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Abstract
The aim of this study was to present a method of interpretative sociology for studying the formation and development of 
national public diplomacy institutions. Our goal was to apply cognitive analysis to public policy and to use a historical-
discursive method to interpret the institutionalization of public diplomacy by a government. For us, cognitive analysis of 
public policy coordinates new perspectives and methods, especially the fruits of historical and discursive institutionalism, 
both to identify the cognitive and normative frames of policy formulation and to outline the dynamic relationships among 
institutions and political actors. By conducting an illustrative case study of China’s public diplomacy institutionalization, 
we demonstrated the potential of historical–discursive analysis to shed light on public diplomacy institutional change and 
various social and rhetorical phenomena related to Beijing’s efforts to rationalize and legitimize its foreign policy.

Keywords  Public diplomacy · Cognitive analysis of public policy · Historical–discursive method · Interpretative sociology 
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Introduction

Traditionally defined, public diplomacy is a set of direct 
communication dynamics in which an international actor 
mediates and implements its foreign policies toward for-
eign publics and manages international public opinion (Cull 
2019; Golan et al. 2019). As a collection of methods and 
tools for wielding a nation-state’s soft power, public diplo-
macy has received extensive interdisciplinary analysis (Gil-
boa 2008). From communication studies to political science, 
from marketing to public relations, from conflict manage-
ment to rhetoric analysis, scholars have investigated various 
public diplomacy instruments, including advocacy, interna-
tional broadcasting and journalism, cultural influence, rela-
tionship management, agenda setting, agenda building, and 
network interactions, to identify and explain the strategies 
and tactics of international communication and the power 
relations that govern it. However, the interdisciplinary nature 
of public diplomacy research “sometimes overshadows the 

connection between public diplomacy and foreign policy” 
(Ayhan 2018, p. 539).

As Sevin (2017) argued, even though public diplomacy 
contains “the label of diplomacy,” scholars have paid limited 
attention to public diplomacy practice in diplomatic stud-
ies, especially in policy studies about international rela-
tions (26). Indeed, public diplomacy is a supplement to and 
expansion of traditional diplomatic behaviors. Framed and 
orientated by foreign policy, public diplomacy promotes 
the national interests of a state on the global stage (Tago 
2017). Therefore, applying public policy analysis to public 
diplomacy can clarify the background, decision making, and 
motivations of foreign policy and public diplomacy institu-
tions, demonstrating how policy actors can keep “(re)con-
structing visions of the world that allow them to (re)situate 
themselves in the world” (Hall 2015, p. 246).

The aim of this study was to present a method of inter-
pretative sociology for analyzing the formation and devel-
opment of national public diplomacy institutions. Our goal 
was to apply cognitive analysis to public policy and, more 
precisely, to use a historical–discursive analytical method 
to decipher the institutionalization of public diplomacy by 
a government. First, we discuss the conceptualization of 
cognitive analysis of public policy. Second, we clarify the 
specific methods of this cognitive analysis in the context 
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of democracy. Finally, we use cognitive analysis of public 
policy to explore the potential of the historical–discursive 
analytical method as a tool for understanding public diplo-
macy institutions in China’s autocratic regime.

Cognitive analysis of public policy: decision 
making and positioning

Defined as a “research construct” (Muller 2018, para. 34), 
public policy is “a government action plan in a sector of 
society or a geographic space” (Mény and Thoenig 1989, 
p. 130). Public diplomacy strategy, an integral part of for-
eign policy, regulates the global communication framework 
and manages international relations to defend and promote 
national interests (Merle 1984). In other words, foreign pol-
icy and domestic public policy are inseparable. On the one 
hand, the positioning of domestic policy could stem from a 
direct or indirect influence on foreign policy formulation; 
on the other hand, foreign policy “often integrates in the 
domestic political decisions process” (Braillard and Djalili 
2016, p. 57).

Described as a “French touch in policy analysis” (Hall 
2015, p. 237), cognitive analysis of public policy (l’analyse 
cognitive des politiques publiques), based on the construc-
tivist approach to public policy making, underlines the par-
ticularity of political sociology as a component of political 
science that investigates how political processes relate to 
society (Berger and Luckmann 1967). Cognitive analysis 
examines “the actors, their behaviors, and their exchanges 
to better understand the consequences of public actions” 
(Duran 2010, p. 198). According to Muller (2018), cogni-
tive analysis of public policy sheds light on “a process in 
which the society bestows its own understanding and mani-
festations of action on reality” (para. 5). In particular, the 
aim of cognitive analysis is to “classify and bring together 
analytical works that emphasize the weight of knowledge, 
ideas, representations, and/or social belief elements in the 
development of public policies” (Surel 2019, p. 87). Thus, 
cognitive analysis of public policy should reveal a “réfé-
rentiel” (Muller 2014, p. 555) of the government’s decision 
making, that is, formulation of socialization mechanisms 
that produce a coherent set of cognitive and normative ele-
ments that characterize public policy. In this way, the cogni-
tive approach also has the potential to reveal “how [political] 
actors and private actors […] concerned by the development 
and implementation of a policy position themselves” (Muller 
2018, p. 50).

As a theorizing method, cognitive analysis of public 
policy considers the relations among social structures and 
political actors (Boussaguet et al. 2015). In other words, 
analyzing the cognitive frames of public policy underlines 
“the importance of the dynamics of the social construction 

of reality in the shaping of historically specific and socially 
legitimate frames and practices” (Surel 2000, p. 495). Thus, 
scholars tend to borrow new perspectives, especially histori-
cal and discursive institutionalism, to interpret the cognitive 
and normative frames of policy formulation while outlining 
the dynamics of the relations among institutions and politi-
cal actors (Schmidt 2008; Hall 2015).

Cognitive analysis and historical institutionalism

From Plato’s comparison of the way political systems shape 
behavior in Republic to Aristotle’s discussion of the inter-
dependence among institutional structure, political motives, 
and normative values in Politics, institutional theory has a 
long history. For political scientists, institutions are the “ves-
sels in which politics [take] place,” shaping human behav-
ior and social action in domestic and international settings 
(Steinmo 2008, p. 120). Institutions are “rules” (Steinmo 
2019, p. 367). They are “the rules of the game of a society or, 
more formally, the humanly devised constraints that shape 
human interactions” (North 1990, p. 3). This last definition 
highlights the restrictions that institutions impose on actors 
using an invisible cognitive and normative framework. Such 
a framework is the subject of “moral or cognitive models” 
of interpretation and practice for policy decision makers and 
actors (Hall and Taylor 1997, p. 473). These models promote 
the interrelationships and interdependence among actors and 
individuals from different political entities.

Crawford and Ostrom (1995) analyzed institutional 
change and formulated a “grammar of institutions” (582) 
with three inclusive approaches to exploring how they work 
(Baudassé et al. 2018). First, the institution promotes bal-
ance, building mutual understanding through “actor pref-
erences and optimizing behavior” (Crawford and Ostrom 
1995, p. 582). Second, the institution is a set of collective 
norms. This idea aligns with Lewis (2002), who understood 
convention as an array of rules formed by a group of indi-
viduals or a community based on a common understanding 
of convenience and discomfort. Third, the institution is a 
set of interactional rules that correspond to the argument by 
North (1990) that verbal and discursive constraints regulate 
collective social behaviors and actions. Therefore, institu-
tions usually consist of rules, procedures, norms, ethical 
concepts, and behavioral constraints that people formu-
late and reformulate using discourse. As products of social 
actors, institutions are frameworks for interpreting the world 
(Muller 2005).

As an approach to understanding politics and social 
change, historical institutionalism centers around “actors 
in the national state, and its explanation for the birth and 
development of a modern centralized state [tends] to start 
at the top” (Sanders 2008, p. 45). From the perspective 
of structural-functionalism, scholars problematize and 
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analyze the unexpected consequences and contingencies 
of strategic action, paying more attention to the historical 
context and cultural impact of institutional change in order 
to investigate and clarify the origin, evolution, and moti-
vation of long-term collective choices and institutions. In 
the framework of historical institutionalism, institutions 
are not only variables of political effects (e.g., processes, 
rules, habits, and models anchored in a political system or 
in an organizational structure) (March and Olsen 1983) but 
also a “structuring variable through which battles of inter-
ests, ideas, and power take place” (Steinmo 2019, p. 384).

As argued by Pierson (2000, 2004), public policy schol-
ars should not ignore issues related to social change. His-
torical institutionalists not only pay attention to the accu-
mulation effects of historic, continuous, and small-scale 
reform (i.e., “positive feedback process”) (Pierson 2000, 
p. 251) but also focus on the sequence of events, sepa-
rating the “critical juncture” before institutional formula-
tion from the positive feedback stage after formulation 
(252). These elements of path dependence are key factors 
in historical institutionalism. Because history traces the 
occurrence and context of certain events, it contains the 
legacy of institutional development. Research on the path 
dependence of institutional change addresses not only the 
initial path of emergence and the ongoing path of develop-
ment but also the accidental factors often ignored by other 
institutional schools in order to identify the origins and 
sources of progressive public policy reform (Mabee 2011).

Moreover, according to Krasner (1984), institutional 
and historical development show the characteristics of 
“punctuated equilibrium” (240). In other words, changes 
in social and political structure over time lead to changes 
in institutional structure. For instance, the critical juncture 
after a crisis might constitute both a break in the evolu-
tion of an institution and a punctuated period of historical 
development. The political decisions made by an actor at 
this critical juncture are often the starting point for path 
dependence analysis, leading to greater understanding 
of the historical and social context of policy formation 
(Thelen 1999). Based on these ideas, Thelen and Steinmo 
(1992) refined the “four sources of institutional dynamism” 
to study institutional formation and change (16–17): (a) 
drastic changes in social–political context influence the 
appearance of potential institutions and redirect political 
outcomes; (b) social-economic changes and political ten-
sion lead new actors to reform the goals of existing insti-
tutions; (c) the formative influence of exogenous forces 
urges actors to alter the goals and strategies of the current 
institutional framework, leading to new objectives within 
older institutions; and (d) institutional strategy adjustment, 
especially at critical junctures, can lead to political strug-
gles that generate institutional change.

The “discursive turn” in cognitive analysis of public 
policy

Applying historical institutionalism to cognitive analy-
sis of public policy allows scholars to map the structural 
characteristics of the self-reinforcing paths of institutions; 
nevertheless, historical institutionalism cannot explain the 
critical junctures caused by structural change (Hall 2015). In 
other words, historical institutionalism conceives institutions 
as “entities that are external to agents, policies, structures, 
processes, values, norms, rituals, or meaning systems” (Kro-
midha and Córdoba-Pachón 2017, p. 17). This perception 
constrains the analysis of the role of various agents (whether 
political or non-political) when exploring the dynamics of 
institutional change. Thus, Schmidt (2008, 2015) suggested 
a discursive approach to comprehensively analyzing and 
understanding policy discourse, including ideas, values, 
and public policy norms. The aim of this approach is to 
expose, within the framework of institutions, the interactive 
processes of discourse and the substantive meaning of ideas.

According to Surel (2000), using a discursive approach 
when analyzing the cognitive and normative frames of pub-
lic policy permits a comprehensive interpretation of politi-
cal phenomena. On the one hand, the historical analysis of 
institutional patterns establishes a discursive framework. 
Within this framework, the discursive approach uses a “logic 
of communication” to “put ideas into their ‘meaning con-
text’” (Schmidt 2008, p. 354). On the other hand, “politi-
cians, officials, the spokesmen for social interests, and policy 
experts all operate within the terms of political discourse 
that are current in the nation at a given time, and the terms 
of political discourse generally have a specific configuration 
that lends representative legitimacy to some social interests” 
(Hall 1993, p. 289). Using discursive institutionalism, schol-
ars can address institutional change and political discourse 
dynamically, highlighting the role of ideas in the formation 
and evolution of institutions (Sikkink 2012).

Inspired by Bourdieu’s works on habitus (1987) and Sear-
le’s views on speech acts (1995), Schmidt (2008) defined 
discourse as the exchange of ideas in the construction of 
meaning; discourse is “a more versatile and overarching con-
cept than ideas” (2008, 309) because “ideas are meaningful 
only by reference to a certain system of interpretation or 
discourse” (Panizza and Miorelli 2013, p. 304). Thus, the 
fundamental driving force behind institutional formation is 
ideas and the discourse they generate (Schmidt 2015). Based 
on this point of view, institutions are no longer structures 
but the patterns of thought within actors and their activity, 
giving rise to a common understanding and knowledge of 
reality. Discursive practices enable actors to estimate, ques-
tion, and construct the world in certain ways, for “discourses 
set the parameters of what is sayable and indeed thinkable 
in a given social order” (Panizza and Miorelli 2013, p. 305). 
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Therefore, discursive analysis can reveal the “full range of 
ways in which public policy operates, from the substantive 
content of ideas and values through to the interactive pro-
cesses of agents in both the policy and political spheres” 
(Hall 2015, p. 246). The aim of discursive institutionalism 
is to transform discursive communication into institutional 
analysis, which explicitly or implicitly mediatizes, legiti-
mizes, and rationalizes political ideas.

A historical–discursive analytical method 
for cognitive analysis

For Durand (2010), cognitive analysis of public policy 
focuses on apprehending a country through the actions and 
outcomes of the government. In other words, the aim of 
public policy analysis is to highlight the “the complexity of 
the relationship between political alternation and change” 
(Muller 2000, p. 190). In his Three Streams Theory, King-
don (2013) mentioned that political agenda setting within 
the democratic framework often comes from the consensus 
formed after long-term discussion among various decision 
makers and stakeholders about “problem recognition, policy 
generation, and politics” (18).

Kingdon (2013) considered policy change based on the 
connection or combination of “three streams—problems, 
politics, and policies” (215). That is, policy change depends 
on the historical legitimacy of existing public policy and 
institutions and determines the direction of social evolution. 
Moreover, the three streams form a highly “organized anar-
chy” (84), for various policy makers, stakeholders, ideas, 
issues, solutions, strategies, and tactics join in the policy-
making process like intertwined roots (Larkin 2012). This 
net of actors and structures makes the process too complex 
for simple observation. Understanding the formation of pub-
lic policy within a democratic system requires seeing the 
historical path of institutional change as an orderly discur-
sive structure in the context of social and political realities 
(Wodak and Ludwig 1999) and interpreting policy language 
and statements to reveal the diversity and heterogeneity of 
institutional discourse (Oger 2003).

Based on the lessons of historical and discursive insti-
tutionalism, we propose a historical–discursive analytical 
method for “recontextualizing” the political arguments, 
ideas, and concepts of a government (Wodak and Ludwig 
1999, p. 13). Especially in the field of public diplomacy, this 
method can shed light on the evolution of institutional dis-
course through the work of decision makers (Maingueneau 
2014) engaged in formulating and improving global com-
munication strategies. The historical–discursive analytical 
method also requires attention to the interaction of actors 
who represent and express these rules from a relational 
perspective, for exchanging “the conventional contents of 

a concept for a sense of its meaning as a form of collective 
action enlarges its reach and our knowledge” (Becker 1998, 
p. 198). The basis of collective and formative action that 
shapes reality, knowledge has an interdependent and interac-
tive relationship with power. Power derives from knowledge 
and both reproduces and (re)shapes knowledge according 
to particulars strategies, goals, or interests (Foucault 2006). 
Furthermore, discourses carry power because they convey 
the knowledge on which collective and individual conscious-
nesses depend (Wodak 2001).

Therefore, the historical–discursive analytical method is 
anthropo-sociological, permitting critical interpretation of 
the language used by political actors who represent collec-
tive political decision making. As Weber (1981) argued,

everything that is below the threshold of meaningfully 
interpretable behavior, oriented toward inner or outer 
“objects,” is considered in just the same way as are the 
processes of nature, which are devoid of meaning-as 
condition or as object of orientation for the actor. […] 
[T]he individual is […] above this threshold and the 
only agent of meaningful behavior. […] Concepts such 
as the “state,” “association,” “feudalism,” and the like 
generally indicate for sociology categories of certain 
kinds of joint human action; it is therefore the task 
of sociology to reduce these concepts to “understand-
able” action, meaning, without exception, the action 
of the participating individuals. (158)

In other words, as a grounded and ethnographic meth-
odology, historical–discursive analysis sheds light on the 
cohesion and dynamics between discourse and social real-
ity (Berger and Luckmann 1967). It focuses on the histori-
cal and social background of the formation of institutions 
while preserving their endogenous meaning. According to 
Oger and Ollivier-Yaniv (2003), it includes “the activity, the 
experience, and the representations which are formulated 
by the social actors, particularly by means of language and 
speech” (130).

Cognitive analysis of public policy 
application: China’s institutionalization 
of public diplomacy

Inspired by cognitive analysis of public policy, more and 
more political scholars have used historical and discursive 
methods to construct frameworks for explaining policy 
change (cf. Hall 2015; Mény and Thoenig 1989; Balme and 
Brouard 2005). This approach restores and permits interpre-
tation of the traces of disputes partially erased during the 
formation of institutional discourse (e.g., public debates). 
It can also reveal the control of restraint systems implanted 
in the production of institutional discourse, which offers a 
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normative frame for official statements (Oger 2003; Oger 
and Ollivier-Yaniv 2006). Scholars have used this methodol-
ogy to demonstrate the advocacy strategies of various stake-
holders in foreign policy formation and the public diplomacy 
decision-making process (cf. Charillon 2020; Charillon 
et al. 2018; Rouet and Radut-Gaghi 2018). However, schol-
ars have rarely used it to examine the institutionalization of 
public diplomacy in an autocratic regime (e.g., China).

Numerous scholars have investigated China’s current 
public diplomacy practice, discussing strategy formation 
(cf. Thussu 2016; Rawnsley 2009; Huang and Wang 2019; 
Zhao and Lei 2015), policies (cf. Zhao 2015, 2019; Wang 
2012; d’Hooghe 2005), the meta-narratives of political lead-
ers (cf. Wu et al. 2021), and the diverse aspects, represen-
tations, and communication instruments of China’s public 
diplomacy through case studies (cf. Hartig 2016; Wu and 
Wang 2018; Huang and Wang 2020; Zhang et al. 2016). 
However, few have explored China’s public diplomacy, from 
a historical perspective, within the institutional framework 
known as “major country diplomacy with Chinese charac-
teristics.” For scholars of China studies (cf. Carlson et al. 
2010; Lam 2018), the party-state regime of the Communist 
Party of China (CPC) makes the conventional comparative 
approach to political science (e.g., investigating elections or 
social movements) difficult. Beijing’s undemocratic author-
ity, censorship of the so-called politically sensitive informa-
tion, and manipulation of data for political purposes make 
the outside world question the accuracy of official reports. 
Moreover, China’s political decision making lacks transpar-
ency. This reality slows down the proposal and development 
of effective methodologies and models for Chinese foreign 
policy studies.

The evolution of China’s foreign policy analysis

To gain a comprehensive and subtle understanding of 
China’s foreign policy making, China studies scholars first 
established the Pekingology method (White 1994, p. 16). 
Essentially Kremlinology with Chinese characteristics, this 
method involves a series of careful semio-discursive analy-
sis vis-à-vis “esoteric communications” of Marxist–Leninist 
regimes (e.g., public statements of political leaders, images, 
and official documents) to describe the deep ideology and 
subtle meaning of the political speeches and policy strategies 
of ruling elites (Griffith 1970, p. 47). A product of CPC deci-
sion making, the content of official public statements made 
by Chinese leaders is highly institutionalized and normal-
ized (Song 2016). Furthermore, most of the diplomacy that 
scholars examine in China’s foreign policy research is insti-
tutional discourse rather than daily concrete action. Early on, 
Pekingology helped scholars collect and analyze political 
decisions and public speeches made public by state-owned 
media (Hillenbrand 2020).

As the central government began to assemble, edit, and 
publish internal documents, speeches by CPC leaders, and 
other archives, scholars gradually replaced Pekingology with 
more effective research methods. For instance, Zhou and 
Wu (2017) used historical institutionalism to investigate 
the historical roots and development of Beijing’s external 
propaganda system; Bo (2017) and Wu et al. (2021) adopted 
critical discourse analysis to explain more comprehensively 
the root causes of political decisions and the reasons for 
institutional change in China. Using this method, they out-
lined the historical path of CPC doctrinal evolution and the 
intertextuality of policy and political rhetoric in the political 
speeches and narratives of Chinese leaders.

Indeed, the so-called “Chinese characteristics” of pub-
lic diplomacy exist in the party-state’s political percep-
tion of foreign policy. CPC theorists consider diplomacy 
a continuation of China’s internal affairs (Zhao 2012). In 
other words, Beijing’s public diplomacy needs to meet the 
domestic public policy goals of the CPC. Yu (2017) argued 
that “the strength or moderation of foreign strategy depends 
on how diplomacy serves internal affairs and consolidates 
CPC leadership” (para. 4). To explore the theory and institu-
tions of China’s public diplomacy, especially major-country 
diplomacy with Chinese characteristics, historical–discur-
sive analysis (van Dijk 1997; Wodak 2001) can help scholars 
examine various developmental stages and strategic goals 
of Beijing’s foreign policy and “understand and interpret 
practices and experiences” related to policy and institutional 
discourse formulation (Paillé and Mucchielli 2012, p. 13).

Applying historical‑discursive analysis to China’s 
public diplomacy analysis: context and corpus

Similar to concentric circles of restrictive goals and 
rules,  institutional discourse is a set of expressions pro-
duced by “a singular or collective enunciator who occupies 
a legally educated position in the state apparatus, whether a 
civil servant or a political representative” (Oger and Ollivier-
Yaniv 2003, p. 127). In the particular party-state context 
of China, cognitive analysis of public policy depends on 
the instrument. Scholars who respect CPC doctrine tend to 
favor the cognitive analysis of Chinese foreign affairs (cf. 
Zhao 2015, 2012; Zhao and Lei 2015; Zhou and Wu 2017). 
Some have even inspired the theorization of public diplo-
macy or engaged in politics to become diplomats or “insti-
tutional writers” (Ollivier-Yaniv 2011, p. 58) who formu-
late language to fit China’s foreign policy. Furthermore, the 
speeches of CPC political leaders are the cornerstone of the 
party-state’s institutional formation. Indeed, individuals and 
expert groups at the CPC policy-making center formulate, 
review, and approve such speeches before political heads 
deliver them. On the one hand, these institutional discourses 
(i.e., speeches) are “coordinative” (Schmidt 2008, p. 310), 
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reflecting the consensus of CPC policy makers. In finished 
form, they represent “Beijing’s core values in the domestic 
and global governance systems, the collective decision of the 
central committee of the Party, and the general interest of 
Chinese citizens” (Guo 2017, p. 71). On the other hand, the 
speeches of China’s political leaders are also “communica-
tive” (Schmidt 2008, p. 310), serving the goals of CPC prop-
aganda. Because of the ideological censorship in China’s 
public sphere, the speeches of political leaders often contain 
elements of political propaganda to convey the policy ideas 
and institutional plans of the CPC (Arsène 2016). Moreover, 
these institutional discourses make their way into political 
textbooks, generalized by members of civil society through 
formal or informal means.

Based on this vision, Chinese scholars promote a “Chi-
nese methodology” (Shi 2012, 8) for studying institutional 
discourse. Using “local, historical, and international envi-
ronment factors” (Zhao 2013, p. 68), they investigate the 
“political discourses (the discourses of leaders), and aca-
demic discourses (the discourses of Chinese scholars)” 
that extend from the core ideas in speeches delivered by 
political leaders (Tian 2017, p. 31). In other words, the 
corpus of China’s public diplomacy includes not only for-
eign policy texts and institutional regulations but also the 
relevant speeches, thoughts, and ideas of CPC leaders that 
constitute the theoretical system of Chinese socialism (Zhao 
2005). Also worthy of inclusion are the academic discus-
sions of Chinese scholars about related topics because “some 
Chinese researchers participated in the working groups of 
various ministries and the CPC in the name of think tank 
scholars to inspire the formulation of Chinese diplomatic 
doctrines and strategic planification” (Huang 2020, p. 161). 
Thus, historical–discursive analysis sheds light on the “insti-
tutional intertextuality” of political and academic discourse 
while also revealing institutional change related to China’s 
public diplomacy.

The Chinese expression of inheritance and develop-
ment (jicheng yu fazhan) is an appropriate way to describe 
changes in CPC doctrine. All innovations related to Chi-
na’s political institutions and political rhetoric derive from 
existing CPC dogma and systems. In other words, inheriting 
existing institutions and theoretical systems is a critical step 
in rationalizing and legitimizing new policies and systems 
(Song 2016). Therefore, to analyze the evolution of current 
public diplomacy policy in China, the corpus must include 
selected texts of CPC leaders published by the Central Insti-
tute of Party History and Literature1 from Mao Zedong to Xi 

Jinping. These documents contain speeches by CPC leaders 
about China’s diplomatic institutions since Mao. In addi-
tion, corpus construction must also take into account the 
discourse of CPC politicians and scholars published on rel-
evant websites of the Central Institute of Party History and 
Literature, especially Qiushi Theory.

Outlining institutional formation paths and ideas 
of China’s current public diplomacy

Proposed by Chinese president Xi in 2014, the framework 
“major country diplomacy with Chinese characteristics” is 
the core of “Xi Jinping’s Thoughts on Diplomacy” (Wang 
2020, title). Chinese Premier Li (2016) defined this system 
as a set of international political communication efforts 
to “hold aloft the banner of peace, development, coopera-
tion, and mutual benefit; to conduct [China’s] diplomacy 
as a major country and safeguard its sovereignty, security, 
and developmental interests” (3). Chinese scholars have 
interpreted this political initiative as a sign that “China is 
confidently approaching the center of the world stage” (Xu 
2017, para. 1). Although Beijing’s public diplomacy remains 
an expression of “peace” and “common development” on 
the surface, from an institutional perspective, Xi Jinping’s 
strategy calls for a “new type of great power relations” with 
other states, especially the United States and members of 
the European Union (Chang et al. 2016, para. 2). This rheto-
ric implies that Beijing is challenging existing international 
order to enhance its voice in current international relations 
(Yue 2008; Tan 2016; Zhou and Nie 2019).

“Chinese Dream”: the abandonment of previous public 
diplomacy institutions?

The transfer of power in the CPC in 2012 marked the start-
ing point for major changes in China’s diplomatic institu-
tions. When Xi Jinping announced the concept of “Chinese 
Dream,” he signified a nationalist enthusiasm to promote the 
transformation of China’s public diplomacy from passive to 
active (Zhao 2019; Roux and Xiao-Planes 2018).

China’s conceptualization of public diplomacy first 
appeared in the 1980s. The goal was to improve Beijing’s 
external propaganda (waixuan) using the “cultural and ideo-
logical penetration” strategies and tactics of the West (Zi 
1988, p. 13). The Tiananmen crisis in 1989 severely dam-
aged the open international image that Beijing had estab-
lished since the economic reform of 1978 (Taylor 2007). 
This crisis of confidence relates to how the suppression of 
the democratic movement on June 4, 1989 pushed Beijing 
to practice a low-key and prudent foreign policy doctrine. 
This doctrine, called taoguang yanghui, involved hiding the 
nation’s capacity and biding its time for the right opportu-
nity. The central government had to be not only discreet and 

1  The Beijing government has published these contents on the Party’s 
website “Theory China – Resource for Understanding China” in eight 
languages (www.​theor​yChina.​org). This website is created and man-
aged by the Central Institute of Party History and Literature. Scholars 
can visit it to access the CPC’s political and historical documents.

http://www.theoryChina.org
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patient but also strategic and wise in its international and 
geopolitical affairs. For then CPC leader Deng Xiaoping, 
taoguang yanghui urged the Chinese government to remain 
“calm and low-key” in international affairs and “work hard 
to do things right at home” (Deng 1994, p. 327). This prag-
matic diplomatic system allowed China to gain the support 
of third-world states in the midst of a Western diplomatic 
blockade after the Tiananmen crisis and to create space 
for China’s economic take-off in the 2000s (Taylor 2007; 
Cabestan 2015). Even though rumors of the “China threat” 
have accompanied China’s economic development and 
expansion since the implantation of taoguang yanghui (cf. 
Roy 1996; Breslin 2013), Beijing has always adopted a cir-
cular and defensive diplomatic strategy in response to inter-
national criticism, continually emphasizing the term “peace-
ful rise” in its political rhetoric and institutions (Chen et al. 
2009). For instance, former Chinese president Zemin (2002) 
introduced the term “soft power” to stress the importance of 
international communication in promoting China’s peaceful 
development and friendly image. His successor, Hu Jintao, 
continued this strategy for eliminating international criti-
cism by incorporating the terms “soft power” and “public 
diplomacy” into CPC doctrine (Huang and Wang 2019) and 
reinforcing this low-key diplomatic approach through his 
theory of harmonious coexistence (i.e., “constructing a har-
monious world”) to illustrate Beijing’s efforts toward world 
peace, economic development, and international cooperation 
(Hu 2012, p. 1).

Nevertheless, Xi Jinping’s proposal of the “Chinese 
Dream” broke with the low-key and patient doctrines that 
China’s diplomatic system had long promoted, instead 
emphasizing “China’s status as a global power” (Wu et al. 
2021, p. 30). His aim was to reshape China’s “nationalist 
political vision” (Roux and Xiao-Planes 2018, p. 305) and 
to rejuvenate “the Chinese nation” (Xi 2014a, p. 57). Thus, 
the polysemy of the term “Chinese Dream” is striking. It 
presents China as the subject of dreams and as the object of 
dreams, a China that not only citizens but also leaders and 
peoples around the world must dream into being, an ideal-
ized state (Huang and Arifon 2018).

“Telling China Stories”: the so‑called “public‑centric” 
practice and subtle rhetoric of CPC doctrine

Promoting “Chinese Dream” requires effective instruments 
and strategies. Public diplomacy, in the eyes of Xi Jinping, 
is a series of communication activities related to the Party’s 
“external publicity” and the goal of “telling the true story of 
our country and making our voice heard” (2014a, b, p. 188). 
With regard to public diplomacy, Xi Jinping embedded the 
concept “people-centered” in Beijing’s renewal of interna-
tional communication (Xin 2020, para. 6). The product was 
a public diplomacy with Chinese characteristics designed to 

“create new concepts, new categories, and new expressions 
that could be accepted by both China and foreign countries 
and publics” (Xi 2013, 2) and to ensure that the preparation 
of all public diplomacy messages and narratives follow a 
“public-centric orientation” to shape target public perception 
(Xi 2018, para. 5).

From the perspective of historical and institutional dis-
course, this so-called public-centric rhetoric reflects Xi’s 
inheritance and development of the “people’s diplomacy” 
led by the central government under the framework of 
Maoism (Huang 2021). First, in Chinese politics and cul-
ture, the term public falls under the framework of public 
ownership (Huang and Hardy 2019). It does not represent 
social or private affairs but is a general term for “govern-
ment affairs” (K. Zhao 2019, p. 170). For this reason, pub-
lic diplomacy, according to Beijing, refers to a particular 
kind of government-led diplomacy or external propaganda 
practices in foreign civil society. Second, to gain interna-
tional legitimacy for the CPC in the context of the Cold 
War, the Mao Zedong government engaged in a (para-)dip-
lomatic campaign, namely people’s diplomacy, based on the 
Party’s doctrines of “making friends” and “doing business” 
(Zhou and Nie 2019, p. 62). Such people’s diplomacy was 
nevertheless a foreign aid and external propaganda move-
ment carried out and led by the CPC to strengthen relations 
between the Beijing government and third-world states in 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Indeed, influenced by ideas 
from Mao Zedong (1967), specifically “protracted war” 
(109) and “people’s war” (168), China’s so-called public-
centric people’s diplomacy had the long-term functionalist 
goal of propaganda, namely “making [wars] by mobilizing 
the masses [and their thinking] and relying on them” (163) 
and “gaining access to foreign peoples, influencing them, 
and winning them over” (Zhou 1989, p. 97).

Xi Jinping summarized Mao Zedong’s public-centric 
thoughts as “the enduring spirit” of CPC institutions (Xi 
2014a, p. 49): “the mass line is the Party’s lifeline and fun-
damental work principle” in the Party’s propagandist works 
(27). China needs to “make friends and establish good rela-
tionships” with foreign counterparts to enhance “people-to-
people exchanges” and “mutual understanding” about Chi-
na’s rise and national rejuvenation (Xi 2014b, para. 17) and 
to promote “mutual learning between Chinese civilization 
and other civilizations” (Xi 2019a, para. 8) under the frame-
work of “community with a shared future” advocated by 
China (para. 16). The renewal of this public-centric approach 
allows Beijing to package the idea of “relationship manage-
ment” within the framework of “major country diplomacy” 
and to promote China’s initiatives for the construction of a 
new international order and discourse system (Ruan 2018, p. 
13). However, such public-centric and community hypoth-
eses derive from a kind of China-centrism that privileges the 
governing power of Beijing (McConnell and Woon 2021). In 
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other words, the rhetoric of “public-centric” implies pater-
nal management (Taylor 2004; Rawnsley 2020), the aim of 
which is to create a holistic communication and interaction 
network to orientate how domestic and foreign publics think 
about China through protracted, interactive, and daily com-
munication and persuasion (Yao 2018; Huang and Wang 
2021; Zaharna 2018).

Moreover, the institutional motivation for China’s cur-
rent public diplomacy stems from CPC efforts to enhance 
socialist cultural confidence. For Chinese political leaders, 
cultural confidence includes not only “creative evolution and 
development of fine traditional Chinese culture” but also 
“core socialist values” (Xi 2017, p. 20). Cultural confidence 
is an important part of CPC ideology and the strengthening 
of international public opinion management. For Xi (2014a), 
“ideological progress is one of its top priorities” (185), and 
enhancing socialist cultural confidence permits Beijing to 
“guide publics toward a more comprehensive and objective 
understanding of contemporary China” (188). To this end, 
China’s public-centric public diplomacy storytelling aims to.

bring Chinese ideas, advocacy, and solutions to the 
international arena. [...] [China] must not only let the 
world know “China as represented by gastronomy” but 
also “academic China,” “China in theory,” “China in 
philosophy and social sciences,” “China in develop-
ment,” “China in openness,” and “China’s contribu-
tion to human civilization.” (Xi 2019a, b, Chapter 4, 
para. 2)

Finally, “telling China stories” is a subtle rhetoric for 
reconceptualizing and re-institutionalizing external CPC 
propaganda. According to the Chinese government, public 
diplomacy is a set of international communication activities 
“led by the central government” (Yang 2011, para. 2). CPC 
officials have argued that the essence of public diplomacy is 
an extension of CPC propaganda, with the aim of building 
China’s reputation, legitimizing Chinese policies and initia-
tives, promoting Chinese modernization, and endorsing its 
peaceful rise (Zhao 2012; Zhao and Lei 2015). Under the 
framework “major country diplomacy with Chinese char-
acteristics,” public diplomacy activities follow the Party’s 
political interests. That is, public diplomacy participates first 
and foremost in CPC governance of political and social life 
and censorship of domestic public opinion to secure “social-
ist” values and culture (Xi 2014a). Chinese public and pri-
vate organizations and citizens supervised by the govern-
ment then conduct public diplomacy activities, telling China 
stories to “enhance [China’s] capability of international 
communication and spare no efforts in establishing a system 
for international speech to tell […] and prove that China’s 
path and system, both theoretical and social, are success-
ful” (Xi 2014a, pp. 192–93). Through a series of long-term 
relational activities and storytelling, Beijing seeks to present 

a peaceful, friendly, and responsible image of the state to 
foreign publics. Doing so counterbalances perceptions of a 
dominant, conquering, and dangerous China regarding its 
comprehensive expansion in geopolitics (Tan 2016).

Therefore, from a historical–discursive perspective of 
institutional analysis, the diplomatic system and public 
diplomacy strategy of the “Chinese Dream” inherently relate 
to China’s current domestic and foreign affairs. Beijing is 
redefining its status as an emerging power and active econ-
omy on the international stage through expressions such as 
“great renewal of the nation” and “community with a shared 
future for mankind” (Zhao 2019, 2015; Wu et al. 2021). The 
construction and dissemination of China’s visions, ideas, 
and opinions internationally have become major objectives 
of Beijing’s effort to construct and fight for discourse power 
(Zhou and Nie 2019). These aims require, on the one hand, 
that the socialist regime rapidly and continuously improve its 
international communication capacity to defend and improve 
its image as a successful socialist nation-state and, on the 
other hand, that China effectively deploy its soft power 
through a set of state-led communication actions in order to 
display China’s political, diplomatic, economic, social, and 
cultural attractiveness as an emerging power.

Conclusion

From the perspective of cognitive analysis of public policy 
and interpretive sociology, we proposed a historical–discur-
sive analytical method for examining the institutionalization 
and conceptualization of public diplomacy. This histori-
cal–discursive analysis method is a type of “ethnomethod-
ology” for explaining the endogenous logic and meaning 
of a government’s public diplomacy institutionalization 
and evolution (Oger and Ollivier-Yaniv 2003, p. 136). In 
a democratic context, public policy makers often express 
their intentions and strategies in visible ways (e.g., through 
“language games”; Pharo 1985, p. 127). Therefore, based 
on the precepts of historical institutionalism and discursive 
institutionalism, scholars can inspect institutional changes 
in public diplomacy and both perceive and interpret social 
and rhetorical phenomena related to a government’s foreign 
policy implementation, mediatization, rationalization, and 
legitimization.

Based on an illustrative case study related to the institutional 
formation and developmental path of China’s current public 
diplomacy in the framework “major country diplomacy with 
Chinese characteristics,” we demonstrated the potential value 
of this method in the investigation of an autocratic regime’s 
public diplomacy institutionalization. Although the concept 
of “public diplomacy” first appeared in CPC doctrine in 2012, 
Beijing’s practices and regulations related to public diplomacy 
date back to the founding of the People’s Republic of China. 
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CPC has used several political terms (e.g., “people’s diplo-
macy,” “people to people diplomacy,” “external propaganda,” 
“united front,” and “civil diplomacy”) to describe and insti-
tutionalize public diplomacy practice in different periods. In 
future studies, scholars should consider using cognitive analy-
sis of public policy to shed light on the institutional change and 
operational strategies of China’s external propaganda before 
the integration of public diplomacy into CPC doctrine. The 
goals would be (a) to investigate the historical background of 
the formation of “Chinese characteristics” in public diplomacy 
and the foreign policy development and institutional roots of 
CPC and (b) to analyze the foundation of rhetorical production 
in Beijing’s public diplomacy and the process by which China 
rationalized and mediatized various institutional discourses in 
the public sphere to establish legitimacy.

We also used cognitive analysis of public policy to under-
stand China’s current “wolf warrior” identity in public diplo-
macy and how that identity influences the definition, rules, 
strategies, and practice of public diplomacy with Chinese 
characteristics. Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic, which began 
in late 2019, has filled the international political arena with 
significant uncertainty, and China has revealed to the world 
its provocative public diplomacy practices. Through Twitter 
and international broadcasting, Beijing’s “wolf warrior” diplo-
mats unanimously launched an aggressive communication war 
related to COVID-19 with the international community (Shep-
herd and Zhou 2020, title). Hua Chunying, a spokesperson for 
the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), argued that 
foreign media descriptions of this practice as “wolf warrior 
diplomacy” constituted “another version of the ‘China threat 
theory’ and a discourse trap tailor-made for China” (Hua 2020, 
para. 39). For Beijing, such proactive public diplomacy prac-
tice contributes to the government’s legitimate defense against 
provocations by Western states. The Chinese Vice-Minister of 
MFA also pointed out that “wolf warrior public diplomacy” 
is an important way for China to construct and enhance its 
global discourse power (guoji huayuquan), providing oppor-
tunities for Beijing to promote a new international order in the 
context of international political uncertainty (Le 2020). Thus, 
the true meaning and significance of “wolf warrior” public 
diplomacy needs more unpacking. The institutional roots and 
development of China’s emerging foreign policy, as well as the 
relationship between “wolf warrior” public diplomacy and the 
nationalist idea of “Chinese Dream,” are pathways for future 
study of public diplomacy with Chinese characteristics.
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