Postcolonialism and
Whatever Else Proves

Useful

Historical Narratives as Part of the Digital
Strategies of Authoritarian States
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In a Nutshell

Authoritarian states such as China and Russia draw
on historical narratives to strengthen patriotism and
national unity at home - and to discredit Western states
internationally.

Domestically, China emphasises the country's unique
historical path and the Communist Party’s historic
achievements, while Russia invokes the Second World
War as the "Great Patriotic War” to similar effect.

From a foreign policy perspective, postcolonial narra-
tives have proved a useful tool: Western global

engagement is broadly discredited as neocolonialism,
while Russia and China present themselves as coun-
tries without a colonial past.

Social media and Al-based applications serve as central
instruments for Russia and China to spread these
narratives both domestically and worldwide. Artificial
intelligence is used not only to remove unwanted his-
torical interpretations from domestic digital spaces, but
also to generate and disseminate content aligned with
the relevant narratives.
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Authoritarian states and allied actors increas-
ingly use the digital sphere to associate Western
global engagement with colonial history. The
aim is to place such engagement at the centre of
media and societal criticism, thereby discredit-
ing values-driven foreign policy. This is evident
in disputes within UN organisations, where
countries such as China and Russia - often with
the support of younger member states still grap-
pling with their own colonial legacies - attempt
to block resolutions and reports that cast their
own actions in a negative light.*

This situation is also reflected in orchestrated
campaigns against NATO or against individual
countries that support Ukraine or Israel. Gov-
ernments and politicians who call for close
coordination among NATO members, stronger
military support for Ukraine or solidarity with
Ukraine or Israel are then accused of “old colo-
nial patterns of behaviour” or of acting from an
“Old World” perspective that ignores the inter-
ests of emerging states and actors.?

By emphasising or reinterpreting colonial his-
tories, authoritarian actors connect with global
narratives of inequality and historical guilt that
particularly resonate with the countries of the
so-called Global South. Through social media -
which is the main source of information in many
societies - they deliberately disseminate con-
tent that links colonial experiences to current
geopolitical interests. In this way, the digital
space becomes a stage for politically charged
historical narratives.

Postcolonial narratives are also gaining impor-
tance in Western societies - especially in de-
bates about inequality, racism and remem-
brance culture. The trend towards digital
information consumption further intensifies
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the spread and entrenchment of selected nar-
ratives. It becomes particularly problematic
when algorithmically promoted content or
Al-based language models uncritically repro-
duce biased interpretations, which then
achieve wide reach via social media, opinion
pieces and videos. In this way, certain view-
points can quickly take hold and profoundly
shape public debate.

While postcolonial perspectives in Western
societies mainly form part of broader societal
discourse, in other contexts, these perspectives
are deliberately used as tools of state infor-
mation policy. There, they serve to influence
historical and geopolitical interpretations, to
expand influence in the Global South and to
establish alternative narratives to those of the
West.

Great Power Mentality and the
Emergence of Grand Narratives

With Xi Jinping’s ascent as Communist Party
leader in 2012 and as President of the People’s
Republic of China in 2013 came the rhetorical
accompaniment of a promise of Chinese resur-
gence. The “Chinese Dream” and the pledge to
“rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” introduced
a multi-faceted justification of the “new era”,
with the proclaimed goal being to return China
to the centre stage of the world.> The “great
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” not only
highlights China’s economic rise but also asserts
the ambition to restore its historical role as a
“leading civilisational power” interrupted in the
past by foreign domination. This line of thinking
permeates both the foreign and domestic rheto-
ric of the Communist Party - and it increasingly
shapes China’s presence on the international
stage.
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A similar rhetoric underpins Russian propa-
ganda in support of Vladimir Putin’s goal of
controlling territories that once belonged to
the former Russian Tsarist Empire, including
parts of today’s Ukraine and that - as the argu-
ment goes - are indispensable to the Russian
realm and its cultural foundations.* The aims
of these grand narratives that look towards
a better, greater future for their nations are
to generate nationalist sentiment, to evoke
national unity and especially to justify the
legitimacy of the path chosen to achieve these
goals - beyond political participation, and
notably without criticism or the questioning of
the official narrative.

Russia and China use
digital platforms and AI
to propagate their inter-
pretations of history.

These “grand narratives” take hold in demo-
cratic societies through subsidiary narratives
that partly blame their own political and eco-
nomic elites for the supposed breakdown of
the political order. These include the perceived
financial burdens of EU membership and the
loss of regulatory competence in EU member
states, “excessive migration” as an alleged cause
of the imbalance in many Western economies or
the recent rise in crime and attacks that have had
an unsettling effect on the societies in question.

Postcolonialism, the Great Firewall
and the Great Patriotic War

China and Russia are two examples in which
state actors deliberately use digital platforms
and Al to propagate their interpretations of his-
tory. Alternative explanations and perspectives
are largely pushed aside and - if present at all -
appear only on Western-accessible versions
of the respective social media platforms (Tik
Tok, for example, is a subsidiary of the Chinese
company ByteDance), albeit without significant
reach.
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Control over historical narratives and the devel-
opment of digital technologies play a central
role here: Historical images are deliberately
deployed in order to reinforce national unity
internally and to establish one’s own perspec-
tive as the foundation for international cooper-
ation externally. In China, this is reflected in the
emphasis on a newly awakened national pride
born out of the technological advances of lead-
ing Chinese companies - especially when these
accomplishments are linked to the message that
China has finally overcome centuries of West-
ern dominance. For example, the success of
the Chinese open-source language model Deep
Seek in January 2025 is frequently described
as an epoch-making event - a “breakthrough of
national destiny”.5

1. China: Control over Digital Memory

China is a prime example of the use of digital
technologies and AI to steer and control histori-
cal narratives. Not only is the Internet in China
strictly monitored, but the digital information
space is a core element of state and Communist
Party public relations. Here it is decided whether
and how coherently a message can be conveyed
both domestically and internationally. In recent
years in particular, the history of the Chinese
Empire and the distinct path of Chinese civili-
sation that this history represents have become
cornerstones of propaganda work alongside the
founding and achievements of the Communist
Party since the 1920s. The use of historical data,
achievements and elements that have been
retrospectively interpreted as parts of China’s
success story - which also showcases China’s
goodwill and interaction with the global com-
munity (e.g. through the ancient Silk Road) - is
cleverly linked to the political agenda of govern-
ment bodies (e.g. the Belt and Road Initiative).
The “Spirit of Bandung” is repeatedly invoked in
order to emphasise China’s shared victimhood
alongside other states under Western impe-
rialism. In April 1955, the first Premier of the
People’s Republic of China - Zhou Enlai - was
warmly received by African and Asian heads of
state with his rhetoric of a “partnership for post-
colonial dignity” at the Bandung Conference in
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Indonesia.® Whether at BRICS summits or the
annual China-Africa Forum, Chinese represen-
tatives still frequently address participants in
the spirit of this “common destiny”.”

Chinese AI applications must
guarantee compliance with
“socialist core values”.

The “Great Firewall” that hermetically sepa-
rates China’s Internet from the global network
is regarded by Chinese regulators as a key tool
of digital censorship. It blocks access to infor-
mation that does not align with the Communist
Party’s interpretations. Al-driven algorithms
and machine learning are used to monitor, filter
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“Spirit of Bandung": In 1955, representatives of Asian and African countries, many of which had only recently
gained independence from European colonialism, gathered in Bandung, Indonesia. The picture shows Chinese
Prime Minister Zhou Enlai (left) with India's Prime Minister Nehru.

and remove content in real time. These technol-
ogies specifically detect and delete “undesira-
ble” historical narratives. One example is the
censorship of the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre.
In China, the term “Tiananmen” in connection
with the 1989 events is heavily restricted, and
much content related to the protests is promptly
removed from the Internet. Algorithms iden-
tify and delete posts in order to prevent public
discussion and remembrance of the massacre.
Al-powered tools play a crucial role here in that
they identify images, texts and even videos that
address the topic on digital media and remove
them.

However, in the hands of state propaganda,
the toolkit goes far beyond censorship mech-
anisms. In 2017, the State Council unveiled a
“New Generation Al Development Plan”, which
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"Great Patriotic War": The victory of the Soviet Union in World War Il is still the cornerstone of the Kremlin's histori-
cal narratives. The annual victory parade on 9 May is nowadays accompanied by extensive Al-generated propaganda

in the digital space.

set the foundations for China’s Al leadership
while also emphasising the need for a normative
framework establishing ethical guidelines and
legal rules, which was accompanied by a range
of very specific legal requirements.® As genera-
tive Al advanced, China’s Ministry of Industry
and Information Technology issued national
standards for it that covered technical, indus-
try-specific and security requirements.® In this
regard, Chinese Al applications must guarantee
compliance with “socialist core values”. This
also includes “important historical matters”.
One example is the aforementioned narrative of
the “Great Chinese Renewal”, which describes
China’s rise as a global superpower following
centuries of humiliation by the West. Digital
platforms and official media disseminate this
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narrative, highlighting the successes of the
Communist Party of China and emphasising the
state’s role in economic and social development.
In response to the punitive tariffs announced
by the US administration on “Liberation Day”
against trading partners worldwide - which hit
China particularly hard - China’s foreign minis-
try released an Al-generated propaganda video
in April 2025 designed to showcase the coun-
try’s superiority.'©

2. Russia: The Revival of the “Great Patriotic War”
In Russia, as well, the digital space is a tightly
controlled tool used for the purpose of shap-

ing and spreading historical narratives. Under
Vladimir Putin, particular emphasis has been

International Reports 2|2025



placed on historical building blocks in order to
bolster nationalism at home and to serve Rus-
sia’s geopolitical goals. The narrative of the
“Great Patriotic War” (i.e. the Second World
War) is key to Russian identity politics.

In Russia, the topic of the Second World War
is systematically instrumentalised in order
to boost patriotism and highlight the Soviet
Union’s (and Russia’s) role as victor and sav-
iour of the world. The war is often presented
as a heroic tale of sacrifice and triumph, with
the Soviet leadership - in particular Joseph Sta-
lin - glorified as a key figure. Al and machine
learning are used on digital platforms to gener-
ate content that reinforces this official narrative.
One concrete example is the annual celebra-
tion of “Victory Day” on 9 May, when Russia
commemorates the Soviet Union’s role in the
Second World War. Social media and state-
backed online media distribute images, videos
and posts that underline the heroic depiction of
Soviet soldiers and Stalin’s rule. Artificial intelli-
gence is employed in order to produce nostalgic
images of victories and war heroes that emo-
tionally charge memories of the war and empha-
sise resistance to the “fascist enemy”.

Discursive dominance and
technological primacy com-
bine to form an influential
tool of political control.

In addition to its use in celebrating Soviet hero-
ism, Al is also used to suppress narratives that
portray Russia and the Soviet Union in a nega-
tive light. Historical facts concerning Stalin’s
dictatorship and associated crimes against his
own people (e.g. the Great Terror and the fam-
ines) are increasingly excluded from public
discourse. Al algorithms on social media and
news platforms such as VK (VKontakte), Yandex
News and Odnoklassniki detect critical con-
tent and either reduce its visibility or delete it
entirely.’* Moreover, Russia attempts to rewrite
the history of the Cold War and 20%-century
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geopolitical conflicts in order to justify its cur-
rent foreign policy from a Russian perspective.
Artificial intelligence is used to generate content
that portrays Western influence as a threat and
Russian “resistance” as legitimate. Efforts are
also made to shape the narrative so that Russia
appears as a defender of its interests rather than
as an aggressor, especially in light of the Russian
invasion of Ukraine.

Regulatory and Response Options
in the Digital Sphere

The use of AI and digital platforms to shape his-
torical narratives in China and Russia reveals
how two resources that can be used to exer-
cise power - that is, discursive dominance
and technological primacy - are combined to
form an influential tool of political control.
The increased interlinking of artificial intelli-
gence and historical narrative formation raises
complex questions about political influence,
technical governance and international regula-
tion - especially regarding the risks of selective
memory and the digitally controlled interpreta-
tion of history.

A genuine decoupling is already occurring in the
information space, driven in part by coexisting
and practically irreconcilable concepts of sover-
eignty in the digital realm. China promotes its
own concept of “digital sovereignty” - that is,
the state’s right to autonomously control, reg-
ulate and shape the Internet within its borders
both technically and politically.*? This model
clearly differs from the Western liberal under-
standing of an open, global Internet, not least by
deliberately restricting access to information in
the digital space. In a world in which machines
can generate and filter content, it is becoming
increasingly difficult for more and more peo-
ple to distinguish fact from fiction. The crucial
question remains as to whether the increas-
ingly widespread large language models of Chi-
nese Al solutions are trained on datasets from
around the world or whether - by way of digi-
tal separation - they will increasingly diverge
from Western applications, thereby reinforcing
entrenched opinions and interpretations. An
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initial (provisional) indication arose from an
analysis of the DeepSeek-R1 language model
that focused on the use of propagandistic ele-
ments and on anti-American resentments in a
cross-thematic study and that found that narra-
tives differ across languages (i.e. Simplified Chi-
nese, common in the PRC; Traditional Chinese,
used in Taiwan and Hong Kong, and English).*?

Al-driven postcolonial
narratives primarily aim to
influence decision-makers
in the short term.

In dealings with decision-makers in Moscow
and Beijing - as well as regarding our own scope
for action in shaping and regulating Al - the fol-
lowing points are especially important:

1. Although the “grand narratives” that are pro-
moted by states do not necessarily take full
hold in target societies, their presence on
global digital platforms does intensify social
polarisation. In light of this observation,
Western states must strengthen their ability
to contextualise such attempts at influencing
the population and respond appropriately.
This can be supported by boosting national
capacities - for example, by expanding open-
source access, by promoting independent
research infrastructures and by improving
coordination between administrative bod-
ies and civil society on digital resilience. It
is becoming clear that both analogue and
digital spaces must be understood not only
as arenas of exchange, but also as stages of
strategic influence.

2. While there is much to suggest that Al-
driven postcolonial narratives do resonate
with some people, there remains room for
action to limit the long-term impact of these
narratives. Such discourses primarily aim
to influence foreign decision-makers in the
short term. Many of the arguments can often
be traced back to misinformation, and they
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frequently seek to distract from other issues.
However, the authoritarian nature of the
actors themselves presents vulnerabilities
that can be used to call into question the
credibility of the very messages they seek to
convey. This weakness should be addressed
more coherently by governmental and sci-
entific institutions, associations and NGOs
across Europe. This process also requires
long-term support for projects - including
linguists who can track down narratives and
who have the expertise to compile them into
fact sheets and online databases.

China and Russia are highly active in cre-
ating alternative narratives, with storytell-
ing having become a key tool for them to
spread their messages. Both countries tend
to defend their narratives in two ways: first,
by adapting the language they use interna-
tionally via the employment of terms and
concepts that at first glance appear to align
with the liberal values shaping the interna-
tional order, and second, through coercive
measures that exert pressure on target coun-
tries in order to ensure that reporting that
contradicts Russia’s and China’s perspec-
tives is suppressed within their own (linguis-
tic) information spaces. This combination of
strategic adaptation and repressive action is
not contradictory; rather, it is a deliberate
two-pronged approach aimed at achieving
international acceptability while at the same
time maintaining control over the informa-
tion space. Liberal democracies need to ana-
lyse the coexistence of these mechanisms
more comprehensively.

On the European side, more efforts are
needed to provide high-quality reporting in
Chinese, Russian and other languages. Only
in this way can contradictions be uncovered,
can historical contexts be properly under-
stood and provided, and can weaknesses
that are linked to propagandistic agendas be
revealed. Similar initiatives should also be
undertaken in societies with limited access
to independent media coverage, such as in
sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia. We
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should view these states and societies as
partners, even if they are not “like-minded”.
Crucially, combating the spread of false nar-
ratives depends on societies that find them-
selves today under authoritarian pressure
and lacking independent sources of informa-
tion.

China leverages its economic relations and
other states’ financial liabilities, demand-
ing loyalty and managing in recent years to
secure a high level of support, especially
from countries in Latin America and Africa,
but increasingly also in the MENA region,
in the Western Balkans and in the Western
Pacific. China has made countries’ accept-
ance of its own interpretation of its “national
interests” a central subject of every dialogue.
This significantly affects the bilateral and
multilateral behaviour of these countries
and their political elites. Many are caught
between economic dependence and pre-
serving their political manoeuvring space.
China expands its influence not only through
investment, but also by activating postco-
lonial narratives. Concepts such as sover-
eignty, development and a multipolar order
are deliberately contrasted with the history
of Western dominance. The appeal of these
narratives draws on historical experiences
of foreign rule, exploitation and patronis-
ing development rhetoric, thereby granting
China moral legitimacy in many regions that
goes beyond mere interest-driven policy. In
light of this complex dynamic, German and
European actors must clearly be capable of
engaging in discourse and must also acquire
the relevant skills. Current dialogue initia-
tives offer valuable opportunities, such as
regional studies (in China: “area studies”)
and interdisciplinary competence-building
concerning countries and regions. These
efforts should be more strongly integrated
into university curricula and the political
sphere.

- translated from German -
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Speech by Chinese UN Ambassador Geng Shuang
on 17 Oct 2024 before the Fourth Committee

of the UN General Assembly. In his address, he
condemned the historical crimes committed by
Western colonial powers, including the slave trade,
resource plundering and human rights abuses. Em-
phasising that the legacies of colonialism continued
to hinder the development of many countries, the
ambassador called on the international community
to eliminate these colonial burdens and to promote
a fairer world order. Permanent Mission of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China to the UN 2024: Remarks
by Ambassador Geng Shuang at the UN General
Assembly Fourth Committee General Debate on
Decolonization Items, speech, 17 Oct 2024, in:
https://ogy.de/ymaa [5 May 2025]. Another exam-
ple is the statement issued by Ambassador Li Song
during a panel discussion of the UN Human Rights
Council on 29 Sep 2022 in which he described
colonialism as the “historical sin” of Western coun-
tries and urged them both to critically reflect on
their past and to take responsibility for the ongoing
impact of colonialism. The ambassador stressed the
need to respect the human rights paths of former
colonies and criticised Western countries that
present themselves as “defenders of human rights”
while failing to properly address their own colonial
histories. Permanent Mission of the People’s
Republic of China to the UN Office at Geneva 2022:
Statement by H.E. Ambassador LI Song at the Panel
Discussion on the Negative Impact of the Legacies
of Colonialism on the Enjoyment of Human Rights
during the 51 Session of the Human Rights Coun-
cil, speech, 29 Sep 2022, in: https://ogy.de/13dk

[5 May 2025].

On Russia see Fischer, Sabine 2023: Diplomacy

in the Context of the Russian Invasion of Ukraine,
SWP Comment 2023/C 53, Stiftung Wissenschaft
und Politik, 13 Nov 2023, in: https://ogy.de/4xtg
[25 Jun 2025].

The position lost by the former empire due to the
devastating consequences of the Opium Wars

and decades of weakness - during which the Qing
dynasty was forced to cede extensive territories
to Western powers - is now being rhetorically
reclaimed. See also Xi Jinping’s speech at the

19" National Party Congress: Jinping, Xi 2017:
Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately
Prosperous Society in All Respects and Strive

for the Great Success of Socialism with Chinese
Characteristics for a New Era, speech, 18 Oct 2017,
Xinhuanet, in: https://ogy.de/89b8 [30 Jun 2025].
Naduvath, Jaibal 2025: The enduring allure of grand
narratives in the digital age, Observer Research
Foundation, 24 Feb 2025, in: https://ogy.de/84a7

[5 May 2025].

Ottinger, Lili/Wang, Afra 2025: DeepSeek and
Destiny: A National Vibe Shift. How an Al startup
reignited the concept of national destiny (EJz),
ChinaTalk, 4 Mar 2025, in: https://ogy.de/ua5k

[31 May 2025].
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Kuo, Kaiser Y 2025: The Bandung Paradox: China’s
Anti-Colonial Legacy and Its Global Future, The
Sinica Podcast, 24 Feb 2025, in: https://ogy.de/1no4
[2 Jun 2025].

Ibid.

Sprick, Daniel 2025: Aligning Al with China’s Author-
itarian Value System, The Diplomat, 3 Feb 2025, in:
https://ogy.de/31p9 [31 May 2025].

Ibid.

The video was posted and uploaded by China’s
foreign ministry on all relevant channels, including
YouTube: The Washington Examiner 2025: China’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs posts video titled “Never
Kneel Down!”, 29 Apr 2025, in: https://ogy.de/
nmma3 [5 May 2025].

Freedom House documents how Russian platforms
systematically remove content or limit its visibility.
According to a report by the University of Toronto’s
Citizen Lab, VKontakte has massively increased
content removals. For example, a total of 94,942
videos, 1,569 community accounts and 787 personal
accounts have been blocked. A leak of Yandex’s
source code also reveals that the search algorithm
filters certain critical terms in order to avoid negative
portrayals of President Putin. Freedom House
2024: Russia, in: https://ogy.de/hovs [3 Jun 2025];
Knockel, Jeffrey et al. 2023: Not OK on VK: An
Analysis of In-Platform Censorship on Russia’s
VKontakte, Citizen Lab, 26 Jul 2023, in: https://ogy.de/
soxj [11 Jun 2025]. This report illustrates the cen-
sorship mechanisms on VKontakte, showing - inter
alia - that content deemed “extremist” - including
critical historical narratives - is removed or has

its visibility restricted by automated systems. The
investigation demonstrated that VKontakte increas-
ingly blocks content that does not align with the
official historical narrative.

See also Creemers, Rogier 2020: China’s Approach
to Cyber Sovereignty, Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung,
25 Nov 2020, in: https://ogy.de/ercj [11 Jun 2025].
Taiwan Al Labs 2025: Analysis of LLM Bias
(Chinese Propaganda & Anti-US Sentiment) in
DeepSeek-R1 vs. ChatGPT 03-mini-high, May 2025,
in: https://ogy.de/e3go [3 Jun 2025].
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