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Abstract
Despite extensive research on social media influence, a significant gap 
exists in understanding how audiences interpret and engage with Chinese 
propaganda on short-form video platforms, particularly regarding 
territorial disputes. This study examines the temporal evolution of 
strategic narratives in Chinese TikTok propaganda related to the 
South China Sea conflict, integrating Walton’s propaganda framework 
with Strategic Narrative Theory. A quantitative survey approach 
employed 100 university students from Universitas Muhammadiyah 
Yogyakarta who evaluated five Chinese state-controlled TikTok videos 
using surveys based on Walton’s ten propaganda characteristics, with 
temporal pattern analysis examining strategic narrative evolution 
across the video sequence. Statistical analysis revealed three distinct 
strategic narrative types: (1) core narratives maintaining consistency 
across videos (PC4, PC6, PC8), (2) adaptive narratives demonstrating 
systematic learning and optimization (PC10), and (3) experimental 
narratives testing alternative approaches (PC1, PC7). The findings 
demonstrate that Chinese propaganda operates through sophisticated 
portfolio management strategies combining narrative stability with 
dynamic optimization mechanisms, indicating a mature understanding 
of digital audience psychology and cross-cultural influence 
effectiveness. This research advances strategic communication theory 
by providing empirical evidence that contemporary digital propaganda 
functions as evolving strategic narrative systems rather than static 
content, requiring analytical frameworks capable of capturing dynamic 
communication processes in competitive information environments.

Introduction
The South China Sea conflict is a complex geopolitical matter involving multiple 

governments with competing territorial claims. This region holds considerable strategic 
significance owing to its abundant natural resources, particularly oil and gas reserves, and 
its function as a vital international maritime corridor (Heydarian, 2017; Ye, 2022). Given 
its unique characteristics, the conflict in the area has intensified in recent years, attracting 
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international attention and engaging significant powers such as the United States and China, 
each aiming to exert their influence (Xiangning & Ji, 2019). The geopolitical dynamics are 
further complicated by the economic interdependence of the states concerned, requiring a 
balance between competitiveness and cooperation (Masroor & Khani, 2018). 

Beyond physical contestation, countries including China— who mostly assert their 
claim the contested territories— have turned to digital platforms, especially TikTok, to 
shape public opinion. TikTok’s algorithmic content dissemination and interactive style 
provide an efficient medium for propagating state-sponsored narratives (Liang et al., 
2021). The platform’s capacity to generate viral content via concise videos makes it optimal 
for political campaigns and propaganda (A. Moir, 2023). Political figures and countries 
alike utilize TikTok’s functionalities to amplify views and connect with broader audiences 
(Terradillos et al., 2025).

The focus on disseminating information on digital media has made understanding 
propaganda strategies in contemporary digital contexts essential because of digital 
propaganda’s intricate and frequently concealed nature. The digital landscape facilitates 
swift dissemination and extensive reach, rendering it a potent instrument for shaping 
public opinion and political results (Farkas & Neumayer, 2018; Lock & Ludolph, 2019). 
Examining these methodologies aids in recognizing and combating disinformation and 
propaganda, fostering a more informed and discriminating populace.

Regardless, a significant gap exists in comprehending how audiences interpret and 
engage with Chinese propaganda on TikTok. Although specific studies have examined 
the overall utilization of TikTok by youth, including their connection with news material 
(Galbe, 2024; Lei et al., 2024), there is a paucity of studies explicitly focusing on their 
participation in propaganda. Moreover, there is also a critical need to analyze how 
propaganda characteristics manifest in short-form video content. Short videos are a unique 
medium that combines various modalities, making them a powerful tool for emotional 
persuasion and propaganda (Bu et al., 2024; Zhao & Zhang, 2024), but there is still limited 
research on how these techniques disseminate propaganda and how it impacts audience 
perception as a form of soft power.

This study seeks to thoroughly examine audience perceptions of Chinese TikTok 
propaganda related to the South China Sea dispute by employing a focused methodology 
that combines Walton’s (1997) propaganda framework with Strategic Narrative Theory 
(Miskimmon et al., 2014). The study aims to assess how students from Universitas 
Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta recognize and react to diverse propaganda techniques present 
in TikTok videos, quantify the efficacy of each propaganda characteristic as strategic 
narrative elements, and analyze the temporal evolution patterns of strategic narratives 
across multiple videos. The study will analyze temporal patterns from survey data to 
identify strategic narrative adaptations and optimization mechanisms in Chinese digital 
conflict communication.

Social Media as Tools for International Propaganda
The digital age has profoundly altered propaganda methods, rendering them 

more advanced and efficacious. Traditional propaganda techniques, including direct 
communication and mass media (newspapers, radio, television), have transformed into 
interactive and digital formats on social media platforms (Çakmak, 2023). This change has 
facilitated more efficient propaganda transmission by utilizing social media’s global reach, 
low cost, and trust dynamics (Ma & Thomas, 2020). Traditional state media and social 
media exhibit different approaches in their dissemination of propaganda. Traditional 
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media frequently prioritize conflict-oriented frames and possess a more centralized 
production approach, whereas social media facilitates enhanced frame diversity and user-
generated content. Social media platforms facilitate the rapid and extensive distribution 
of information, frequently circumventing conventional gatekeepers, resulting in a more 
decentralized and participatory mode of propaganda (U. Klinger & Svensson, 2014). 

	 This general feature of social media has significantly evolved its role to cover and 
influence famous international disputes such as the Iranian elections in 2009, the Arab 
Spring in 2011, the Ukraine Conflict in 2014, Brexit in 2016, the Christchurch Attack in 
2019, and ongoing conflicts, including the Israel-Palestinian War (Chenou & Restrepo, 
2023; Ford, 2020; Huhtinen & Rantapelkonen, 2016; Niekerk & Maharaj, 2013). Its growing 
role in the coverage and dissemination of information in different international disputes 
demonstrates its evolution in shaping political landscapes and spreading propaganda, 
making the utilization of social media necessary for every country involved for broader 
dissemination and discourse.

Unlike traditional media, social media offers platform-specific affordances that 
facilitate information operations. It allows for the rapid dissemination of information 
globally, reaching a vast audience almost instantaneously, which helps deliver narratives 
and discussions on specific issues (Zeitzoff, 2017). Furthermore, the low cost of participation 
and ease of access make social media an attractive medium for spreading propaganda, 
which also exploits the trust relationships between users and information sources, 
making it easier to spread misleading information (Sample et al., 2018). Another feature of 
social media is its ability to anonymize and micro-target specific audiences with tailored 
messages, with platforms like Facebook and X (formerly Twitter) allowing these features to 
enhance the effectiveness of propaganda campaigns (Alzaidi et al., 2025). Lastly, encrypted 
messaging applications like WhatsApp and Telegram are also used for propaganda efforts 
due to their encrypted nature, which makes monitoring and countering disinformation 
more challenging (Martin et al., 2023). 

These platform affordances collectively create a fertile environment for various 
actors to conduct sophisticated information operations that can shape public discourse 
and political outcomes with unprecedented efficiency and scale, resulting in the concept of 
“sharp power” (Leonova, 2019). It combines elements of hard and soft power, using digital 
platforms to achieve its goals: to limit free expression, spread confusion, and distort the 
political environment within democracies  (Leonova, 2019; Walker, 2018). The evolution of 
this digital battlespace presents significant challenges for democratic societies seeking to 
maintain information integrity while preserving open discourse.

Digital Background of the South China Sea Conflict
The South China Sea (SCS) is a contentious area characterized by competing territorial 

assertions from China, Taiwan, Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei. The 
conflicts are fueled by the region’s geopolitical significance, abundant natural resources, 
and crucial marine trade routes (Yuan, 2017), which have further escalated due to China’s 
aggressive measures, such as land reclamation and military fortification of contested 
locations (Medcalf et al., 2015). China’s claims in the South China Sea are grounded in 
historical claims, notably the “Nine-Dash Line,” which comprises the majority of the area 
of the sea and is deeply motivated by a combination of nationalism, economic interests, 
and strategic factors (Gau, 2012). Moreover, the strategic significance of the South China 
Sea is highlighted by its function in global commerce and energy security, establishing it as 
a crucial element for China’s regional power projection (Cáceres, 2013).
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China’s assertion strategy goes beyond just a showcase of military power in the 
area. Over the years, they have also actively utilized the dissemination of information, 
which has evolved over time as new mediums have been introduced. The conflict has 
undergone a notable transition from traditional to digital propaganda, mirroring broader 
transformations in the dissemination and consumption of information (Lei et al., 2024). 
Traditional media, including government-operated newspapers and television, maintain 
a presence, while internet platforms have gained significant influence. For example, 
China’s state media employs traditional and digital platforms to convey distinct messages 
to home and foreign audiences, highlighting peaceful resolutions globally while inciting 
nationalism locally (Song & Kim, 2024). This dual strategy emphasizes the sophisticated 
utilization of media to shape views and retain narrative control.

Various social media platforms have played an essential role in disseminating 
information and propaganda on the conflict by increasing sentiments of nationalism 
and molding public opinion. Chinese social media, such as WeChat and Weibo, have 
significantly strengthened support for China’s robust regional economic policies. It has 
been demonstrated that the dissemination of incidental news on WeChat substantially 
increases the level of support for coercive measures among Chinese university students 
(Wang & Cai, 2018). The participation of influential users on Weibo has also significantly 
impacted the discourse in the public sphere, wherein these users, who include public 
intellectuals and media organizations, contribute to a diverse ecosystem of ideas that can 
either support or challenge the dominant nationalistic narratives (Guan, 2019).

Utilizing the discourse of information through social media can be a critical avenue 
for countries to mold geopolitical narratives and transform how conflicts in the South 
China Sea are perceived and managed. The emergence of digital media has created 
new avenues for activism and political dissent; however, authoritarian governments in 
Southeast Asia have succeeded in retaining control via heightened internet prohibitions 
(A. Sinpeng, 2019). Digital media has also enabled the dissemination of disinformation, 
which can sway public opinion and intensify conflicts (Tapsell, 2021). The convergence of 
traditional and digital media in nations such as Indonesia and Malaysia has significantly 
influenced news production and information transmission, altering the overarching 
narrative of geopolitical matters (Tapsell, 2014). This makes it crucial as public opinion 
and international perception play essential roles in the conflict, which is evident as they 
influence the political commitment and actions of the nations involved. For instance, the 
low interest in the South China Sea conflict among the general public in Europe, including 
Germany, affects the political engagement of these countries in the dispute (Ebbighausen, 
2023). Additionally, citizens’ perceptions from different countries, such as China and the 
Philippines, significantly impact the approach to conflict resolution and the acceptance of 
peaceful solutions (Chang, 2021).

The changing digital landscape has profoundly altered the South China Sea conflict 
from a mere territorial dispute into a complex information battleground where state 
narratives vie for legitimacy and public endorsement. The digitalization of geopolitical 
conflict signifies a pivotal transformation in how regional powers advocate for their interests, 
carrying substantial consequences for future dispute resolution frameworks. Countries 
engaged in the South China Sea conflict will undoubtedly formulate more advanced 
digital methods to sway local and international perceptions, potentially establishing new 
escalation and diplomatic interaction pathways.
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Figure 1. Theoretical and Methodological Framework of the Study
(Source: authors’ illustration)

This study employs a dual theoretical framework combining Douglas Walton’s 
propaganda analysis model with Strategic Narrative Theory (Miskimmon et al., 2014) to 
examine Chinese TikTok propaganda related to the South China Sea conflict. Walton’s (1997) 
framework identifies ten key characteristics of propaganda that provide a comprehensive 
structure for analyzing digital media content. The first characteristic is dialogue structure, 
where communication is presented as dialogue but functions as one-way messaging with 
restricted feedback. Next is the message content, which refers to information structured 
around a central agenda-serving claim rather than balanced information. Goal-directed 
structure involves content organization that leads recipients toward predetermined 
conclusions instead of enabling independent evaluation.

Walton further identifies the involvement of social groups, where propaganda appeals 
to group identity by creating in-group/out-group dynamics. Fifth, indifference to logical 
reasoning is evident when rational argument is bypassed through emotional appeals or 
irrelevant connections. Moreover, one-sided argumentation presents only supporting 
evidence while excluding or minimizing counter-perspectives, while the involvement 
of persuasion dialogue simulates balanced discussion while guiding recipients toward 
predetermined conclusions through controlled information presentation.

The final three characteristics include justification by results, where outcomes and 
benefits are emphasized over ethical or legal considerations; emotive language and 
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persuasive definition, which uses emotionally charged terminology to frame issues 
favorably; and the eristic aspect, which adopts a competitive, victory-oriented approach to 
communication rather than seeking mutual understanding.

Complementing Walton’s framework, this study applies Strategic Narrative Theory 
(Miskimmon et al., 2014) as an analytical lens to interpret propaganda dynamics. Strategic 
narratives are coherent systems of story elements that communicate the identity, values, 
and purposes of political actors to achieve strategic objectives through three key processes: 
formation (narrative construction), projection (narrative dissemination), and reception 
(audience interpretation). This study focuses specifically on the reception phase, examining 
how audiences recognize and interpret strategic narrative elements embedded within 
propaganda characteristics.

Building on this foundation, this research contributes a temporal analysis framework 
that examines how strategic narratives evolve across multiple videos over time, revealing 
adaptation patterns and optimization mechanisms. This temporal approach enables 
identification of three strategic narrative types: core strategic narratives that maintain 
consistency across videos, adaptive strategic narratives that evolve based on audience 
feedback, and experimental strategic narratives that test alternative approaches. This 
framework suits digital propaganda environments where content creators can rapidly 
adjust narrative strategies in response to audience engagement patterns.

This theoretical integration enables the examination of propaganda not merely as 
static content but as dynamic strategic narratives operating within competitive information 
environments. By analyzing how propaganda characteristics function as strategic narrative 
elements and evolve over time, the study can identify which narrative strategies achieve 
dominance, which adapt through audience feedback, and which remain experimental, 
providing insights into the sophisticated strategic communication frameworks employed 
in digital conflict contexts.

Method 
This study employed a quantitative approach to examine audience perceptions of 

Chinese TikTok propaganda related to the South China Sea conflict. Research participants 
from Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta were shown a sequence of five Chinese 
TikTok videos sourced from Chinese state-controlled media accounts addressing the 
South China Sea dispute. A total of 100 participants were recruited using stratified random 
sampling from students aged 18-25 years across different academic years and majors at 
Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta, who were regular TikTok users and provided 
informed consent.

The five Chinese TikTok videos were systematically selected from TikTok’s verified 
Chinese state-controlled media badged accounts based on the following criteria: (1) direct 
reference to South China Sea territorial disputes, (2) duration of 15-60 seconds, (3) minimum 
10,000 views indicating algorithmic promotion, and (4) presence of English subtitles or 
English-language content. Each video underwent preliminary content analysis to verify 
the presence of propaganda elements according to Walton’s framework, with inter-rater 
reliability assessed using Cohen’s kappa (κ > 0.80). Figure 2 presents the visual content that 
participants evaluated during the study.
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Figure 2. Covers of the Selected 5 TikTok Videos (Source: TikTok)

For each video, participants completed a survey instrument adapted from (De Leon 
& Ballesteros-Lintao, 2021) through the usage of Google Forms, which operationalized 
Walton’s (1997) ten propaganda characteristics using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 
‘Strongly Disagree’ (1) to ‘Strongly Agree’ (4). The survey underwent translation and 
back-translation from English to Indonesian, and pilot testing with 30 students. Reliability 
analysis showed acceptable internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha > 0.70 for each 
propaganda characteristic subscale.

Data analysis occurred in two phases. First, quantitative survey responses underwent 
statistical treatment using weighted means and percentages to identify the prevalence 
and effectiveness of each propaganda characteristic across videos. Descriptive statistics 
(means, standard deviations, confidence intervals) were calculated for each propaganda 
characteristic per video. 

Second, these results were interpreted through Strategic Narrative Theory (Miskimmon 
et al., 2014) combined with a temporal analysis framework developed for this study, 
examining how propaganda characteristics function as strategic narrative elements that 
evolve across the video sequence. The temporal analysis examined patterns of continuity 
and change in propaganda characteristics across the video sequence, identifying strategic 
narrative adaptation mechanisms in response to perceived audience engagement. This 
analysis focused on identifying: (1) characteristics that showed significant variation across 
videos, suggesting experimental strategic narratives; (2) characteristics that remained stable, 
suggesting core strategic narratives; and (3) characteristics that demonstrated systematic 
improvement patterns, revealing adaptive strategic narrative learning over time.

By maintaining Walton’s framework for data collection while applying Strategic 
Narrative Theory for analysis, this methodology enabled the examination of both the 
individual propaganda characteristics and the dynamic strategic narrative processes that 
governed their evolution over time. The findings were limited to Indonesian university 
student perspectives and may not generalize to other populations. The analysis was 
constrained to TikTok’s specific format and affordances, and the five-video sequence may 
not have captured longer-term propaganda evolution patterns.

Results and Discussion
This section presents the comprehensive descriptive statistics from 100 university 

students who evaluated five Chinese TikTok videos addressing the South China Sea conflict 
using Walton’s (1997) ten propaganda characteristics. All participants provided complete 
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responses across all five videos, resulting in 500 individual video evaluations and 5,000 
total item responses.

Descriptive Statistics of Propaganda Characteristics
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) for each 

propaganda characteristic across the five-video sequence, revealing both within-video 
participant consensus levels and temporal variation patterns that distinguish between 
stable core propaganda strategies and adaptive strategic elements. The comprehensive 
dataset demonstrates consistent participant engagement across all videos, with complete 
response rates ensuring robust statistical reliability for subsequent temporal analysis.

Video 1 Video 2 Video 3 Video 4 Video 5 Average
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

PC1 3.48 0.66 3.42 0.70 3.41 0.61 3.52 0.59 3.34 0.64 3.43 0.07
PC2 3.22 0.76 3.2 0.75 3.29 0.69 3.29 0.72 3.33 0.76 3.27 0.05
PC3 3.47 0.50 3.45 0.56 3.44 0.52 3.38 0.51 3.43 0.50 3.43 0.03
PC4 3.52 0.50 3.52 0.58 3.45 0.52 3.57 0.52 3.57 0.52 3.53 0.05
PC5 3.15 0.83 3.17 0.81 3.09 0.79 3.19 0.76 3.11 0.71 3.14 0.04
PC6 3.49 0.50 3.45 0.54 3.44 0.50 3.47 0.58 3.49 0.56 3.47 0.02
PC7 3.2 0.75 3.16 0.81 3.2 0.77 3.34 0.69 3.26 0.72 3.23 0.07
PC8 3.51 0.50 3.48 0.56 3.47 0.52 3.46 0.52 3.44 0.57 3.47 0.03
PC9 3.35 0.58 3.41 0.57 3.4 0.60 3.33 0.59 3.34 0.67 3.37 0.04
PC10 2.99 0.93 3.11 0.86 3.22 0.72 3.22 0.68 3.19 0.73 3.15 0.10
Verbal Interpretation: 3.25 – 4.00 (Strongly Agree), 2.50 – 3.24 (Agree), 1.75 – 2.49 (Disagree), 1.00 – 1.74 
(Strongly Disagree)

Table 1. Survey Results per TikTok Videos
(Source: Obtained from Survey Data)

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) for each 
propaganda characteristic across the five-video sequence, revealing both within-video 
participant consensus levels and temporal variation patterns that distinguish between 
stable core propaganda strategies and adaptive strategic elements. The comprehensive 
dataset demonstrates consistent participant engagement across all videos, with complete 
response rates ensuring robust statistical reliability for subsequent temporal analysis.

Video 1 established baseline performance metrics, with PC8 (Justified by Results) 
achieving the highest recognition score (M = 3.51, SD = 0.50) alongside PC4 (Involvement of 
Social Groups, M = 3.52, SD = 0.50). These characteristics exhibited low standard deviations, 
indicating immediate audience identification with results-oriented messaging and social 
group positioning strategies. Conversely, PC10 (Eristic Aspect) recorded the lowest score 
(M = 2.99, SD = 0.93), falling within the “Agree” rather than “Strongly Agree” category 
while displaying the highest variance, suggesting substantial participant disagreement 
regarding competitive argumentative elements.

Video 2 maintained established performance hierarchies, with PC4 (M = 3.52, SD = 0.58) 
and PC8 (M = 3.48, SD = 0.56) sustaining elevated recognition levels. PC10 demonstrated 
initial improvement (M = 3.11, SD = 0.86) while retaining considerable variance, indicating 
that competitive narrative aspects require extended exposure for audience comprehension 
development. This pattern supports theoretical frameworks emphasizing narrative 
familiarity processes in digital communication contexts.
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Video 3 marked PC10’s transition into the “Strongly Agree” range (M = 3.22, SD = 
0.72) with diminishing participant disagreement, evidencing enhanced consensus through 
repeated exposure. Simultaneously, PC5 (Indifference to Logical Reasoning) reached its 
sequence minimum (M = 3.09, SD = 0.79), suggesting either increased rational argumentation 
employment or heightened participant sensitivity to logical reasoning elements.

Video 4 represented a convergence point where multiple characteristics achieved 
peak effectiveness. PC4 attained its maximum score (M = 3.57, SD = 0.52), while PC7 
(Involvement of Persuasion Dialogue) exhibited substantial improvement (M = 3.34, SD 
= 0.69) with enhanced agreement levels. This simultaneous optimization across diverse 
propaganda techniques indicates sophisticated strategic coordination within content 
creation frameworks.

Video 5 demonstrated stabilization dynamics, with PC4 maintaining peak performance 
(M = 3.57, SD = 0.52) and PC10 sustaining improved consensus (M = 3.19, SD = 0.73). These 
patterns suggest that effective narrative strategies achieve sustainable recognition levels 
beyond initial novelty effects, supporting theories of narrative durability in extended 
communication campaigns.

Aggregate analysis revealed distinct characteristic profiles. PC4 (Involvement of 
Social Groups) achieved the highest average recognition (M = 3.53) with minimal temporal 
fluctuation (SD = 0.05), establishing its role as a core strategic element transcending cultural 
boundaries. PC6 (One-sided Argumentation, M = 3.47, SD = 0.02) and PC8 (Justified by 
Results, M = 3.47, SD = 0.03) exhibited comparable effectiveness with exceptional stability, 
confirming their status as fundamental propaganda components independent of content 
variations.

PC10 (Eristic Aspect) displayed the most pronounced evolutionary trajectory, 
advancing from initial underperformance to sustained effectiveness by Videos 3-5, reflected 
in its highest temporal variance (SD = 0.10). This progression provides empirical evidence 
for audience learning mechanisms in strategic narrative reception. PC7 demonstrated 
moderate instability (SD = 0.07), suggesting ongoing experimentation with persuasive 
dialogue structures, while PC5 maintained consistent moderate effectiveness with limited 
temporal variation (SD = 0.04).

All characteristics sustained scores exceeding 3.0, confirming systematic participant 
recognition of propaganda elements throughout the sequence. The overall aggregate mean 
of 3.35 across all characteristics and videos indicates substantial effectiveness of Chinese 
strategic narrative projection within the Indonesian university student demographic, 
demonstrating successful cross-cultural influence achievement despite linguistic and 
cultural disparities.

Temporal Pattern Analysis of Propaganda Characteristics
Figure 3 reveals three distinct temporal patterns across the propaganda characteristics, 

providing empirical evidence for differentiated strategic narrative functions within Chinese 
digital communication frameworks. These patterns offer insights into the sophisticated 
mechanisms governing audience engagement and narrative optimization processes across 
extended video sequences.
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Figure 3. Temporal Pattern Analysis of Propaganda Characteristics (Source: Survey Data)

The most pronounced evolutionary pattern is exemplified by PC10 (Eristic Aspect), 
which demonstrates a systematic ascending trajectory from Video 1 through Video 3, 
followed by plateau stabilization in Videos 4-5. This progression indicates developmental 
enhancement in participants’ recognition of competitive narrative positioning elements, 
suggesting that adversarial communication strategies require cumulative exposure for 
effective audience comprehension. The initial low performance followed by sustained 
improvement provides compelling evidence for strategic narrative learning curves, where 
complex argumentative techniques achieve effectiveness through iterative exposure rather 
than immediate recognition.

The predominant pattern encompasses characteristics PC3 (Goal-directed Structure), 
PC4 (Involvement of Social Groups), PC6 (One-sided Argumentation), PC8 (Justified by 
Results), and PC9 (Emotive Language and Persuasive Definition), which maintain relatively 
stable trajectories throughout the sequence with minimal deviations from established 
baselines. These characteristics demonstrate consistent narrative recognition levels 
independent of temporal positioning, suggesting their function as core strategic elements 
that achieve immediate audience identification and sustain effectiveness across diverse 
content variations. The stability observed in this cluster indicates mature propaganda 
techniques that have achieved optimal formulation for cross-cultural digital environments.

A third distinctive pattern characterizes PC1 (Dialogue Structure), PC2 (Message 
Content), PC5 (Indifference to Logical Reasoning), and PC7 (Involvement of Persuasion 
Dialogue), which exhibit irregular fluctuation patterns with pronounced variations during 
the middle video sequence. These characteristics display experimental behavior suggesting 
ongoing strategic testing and refinement processes. The variability observed in PC1 and 
PC7 particularly indicates active exploration of dialogue and persuasion frameworks, 
while PC2 and PC5 variations suggest adaptive content structuring and logical reasoning 
manipulation techniques. This experimental cluster provides evidence for dynamic 
strategic communication approaches where content creators continuously adjust structural 
and persuasive elements based on perceived audience responses.

The temporal analysis further reveals convergence and divergence dynamics across 
the sequence. Videos 1-2 demonstrate establishment phases where characteristic hierarchies 
become apparent, Videos 3-4 represent optimization periods with peak performance 
achievements for multiple characteristics, and Video 5 indicates consolidation where 
effective strategies maintain performance while experimental elements either stabilize or 
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continue variation. This three-phase progression suggests systematic strategic narrative 
deployment rather than random content variation.

Cross-characteristic comparison reveals inverse relationship patterns, where PC10’s 
ascending trajectory contrasts with PC5’s moderate decline, indicating potential strategic 
trade-offs between competitive argumentation and logical reasoning manipulation. 
Similarly, the stability of PC4 and PC6 provides foundational effectiveness that enables 
experimental variation in other characteristics without compromising overall persuasive 
impact.

The temporal patterns collectively demonstrate sophisticated portfolio management 
strategies where Chinese content creators balance proven effective techniques with 
experimental innovation. The simultaneous deployment of stable, adaptive, and 
experimental narrative elements indicates advanced understanding of audience psychology 
and strategic communication optimization processes, providing empirical support for 
theories proposing that contemporary digital propaganda operates through complex 
systematic frameworks rather than isolated persuasive attempts.

Further Discussions
The temporal patterns observed in Chinese TikTok propaganda reveal sophisticated 

strategic narrative management that extends current understanding of how political actors 
deploy narratives in digital environments. The identification of three distinct narrative 
evolution patterns—stable, adaptive, and experimental—provides empirical evidence for 
the dynamic nature of strategic narrative deployment in contested information spaces, 
advancing theoretical frameworks beyond static narrative analysis toward dynamic 
strategic communication models.

The stability demonstrated by PC4 (Involvement of Social Groups), PC6 (One-sided 
Argumentation), and PC8 (Justified by Results) with minimal temporal variance indicates 
the establishment of what can be termed “core strategic narratives” within Chinese digital 
communication frameworks. These findings align with strategic communication literature, 
suggesting that effective influence campaigns require consistent identity positioning 
and authority establishment (Cornish et al., 2011). The temporal stability of social group 
involvement particularly supports research on in-group/out-group narrative construction 
in digital conflicts, where sustained identity positioning becomes essential for maintaining 
audience allegiance across extended communication campaigns(Bjola & Pamment, 2018).

The temporal evolution of PC10 (Eristic Aspect) provides compelling evidence 
for strategic narrative adaptation mechanisms in digital propaganda environments. Its 
systematic progression from moderate effectiveness (M = 2.99) to sustained high performance 
(M = 3.22) demonstrates what Archetti (2013) describes as “narrative learning” within 
strategic communication contexts. This adaptive pattern suggests that Chinese content 
creators employ feedback mechanisms to optimize competitive positioning narratives, 
indicating a sophisticated understanding of audience reception dynamics and narrative 
contestation processes. The stabilization achieved in later videos supports theoretical 
frameworks proposing that successful strategic narratives undergo iterative refinement 
until achieving optimal audience resonance (Antoniades et al., 2023).

The experimental variations observed in PC1 (Dialogue Structure) and PC7 
(Involvement of Persuasion Dialogue) reveal ongoing strategic narrative innovation 
within Chinese digital communication strategies. This variability indicates what can be 
conceptualized as “narrative experimentation zones” where content creators test alternative 
approaches to structural and persuasion elements. Such experimental behavior aligns with 
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digital media research, suggesting that platform-specific environments enable rapid testing 
of communication strategies through real-time audience feedback mechanisms (Freelon 
& Wells, 2020). The persistence of these experimental patterns across the video sequence 
suggests that optimal narrative structures for dialogue and persuasion remain contested 
within Chinese strategic communication frameworks.

The moderate but stable performance of PC5 (Indifference to Logical Reasoning) 
presents important insights into strategic narrative constraints within credibility-dependent 
digital environments. This consistent moderate effectiveness suggests strategic recognition 
of what Woolley & Howard (2019) describe as “authenticity boundaries” in digital influence 
operations, where overtly manipulative techniques risk audience rejection. The stability 
of this characteristic indicates a deliberate strategic choice to maintain rational credibility 
while employing emotional persuasion techniques, supporting research on balanced 
approach strategies in contemporary propaganda (Khaldarova & Pantti, 2019).

These findings collectively demonstrate what can be termed “strategic narrative 
portfolio management” within digital conflict communication. The simultaneous 
deployment of stable core narratives, adaptive competitive elements, and experimental 
structural components indicates a sophisticated understanding of narrative diversification 
strategies. This portfolio approach supports theoretical frameworks proposing that effective 
strategic communication requires multiple narrative functions operating simultaneously 
(Pamment, 2015). The balance between consistency and adaptation observed in Chinese 
TikTok content suggests mature strategic narrative capabilities that enable both audience 
retention through familiar elements and competitive positioning through innovative 
techniques.

The temporal progression patterns reveal strategic narrative evolution mechanisms 
that advance understanding of how political actors optimize communication effectiveness 
in digital environments. The systematic improvement demonstrated by adaptive 
characteristics, combined with the stability of core elements, indicates strategic learning 
processes operating within Chinese digital communication frameworks. This evidence 
supports research proposing that contemporary digital propaganda employs sophisticated 
feedback mechanisms enabling real-time strategy adjustment (Sanovich et al., 2018).

The high overall effectiveness scores (all characteristics >3.0) across diverse propaganda 
elements suggest successful strategic narrative projection within the Indonesian university 
student demographic. This broad recognition pattern indicates effective cross-cultural 
narrative translation, supporting research on strategic narrative universality within 
globalized digital environments (Ingram, 2017). The consistent audience recognition across 
diverse propaganda characteristics suggests that Chinese strategic narratives effectively 
transcend cultural boundaries, achieving what Miskimmon et al. (2014) describes a 
successful narrative reception across different cultural contexts.

The emergence of distinct temporal patterns across propaganda characteristics 
provides empirical evidence for strategic narrative theory’s proposition that effective 
political communication operates through multiple narrative layers serving different 
strategic functions. The identification of core, adaptive, and experimental narrative elements 
supports theoretical frameworks proposing that contemporary strategic communication 
requires sophisticated narrative architecture, enabling both consistency and flexibility 
(Roselle et al., 2014).

These findings advance strategic narrative theory by providing empirical evidence 
for dynamic narrative processes in digital environments. The temporal analysis reveals 
that strategic narratives function not as static message frameworks but as evolving 
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communication systems capable of adaptation while maintaining core identity elements. 
This understanding contributes to theoretical frameworks proposing that digital strategic 
communication represents fundamentally different phenomena from traditional broadcast 
propaganda, requiring analytical approaches capable of capturing dynamic narrative 
interactions rather than static content analysis.

The sophisticated strategic narrative management revealed in Chinese TikTok 
propaganda indicates a mature understanding of digital communication dynamics and 
audience psychology within contested information environments. The successful balance 
between narrative stability and adaptation suggests that effective digital influence 
operations require comprehensive strategic frameworks incorporating multiple narrative 
functions and evolution mechanisms, advancing theoretical understanding of strategic 
communication in contemporary digital conflict contexts.

Conclusion
The identification of strategic narrative portfolio management in Chinese TikTok 

propaganda fundamentally challenges existing theoretical frameworks that treat digital 
influence as static messaging campaigns. This study’s empirical evidence that propaganda 
characteristics function as dynamic, evolving strategic elements operating simultaneously 
across core, adaptive, and experimental dimensions necessitates a paradigm shift in how 
scholars, policymakers, and practitioners approach digital influence analysis. The successful 
cross-cultural narrative projection demonstrated here indicates that contemporary 
state actors possess far more sophisticated communication capabilities than previously 
recognized, requiring correspondingly advanced theoretical models and analytical tools.

These findings carry profound implications for democratic governance and 
information integrity in an era where strategic narratives transcend cultural boundaries 
with unprecedented effectiveness. The demonstrated ability of state actors to optimize 
persuasive strategies through systematic learning mechanisms while maintaining narrative 
consistency suggests that traditional approaches to media literacy, counter-propaganda, 
and information warfare are fundamentally inadequate. Future policy frameworks, 
educational initiatives, and democratic defense strategies must account for this new reality 
of dynamic, adaptive digital influence operations that operate with the precision and 
sophistication revealed in this research.
	
References
Alzaidi, M. S. A., Alrslani, F. A. F., Alshammari, A., Eltahir, M. M., Sultan, H. Al, & Salama, 

A. S. (2025). Computational insights into Arabic propaganda: An integration of 
corpus linguistics with deep learning approach. FRACTALS (Fractals), 33(02), 1–15. 
https://doi.org/10.1142/S0218348X25400195

Antoniades, A., Miskimmon, A., & O’Loughlin, B. (2023). Great power politics and strategic 
narratives. Centre for Global Political Economy, University of Sussex, 7.

Archetti, C. (2013). Understanding terrorism in the age of global media: a communication approach. 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Bjola, C., & Pamment, J. (2018). The ‘dark side’ of digital diplomacy. In Countering 
Online Propaganda and Extremism (pp. 1–10). Routledge. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781351264082-1



Temporal evolution of strategic narratives: Chinese TikTok propaganda and the South China Sea conflict

180
Jurnal ASPIKOM, Vol. 10 No. 2. 2025.  pp. 167-184
P-ISSN: 2087-0442, E-ISSN: 2548-8309

Bu, Y., Sheng, Q., Cao, J., Qi, P., Wang, D., & Li, J. (2024). Faking recipe: Detecting fake 
news on short video platforms from the perspective of creative process. Proceedings 
of the 32nd ACM International Conference on Multimedia, 1351–1360. https://doi.
org/10.1145/3664647.3680663

Cáceres, S. B. (2013). China’s Strategic Interests in the South China Sea: Power and Resources (1st 
ed.). Taylor and Francis. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315879338

Çakmak, V. (2023). Social media use and propaganda techniques: An evaluation of the 
Ukraine-Russia war. In Handbook of Research on War Policies, Strategies, and Cyber Wars 
(pp. 283–298). IGI Global Scientific Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-6684-
6741-1.CH016

Chang, V. (2021). The strategic view: “South China Sea conflict” based on the view of 
nationals from different countries. International Journal of Economics and Business 
Research, 22(4), 328–356. https://doi.org//doi/pdf/10.1504/IJEBR.2021.118427

Chenou, J. M., & Restrepo, E. M. (2023). A divided nation: Analysis of the political discourse 
in social networks before the plebiscite on the peace agreement with the FARC-EP. 
Análisis Político, 36, 60–84. https://doi.org/10.15446/ANPOL

Cornish, P., Lindley-French, J., & Yorke, C. (2011). Strategic communications and national 
strategy strategic communications and national strategy: A Chatham House report. www.
chathamhouse.org

De Leon, F. M., & Ballesteros-Lintao, R. (2021). The rise of meme culture: Internet political 
memes as tools for analysing   Philippine propaganda. Journal of Critical Studies in 
Language and Literature, 2(4), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.46809/jcsll.v2i4.70

Ebbighausen, R. (2023). Waving flags and claiming waves- contrasting nationalisms in the 
South China Sea disputes. Asian Affairs, 54(4), 755–777. https://doi.org/10.1080/0306
8374.2023.228113

Farkas, J., & Neumayer, C. (2018). Disguised propaganda from digital to social media. 
In J. Hunsinger, L. Klastrup, & M. M. Allen (Eds.), Second International Handbook 
of Internet Research (pp. 1–17). Springer Netherlands. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-
024-1202-4_33-1

Ford, P. (2020). Combatting terrorist propaganda. Journal of Policing, Intelligence and Counter 
Terrorism, 15(2), 175–186. https://doi.org/10.1080/18335330.2020.1780298

Freelon, D., & Wells, C. (2020). Disinformation as political communication. Political 
Communication, 37(2), 145–156. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2020.1723755

Galbe, J. M. (2024). Perception of journalism students on TikTok as an informative tool. 
Revista Internacional de Cultura Visual, 16(3), 267–277.

Gau, M. S.-T. (2012). The U-shaped line and a categorization of the ocean disputes in the 
South China Sea. Ocean Development & International Law, 43(1), 57–69. https://doi.org
/10.1080/00908320.2012.647499

Guan, T. (2019). Who are the influentials in China’s cyberspace and what do they say about 
the issue of Sino-Japanese relations? Journal of East Asian Studies, 19(3), 383–396. 
https://doi.org/DOI: 10.1017/jea.2019.27

Heydarian, R. J. (2017). Genealogy of conflict: The roots, evolution, and trajectory of the 
South China Sea disputes. In The Routledge Handbook of Asian Security Studies, Second 
Edition (pp. 229–242). Taylor and Francis. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315455655-19/



181
Jurnal ASPIKOM, Vol. 10 No. 2. 2025.  pp. 167-184

P-ISSN: 2087-0442, E-ISSN: 2548-8309

Ronel Jhon Lumor Guarte, Kehm Angel Socayre, Sidik Jatmika, Surwandono Surwandono

Huhtinen, A.-M., & Rantapelkonen, J. (2016). Junk information in hybrid warfare: The 
rhizomatic speed of social media in the spamosphere. European Conference on Cyber 
Warfare and Security, 136–144.

Ingram, H. J. (2017). An analysis of inspire and dabiq: Lessons from AQAP and Islamic 
state’s propaganda war. Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 40(5), 357–375. https://doi.or
g/10.1080/1057610X.2016.1212551

Khaldarova, I., & Pantti, M. (2019). Fake news : The narrative battle over the Ukrainian 
conflict. In The Future of Journalism: Risks, Threats and Opportunities (1st ed., pp. 228–
238). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429462030-23

Klinger, U., & Svensson, J. (2014). The emergence of network media logic in political 
communication: A theoretical approach. New Media & Society, 17(8), 1241–1257. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814522952

Lei, Y., Meng, X., Huang, X., Li, J., Jiang, Y., Yu, Y., & Literat, I. (2024). Short videos, big 
impact: How Chinese youth perceive and engage with news on short video platforms. 
Global Media and China. https://doi.org/10.1177/20594364241298055

Leonova, O. (2019). Sharp power–The new technology of influence in a Global World. 
Mirovaya Ekonomika i Mezhdunarodnye Otnosheniya, 63(2), 21–28.

Liang, F., Chen, Y., & Zhao, F. (2021). The platformization of propaganda: How Xuexi 
Qiangguo expands persuasion and assesses citizens in China. International Journal of 
Communication, 15(0), 20.

Lock, I., & Ludolph, R. (2019). Organizational propaganda on the Internet: A systematic review. 
Public Relations Inquiry, 9(1), 103–127. https://doi.org/10.1177/2046147X19870844

Ma, D., & Thomas, N. (2020). In Xi we trust: How propaganda might be working in the new 
era. In D. Ma (Ed.), China’s Economic Arrival: Decoding a Disruptive Rise (pp. 73–99). 
Springer Singapore. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-2275-8_6

Martin, Z., Trauthig, I. K., Glover, K., & Woolley, S. C. (2023). The political use of encrypted 
messaging applications: Evidence from Southeast Asia and its implications for the 
global public sphere. First Monday. https://doi.org/10.5210/FM.V28I10.13172

Masroor, M., & Khani, M. (2018). Geopolitical rearrangement in the South China Sea. 
Geopolitics Quarterly, 14(50), 168–196.

Medcalf, R., Buszynski, L., & Roberts, C. (2015, April 15). South China Sea maritime dispute: 
political, legal & regional perspectives. Australian National University; Australian 
National University. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o5ufkJMr24c

Miskimmon, A., O’Loughlin, B., & Roselle, L. (2014). Strategic Narratives: Communication 
Power and the New World Order (1st ed.). Taylor and Francis. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781315871264

Moir, A. (2023). The use of TikTok for political campaigning in Canada: The case of Jagmeet 
Singh. Social Media + Society, 9(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051231157604

Niekerk, B. van, & Maharaj, M. (2013). Social media and information conflict. International 
Journal of Communication, 7(0), 23. https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/1658

Pamment, J. (2015). Digital diplomacy as transmedia engagement: Aligning theories of 
participatory culture with international advocacy campaigns. New Media & Society, 
18(9), 2046–2062. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815577792



Temporal evolution of strategic narratives: Chinese TikTok propaganda and the South China Sea conflict

182
Jurnal ASPIKOM, Vol. 10 No. 2. 2025.  pp. 167-184
P-ISSN: 2087-0442, E-ISSN: 2548-8309

Roselle, L., Miskimmon, A., & O’Loughlin, B. (2014). Strategic narrative: A new 
means to understand soft power. Media, War & Conflict, 7(1), 70–84. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1750635213516696

Sample, C., McAlaney, J., Bakdash, J., & Thackray, H. (2018). A cultural exploration of 
the social media manipulators. Proceedings of the 17th European Conference on Cyber 
Warfare and Security (ECCWS 2018), 432–440. https://www.academic-conferences.
org/conferences/eccws/eccws-future-and-past/

Sanovich, S., Stukal, D., & Tucker, J. A. (2018). Turning the virtual tables: Government 
strategies for addressing online oppposition with an application to Russia. 
Comparative Politics, 50(3), 435–454. https://doi.org/10.5129/001041518822704890

Sinpeng, A. (2019). Digital media, political authoritarianism, and Internet controls in Southeast 
Asia. Media, Culture & Society, 42(1), 25–39. https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443719884052

Song, E. E., & Kim, S. E. (2024). China’s dual signalling in maritime disputes. Australian 
Journal of International Affairs, 78(5), 660–682. https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2024
.2394179

Tapsell, R. (2014). Digital media in Indonesia and Malaysia: Convergence and 
conglomeration. Asiascape: Digital Asia, 1(3), 201–222. https://doi.org/https://doi.
org/10.1163/22142312-12340012

Tapsell, R. (2021). Disinformation and cultural practice in Southeast Asia. In S. Jayakumar, 
B. Ang, & N. D. Anwar (Eds.), Disinformation and Fake News (pp. 91–101). Springer 
Singapore. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-5876-4_7

Terradillos, J. O., Urėta, A. L., & i Gras, J. M. (2025). TikTok and political communication: 
Interaction patterns and engagement rate of candidates and parties in an election 
campaign. Revista Latina de Comunicación Social, 83, 1–23. https://doi.org/https://doi.
org/10.4185/rlcs-2025-2323

Walker, C. (2018). What is “Sharp Power”? Journal of Democracy, 29(3), 9–23. https://doi.
org/10.1353/JOD.2018.0041

Walton, D. (1997). What is propaganda, and what exactly is wrong with it. Public Affairs 
Quarterly, 11(4), 383–413. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40435999

Wang, H., & Cai, T. (2018). Media exposure and Chinese college students’ attitudes toward 
China’s maritime claims and disputes in the South and East China Seas. Cogent Social 
Sciences, 4(1). https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2018.1482995

Woolley, S. C., & Howard, P. N. (2019). Computational propaganda: Political parties, politicians, 
and political manipulation on social media. Oxford University Press.

Xiangning, W., & Ji, Y. (2019). China’s South China Sea strategy and Sino–US discord. 
In Building a Normative Order in the South China Sea: Evolving Disputes, Expanding 
Options. Edward Elgar Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781786437532.00010

Ye, S. (2022). Evolution of geostrategic logic of the South China Sea and construction of a 
community of shared future in the South China Sea. World Regional Studies, 31(4), 
687. https://doi.org/10.3969/J.ISSN.1004-9479.2022.04.20222003

Yuan, J. (2017). ‘The ancestry land’: China’s pursuit of dominance in the South 
China Sea. In Property, Place and Piracy (pp. 140–156). Routledge. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781315180731-11



183
Jurnal ASPIKOM, Vol. 10 No. 2. 2025.  pp. 167-184

P-ISSN: 2087-0442, E-ISSN: 2548-8309

Ronel Jhon Lumor Guarte, Kehm Angel Socayre, Sidik Jatmika, Surwandono Surwandono

Zeitzoff, T. (2017). How social media is changing conflict. Journal of Conflict Resolution, 61(9), 
1970–1991. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002717721392

Zhao, J., & Zhang, D. (2024). Visual propaganda in Chinese central and local news agencies: 
a Douyin case study. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, 11(1), 588. https://
doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-03059-5

 

Copyright holder :
© Ronel Jhon Lumor Guarte, Kehm Angel Socayre, Sidik Jatmika, Surwandono Surwandono

First publication right : 

Jurnal ASPIKOM 

This article is licensed under: 



Temporal evolution of strategic narratives: Chinese TikTok propaganda and the South China Sea conflict

184
Jurnal ASPIKOM, Vol. 10 No. 2. 2025.  pp. 167-184
P-ISSN: 2087-0442, E-ISSN: 2548-8309


