 

is the second largest economy in the world, China is a civilisation, and China has 
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achieved great achievements in modernisation and the great rejuvenation of the Chinese 

nation.  

 

Scholars (e.g. Hartig, 2015b, 2015a; Stambach & Wamalwa, 2018) have suggested that 

CIs work on the image of China and CIs and other Chinese public diplomacies construct 

the image of “China-want-to-be” or a “correct China” rather than a “real China”. Their 

argument might not be accurate. From the findings of my dissertation, the themes and 

narratives associated on the first level indeed present a real China, especially when the 

textbooks introduce the cultural elements, traditions, and historical events. More 

precisely, the local narratives present a “selected real China” – a partial real China to 

audiences. It has been illustrated in previous chapters that minority cultures are 

marginalised as the result of a nationalist historical view. Furthermore, it is not simply 

the image of “China-want-to-be” that exercises power influencing others and changing 

others' perception of China, but it is the “selected real China” – how these fragile 

narrating elements are prioritised, ordered, and selected by these themes, that exercises 

power. Drawing on Gramscian ideas, this “selected real China”, as an image of China 

itself following the themes and embedded in the local narratives, leaves the freedom to 

the audiences to discuss and invites the audiences to process and construct a consent. It 

is this negotiable and debatable quality of local narratives that brings the public into 
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relations. The “selected real China” is presented by local narratives in the textbooks and 

the newspapers, and the Chinese strategic narratives are translated into these local 

narratives based on the themes and the local contexts. In other words, the Chinese 

strategic narratives to Europe go through the translation process into a civil society form 

and invite the public into relations to construct consent, and this is how strategic 

narratives can exercise power within the public through local narratives and the 

translation process.   

 

7.1.2 Second level themes – relations between China and others  

 

The themes on the second level focus on the relations between China and others, 

particularly China-Hungary and China-Europe relations from the textbooks used in 

Budapest and the NE. These themes translate the Chinese strategic narratives to Europe 

like China supports European integration, China and European countries are 

civilisations, and China and Europe do not have fundamental conflicts of interest, into 

local narratives. All these local narratives support the validity and credibility of Chinese 

strategic narratives to Europe by providing and presenting concrete daily stories and 

examples. More importantly, these themes and local narratives present China’s 

geopolitical understanding of Europe. In particular, the local narratives define what no 
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fundamental conflicts of interest means and what the fundamental interests are. The 

local narratives in textbooks and the NE reports narrate economic trade, student and 

tourist exchanges, and social issues between China and Europe. In other words, the 

military and geopolitical interests, and arguably ideological dominance supporting the 

ruling legitimacy do not appear in the textbooks, which probably suggests these are 

fundamental interests for China. Although the NE reports pay extreme attention to the 

Ukraine-Russia war and Israel-Palestine conflict, the theme behind the narratives is that 

China and Europe should work together to solve these regional conflicts – China is a 

stakeholder in these conflicts but not a direct party. Moreover, the NE reports, on the 

one hand, describe many European problems like refugee issues, energy crises, political 

instability, and financial troubles. On the other hand, the reports present a better China 

over Europe and China’s support to Europe, like China's advanced digital payment 

technologies and China’s medical and material support to European countries. Although 

these reports are only part of the fact, they show that China’s understanding of Europe 

has changed. China no longer sees Europe as its modernisation model, which was the 

case in the 80s and 90s. China now sees itself sharing the same global status as Europe.  

 

If we compare the themes and narratives in the CI Budapest and the NE cases, we find 

the changes and variations because of different communication conduits and local 
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contexts. In the NE reports, the theme “China and Europe should work together” also 

leads the presentations of the problems in Europe as mentioned above. In these reports, 

the EU and Western European countries are blamed. The EU and Western European 

countries are portrayed as the hegemony oppressing other regions in Europe. In the 

Hungarian case, China sees Hungary as a friendly partner in the region. The Chinese 

strategic narratives that China and Europe have no fundamental conflicts of interest are 

translated into two different local narrative outcomes in the textbooks used in Budapest 

and the NE reports which also cover Hungary. One of the reasons is obvious, which is 

that the textbooks target local Hungarian students and the NE serves its Chinese readers 

in the region. More importantly, this comparison tells us that one single strategic 

narrative on the high level can be translated into different local narratives. Furthermore, 

another reason behind this translation variation might be the local historical context. 

This variation might reflect how China sees regions within Europe: while the Western 

European countries were colonisers and still dominate other regions, Hungary and other 

countries in the CEE region are not colonisers and some of these countries also share a 

communist past. In other words, focusing on the translation process and the local 

narratives in different communication conduits helps us to analyse the validity and 

credibility dimension of strategic narratives and it tells the variations of the translation 

process caused by the conduits and local contexts. In particular, the comparison reveals 
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the different translations of Chinese strategic narratives to Europe and unpacks the 

Chinese geopolitical understanding towards different European regions and countries. 

It is the strategic narratives and local narratives together that draw out and present 

particular bilateral relationships of China.  

 

7.1.3 Third level of themes – relations between China and the world  

 

The themes of the third level focus on the relations between China and the World and 

how China sees the world order. These themes are “China is not a threat to the current 

international order” from the textbooks used in CI Vienna, “harmonious world” from 

the Chinese Hungarian textbooks, and “China is the leading power of a better world” 

from the NE. In particular, “China is not a threat to the current international order” is a 

response to the Western strategic narrative of China threat. The latter two are the 

Chinese proposals for a new world. First of all, these themes are relational. These 

themes on the third level are strongly linked to the themes on the first two levels. At the 

same time, these themes show that China does not see itself as isolated but in a network 

of global order. These themes present China’s worldview and what needs to be done to 

achieve this worldview.  
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Second, following the relationality, these themes show that Chinese strategic narratives 

are in contestation about the global order. These strategic narratives and themes show 

that China’s worldview is a multipolar system and it is leading, or at least will be shortly, 

this multipolar system. Besides the military and economic powers, another 

supplementary factor China considers as the criteria of whether a country is a pole in 

the system or not is culture power – whether this country or nation is a civilisation or 

not. This may explain the current differentiated attitudes and actions of China towards 

the US and Europe. China and the US have fundamental conflicts of interest, including 

economic, geopolitical, ideological, and military ones. Although the American people 

are appreciated and called “the great people” by Chinese leaders many times, the US is 

not perceived by China as a civilisation. This means that China’s worldview considers 

the US as a temporal and realistic hegemony, and since there are fundamental conflicts 

of interest, the current China and US conflicts are urgent and a matter of the rise of 

China. In terms of Europe, because China does not have fundamental conflicts of 

interest and Europe is a civilisation, China and Europe then can co-exist as poles in the 

future and their current disputes are not as urgent as those of China-US relations. In the 

local narratives in the textbooks, the US is marginalised; and in the NE, the US is the 

troublemaker of various global crises.  
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Third, compared to the themes on the first two levels, the third-level themes are more 

concerned about the normative aspect. The power of normativeness is that the 

normative aspect influences the judgement of what good or bad is and what normal and 

abnormal are. More importantly, taking local narratives into account in this research, 

this power impacts the public – European local students and Chinese diaspora 

communities in Europe. From another perspective – Normative Power Europe (see 

Manners, 2002, 2008; Manners & Diez, 2007; Whitman, 2013), these Chinese strategic 

narratives and local narratives with worldview themes are part of the construction of 

China’s normative power. In other words, if these themes of China’s worldview and the 

associated local narratives are accepted by the public, the China’s actions and 

engagements with Europe and others are justified on the individual level. If these are 

rejected and strongly contested by European strategic narratives and themes, then 

China’s actions are in doubt as the actions are wrong and abnormal.  

 

7.1.4 Narrating techniques  

 

Comparing these three cases together, the textbooks show some narrating techniques 

different from how Chinese strategic narratives are directly projected on mass media 

through national-level media outlets. There are two narrating techniques in the 
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textbooks: de-politicisation and question-raising. From the analysis of the themes, this 

research suggests that the Chinese political strategic narratives are translated into local 

narratives and stories about culture, the economy, and individual exchanges. Generally 

speaking, these two sets of textbooks in Austria and Hungary are consistent in using the 

de-politicisation narrating technique to translate the strategic narratives into local 

narratives.  

 

De-politicisation also means that, in the textbooks, the political parties and government 

institutes are missing. These themes conceptualised tell us what the textbooks want to 

present to the students and also how the language instructors and the institution should 

teach the students. The missing elements from the textbooks should be paid attention 

to as well. What the textbooks do not illustrate is the Chinese Communist Party. For 

example, in the Road to Success, the term “Chinese Communist Party” only appears 

twice, the Party-related history only appears in a few lines; and the terms “socialist”, 

“socialism”, or “communism” never appear. In the textbooks used in Hungary, the 

Cultural Revolution and Mao Zedong only appeared once. In the Austrian case, on page 

71 in the Advance volume, it says: “Chinese Communist Party suggests that taking 

Marxism as the guidance is the key and soul of developing and expanding advanced 

culture”; on page 77 in the Advance 1 volume the texts suggests that “Mao Zedong’s 
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military theories are sophisticated, you can only understand their profoundity by careful 

research”; and on page 58 in the Lower Intermediate volume: “I (the author of the edited 

essay) wrote a letter, through the central committee of China Democratic League to the 

Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party, then it worked out”.  

 

China Democratic League is one of the eight minor political parties in China under the 

political framework of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 

(CPPCC). However, the CPPCC cannot be considered as one of the two legislative 

chambers since it only functions in political cooperation and consultation. This single 

line in the textbook tries to show that China has its own “democratic” political system 

and there are other political parties in China, although the CCP is the only ruling party. 

Such a tiny and easily-ignored line in a selected essay in the textbook reflects how 

China tries to push back the liberal strategic narratives on a global level: the Western 

criticisms of China as undemocratic and “one-party” system are not accurate, and China 

has its own political system to be part of global liberal order. Moreover, the political 

disputes and national interests conflicts are not explicitly carried by the themes. This 

shadowy and scattered information about China’s politics is how Chinese strategic 

narratives, after the translation, speak to Western strategic narratives on the ground. 

These local narratives about China’s politics are presented as knowledge in the 
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textbooks to students. In other words, these shadowy local narratives are objectified, 

and make students feel that they know China better because they have a little more 

knowledge learned about China’s politics. In this particular case, the de-politicisation 

technique in the textbook turns China’s politics into objectified knowledge: students 

learn that there are Beijing, Shanghai, and other cities in China and they also learn that 

there is more than one political party in China with its own political system.  

 

Some implicit narratives on the international order and affairs, like China supporting 

the UN resolutions, individually appear only in exercises in the textbooks rather than 

the main text. However, this actually shows that the textbooks for foreign language 

learners try to avoid the “communist” and “communist party ruling” labels on China, 

and hide the key political quality of this party-state. Hiding the “communist” quality in 

the textbooks first provides an alternative perspective for foreign students to start to 

understand China along their language study journey. Second, it contributes to the 

strategic narratives of China as a peacekeeper and part of the international order – China 

is a normal country like others. As discussed about the first-level themes in Section 

7.1.1, those narratives of Chinese culture, cuisines, and family life are away from 

politics – the communist system does not matter. In the high-level textbooks, the politics 

come in a shadow way – China has its own political system and understanding of 
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democracy. At this point, the textbooks and their themes, avoiding the CCP and the 

party-state, echo with the strategic narratives from China on the China-Europe 

relationships which emphasise the civilisation exchanges, the economic ties, and de-

politicisation as China and Europe do not have conflicts on fundamental interests.  

 

The projection of strategic narratives is not simply one direction and well-designed 

beforehand but it is an ongoing process which must embedded in a specific local context. 

Here, the specific local context is the foreign students studying the Chinese language, 

who may have a negative image of China’s party-state. The non-communist countries 

in Europe where they live as the background may also affect the projection and 

translation processes of the Chinese strategic narratives.  

 

The second narrating technique is question-raising. Unlike the strategic narratives in 

the political propaganda in which only positive images and stories are presented and 

the crises and problems in Europe are reported by the NE, the textbooks are critical and 

reveal China’s own problems. In the Road to Success, China is also presented as a 

problematic country. Many shortcomings and problems in China are introduced to 

foreign students, especially environmental issues, social issues, education issues, and 

even political justice discussions, which are barely touched on in the domestic 
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textbooks in China. For example, on page 2 in the Lower Advanced volume, “terrible 

ecosystem put three-north region people in poverty for a long time, which strongly 

restricted the economic and social development in this region, which is also a huge 

problem restricting the survival and development of Chinese nation”; on page 42 in the 

Lower Advanced volume, “various social pressures and feudalism traditions 

unabolished, (these) make Chinese women walk with difficulty on the path of fighting 

for new life”; and on page 37 in the Intermediate volume “we exactly lack civilian 

thoughts, speaking about equality, [but] the inequality [is] in [our] bones”. The 

textbooks, as a communication conduit, translate the strategic narratives on the ground 

and use a narrating technique of question-raising to target and attract the audiences. 

Such technique is different from official propaganda which only presents the good and 

glorious side of China.  

 

Based on these problems and issues, these language textbooks expand the discussion 

and language exercises, more importantly, about the understanding of China. For 

instance, the texts describe the environmental issues and their damage to the residents 

and the society which has been improved and recovered by the Chinese people. For 

example, the Advance 1 volume introduces the environment in Tibet and how crucial 

the ecosystem is to the wild animals and residents in the region. The text introduces the 
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infrastructure project, the Qinghai-Tibet railway. On page 7, it says: “On the Qinghai-

Tibet railway, almost all the main models of animal tunnels can be seen”.  

 

Moreover, normative suggestions are provided and some of these suggestions and 

Chinese views are located in a global context. On the same environmental and energy 

issue, the textbooks not only raise the problems and challenges in China but also 

provide normative ideas and suggestions to the world. For example, when talking about 

energy security, the Advanced 1 volume of RTS (p. 207) suggests that  

if developing countries follow the way how developed countries consume 

energy, there must be a problem of how global provides energy to all 

population. […] Thus, if we talk about sustainable development, on one hand, 

we need to think about how we can equally and sufficiently provide energy 

to all population, especially giving the development opportunities to 

developing countries; on the other hand, we need to solve the regional and 

global environmental problems related to energy.  

 

Rather than throwing out doctrinal slogans or proposals, the textbooks use a 

sophisticated technique to introduce the Chinese positions on a variety of issues by 

raising the problems in China first and then presenting the improvements that have been 

made, and then gentle normative ideas and suggestions are flowing out from the texts. 

It seems that this means of presentation in the textbooks is the opposite of China’s 

strategic narratives as the textbooks initiatively raise the problem and the discussion. 

However, this means of presentation becomes a more persuasive element of making the 
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strategic narratives on the high-level convincing. The environmental issue is just one 

of many problems raised about China in the textbooks. These problems and issues do 

not only illustrate how China is a normal country but also, more importantly, play an 

essential role in supporting the strategic narrative that China is part of the international 

order, as the Chinese improvements are not limited to the country but also are 

recognised by the others and contribute to the world. 

 

7.1.5 Bring the past back? The tributary system in Chinese strategic narratives  

 

The general Chinese strategic narratives on public diplomacy and cultural exchanges 

and the translation processes and local narratives in the three cases have been discussed 

in previous chapters, and the comparison among them has been illustrated in this 

chapter. This section goes further to discuss Chinese traditions and culture in these 

narratives. Since both the Chinese strategic narratives and local narratives in Europe 

are concerned about the worldview of China, and themes suggest that the Chinese 

strategic narratives receive enormous support from the so-called Chinese traditions and 

culture, the question is whether Chinese ancient “worldview” or “international order” 

leaves legacies in the current Chinese strategic narratives. It is not difficult to find 

outstanding literature, for example, the Chinese IR theories (see Acharya, 2019; Chu, 
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2022; Katzenstein, 2024; Kim, 2016; Qin, 2018; Yan, 2019; Zhao, 2006), bringing 

historical legacies into current international relations discipline. Among different 

concepts and perspectives in the Chinese IR theories, talking about the current China’s 

worldview cannot escape from the tributary system. Although this research does not 

focus on the historical legacies in the translation process of Chinese strategic narratives 

or illustrate how the old tributary system influences the formation and projection of 

Chinese strategic narratives, it is still worth opening the discussion since the cultural 

legacies and political traditions certainly play a role.  

 

To be clear, rather than arguing how Chinese ancient political traditions influence the 

current strategic narratives, this section introduces the discussion and unfolds potential 

connections between the concept of the tributary system and Chinese strategic 

narratives nowadays. The key reason is that there is no consensus on what the tributary 

system was and how it worked. Speaking of Chinese traditional foreign policy and even 

Asian traditional transnational relations, the concept of the tributary system is the core 

and this term was profoundly introduced to the academic communities by Fairbank and 

Têng (1941). The tributary system was  

a scheme of things entire, and deserves attention as one historical solution to 

problems of world-organization. Behind the tributary system as it became 

institutionalized in the Ming and Ch’ing periods lay the age-old tradition of 
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Chinese cultural superiority over the barbarians. (Fairbank & Têng, 1941, p. 

137)  

 

The tributary system was an ancient Chinese way of dealing with its external relations, 

especially the cultural superiority vs barbarians relationship. Besides the cultural aspect, 

this system was used by the rulers of China for political ends of self-defence with a 

fundamental commercial basis (Fairbank & Têng, 1941). In his book review, Pritchard 

(1942) adds that the tributary system was Chinese traditional foreign policy which was 

expressed in the relationship between vassal and suzerain, and the intercourse was 

carried on by tribute-bearing missions. One of the political-economic qualities of the 

tributary system suggested by Fairbank is the trade-off of interests, “wherein China 

received legitimacy in exchange for trade concessions to the peripheral state” (Zhou, 

2011, p. 177); or the other way around: the new ruler of a tribute state sent tribute 

missions to the Chinese court to receive recognition as the legitimate ruler, which was 

comparable to recognition in Europe by the Pope (Fairbank, 1953). In other words, it 

was the Chinese market and bilateral economic interests that attracted peripheral states 

to recognise the superior political position of the Chinese empire. In Chinese strategic 

and local narratives, on one hand, there are themes strongly emphasising China’s 

economic and market power; on the other hand, there are strategic and local narratives 

drawing the leading and major position of China in the current international order. 
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Perhaps the current Chinese strategic narratives formed and projected share the same 

logic, the trade-off of economic interests and political legitimacy, as the tributary 

system. In the textbooks and the NE, China’s culture and economic power are 

emphasised as the key elements presenting the Chinese identity. This logic of 

emphasising culture and the economy in a trade-off for political recognition and 

supremacy might be long-lasting in China’s narrating tradition. However, it must be 

pointed out that the tributary system is strongly associated with a Sino-centric 

perspective, but the textbooks used in CIs in Vienna and Budapest do not present Sino-

centrism.  

 

Different scholars have approached this concept tributary system in various ways with 

different foci. Fairbank (1942) himself highlights the trade relationships in the early 

times. However, Zhou (2011) rejects Fairbank’s simplified theorisation of the tributary 

system. Selbitschka (2015) points out that Fairbank’s understanding of the tributary 

system is outdated, and goes back to the historical facts in different periods and suggests 

that generous reciprocation of tribute offerings was not a common case from 

historiographical data. One of the key debates about the tributary system is whether this 

system is unilateral or reciprocal. While Zhou (2011) argues that it is wrong to 

understand the system as unilateral behaviour towards China among states in China’s 
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periphery, Chen (2020) suggests that the tributary system is a kind of imaginary alliance 

– a product of wishful thinking by the Chinese imperial court.  

 

Scholars also pay attention to the power relationships within this pre-modern 

international system. Zhou takes a game-theoretic equilibrium as the standpoint and 

suggests that this system is rational. One of his assumptions is that “as long as the 

Chinese regime is stable, the overall objective of its foreign policy will be defensive in 

nature, or it will at least be very cautious about making aggressions” (Zhou, 2011, p. 

151). This assumption might be further discussed in the Chinese strategic narratives 

towards Hungary and the EU. Perhaps China sees that its relationship with Hungary is 

more stable and under control than the one with the EU, then China applies a more 

friendly (defensive) strategic narrative towards Hungary to maintain the equilibrium. 

However, it is noted that Womack does not agree with Zhou’s equilibrium model and 

argues that “the capacity of resistance by smaller states was key to the emergence of an 

equilibrium that was not based on domination” (2012, p. 38).  

 

From the English School and constructivist perspectives, Zhang and Buzan argue that 

Zhou’s equilibrium model treats the tributary system as a set of mechanical and 

institutional frameworks and that “is a tributary system, so to speak, without soul” 
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(Zhang & Buzan, 2012, p. 7). Zhang and Buzan consider the system a shared and 

common institutional practice and the fundamental institutions in this system represent 

a “collective solution invented by, and consented to among, East Asian states to the 

perennial problem of inter-state conflict, co-existence and cooperation” (2012, p. 34). 

Following this perspective, the worldview in the Chinese strategic and local narratives 

is in a process of consent building. The CIs and Chinese media outlets are the 

institutions which invite the local people in Europe to shape and reach a consent of 

Chinese worldview which is more like an imaginary construction rather than realpolitik.  

 

Again, rather than suggesting a clear argument of how China’s political traditions and 

historical foreign policies influence the modern Chinese strategic narratives, this 

section introduces a possible discussion which links the past cultures and traditions to 

the current political narratives. The concept of the tributary system, out of many others, 

may help unpack the discursive rationale of the assembly of strategic and local 

narratives. Only when combining strategic and local narratives, we can go further to 

unpack the historical legacies in China’s political narrating practice. This brief 

discussion also shows that historical cultures and political traditions, considered as 

productive rather than instrumental analytical tools, are important to uncover strategic 

narratives and their power exercise.  
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7.2 Conclusions and contributions 

 

By focusing on the translation process and local narratives in the Chinese language 

textbooks in CI Vienna and Budapest and in the NE, this research provides new insights 

into how Chinese strategic narratives speak to and reach the public in Europe. The 

Chinese strategic narratives speak to and reach the public in Europe through local 

narratives after the translation process. These local narratives do not necessarily fully 

follow and support the strategic narratives. The local narratives and the translation 

process are productive. It is the local narratives and the translation that make strategic 

narratives alive and powerful. The textbooks and the NE newspaper make the European 

public feel, experience, and learn the Chinese strategic narratives in the form of local 

narratives. The local narratives can be political and strategic. Moreover, the translation 

processes and local narratives are shaped by the local contexts and communication 

conduits. By looking at the local narratives and the translation process, this dissertation 

deconstructs the meaning of Chinese strategic narratives, how China sees itself, how 

China sees its relations with others, and how China sees the world, especially in a 

European context.  
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In terms of theoretical contribution, this research brings the public into the discussion 

of strategic narratives. The strategic narratives need the public to become strategically 

alive and powerful. In particular, it is the local narratives that engage with the people 

and the translation process brings the strategic narratives to the people. On one hand, 

the strategic narratives give directions and draw boundaries where the local narratives 

can be unfolded and how far the local narratives can be expanded. On the other hand, 

the local narratives enrich the meaning of strategic narratives. More importantly, local 

narratives bring the people into relations and this is how the strategic narratives can 

exercise power to the public. Local narratives support the validity and creditability of 

strategic narratives, and analysing the translation process and local narratives unpacks 

the changes and variations of the meaning of strategic narratives. This perspective 

contributes to the framework of strategic narratives by shifting the focus from political 

elites and state actors to the public and non-state actors.  

 

Focusing on local narratives must involve the contexts. The projection of strategic 

narratives is no longer considered as one-way direction but a joint practice. In other 

words, focusing on local narratives and how strategic narratives are translated into local 

narratives combines both top-down and bottom-up approaches – connecting grand 
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national strategies and local narratives and practices, which drive away from the state-

centric presumption of strategic narratives. This research also contributes to the 

theoretical framework of strategic narratives by bringing both temporal and spatial 

dimensions. Moreover, the framework classifies system, national (identity), and issue 

narratives, and these three layers of narratives are on the strategic level. This research 

and its case studies have revealed that there are also layers within the local narratives, 

as the empirical findings identify local narratives in the textbooks and the newspaper 

and themes on different layers: how China sees itself, how China sees its relations with 

others, and how China sees the world. In other words, there are layers within the local 

narratives as those in the strategic narratives.  

 

Another theoretical contribution is that this research suggests that analysing the 

dynamics among strategic narratives on different layers is not enough but also the 

dynamics among local narratives on different layers should be taken into account, and 

this enlarges the scale of the framework of strategic narratives. This research re-draws 

the boundaries as local narratives, after the translation process, are political and can be 

strategic. By redefining the relationship between strategic and local narratives, we can 

strengthen the framework and findings with more political actors and narratives on both 

micro and macro levels. Furthermore, shifting the focus on local narratives and the 
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translation process makes the framework easier to collaborate with other studies and 

disciplines, as this research has consulted with communication studies and culture 

studies. Further research can also join the debates on information warfare and 

communication power.  

 

Methodologically, this dissertation provides a way to analyse the local narratives and 

the translation process. The local narratives are social, everyday, and discursive, and 

this research suggests taking themes to process the discursive local narratives. With the 

thematic analysis approach, the themes can be identified in both strategic and local 

narratives and then the translation from strategic narratives to local narratives is 

revealed with the clue given by the themes. This methodological approach, aiming at 

the themes, provides a means to collect and process discursive and fragile local 

narratives, and ensures alignment with the theoretical goal – shifting from the state-

centric focus and authoritative text material to the public and sociocultural focus. In 

practice, this dissertation took advantage of computer software NVivo to process the 

data coding. With computerised support, large-scale data processing becomes possible 

and convenient, as a good use of the software can provide both statistical results and 

outcomes for further interpretive analysis.  
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This research analysed the local narratives from the textbooks and the NE reports. 

Although these are two different communication conduits, the primary data in both 

cases is still textual-based. In the future, the analysis of local narratives should be able 

to extract data and conceptualise themes from other types of material, such as pictures, 

videos, and even performances.  

 

Empirically, this research compared the Chinese strategic narratives’ translation 

processes in Austria and Hungary and between textbooks and newspaper reports. The 

first empirical contribution is that this research sheds light on frequently ignored 

material – language textbooks and Chinese media outlets overseas, and this empirical 

analysis no longer considers these materials as static or tools of Chinese soft power. 

Second, this research provides new insights into how different communication conduits 

and local contexts influence the translation process. For instance, the NE newspapers, 

as a weekly issue serving the Chinese communities in the region, highlight the 

contemporary Chinese economic power and European social and political issues in their 

report narratives. The textbooks, designed and used for years, pay more attention to 

cultural elements and history. The new findings here also contribute to soft power 

studies, analysis of Confucius Institutes, and analysis of Chinese overseas propaganda. 

Third, this dissertation has unpacked the Chinese strategic narratives on Europe and 
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analysed the local narratives. In particular, after the translation process, more new 

meanings are enriched by the local narratives in the Hungary case than in the Austrian 

one. This reflects how China understands specific European countries in the Central 

and Eastern Europe region. Fourth, from both the textbook and newspaper analyses, the 

US and the triangular relationship amongst the US, the EU, and China, is inevitable, 

although this research focuses on the Chinese strategic narratives on Europe. In other 

words, analysing the local narratives can unfold the implicit messages of the strategic 

narratives in a broader context, which the empirical studies focusing on bilateral 

relationships and applying a conventional strategic narrative framework cannot do. This 

dissertation also provides inspirations to review and analyse China’s strategic narratives 

associated with other foreign policies and international issues. It brings new empirical 

focuses to join the discussion about China’s role in the international order. Finally, the 

empirical findings in this research are essential for further analysis of the reception 

phase of Chinese strategic narratives in Europe – whether the public understands the 

strategic narratives and how they process and respond to Chinese strategic narratives 

through direct interactions with the local narratives.  
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