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When Russia launched its large-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, it justified the
action by claiming that Ukraine’s political direction and alleged NATO encroachment posed a
direct threat to Russia’s national security (Blank, 2022; di Pennisi & Chen, 2023; Eggen,
2022). President Vladimir Putin framed Ukraine as harbouring Nazi elements and being
manipulated by Western powers, thus warranting a special military operation. This rhetoric
was supported by Russia’s political and military leadership, emphasizing the safety of
Russian-speaking populations in Donbas and portraying NATO’s eastward expansion as an
existential threat to Russia (Eggen, 2022; Putin, 2022).

Internationally, most European governments and the United States rejected Russia’s threat
narrative, imposing sanctions and condemning the invasion (di Pennisi & Chen, 2023; EU,
2023; Lukman & Farique, 2024; Sartoretti, 2022; Song, 2024). The United Nations (UN)
General Assembly initiated Special Emergency Sessions dedicated to Ukraine, with China
abstaining on most resolutions (Farzanegan & F. Gholipour, 2023; UN, 2022a, 2022b, 2022c,
2022d, 2022e, 2022f, 2022g). China’s response in the UN has been marked by cautious
balancing, reflected in its voting pattern and official statements. China consistently abstained
or avoided explicit condemnation of Russia, maintaining a stance of tacit neutrality
(Andersson et al., 2023; Blank, 2022; Greitens, 2022; Haug, 2024; Krivokhizh & Soboleva,
2023; Lam & Fung, 2024; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2023a, 2023b; Stefanovi¢ & Popovic,
2022).

Securitization theory, developed by the Copenhagen School, examines how issues are
transformed into matters of security through discourse. Diverse issues can be securitized
through speech acts, justifying actions that might otherwise be impermissible in peacetime
(Buzan & Waever, 2009; Buzan & Waever, 1997; Buzan et al., 1998). Later scholars have
refined this approach, arguing that securitization is not only a linguistic act but also a
pragmatic, context-dependent process shaped by the reactions of the audience. In more
authoritarian contexts, the audience for securitization may be restricted or coerced,
complicating the original model (Balzacq & Barnier-Khawam, 2020; Balzacg & Guzzini, 2015;
Balzacq et al., 2016; Balzacq., 2005; Léonard & Kaunert, 2011; Stritzel, 2014).

In China, securitizing speech acts legitimize policies, relying on the performative power of
official rhetoric and the state’s authority rather than an open public consensus (Kluver &
Powers, 1999). This suggests that audiences can vary from public masses to international
observers, and that securitization is a negotiation of meaning shaped by power relations and
context (Biba, 2014; Jakimdéw, 2019; Vuori, 2008, 2023; Weil & Jing, 2012; Weil & Munteanu,
2020).

The official UN General Assembly documents from the Eleventh Emergency Special Session
on Ukraine includes resolutions tabled during Emergency Special Session meetings, verbatim
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records, and official meeting summaries. These documents provide a comprehensive record
of China’s official discourse on Ukraine war in a multilateral setting (UN, 2022a, 2022b,
2022c, 2022d, 2022e, 2022f, 2022g). Qualitative discourse analysis shows how China uses
language to construct its position and justify its actions in the UN General Assembly. Analysis
of China’s choice of words, recurring themes, and argumentation strategies, provide insight
into how China frames Ukraine conflict, and its role is disclosed.

China’s statements were coded for moves that either securitize the narrative, emphasizing
threats and confrontation, or desecuritize it by downplaying threats and urging normal
political dialogue. Desecuritization codes were applied to statements that attempted to
move the discourse away from an existential security threat framing. China’s calls for direct
dialogue, appeals for UN mediation, and references to peaceful settlement were all language
aimed at treating the situation as a solvable political issue rather than an open-ended
security emergency (UN, 2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 2022d, 2022e, 2022f, 2022g).

China’s desecuritization strategies correlated with its framing of the conflict as a situation or
issue rather than an aggression or war. China’s most de-escalatory statements tended to use
the mildest conflict descriptors. For example, China urged all parties to remain calm and
pursue negotiations while calling the war a ‘current situation in Ukraine.” This coupling is a
Desecuritization and Framing link. China’s preference for terms like ‘the situation in Ukraine’
or ‘the Ukraine issue’ is a downplaying or depoliticizing strategy (UN, 2022a, 2022b).

China consistently professes respect for states’ sovereignty and territorial integrity as a
principle. However, it integrates this with calls for peace in a nuanced manner. China’s
support for sovereignty is framed as part of an overall peace narrative, rather than a
justification for punitive measures against Russia. This relationship code captured China’s
coupling of principle with approach: treating respect for territorial integrity as a reason to
desecuritize (UN, 2022d, 2022e, 2022f).

China frequently mentions that Russia has legitimate security concerns, implying that NATO's
expansion and Western policies created a security threat for Russia. China’s discourse often
securitizes the issue by portraying it as a security dilemma triggered by NATO/US actions.
This was usually in the context of defending its decision not to condemn Russia. China
securitized NATO’s actions as a threat to desecuritize the response (UN, 2022a, 2022b,
2022e).

China’s statements sought to give equal weight to two propositions: upholding the UN
Charter principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity and taking seriously the reasonable
security concerns of states. Chinese diplomats emphasized principles like sovereignty and
territorial integrity in the abstract but equally stressed the importance of addressing Russia’s
legitimate security concerns (UN, 2022e).

China’s voting behaviour and discourse in the UN regarding Ukraine conflict reflect a
reluctance to participate in the securitizing coalition against Russia. Instead of aligning with
the Western narrative of an existential threat posed by Russia’s aggression, China has chosen
a stance consistent with desecuritization tendencies. China’s official discourse reinforces this
interpretation, positioning itself as a neutral mediator.
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Through the lens of securitization theory, China engages in a two-level discourse.
Internationally, it deploys desecuritizing language regarding Ukraine war, urging ceasefire
and negotiations, while securitizing the broader geopolitical context by highlighting the
dangers of NATO expansion and Cold War mentality. This duality reflects strategic ambiguity,
allowing China to preserve its relationships with both Russia and Western states.

China’s security discourse and diplomatic positioning are heavily shaped by ideational
factors, with deep-seated ideas, norms, and identities influencing its response to security
discourses (Kluver & Powers, 1999; Vuori, 2023; Weil, 2022; Weil & Munteanu, 2020).
China’s discourse in the UN General Assembly, demonstrating how it engages in both
securitization and desecuritization simultaneously.
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