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Abstract

The onset of the pandemic of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has
weakened traditional diplomacy in the field of international relations. As a
result, interest in digital diplomacy and the activities in cyberspace have
been agrowing by a multitude of administrative departments across
government agencies in the world. The United States Department of State
(U.S. DOS) has also become more prominent in digital diplomacy in the
midst of the coronavirus pandemic by constructing strategic narratives
against China. A key objective of this study is to explore the content and
main reasons for narrative against China by using MAXOQDAZ10 software
package which is suitable for qualitative data analysis. A three-step coding is
used to collect data in the content of Twitter, Instagram and YouTube
accounts and channels of the U.S. Department of State to manipulate
perceptions of the danger that China poses.

The questions raised in this research are as follows: 1- With the advent of
the Covid-19 pandemic, how does the U.S. State Department express its
goals and aspirations in the international system related to attitude of the
U.S. toward China by constructing strategic narratives? 2- Why is the United
States promoting these narratives? After studying the three U.S. DOS
accounts, it became clear that the main US foreign policy agency was
attempting to highlight two strategic narratives: a) The right conduct of the
United States in foreign and domestic policy and b) the wrong conduct of
China in foreign and domestic policy. In the strategic narrative of the
morally good or correct foreign and domestic policy behavior of the U.S.,
two genres were extracted (the savior of the world during the COVID-19
pandemic, the responsible state confronting China's misquided policies).
In the strategic narrative of the China's wrong foreign and domestic policy
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behavior, two other genres were observed (China acting as a non-transparent
and irresponsible government in this outbreak, an authoritarian state at home
and an aqggressive power abroad). Clearly, the U.S. government portrays
China as a threat to its hegemony, and has taken advantage of the
international community’s interest in the origins of the coronavirus
pandemic to promote its anti-China agenda.

In order to understand the importance of communication in international
relations, the authors have used the theories of image and strategic narrative.
Image theory show the perception of politicians and other actors of each
other on any subject. Image theory is appropriate for the analysis of the
nature of relationships in interactive contexts, because it enables an actor to
define and understand one’s self-image and the image of others. Strategic
narrative is also a means by which governments can express their interests,
values and aspirations. Strategic narratives are a tool for political actors
through which they can change the discourse space, manage expectations,
and expand their influence.

This is a qualitative study using content analysis method to show the
hidden meaning of texts in the digital content of the U.S. State Department
social media accounts. Accordingly, 247 tweets, 80 Instagram posts and 27
short videos from YouTube from the early days of the outbreak of COVID-
19 in March to mid-Auaqust 2020 were selected. A total of 354 contents of
the State Department’s digital activity related to COVID-19 and China's
performance were systematically and randomly identified; then they were
selected, translated into Persian, and analyzed. The analysis process consists
of the three coding steps that are specified using the Maxadal0 software: 1-
The first stage is the description stage, and is related to the formal features of
the text, such as words and text structures. 2- The second stage deals with
interpretation, and is a combination of the contents of the text and the
mentality of the interpreter. Mentality here refers to the backaround
knowledge that the interpreter uses in interpreting the text, which leads to the
linguistic formation of genres. 3- The third stage is the explanation stage,
and describes the relationship between social events (interactions) with
social structures that affect or are affected by these events. At this stage,
narratives are formed.

By studying these three social media accounts, it can be seen that the U.S.
State Department is trying to highlight two strategic narratives; the right
behavior of the United States in foreign and domestic policy and the wrong
behavior of China in foreign and domestic policy during the coronavirus
pandemic. The U.S. State Department has highlighted four genres (four
images). The self-image of Washington as the savior of the world in the
pandemic era is highlighted, in contrast to China's misquided policies. In
general, the use of social media platforms such as Twitter by the U.S.
Department of State is expected to grow in order to reach foreign audiences
with the aim of achieving U.S. foreign policy goals. In the case of China, the
U.S. goal has been to justify itself and discredit China during the current
outbreak of COVID-19. Thus, two images have been constructed: a non-
transparent and irresponsible Chinese government, an authoritarian state at
home and aggressive outside. The U.S. government sees China as a threat to
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its hegemony. For this reason, the United States has somewhat sought to
tarnish China's image by narrating it negatively on social media.
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