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China and Russia issued a 'Joint Statement on the International
Relations Entering a New Era and the Global Sustainable Development'
On February 4th, China and Russia issued a 'Joint Statement on the
International Relations Entering a New Era and the Global Sustainable
Development' highlighting many common points of interest on the
international stage. Among them, was 'abandoning the cold war mentality,
as China joined Russia to 'oppose further enlargement of NATO and call on
the North Atlantic Alliance to abandon its ideologized cold war approaches'.
The document also promised a 'no limits friendship' between the two
countries, 'superior to the political and military alliances of the Cold War era'.

Just 20 days later, this friendship was put to the test. Russia invaded
Ukraine and started shelling its cities, to the world’s shock. While the US
and its allies quickly mobilized to freeze Russian assets, close the skies to
Russian flights, and sanction Russian officials, oligarchs, and families,
Russia also began its own information offensive. Moscow blamed the US,
NATO and Ukraine for its 'special military operation', going as far as to
accuse the US of using Ukraine for biological warfare against Russia.
Albeit posting as an advocate for peace, China unambiguously chose to
amplify the Russian narrative, at home and abroad, via Chinese
government-linked media outlets and pro-Russia social media accounts.

This happened even though China and Ukraine signed a Treaty on
Friendship and Cooperation in 2013 when Beijing seemed to even promise
to protect Ukraine from nuclear attacks.

So why doesn’t China support Ukraine?
Well, China’s choice is more a manifestation of an anti-US sentiment rather
than sympathy for Russia’s casus belli. After all, 'the new era in
international relations is about the end of US unipolarity. Sadly for Ukraine,
this plays in Russia’s favor.

After US-China relations deteriorated sharply in 2017, as Donald Trump
began his trade war and Washington recognized China as a geopolitical
competitor, China began to attack and criticize the US on every occasion,
showcasing not only the flaws of US democracy and the moral decline of
its society but also the hardships the US inflicted upon other nations since
its foundation, all part of its wave of 'wolf-warrior diplomacy'. By contrast,
China claims it has never invaded another state and has always been a
'peace-loving country'. Thus, the US geopolitical leadership is bad for
humanity and China has the moral responsibility to provide an alternative.
With this message, amplified by its immense censorship and propaganda
apparatus, China has successfully provided Russia the support of the
Chinese people, who not long ago dreamed the American dream, like all
the rest of the world.
For ordinary Chinese, who are held captive in an echo chamber where
only the party narrative is heard and who are cut off from the
international media, Putin is a hero who was left with no choice. The
Russian leader is not invading Ukraine, he is fighting the threat of NATO
and the aggression of the US, which is tightening like a shackle around
him. Russia is the one under threat, and Ukraine is the victim of Western
manipulation, that has installed an illegitimate, neo-Nazi government.

Soft power – But if Russia is rescuing Ukraine, why do so
many Ukrainians flee to the West?
Unfortunately, many Chinese don’t get to ask such questions, because the
information they consume is carefully selected so as to prevent readers
from critically analyzing it.
Chinese news agencies have been given clear guidelines on how to report
on the war. They are not allowed to repost foreign media content (which is
blocked anyway) or use words like 'invasion' and 'attack', although the term
'war' has been used 134 times between 24 February and 12 March in original
tweets by Chinese diplomatic and governmental accounts, referring
however almost exclusively to the Cold War, US-fought wars in other
countries, or to war, in general.
In one internal directive unveiled by a Weibo (a Twitter-like platform)
account affiliated with Beijing News, a party newspaper, the editorial
staff was instructed not to post anything that could be passed off as proWestern and anti-Russian. After the international press became aware of
the document, the post was removed.

To comply with these requirements, the pressure on journalists is enormous.
At least two journalists have been warned to adjust their tone so that it
matches the Chinese government's official position on Russia and Ukraine.

Critics of the government have long been silenced or jailed; once targeted
for misconduct, even journalists left at large are isolated and can't find work
because no one will hire them. To prevent crossing any red lines in their
reporting, news agencies practice self-censorship. Some have even chosen
to leave aside political aspects and focus solely on cultural and historical
information on Ukraine and Russia or on presenting the lives of Chinese
citizens in these countries.
It is important to note that reporting guidelines did not stay the same
throughout the war, but have since been revised several times. While at first
they were clearly in favor of pro-Russian content, later guidelines
recommended a more neutral and even-handed stance, promoting the
resolution of the conflict by peaceful means. Some attribute this to fears
that China's alliance with Russia will damage the international perceptions
of China, which could later translate to repercussions against it.

China Watch – Disinformation Narratives

How about social media?

Nothing escapes Beijing's censors. Not only do social media platforms receive
constant guidance from the Government, via the Cyberspace Administration of
China (CAC), but the (war related) pro-Western and pro-Ukraine content is almost
instantly deleted.
Since the first day of the invasion, Chinese expats in Ukraine have been live
broadcasting from war-affected areas or posting stories about life under siege.
This has drawn a wave of sympathy from their mainland compatriots, but also got
censors’ attention. Consequently, their accounts have been suspended, their posts
removed. Because of this, some have even found themselves unable to contact
their families, without access to Chinese social media. Russia's invasion of Ukraine
has sparked a strong wave of nationalism among Chinese citizens, due to
censorship and prolonged exposure to anti-US narrative.

China Watch – The Information War

There have also been many voices opposing the war, both among
mainstream users and among academics, celebrities, and social media
content creators. For example, a few days after the invasion, 130 alumni of
top Chinese universities published a manifesto opposing the invasion and
calling on the Chinese government to respect the agreement signed with
Ukraine after Ukraine abandoned the nuclear weapons it inherited from the
Soviet Union, in 1994. Other Chinese netizens translated an anti-war letter
signed by Russian scientists, researchers, and reporters, and shared it via
Wechat (a Whatsapp-like platform). Many more signed and distributed
petitions expressing solidarity with Ukraine or even took to the streets in
protest.
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But voices expressing solidarity with Ukraine are quickly suppressed, either
by censorship or via peer pressure. To give just an example, social media
content creators Ke Lan (2.9 million followers), who shared an image from
an anti-war protest, and Jin Xing (13 million followers), a transgender
celebrity, who posted on her page 'Respect all lives and resolutely oppose
the war!!!' both had their accounts suspended.
The use of hashtags is strictly regulated. When discussing Ukraine, netizens
are 'recommended' to use only official hashtags used by state-owned news
outlets like Xinhua News Agency, People’s Daily, or CCTV, otherwise they
risk having their content deleted or rendered invisible to others.
Violent and overly pro-war content is also removed, in an effort to give as
little stage as possible to partisan voices on either side of the fence.

What is China saying abroad?

Overseas, the Chinese message is less pro-Russian and more anti-American,
though certain strategic Russian war narratives are deliberately amplified, such as
opposing NATO enlargement, abandoning 'the cold war mentality', renouncing
'double standards' in handling refugees and embracing 'multilateralism' in
addressing security concerns, etc.
In doing so, China is trying to build reticence towards US leadership both in terms
of values promoted and security guarantees. In the long run, China hopes to gain
enough economic and geopolitical leverage to counter US dominance on the
international stage.

This is why China has tried to take advantage of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine to
promote an anti-US narrative throughout the world, hoping to erode support for
the United States and its system of alliances, which includes NATO, but also
Japan, South Korea or Australia, which pose a greater worry for China. In parallel
with criticism of the US, its foreign policy, and the state of its democracy and
human rights, China is trying to present itself in a positive light, as an effective
'whole-process people’s democracy and a peaceful country.
The criticism against the US isn't something new. In fact, China has been criticizing
the US for decades (since 1998, it has published an annual report on human rights
abuses in the US). But if we were to pinpoint a moment when the two countries
became geopolitical adversaries, we would have to choose the years 2017-2018,
when the trade war started. Until then, there was a limit to China's aggressive tone
in foreign communications, as it wanted to maintain cooperation with the US.
When it saw that business as usual was no longer possible, China began to harshly
criticize the US abroad, through Chinese embassies, diplomats, and media outlets
that began to post constant anti-US articles.
Sadly, in this equation of power and dominance, in the context of the war, Ukraine
is granted little to no agency. Its democratic, pro-Western aspirations are seen as
mere results of years of manipulation by the US and its extended arm - NATO.
The threat to Russia of NATO enlargement has been compared to the Cuban missile
crisis of 1962, blatantly ignoring the defensive nature of the North Atlantic alliance.
As described, the invasion is seen as a carefully devised trap for Russia, Ukraine, and
the EU, which the US uses to undermine confidence in Moscow and gain
dominance in Europe.

Which side does China support in the war?
Altogether, China is claiming neutrality in the Russian-Ukraine war. Beijing’s propeace messages are not incriminating towards Putin, whose 'security concerns'
are touted as legitimate. Furthermore, the Russian president's insinuations about
the existence of a neo-Nazi regime in Ukraine, as well as the allegations that the
US operates Biolabs on Ukrainian territory, are arguments that, according to the
Chinese narrative, give legitimacy to Putin's 'special military operation'.
In an analysis of Chinese affiliated Twitter accounts, more than 100 posts about the
Nazis in Ukraine were identified, many of which were full-length takes of posts
belonging to Russian officials or Russian news agencies. Likewise, Russian bio labs 
allegations have been substantially amplified by Chinese-affiliated media agencies
and accounts.

Some observers have even noted an overzealousness in this regard, Chinese
postings about bio labs having surpassed those of Russia. In a single week,
between 6 and 12 March, Chinese-affiliated Twitter accounts posted more than
400 tweets containing the word 'lab', while Russian-affiliated accounts registered
only 350 such posts. This shouldn’t be surprising, as since early 2020, after initial
speculation from Washington that the novel coronavirus might have leaked from
a Wuhan lab, China began an ample campaign of disinformation, blaming the US
for starting the COVID pandemic and spreading it to China.
On economic sanctions, China has taken a firm stance against them, claiming that
the US threatens to push the entire world into an economic and food crisis. Russia's
responsibility is completely ignored.
The alignment between China and Russia on the war narrative does not have as
much impact abroad as it does in the Chinese mainland, although, to some extent,
Chinese propaganda has helped offset the EU’s ban on media agencies such as RT,
Sputnik, and others. In Africa, the Middle East, even India, the anti-American
(Russian and Chinese) propaganda has scored higher.
Unfortunately for China, its poor understanding of the European security context,
where Russia is perceived as the main threat, will only contribute to the worsening
of Sino-European relations and especially China’s relations with Central and Eastern
Europe.

How about Chinese messaging in
Romania?

Discussions about China and the war in Ukraine on Facebook in Romania

The overwhelming majority of Chinese press releases on the war in Romania have
criticized the US for acting as a destabilizing force in Europe. In the absence of
any pro-Russian sentiment, there are few pro-Russian messages.
From the beginning of February to mid-May, Xinhua's Romanian Facebook page
and China Radio International's website had together more than 200 posts on
Ukraine. The Chinese Embassy also had about 60 posts on Facebook. Among the
key points made are the need to abandon 'the cold war mentality', the destabilizing
role played by NATO, and the urgency of peacefully ending the conflict.

A central theme in the Chinese narrative is that the US is practicing unilateralism
and historical revisionism, which is seen as the principal reason for the current
European security crisis. Also, the US is accused of using democracy and human
rights as pretexts to start wars and conflicts around the world. China also warns
that Washington is using its sanctions as a tool to extort illegal profits in a
hypocritical way, urging the EU to decide for itself how it deals with China and
Russia.
Several posts have talked about biological laboratories on the territory of Ukraine,
calling for America to submit to global scrutiny regarding its biological activities in
other countries. Other posts warned of the risks of getting involved in the Taiwan
issue, claiming that only China has legitimate rights to address it.
China's role as a peace advocate, as well as its contribution to delivering
humanitarian aid to Ukraine, is another key message in the Chinese war narrative
promoted in Romania.

What conclusions can we draw?
If we were to quote the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 'China's stance on the
Ukraine issue is open, transparent, and consistent.
At home, public opinion is shaped through three main tactics: the propagation of
the official Russian narrative by mainstream media outlets, the manipulation of
hashtags and trending topics, and the application of censorship on opinions that
diverge from the official line. The message China is trying to drive home is that
Russia’s military actions are righteous and justified by 'legitimate security
concerns and that Putin is fighting neo-Nazism, NATO expansion, and Western
aggression.
Abroad, the focus is on distorting the global image of the US, portraying it as an
irresponsible, selfish, and destabilizing nation that should not be trusted, let
alone followed. To do this, China invokes arguments such as 'hegemonic
behavior', unilateral military dominance, hypocrisy and double standards in its
handling of various crises abroad and at home, lack of transparency on biological
activities undertaken in other countries, economic greed, moral bankruptcy, etc.
Although it is too early to measure the success of these tactics, there is cause for
concern. Globally, there are more autocracies than democracies, from which
China can identify allies. China's rise may in the end mean the promotion of an
alternative form of governance, based not on democracy, but on autocracy.
One thing is certain - global and regional peace and stability as defined by the
United States are no longer acceptable for China, which is trying to use the war in
Ukraine as an opportunity to attack the current international status of the US and
the global order it underpins.
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