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Abstract 

       The Western media and academia created the term “wolf warrior” diplomacy to describe 

the assertive and offensive style of Chinese diplomats. The current literature pays more 

attention to China’s digital diplomacy on a stand-alone basis, but we know little about 

China’s digital diplomacy in relative terms. Given the ongoing China-US competition, how 

do the Chinese and US diplomats invoke each other in digital diplomatic communication? 

Therefore, this study presents the first study to systematically compare the digital diplomacy 

practices of China’s diplomats in the US and the US diplomats in China. To this end, it 

observed the Twitter accounts of China’s ambassador to the US, Qin Gang, and the US 

Embassy in China for an extended period. In the analysis, the study uncovers that the US and 

China embrace divergent approaches. While the US diplomatic account mainly launches 

China on human rights records and geopolitical actions to advance the values and interests, 

the Chinese ambassador account remains engaged with the American public to shed a 

positive light on the bilateral ties while seldom responding to the US critiques. The study 

contributes to the literature on China’s digital diplomacy by analyzing China’s digital 

diplomacy compared to that of the US diplomat. In terms of China-US relations, this study 

demonstrates that China’s offensive talks involving other Chinese diplomats in online or 

offline diplomatic avenues might not necessarily be generalized in this case of China-US 

digital exchanges. Therefore, this study urges scholars to look at China’s “wolf warrior” 

digital diplomacy more comprehensively. 
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Introduction 

        In recent years, the diplomatic communication style of the Chinese diplomats has 

become increasingly assertive and aggressive, which is not consistent with the conventional 

diplomatic rhetoric. Since the Covid-19 Pandemic, heated verbal exchanges between Chinese 

diplomats and their foreign counterparts have become more frequent. The Western media and 

academia borrowed the name of a Chinese nationalist blockbuster to create a narrative that 

describes Chinese assertive public diplomacy as “wolf warrior” diplomacy (Dettmer 2020). 

“Diplomacy” traditionally indicates politeness and decency. In communication, diplomats are 

supposed to express and reason their stances and position courteously, non-redundant, and 

constructively ambiguous to minimize misunderstanding (Jönsson and Hall 2005). 

Nonetheless, Chinese and Western cultures associate “wolves” with cruelty, bloodthirsty, and 

addiction to fierce fighting and offensives (see Huang 2021). 

        The terminology signals China’s diplomatic shift from low-profile politeness under 

Deng Xiaoping to offensiveness in the “fighting spirit” under Xi Jinping (Zhu 2020). Before 

the creation of the terminology, the discussion around China’s assertiveness was only limited 

to its behavioral assertiveness (Johnston 2013; Chen et al. 2013; Doshi 2019). Now the 

Western media and academia started to expand their focus to China’s assertiveness in 

diplomatic communication in the digital public sphere from China’s behavioral assertiveness 

in previous years since Xi Jinping’s presidency. 

        The rhetorical assertiveness has not promoted China’s sound national image (Julienne 

and Hanck 2021). On the contrary, “wolf warrior” diplomacy backfired. Since the Covid-19 

outbreak, the negative and unfavorable views on China grew significantly to a historical 

height in multiple countries (Silver et al. 2020), which is not only attributed to China’s 

handling of earlier Covid-19 outbreak but also to its assertive diplomatic communication 

throughout the Pandemic. 
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        The current discussion of “wolf warrior” diplomacy draws upon two strands of 

scholarship. Some scholars discuss “wolf warrior” diplomacy from the perspective of 

domestic considerations, associating it with China’s rising nationalism (e.g. Huang 2021; 

Sullivan and Wang 2022). Some other scholars analyze “wolf warrior” within the framework 

of China’s broader digital diplomacy, where diplomats use Twitter to communicate with the 

foreign public (e.g. Shumba 2021; Alden and Chan 2021; Manor and Pamment 2022). 

        Despite the growing discussion about China’s digital diplomacy on an individual basis, 

we know little about how China conducts digital diplomacy through a comparative lens. 

Amid the spillover of the China-US competition from “hard power” into “soft power” realms, 

how do China and the US invoke each other in online digital communication? What 

strategies do both powers adopt? How does digital interaction play out in China-US 

relations? 

        This study intends to fill in the empirical gap by analyzing the accounts of the Chinese 

ambassador to the US Qin Gang (@AmbQinGang) and the US embassy in China 

(US_China_Talk) for an extended period. Based on the analysis, although the Chinese 

diplomats launch recurring and regular rhetorical offensives on the US and the West, the 

assertive pattern appears not to be transmitted in the case study of the PRC ambassador to the 

US. Specifically, the Chinese diplomat generally attempts to appeal to the American public 

through an engagement approach that demonstrates the past, present, and future connection 

between the two countries in a positive light, whereas the US diplomatic account launches 

offensives on China mainly over the human rights abuses and geopolitical moves to advocate 

American values and geopolitical interests. Therefore, this study urges scholars to scrutinize 

China’s “wolf warrior” diplomacy and digital strategies in a more comprehensive manner. 
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Literature review 

The “Wolf warrior” and China’s Internal Dynamism 

        In the growing literature on “wolf warrior” diplomacy, one group of scholarship 

discusses China’s assertive diplomacy communication by focusing the internal dynamism 

which incentivize the Chinese diplomats to go assertive and offensive. In other words, these 

scholars pay more attention on China’s domestic audience. 

        According to Manor (2019), in the age of social media, one of the challenges to the 

diplomacy is the “temperament of digital publics who would soon prove to be vocal, 

opinionated, volatile, and yearning to be heard” (p.66). In other words, the public may push 

back to the messaging of the digital diplomacy practitioners, which helps cultivate or restrain 

the behaviors of the diplomats. While Manor means to refer to the bottom-up power of the 

foreign digital public to shape the narrative of the diplomacy practitioners in communicating 

with the overseas audience, it is also relevant to the domestic scenario whereby the state actor 

signals to the domestic public while communicating with the foreign public. 

Scholars associate “wolf warrior” diplomacy with China’s domestic nationalists (e.g. Ye 

2020; Wu 2021; Huang 2022; Chang-Liao 2022; Sullivan and Wang 2022). According to Ye 

(2020), although “wolf warrior” diplomacy does not reflect the shift of China’s mainstream 

foreign policy discourse, it does speak to China’s long-term simmering nationalism. Huang 

(2021) argues that “wolf warrior” contains nationalist sentiment that provides mechanisms 

and conditions for the CCP to maintain power. Chang-Liao (2022) echoes Huang’s argument, 

contending that the Chinese diplomats have to be thinking inside while speaking outside. 

Therefore, the assertive rhetoric of the Chinese diplomats signals a performance to satisfy the 

domestic audience, including the top leadership Xi Jinping and nationalist senior officials 

(Chang-Liao 2022). Likewise, Martin (2021), while discussing the evolution and history of 
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“wolf warrior” diplomacy, argues that the Chinese diplomats need to speak and behave 

assertively to show loyalty and patriotism to their bureaucratic superiors (Martin 2021). In 

this sense, the Chinese diplomats are under a top-down pressure signaled by Xi Jinping’s 

“fighting spirit” rhetoric. However, the formation of “wolf warrior” diplomacy is not only the 

product of top-down directive. The case studies by Sullivan and Wang (2022) show the 

Chinese foreign ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian incorporate unofficial nationalist content 

in formal diplomatic communication, arguing for the “synergistic interaction” between the 

Chinese foreign policy establishment and the nationalist public. 

 

“Wolf warrior” and China’s Digital Diplomacy 

While above scholars focus on the domestic realm which gives rise to “wolf warrior”, 

another group of literature discusses China’s “wolf warrior” in an umbrella field of “digital 

diplomacy,” focusing more on the strategy in a global communication context.  (e.g. Brandt 

and Schafer 2020; Shumba 2021; Huang 2022). 

The rise of social media is driving countries to embrace the digitalization of public 

diplomacy, Chinese government also followed the suit (Manor 2019) as it can’t afford the 

consequence of being left behind in competition in terms of digital diplomacy (Adesina 

2017). Chinese diplomats opened up new frontiers in their schedule to engage with social 

media users. So far, the Chinese government has set up more than 301 diplomatic accounts 

on Twitter to engage with the overseas digital public (see Huang 2022). 

The first strand of literature on China’s digital diplomacy focus on how it approaches 

foreign audiences. The scholarly discussion roughly categorizes China’s use of social media 

is roughly categorized into two camps along the monologue-dialogue dichotomy. A limited 
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volume of scholarship sees Chinese digital diplomacy as dialogue model. For example, 

Huang and Wang (2020) examine how China’s three largest state-owned media (Xinhua 

Agency, People’s Daily, and CGTN) used the Panda-theme on Twitter to engage with the 

foreign digital public, confirming that Chinese media rendered the “depoliticized” panda 

images with political meaning via interaction with foreign digital publics. At the same time, a 

growing scholarship perceives China’s digital diplomacy as a “one-way” monologue (e.g. 

Madrid-Morales 2017; Arifon et al. 2019). Madrid-Morales (2017) explores how China uses 

social media platforms to conduct public diplomacy online and evaluates the Chinese case in 

the “monologue-dialogue” theoretical framework, arguing that China’s communication on 

social media primarily remains at the stage of “monologue” whereby most of its digital 

diplomacy reflects a one-way information transmission from Chinese authorities to the 

audiences, as opposed to transmission to the stage of “dialogical, collaborative, and 

inclusive” interaction (Pamment 2012) and “public-centric” principle (Manor 2019). 

Likewise, Arifon et al (2019) studied China’s BRI-related discourse on Twitter and compared 

it to the European press, and concluded that China’s digital public diplomacy on Twitter is a 

“solo dance”. Huang and Wang’s (2021) study of China’s Foreign Ministry’s use of digital 

diplomacy strategies through domestic and overseas social media during the China-US trade 

war highlighted the one-way communication of narrative and stance rather than dialogue, 

exchange, and mutual adaptation. In a separate study, Huang and Wang (2019) analyzed 13 

diplomatic Twitter accounts and argued that China’s digital public diplomacy reflects the 

political and ideological direction of the leadership, but the public diplomacy actors and 

practitioners have flexibility in practices and implementation, which is termed as “timid 

polyphony”. In other words, although China’s political institution requires the state 

practitioners to convey the voices that are consistent with the official narratives, the public 

diplomacy actors have the freedom to deploy different digital communication practices 
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strategies (images, hashtags, retweets or mentions) to construct the official narrative. 

Likewise, Alden and Chan (2021) understands China’s digital diplomacy as “tightly 

controlled and curated”, contending that China’s digital diplomacy still exhibits the party 

hierarchy which reflects Xi Jinping’s power centralization despite some extent of autonomy 

of ambassadors and embassies. 

Another strand of literature on China’s digital diplomacy primarily shows the tension 

between the purpose of digital diplomacy to project national image and the detrimental 

effects of assertive “wolf warrior” diplomacy (e.g. Brugier 2021; Mattingly and Sundquist 

2021). Brugier (2021) argues that China’s international image worsens because “wolf 

warrior” diplomacy presents China’s hostile and aggressive side which is supposed to be 

downplayed through digital public diplomacy, while feeds the credibility for foreign 

countries to roll out anti-China policies. The experimental research of Mattingly and 

Sundquist (2021) reveals that while the positive message improves the impression of the local 

audience towards the digital diplomacy practicing country, the negative and belligerent 

messaging critical of the local country (like “wolf warrior” diplomacy) appears to backfire. 

Therefore, the practice of “diplomacy” runs counter to the goal of public diplomacy that 

seeks to project China’s soft power and promote China’s global image (Kurlantzick 2007). 

Likewise, “wolf warrior” does not only damages the goal of China’s digital diplomacy, but 

also undermine China’s boarder foreign policy. Jiang (2021) contends that the antagonistic 

“wolf warrior” diplomacy contradicts the top leadership Xi Jinping’s much-promoted global 

vision of “community with a shared future for mankind”. Dai and Luqiu (2022) argue that the 

“wolf warrior” diplomacy represents the realist “fighting spirit” which conflicts and 

compromise the liberal and egalitarian vision of global collaboration. 
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Meanwhile, while some scholars focus on the tension between China’s divergent foreign 

policy goals, other scholars tend to frame the offensive “wolf warrior” approach as only one 

aspect of China’s diplomatic toolbox, shifting the focus to defensive or coordinated approach 

in China’s digital diplomacy. While these scholars admit the assertive shift of China’s foreign 

policy or diplomatic communication, their research projects tend to justify China’s 

assertiveness as a strategy instead of the shift of China’s entire foreign policy. Litvak and 

Pomozova (2021) highlight the defensive element of Chinese diplomatic rhetoric as response 

to the Western criticism, criticizing “wolf warrior” label as ideological and inappropriate. 

Shumba (2021) investigated and unpacked the “wolf warrior” diplomacy in African 

countries, stressing the coordinated efforts to promote China’s national image, advance its 

official narrative during the pandemic. Yang and Chen (2021) argues that the China’s 

assertive communication does not contradict but complements with its globalist argument to 

consolidate the Party’s ruling legitimacy at home and China’s global reputation abroad. 

The above scholarship discusses the strategic aspect of “wolf warrior” diplomacy under 

the umbrella of China’s digital diplomacy, but they tend to focus on China’s assertive 

diplomatic communication and China’s digital diplomacy in a stand-alone manner. We still 

know little about China’s digital diplomacy in a comparative lens. Specifically, given the 

ongoing China-US rivalry, how does China conduct digital diplomacy in comparison to the 

United States? How do China and the US invoke each other in communication? What 

rhetorical strategies do they use? This study intends to fill into the empirical gaps. 

 

The China-US Discursive Competition 

        According to Hodges (2008), the concept of “discursive competition” arises from 

“politics of representation” which is referred to as “competition over the meaning of 
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ambiguous events, people, and objects in the world” (Mehan 2000, p.259). Those ambiguous 

issues and objects are rendered with meanings through competition between discourses or 

contestable interactions or encounters among different participants (Hodges 2008). Halliwell 

(2016) sees discursive competition as a struggle between meanings in condition of 

uncertainty, while suggesting we identify discursive competition through the linguistic 

markers by the participants in the discourse communication. Based on above, it is the 

uncertainty and ambiguity in the interpretation of issues that drives up the competition of 

political parties to use discourse or narrative to interpret the issues to their advantage. 

        Applying this concept in this study, discursive competition refers to the rivalry between 

China and the US when both powers use discourse to represent their own political behaviors 

in a positive light while represent behaviors of their rivals in negative light (if any) to gain a 

upper hand in global power competition. 

        The China-US relations was contentious in recent years and will probably remain 

“rocky” in coming decades (Hass 2021). Since the trade war, the competition between China 

and the US has spilled over from trade and economy to other dimensions including military 

and security (Kim 2019), technologies (Sun 2019), and values and soft power (Repnikova 

2021), among others. The United States Biden administration intends to compete with China 

from the strength of democratic values and tends to frame the China-US competition as 

rivalry between democracies and autocracies (Reuters 2021), while China has confidence in 

the democratic demise and autocratic survival (Fung 2022), claiming “time and momentum 

are on China’s side” (Lo and Huang 2021).  

        Nonetheless, the scholarly writings pay more attention to realms of “hard power” (e.g. 

Zhao 2013; Herrero 2019; Lau 2019), while the scholarship on “soft power” rivalry 

(Repnikova 2022), such as terms of discourse and public diplomacy, remains in a nascent 
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stage and thus limited. Some studies either focus on China’s discourse (e.g. Yuan and Fu 

2020) or the US’ narrative (e.g. Omid and Moradifar 2021) on contentious issues. For 

example, studying the US’s global messaging during the Covid-19 pandemic, Omid and 

Moradifar (2021) highlight that the United States deploys anti-China narratives in its global 

public diplomacy by portraying the US foreign and domestic policy as morally-right, 

responsible and legitimate while China’s policy as illegitimate, non-transparent and 

irresponsible. 

        At the same time, some scholars compare how China and the US engage in discursive 

competition in media narratives (e.g. Li 2009; Li 2019; Davey 2020; Li 2021) or digital 

diplomacy (Repnikova and Chen 2022). Li (2009) examines the Chinese and US daily 

newspapers in their coverage of the earlier contentious incidents between two countries 

(NATO bombing of Chinese embassy in Yugoslavia and China-US flight collision in South 

China Sea), uncovering that the New York Times and China Daily portray China in 

competing and divergent identities (irrational nationalist vs. peace/justice advocate). Li 

(2019) argues that competing narratives of the two powers reflect divergent visions in 

national identity, ideology and ambition. While the US narratives emphasize and reinforce 

the US global leadership, the Chinese narratives reflect its aspiration to transition from 

staying low profile to entering in the world’s central stage (Li 2019). Repnikova and Chen 

(2022) study how China and the US diplomatic accounts invoke each other in Africa, 

describing the China-US discursive competition as “asymmetrical” whereby Chinese 

diplomats launch offensives on the US while the US diplomats basically ignore China to 

focus on engagement with local African countries. 

        The existing literature on China-US discursive competition reveal the divergences in 

terms of portrayed identity, projected vision, and adopted narratives and strategies. The 

analysis builds on these works and, particularly, revisits the “asymmetrical discursive 
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competition” (Repnikova and Chen 2022) by looking at how China and the US engages each 

other in digital diplomacy strategies. However, instead of focusing on African countries, this 

study looks at Twitter accounts of the Chinese diplomat to the US and the US diplomat to 

China. This allows this study to illuminate the distinctive features of China and the US’ 

digital diplomacy, as well as the interactive features of US-China discursive competition. 

This approach has two strands of significances. First, it represents a closer scrutinization of 

how both powers approach China-US relations in the context of digital communication. 

Second, it reexamines the theoretical framework of “asymmetrical discursive 

communication” by looking at whether or in what way the framework is generalizable in 

broader China-US diplomatic communication. 

 

Analytical and Methodological Approaches 

        This study analyzes to what extent China and the United States engage with each other 

in diplomatic communication on Twitter. It examines their communication via official 

accounts of their diplomatic missions in each host country. The United States diplomatic 

mission in China currently has two accounts: US Mission China (@US_China_Talk) as the 

embassy account and Ambassador Nicholas Burns (@USAmbChina) as the Ambassador's 

account. Meanwhile, the Chinese diplomatic mission to the US has two accounts, including 

the Chinese Embassy in the US (@ChineseEmbinUS) as the official embassy account and the 

account of the Chinese Ambassador to the US Qin Gang (@AmbQinGang). While most 

United States diplomatic missions have been on Twitter for over a decade, China has 

embarked on digital diplomacy since 2018. The Chinese Ambassador to the US Qin Gang 

started using Twitter in July 2021 when he arrived in Washington to serve the office. China's 

embassy account, set up in June 2019, has remained inactive since January 2021. Meanwhile, 

the US embassy in China joined Twitter in November 2009, while the current Ambassador to 
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China, Nicholas Burns, joined in March 2022 when he started his tenure. In order to ensure 

that the observation period is equal for both sides, this study selects the Chinese Ambassador 

Qin Gang and the US Mission to China. Besides, it limits observation to the period from July 

2021 until the end of June 2022. 

        In the analysis, this study focuses on how both sides (China and the US) invoke each 

other in their online diplomatic communication. This study looked through all the tweets of 

both accounts during the selected time frame and located tweets that explicitly refer to China 

or the US, implicitly invoke bilateral relations or show images or videos of Chin-US 

exchange activities. Since the study is strictly on US-China relations, the data collection 

process only retrieves tweets related to the bilateral relations while excluding the tweets that 

show the US' diplomatic interaction with its allies but might be interpreted as targeting or 

implicating China. For example, this study excludes posts about the QUAD Summit and 

Summit for Democracy when these tweets do not explicitly invoke China nor exclusively 

discuss China-US relations. 

 

Findings 

         The comparative analysis of mutual invocations in Chinese and US diplomatic 

communication reveals that the framework of “asymmetrical discursive competition” is still 

applicable in the case study but in a reversed way. Specifically, there is an asymmetry in their 

mutual engagement on Twitter. In the case of African countries, Repnikova and Chen (2022) 

uncover that China keeps launching offensives in the critique of the United States, while the 

US largely ignores China and focuses on appealing to the public in the African case. 

However, in this case, the asymmetrical competition is the other way around. The US 

embassy in China launches offensives on China, framing it as a human rights abuser and 

international order challenger, which reveals the contentious side of bilateral relations. In 
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contrast, the Chinese ambassador primarily focuses on appealing to the American public by 

showcasing the connection and interaction between China and the US in a positive light. 

        Within the one-year time frame, this analysis uncovers 297 tweets related to bilateral 

relations from the account of the Chinese ambassador to the US while collecting 278 tweets 

from the account of the US embassy in China. As shown below, around 67% of the tweets in 

the Chinese diplomatic account indicate engagement or cooperation with the US. At the same 

time, around 65.8% of the tweets exhibit critique or concern on China in the US embassy 

account. 

 

 Total number of 

China-US 

tweets 

Engagement 

/Cooperation 

tweets 

Offensive 

/Critique 

/Concern tweets 

Other 

Qin Gang 

(@ChinaAmbUS) 

297 199 (67%) 56 (18.9%) 42 (14.1%) 

US Mission CN 

(@USA_China_Talk) 

278 24 (8.6%) 183 (65.8%) 71 (25.5%) 

 

        Now this study turns to empirical analysis to illustrate the workings of this asymmetrical 

discursive competition. Exploring the communication strategies of China and the United 

States, this study shows how the Chinese ambassador portrays the potential partnership and 

cooperation between China and the US and how the US embassy launches rhetorical 

offensives on China to stand for the US values and interests. 

 

China’s Diplomatic Engagement: Appealing to the US Audiences 
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        In analyzing the collected tweets collected from the Twitter account of the Chinese 

ambassador Qin Gang, this study identifies three main strategies: 1) Engagement 

performance; 2) historical narrative; 3) individual agency. The three approaches may be 

intertwined with one another or adopted separately. This section will elaborate on the above 

three strategies one by one. 

        Engagement is a feature of digital diplomacy (e.g. Sotiriu 2015; Khan et al 2021; 

Mazumdar 2019). Khan et al (2021) develop the public engagement model in the study of the 

German ambassador to Pakistan, identifying three elements of public engagement: self-

disclosure, positive attitude, and inquisitiveness. Mazumdar (2019) adds “engagement-

promotion” as one of the techniques in digital diplomacy. The combination of engagement 

and promotion shows that the digital diplomacy actor engages with the digital public to 

promote the values, cultures, or narratives of the country he or she represents. This study 

furthers the discussion of engagement by developing the technique of “engagement 

performance”. It does not refer to the interaction between the diplomatic actor and the digital 

audience. Instead, it represents a social media strategy whereby the digital actor posts the 

tests, images, and videos that indicate the exchange and connection with the local public or 

the host country. The purpose is to demonstrate a solid and sound people-to-people 

connection. In this study, the Chinese ambassador’s account tweets his visit to local markets, 

basketball games, companies, and academic institutions. It shows the image of talking to a 

broader public in the United States to cement the perception that the foundation of people-to-

people exchanges remains robust despite the geopolitical rivalry between two powers in the 

global arena. 

        For example, on March 1, 2022, the ambassador’s account posted him visiting the 

Chinese car manufacturer BYD’s facility in Lancaster, California, and meeting and talking 

with American workers, tweeting: 
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Welding engineer Primitivo Sedeno said, “#BYD makes it easier for me to have a 

better life.” Production Manager Daniel Alvarez told me BYD has given him a second 

chance. They believe that because of BYD, #Lancaster has become more important 

on American map.1 

 

The post highlights the positive changes the Chinese car manufacturer’s investment brings to 

the local economy and individual people’s life and underscores the contribution of Chinese 

investment to the US at large, which is in sharp contrast to the narrative of the China-US 

economic decoupling (Magnus 2022). 

        The ambassador account does not only show engagement with manufacturing workers 

but also with sports and entertainment sectors. On January 26, 2022, the account posted the 

ambassador appearing and delivering remarks on the screen of the NBA basketball match to 

celebrate the Chinese New Year. The post goes: 

 

Excited to join everyone at the #NBA game #WashingtonWizards vs. #LAClippers 

last night to celebrate Chinese New Year. Wish everyone a happy and healthy Year of 

the Tiger and #TeamChina & #TeamUSA best of performances in #Beijing2022 

#WinterOlympics.2 

 

        The messaging attempted to connect the NBA games in the US with the upcoming 

Winter Olympics in Beijing. While sending new year greetings to the American people, it 

extends kind wishes to the Chinese and US Olympic teams in upcoming sports events. By 

doing so, the tweet puts China and the US together. It indicates the robustness of sub-state 

                                                
1 Please see the post on March 1, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1498801406039379970 
2 Please see the post on January 26, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1486382636582981637 
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people-to-people connection despite the “diplomatic boycott” of the Beijing Winter Olympics 

by the US government. On February 28, the ambassador account posted a photo showing Qin 

Gang standing with the NBA Deputy Commissioner Mark Tatum and NBA legendary player 

Robert Horry, tweeting, 

 

Honored to be No. 43 of #Lakers! 2022 marks the 43rd anniversary of China-US 

diplomatic relations and first #NBA team’s visit to China.3 

 

        In the post, the ambassador identifies himself with the Los Angeles Lakers while putting 

his engagement with the NBA team in a broader context of China-US relations, which 

indicates the NBA’s connection to China goes hand in hand with bilateral relations. The 

tweet highlights the significance of people-to-people exchange for the bilateral relations 

between two great powers. In addition, the ambassador account shows Qin Gang driving in 

Tesla’s latest Model S Paid and feeling amazed by its technology4, watching the pop music 

band Backstreetboys’ online performance and feeling nostalgic5, and visiting a farmers’ 

market in Georgia and talking to vendors6.   

        Also, the ambassador’s account adopts a historical narrative by discussing past China-

US relations and partnerships. In this study, the use of historical narrative in digital 

diplomacy aims at offering digital audiences with sense-making of past events or realities. 

The function of historical narratives is to connect the past with the present realities. Also, it is 

to make future references, turning past realities into guidance for future action (Grever 2007). 

For example, on February 25, 2022, the ambassador account tweeted, 

 

                                                
3 See the post on February 28, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1498172222996836352 
4 See the post on March 4, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1499615535964721154 
5 See the post on June 24, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1540466866082267136 
6 See the post on May 14, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1525533872913625088 
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President #Nixon’s pragmatic diplomacy culminated in this monumental visit 50 

years ago, and his legacy still serves as an important reference today. First, 

extraordinary strategic vision. Second, huge political courage. Third, exceptional 

diplomatic wisdom.7 

 

By looking at the sense-making reality of President Nixon’s historic visit to China 50 years 

ago, the tweet attempts to emphasize the significance of the visit for the current China-US 

relations. Meanwhile, while connecting the ice-breaking visit to the present reality of the 

bilateral ties, the tweet appears to place hopes on the US foreign policymakers to take actions 

to improve China-US relations. In this way, the tweet also turns the past reality into future 

guidance. Likewise, on November 16, 2022, the ambassador tweeted,  

 

Very delighted to participate in the Commemoration of the 80th Anniversary of 

Flying Tigers Coming to China. The best way to commemorate #FlyingTigers is to 

carry forward their spirit of cooperation and friendship and pass it down to future 

generations. #Veterans8 

 

This tweet refers to the past reality that American pilots from the US Airforce, Navy, and 

Marine Corps volunteered to help China fight against Japanese aggression during World War 

II. By urging both sides to carry forward the bilateral partnership rooted in the challenging 

war times, the ambassador hopes the people of the two countries can sustain the spirit of 

bilateral cooperation. 

                                                
7 See the post on February 25, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1497123242850455553  
8 See the post on November 16, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1460729390216720389 
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        In addition to Nixon’s secret visit to China, Flying Tiger story, the ambassador looks 

back to present the connection of Chinese President Xi Jinping to the American people. On 

April 20, 2022, the ambassador tweeted, 

 

Came to Sino-U.S. Friendship House in Muscatine, Iowa and recalled the visits of 

President Xi Jinping here in 1985 and 2012. The House is a symbol of American 

folks’ friendship with the Chinese leader & people. People-to-people friendship 

should be well preserved like this house.9 

 

The tweet looks back to President Xi Jinping’s visits to the United States before his 

ascendancy to China’s top leadership, showing that people-to-people interaction is not 

limited to ordinary Chinese people but extends to the current Chinese leadership. By 

presenting the connection between President Xi and the American sub-state public, the tweet 

underscores the importance of people-to-people interaction and hopes to sustain the 

momentum in the future. Therefore, by rendering the past reality, the tweet guides the future. 

        Furthermore, the Chinese ambassador Qin Gang tries to demonstrate his responsibility 

to ensure the bilateral relations stay well on track. It is what is described as “individual 

agency”. Schoon and Heckhausen (2019) define “individual agency as a relational and 

intentional process that evolves through interactions with the wider socio-cultural context” 

(p.135). This study conceptualizes individual agency from the foreign policy perspective, 

referring it to the diplomat who puts him/herself in the story-telling narrative to underscore 

their capability and responsibility of maintaining bilateral relations despite the broader 

political climate. For example, the ambassador account tweeted on July 29, 2021, 

                                                
9 See the post on April 20, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1516922456912633856  
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Behind me is Jin Jiang Hotel Auditorium, where Sino-US Joint Communique 

(Shanghai Communique) was issued during President Nixon’s visit to China in 1972. 

Let’s get going again…10 

 

The posted photo shows that before his trip to the US to serve as the ambassador, Qin Gang 

visited the place marking the start of China-US relations. The tweet highlights his 

responsibility to maintain China-US relations amid the ongoing headwind to improving the 

broader bilateral relations. On May 5, 2022, while the ambassador account posted Qin’s 

speech to the ambassador account posted his interview with Forbes talking about China-US 

relations, it wrote in one of the tweets: “My role here, as the Ambassador, is to do my best to 

promote mutual understanding and friendship between the Chinese and American people.”11  

Similarly, the post stresses the critical role of the ambassador in improving people-to-people 

relations of two countries, thus indicating the agency of individual ambassadors to the 

bilateral ties against the backdrop of an increasing rivalry between two powers. 

        The diplomatic account of the Chinese ambassador to the United States adopts various 

strategies to engage the US public by highlighting the connection between the two countries 

and the cooperative aspect of bilateral relations. Nonetheless, the focus of this study on the 

Chinese ambassador’s cooperation-oriented strategies to appeal to the US public does not 

eliminate his critiques of the US and pushbacks on the US narratives. For example, the 

ambassador account accused some US politicians of supporting “Taiwan independence”, 

warning that it might disrupt China-US relations12. That said, these critical tweets are 

primarily in a defensive tone and account for only around 18.9% of the total number of 

relevant China-US tweets. 

                                                
10 See the post on July 29, 2021, https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1420855220171649033  
11 See the post on May 5, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1522376871660429312  
12 See the post on March 18, 2022, at https://twitter.com/AmbQinGang/status/1504906827682697216  
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The US Diplomatic Offensives: Advocating Policies, Values and Interests 

       In contrast to the Chinese ambassador’s engagement approach, the US embassy in China 

primarily launches offensives on China to advance the US democratic values and geopolitical 

interests while seldom adopting an engagement approach. Based on the analysis, 65.8% of 

the collected tweets exhibit the offensive approach, which reflects the advocacy element of 

public diplomacy, the dominant concept in US public diplomacy (Cull 2008). According to 

Cull (2008), advocacy represents the international communication activity taken by the 

diplomats to promote “particular policy, idea or general interests in the minds of a foreign 

public” (p.32). In the analysis, the US embassy in China mainly takes two strategies, official 

and historical narratives, to achieve the advocacy aim. 

        Embassy press relations and informational work are two forms of advocacy in public 

diplomacy (Cull 2008). This study describes them collectively as “official narrative”, which 

refers to the behavior of digital diplomacy actors to repost the narratives of the official press 

conferences and informational releases to transmit the messaging to digital audiences. 

Notably, the embassy account primarily translates the highlights of China-related official 

policy and press releases into Chinese to target the audience of the host country. 

        For example, on December 7, 2021, the embassy account retweeted and translated the 

post from the account of the US Department of State, 

 

State Department Spokesperson @StateDeptSpox: We will not send any diplomatic or 

official representation to the 2022 Winter Olympic and Paralympic Games in Beijing 

given the PRC’s ongoing genocide and crimes against humanity & other human rights 

abuses. This does not modulate at all our support for Team USA.13 

                                                
13 See the post on December 7, 2021, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1468113175501541382 
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The post follows the State Department’s definition that China committed genocide and crime 

against humanities in Xinjiang (Department of State 2021) by accusing China of committing 

atrocities. By announcing a diplomatic boycott of the Beijing Winter Olympics based on the 

conclusion of China’s atrocities, the post conveys the US official messaging and promotes 

the US human rights values. The US critique of China is not limited to human rights but also 

to China’s apparent complicit with Russia to undermine the US reputation. On March 10, 

2022, the US embassy account retweeted the messaging of the White Press Secretary by 

putting on the Chinese translation to criticize China for helping Russia spread disinformation 

about the US biological labs in Ukraine, 

 

The White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki said we noted that Russia’s false claims 

about alleged U.S. biological weapons labs and chemical weapons development in 

Ukraine. We’ve also seen Chinese officials echo these conspiracy theories.14 

 

While Russia spread disinformation that the US was developing biological weapons in 

Ukraine, the Chinese propaganda apparatus helped Russia to promote false claims to 

undermine the US legitimacy and reputation (Feng 2022). By translating the official press 

releases into Chinese, the above post intends to clarify to the Chinese audience to push back 

on the constancy theories that China helped spread and defend the US reputation among the 

digital audiences. Besides, the US embassy account accused China of provocative actions in 

the South China Sea. On August 11, 2021, the embassy account posted excerpts of a Chinese 

translation from Secretary of State Anthony Blinken’s remarks on the South China Sea: 

 

                                                
14 See the post on March 10, 2022, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1501839472111063040  
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Secretary Blinken: In the South China Sea, we have seen dangerous encounters 

between vessels at sea and provocative actions to advance unlawful maritime claims.  

The United States has made clear its concerns regarding actions that intimidate and 

bully other states from lawfully accessing their maritime resources.  And we and other 

countries, including South China Sea claimants, have protested such behavior and 

unlawful maritime claims in the South China Sea.15 (also see US Embassy and 

Consulates in China 2022) 

 

This post quotes Secretary Blinken to implicitly criticize China for unlawfully claiming parts 

of the South China Sea and taking provocative measures. It demonstrates the position of the 

US to stand with other claimant countries like the Philippines and Vietnam to protest against 

China, highlighting the advocacy of the US geopolitical interests. In addition, the US 

embassy account also quotes informational and official releases to launch offensives on 

China’s practices of restricting religious freedom in Tibet16, curtailing democratic rights in 

Hong Kong17, and retaliatory actions again Lithuania over Taiwan18, among others. 

        Furthermore, the US embassy in China employs a historical narrative that reflects past 

realities on the anniversary dates to remind the digital public of China’s human rights abuses 

and geopolitical challenges. For example, on June 29, 2022, the US diplomatic account 

retweeted the messaging of the State Department Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and 

Labor Jobs, and with the Chinese translation, 

 

7 years after the notorious “709 Crackdown,” the PRC continues to suppress its 

citizens’ rights by placing two lawyers on trial behind closed doors. Peacefully 

                                                
15 See the post on August 11, 2021, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1425360756854382597  
16 See the post on December 21, 2021, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1473209625373593604 
17 See the post on December 22, 2021, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1473605735498010627  
18 See the post on December 21, 2021, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1473209625373593604 
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advocating for human rights and transparency is not a crime. The United States stands 

with these courageous activists.19 

 

The US embassy posted this on the eve of the seventh anniversary of China's crackdown on 

civil rights lawyers and activists. Through the remembrance of historical incidents, the 

historical narrative functions as a reminder of China’s past and ongoing human rights abuses. 

By criticizing China's abusive behaviors, the US attempts to undermine the legitimacy of the 

Chinese authorities. By asserting the US’ support for activists, the narrative intends to 

advocate and advance the US human rights values. The use of historical narrative also 

extends to other realities, including the crackdown of the democratic movement in 198920, the 

crackdown of the Falungong movement21, and China vs. Philippines South China Sea 

Arbitration22. The references to the past realities highlight China’s illegitimacy within its 

territory and lawlessness in the international community. Although that historical narrative 

emerges in China’s and the US’s online diplomatic communication, the uses and purposes are 

divergent. While the Chinese ambassador looks back to present the historical connection 

between the two countries to make references for the improvement of bilateral relations in the 

future, the US embassy in China looks back into history to present sensitive political realities 

of China’s past. The purpose is to remind the audience of China’s past atrocities, criticize 

China's unapologetic attitude, and ultimately advance the US democratic and human rights 

values and geopolitical interests. 

        It is noticeable that the US critiques China not only for curtailing rights and freedom 

within its territories but also for restricting the freedom of speech of the US embassy and 

diplomats in cyberspace. For example, the embassy account accuses the Chinese censors of 

                                                
19 See the post on June 29, 2022, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1542030644456341506  
20 See the post on June 4, 2022, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1532995579315310593  
21 See the post on July 20, 2021, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1417437891274416179 
22 See the post on August 11, 2021, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1425360758569902091  



 24 

blocking the US clarification on Russia's bio-lab disinformation23, the US embassy’s 

advocacy of LGBTQ rights24, and Secretary Blinken’s China policy speech25 on Chinese 

social media. These tweets intend to reveal the power of China's online censorship and thus 

augment the threat of China to US values. 

        It is also notable that the US critiques of and concerns about China go beyond human 

rights abuses, restriction of freedom, and geopolitical challenges, including counterfeit 

products and illegal wildlife trading. For example, the US embassy in China claimed that “the 

PRC is the main source of global counterfeit products and pirated products”26 on July 28, 

2021, and “China is the world's largest illegal market for the trading of tiger organs” 27 on 

July 30, 2021. 

        The analysis of the US embassy to China reveals the US across-the-board critiques and 

concerns about China to advocate and advance the US values and interests. However, this 

study's focus on discussing the US embassy account's offensives on China does not eradicate 

the engagement and partnership-oriented messaging. For example, the US embassy account 

sent greetings on China’s National Day28, climate cooperation between the two countries29, 

and ambassador’s talks with Chinese scholars and officials30. Despite that, these tweets 

account for only around 8.6% of the total data collection. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

        The analysis examines the online digital communication between the Chinese and US 

diplomats. The findings suggest the imbalances in digital communication between China and 

                                                
23 See the post on March 11, 2022, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1502223160141303814 
24 See the post on July 9, 2022, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1413466723341197315 
25 See the post on May 22, 2022, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1531481398816608256  
26 See the post on July 28, 2021, at: https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1420318119361449984 
27 See the post on July 30, 2021, at: https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1421037860795334656  
28 See the post on October 1, 2021, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1443757702128230406 
29 See the post on November 12, 2021, at https://twitter.com/USA_China_Talk/status/1459071673974636552 
30 See the post on June 29, 2022, at https://twitter.com/USAmbChina/status/1542070585001476097 
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the US. The Chinese diplomat focuses on engaging the American public to approach Chine-

US relations positively despite the rising tensions between the two major powers. In contrast, 

the US embassy in China appears to engage China critically to advocate the US freedom 

values and geopolitical interests. It suggests that the framework of “asymmetrical discursive 

competition” still applies in the case of mutual references between the Chinese ambassador in 

the US and the US embassy in China, but in a reversed way. Specifically, China is more on 

the offensive in the Africa case, whereas the United States is more on the offensive in this 

study. 

        It is noticeable that the study’s emphasis on the engagement strategy of China’s 

diplomats does not eliminate the Chinese ambassador’s warning against the US interference 

in Taiwan. Likewise, the focus on the offensive strategy of the US embassy does not 

eliminate the cooperation-oriented communication on climate change issues. However, these 

tweets account for a tiny portion of the entire data collection. In addition, the revealed 

engagement strategy on the Chinese side does not deny or diminish the prominence of “wolf 

warrior” diplomacy. After all, other Chinese diplomats often counter the US or the Western 

narratives directed at China, regardless of Twitter or other diplomatic avenues. When it 

comes to direct communication with the local public of each other on Twitter, it is the United 

States that deliberately invokes and provokes China. 

        This study further uncovers various rhetorical strategies both sides adopt in digital 

communication, including engagement performance, historical narrative and individual 

agency on the Chinese side, and official narrative and historical narrative on the US side. 

China’s messaging focuses on directly appealing to local audiences by showing the past and 

present connection with the US, which provides guidance for the future development of a 

positive and promising bilateral relationship. In contrast, the US messaging tends to portray 
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China’s non-compliance behaviors in human rights and geopolitical competition, which aims 

to advocate American values and interests. 

        In addition, this study contributes to the literature on “asymmetrical discursive 

competition” between China and the US. This study confirms the framework’s applicability 

given the imbalanced deployment of offensive invocation between Chin and the US. 

Nevertheless, it is notable that the internal workings are different between the two cases. In 

Africa, Chinese diplomats launch recurring offensives to undermine the US’ legitimacy while 

the US diplomats stay low profile and focus on engaging the local public (Repnikova and 

Chen 2022). On the contrary, the roles of the two major powers are reversed in this study. 

The US diplomatic account launches recurring attacks on China’s human rights record and 

geopolitical moves. In contrast, China’s ambassador account seldom reacts to the US 

accusations while focusing on engaging the local American community to shed a rosy light 

on bilateral ties. The divergent diplomatic strategies may reflect distinct objectives of the two 

countries. The Chinese ambassador to the US aims to circumvent the US administration to 

directly appeal to and engage with the American public, seeing sub-state bilateral exchanges 

as the foundation of state-level relations. As the United States aims to compete with China 

from the position of strength, it is not surprising that the US embassy in China tends to 

promote democracy and human rights values through offensive on China’s human rights 

records. 

        Finally, this study offers several implications for the growing scholarly discussion of 

“wolf warrior” diplomacy. It suggests that the assertive genre of China’s diplomatic 

communication does not necessarily transmit into the online communication of the Chinese 

ambassador to the US. Therefore, this study reflects the scholarly discussion on two sides of 

China’s diplomatic communication, which incorporates cooperative and assertive aspects (eg. 

Yang and Chen 2021; Dai and Luqiu 2022). However, instead of suggesting the 
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disorganization of China’s digital diplomacy strategy or the contradiction between the two 

approaches, this study tends to agree with the “complementary” argument of Yang and Chen 

(2021) and explains the co-existence of apparently contradictory approaches as a tactic. The 

responsibility of the ambassador to the host country is to maintain and improve relations as 

opposed to escalating confrontation. Although the engagement strategy of Qin Gang does 

eliminate the deployment of more offensive strategies in other avenues, this study urges 

scholars to caution against the generalizability of the “wolf warrior” narrative to China’s 

entire diplomatic communication. 

        While the effectiveness of China’s engagement approach is beyond the discussion, this 

study suggests the receptivity of this approach depends on to what extent it represents the 

mainstream of China’s foreign policy establishment towards the US, at least in the perception 

of the US policymakers and the public. However, given the heightened antagonism between 

the two powers, the engagement strategy is easily eclipsed by the prevalence of a more 

assertive and nationalist approach adopted by other Chinese foreign policy figures. In this 

regard, this study suggests the limitation of the engagement approach and individual agency 

of the Chinese ambassador in substantially turning around the negative perception of the 

American public towards China. 
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