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Abstract / Summary 
Stories are at the core of our understanding of humanity, as well as central to many concepts at 
the heart of International Relations theory.  The Chinese Communist Party has been adept at 
story telling for many years and for many purposes inclusive of intra-elite competition, 
maintenance of regime support, and tactical negotiations.  These stories become especially 
critical during periods of regime transition, as we witnessed during the recently concluded 
Twentieth National Party Congress.   

This paper leverages Natural Language Processing techniques applied to the GDELT database to 
quantify tones expressed on a variety of topics, targeting a range of both internal and external 
audiences.  We show four facts: 1) China only began telling a more negative narrative regarding 
the United States post the beginning of the COVID pandemic in late 2019, but not prior; 2) 
China’s tone regarding the United States was consistent and relatively neutral across its civilian 
and military populations till late 2019, at which time the civilian tone became far more negative 
than the tone expressed to their military population; 3) XI Jinping’s tonal difference when 
discussing Taiwan across internal vs. external audiences is now at the highest divergence 
recorded; 4) Significant tonal differences are shown across various members of the previous 
Standing Committee.  The tone for Xi Jinping has historically been the most positive but dipped 
into negative levels three times in 2022. 
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Introduction 
The power of the stories that sit at the center of human existence has been understood 

since the writing of Plato’s Republic in 380 B.C., extending on to the present day with 
psychologist Robyn Dawes suggesting that “humans are primates whose cognitive capability 
shuts down in the absence of a story”. (Dawes, 1999). This concept has also been widely applied 
in the realm of geopolitics, central to concepts such as soft power (Nye, 1997) as well as the 
distinction between structural security dilemmas (which exist in the “real” world, or Jervis’ 
operational milieu) vs. perceptual security dilemmas (occurring in Jervis’ psychological milieu). 
(Jervis et all, 1985) Analysis of the stories a country tells itself and others can even provide 
evidence of a country’s ambition to become a great power. (Miller, 2021)  

But…what if you could control the shadows on the wall of Plato’s cave? (Plato, 1888) 
The Chinese Communist Party has been actively creating, monitoring, and modifying the 

stories it tells the people of China for many years.  This capability has allowed it to leverage 
public opinion in ways that both enable as well as constrain optionality. Stories can create action 
– “Where there is such coherence in narrative, the results can be highly compelling in terms of 
mobilization”. (Betz, 2008) This directed mobilization of public opinion can serve multiple 
strategic goals.  First, it may shore up regime support, as shown in a clear historic pattern of 
blaming “hostile foreign forces” during periods of regime legitimacy challenge. (Johnston, 2017) 
Second, it may serve strategic purposes in negotiations, with leaders arguing that they cannot 
offer further flexibility on an issue without the risk of public backlash, in line with Fearon’s 
concept of “tying of hands”.  (Fearon, 1997). Successful execution of such a strategy, however, 
requires the guiding hand to remain hidden.  This is not always the case, as noted regarding 
Beijing’s narrative around the 2011 incidents in the Senkaku / Diaoyu Islands when it was 
suggested that “Beijing might have a point when saying it had to answer to public sentiment at 
home, but such a sentiment was at least in part its own creation to begin with”. (Sun, 2011) 

Methodology 
This paper applies Natural Language Processing techniques to the GDELT database 

(GDELT, 2022) in order to analyse the stories that China is telling, and to whom; across topics, 
publications, target audience, and language.  We quantify Pure Tones, or the tone used in all 
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articles about a particular topic, as well as Volume Weighted Intensity Tones, which weight Pure 
Tones by the quantity of their instance.   

Publications can themselves be used as a proxy for the target audience.  We analyze the 
People’s Liberation Army People’s Daily (here) to understand the stories told to China’s 
military, vs. the People’s Daily (here) to understand stories told to the general public.  Measuring 
the differences between the two narratives may drive insight.   

Lastly, analyzing tones present in different language publications from the same source 
(for example the People’s Daily in English (here) vs. Mandarin (here)) can be a proxy for a 
domestic vs. an international target audience. 

The stories told now matter 
This analysis is pursued at a critical juncture in time.  Leadership transitions trigger a 

period of intra-elite competition that has historically been a primary source of regime risk in 
autocratic regimes. (Johnston, 2017) These regimes typically secure elite support through the 
transfer of “rents” which can be either economic (access to investments, liquidity, currency 
conversion etc.) or political (promotions, more senior posts within the Government & Party). 
(Dixit, 2009) The current transition period is the first where a change in leadership, and therefore 
changes in rent transfers, occur during a period of declining economic growth.  Declining rent 
transfers may increase the risk of intra-elite challenges which, in turn, may create pressure to 
pursue diversionary tactics to drum up popular support to mitigate these elite challenges.  This is 
not a new concept, sitting as it does at the core of teachings as far back as Machiavelli. 
(Machiavelli, 2005) Recent academic work suggests that up to 40% of the conflict that China has 
initiated vis-à-vis the United States has been coincident with periods of declining rent transfers.  
(Baggot, 2016)  

Narrative analysis can help us understand who is telling what story to who, and where 
opinion is lagging or leading various narratives.  This in turn can help us understand if there is a 
pivot to a new group of supporters during periods of regime transition, as well as the existence of 
the type of diversionary tactics that might be pursued to reduce intra-elite challenges.   

This paper presents four facts that are quantified through NLP / narrative analysis and 
suggests questions which may be consistent with these facts. 

Fact #1: China’s negative story regarding the United States is new 
Escalating tensions between China and the US have been in place for some time.  The 

tone measured in narratives regarding the US, however, remained only mildly negative from 
2017-2019.  The Pure Tone of stories about the United States in the People’s Daily (the orange 
line in the chart below) as well as the PLA Daily (blue line) ranged roughly from +1 to – 2 
during this period of time (larger number tones are more positive, negative number tones are 
more negative).  A change occurred coinciding with the beginning of the COVID pandemic in 
late 2019 / early 2020, when the range dropped to 0 to -4.   

http://en.people.cn/
http://en.people.cn/
http://www.people.com.cn/
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/
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Source: Vemuri, Johnson, Sullivan, GDELT 
The fact is that stories that China told its people about the United States inflected negatively 
only in late 2019, despite rising tensions in the preceding years. 
The open question is whether this was scapegoating.  Autocrats frequently attempt to increase 
popular support during periods of regime transition to stave off elite competition. (Geddes, 2009) 
Given the recently completed National Party Congress (Zhu, 2022) it is possible that the 
government would more aggressively highlight external enemies to shore up regime support, per 
Johnson has mentioned above. The fact that this negative tone began to occur coincident with the 
COVID pandemic outbreak is also consistent with the idea that China was attempting to shore up 
regime support during a period of domestic turmoil. 

Fact #2: China tells a different story to its military and civilian populations 
We next weight the Pure Tone expressed by the volume of stories.  This gives us a 

Volume Intensity Weighted Tone statistic, which in this particular analysis changes the picture in 
a meaningful way.  Per the chart below, the Volume Intensity Weighted tone of the stories told to 
the general public (orange line, representing the People’s Daily) have become much more 
negative relative to the stories told to a military audience (blue line, representing the People’s 
Liberation Army Daily). 
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Source: Vemuri, Johnson, Sullivan, GDET 
 

The chart below isolates this effect by calculating the difference between the Volume 
Intensity Weighted tone used with a civilian vs. military audience, and adds a rolling 12 month 
average.  This highlights the increased negative civilian vs. military sentiment towards the US 
post January 2020, a slight rebound in July of 2021, and another downturn in the spring of 2022. 

 
Volume Intensity Weighted Tone for term “United States” (PLA Daily – People’s Daily) 

 
Source: Vemuri, Johnson, Sullivan, GDELT 
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The fact is that the People’s Daily began publishing a large volume of negative stories regarding 
the United States targeting the general population of China in early 2020, while this volume of 
negativity was avoided in articles targeting its military (as proxied through the PLA Daily). 
The open question is whether this illustrates an attempt to shore up popular support while 
avoiding putting the military on a war footing.  The suggested conclusion of this analysis is that 
the data above is consistent with, but not dispositive of, the idea that China is pursuing 
diversionary tactics rather than preparing for actual conflict in the short term.  Diversionary 
tactics should generate maximum domestic impact at limited international costs, i.e. should be 
high profile domestically, without materially impacting facts on the ground offshore.  The recent 
actions post Speaker Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan indeed exhibit many of these characteristics.  PLA 
actions were broadly and aggressively covered across Chinese social media and print assets, 
without doing anything that might prove irreversible.  

Fact #3: Countries often tell an onshore and offshore version of stories 
We next examine the stories told about specific topics domestically vs. 

internationally.  One clear example of this are stories about Xi Jinping and Taiwan.  The chart 
below shows the Volume Intensity Weighted tone for stories told domestically (Inward audience, 
proxied by the Mandarin version of the People’s Daily) vs. Internationally (Outward audience, 
proxied by the English language version of the People’s Daily).  The gap currently sits just off 
the highest level seen over the past 5 years, i.e. the story told onshore is the most different (in 
this case, more positive) to the one told offshore at present (in this case, more negative), vs. 
anytime over the past five years. 

 
Volume Intensity Weighted Tone for “Xi Jinping + Taiwan” (People’s Daily Mandarin – People’s 
Daily English) 

 
Source: Vemuri, Johnson, Sullivan, GDELT 
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This can perhaps be seen as an index of potential tension levels (with more back testing 
required).  Narrative differentials may begin to peak during periods of rising tensions and fall 
during periods of calm (where there is little requirement to differentiate stories told to each 
audience).  This remains a topic for future research. 

Similar time series analysis can be run for an issue across multiple countries.  The charts 
below show Volume Weighted Intensity Tone regarding “South China Sea” in six countries, 
across local language press (y-axis) and local English language press (X-axis). China is the only 
country with a positive local language press tone; China, Malaysia and the Philippines shows 
significant negative movement in English language tones during the study period, while 
Indonesia, Taiwan and Vietnam all saw more local language tone degradation. 

 
Source: Sullivan, 2022 
The fact is that stories told by China regarding Taiwan have seen a significant difference in tone 
between those told to a domestic vs. an international audience.  Similar shifts in relative tone can 
also be seen across a host of other countries on a range of issues. 
The question is if these rising narrative gaps can be used as a more accurate predictor of conflict 
risk, vs. solely looking at tone changes aimed at one or the other audience.  This will take more 
work to explore. 
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Fact #4: Significant tonal differences exist across senior Chinese leaders 
We can also leverage narrative analysis to try and better understand the relative 

momentum of senior leaders, an issue of particular importance during leadership transitions.  The 
charts below (top chart zeroing in on 2021-present, the bottom chart showing 5 year trends) show 
Volume Intensity Weighted tone as expressed in the overall Chinese press.  Not surprisingly, Xi 
Jinping generally shows the highest scores which are generally positive (although we note three 
negative tone periods for the first time within 2022).  Zhao Leji interestingly has the second 
highest positive tones exhibited.  

 
Source: Vemuri, Johnson, Sullivan, GDELT 
 
An additional approach to this data is to examine relative sentiment.  The chart below shows the 
Volume Intensity Weighted tone for Xi minus that for Zhao.  A rising line represents sentiment 
shifting more in relative favor of Xi, a falling line represents sentiment shifting in relative favor 
of Zhao. 
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Volume Intensity Weighted Tone (Xi – Zhao) in People’s Daily 

 
Source: Vemuri, Johnson, Sullivan, GDELT 
The fact is that tones in Chinese press for senior leaders differ significantly over time. 
The question is whether this maps to the senior leader’s relative standing and whether this has 
implications for future leadership transitions. 

But how does the story end? 
The analysis in this paper is designed to measure facts and suggest questions.  Further work is required 
for answers to be definitively provided to these suggested questions. Additional research is suggested 
across a range of case studies to understand the drivers and impact of tone differentials, or different 
stories being told, to various internal and external audiences.  These tone differentials hold promise to 
better illustrate diversionary efforts vs. efforts designed to change facts on the ground, as well as highlight 
when divergence signals rising risk of action. 
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