Congress Tweets @ China

Various opinion polls such as the Gallup and Pew Research Center surveys have long tracked the ordinary Americans’ views of China over the years. Elite opinions toward China, however, are elusive.  They are notoriously difficult to access and evaluate by traditional survey methods.  Yet it is important to understand them as they reflect, even drive, the international relationsthe country’s foreign policy agenda. When the American elites sour on China, troubles in the bilateral relationship would beginensue. We believe that the current downward spiral in the U.S.-China relationship owes much to the changing elite views of Chinaviews of the U.S. elite. 
Enter the U.S. Congressional Tweets project: an ongoing 21st Century China Center endeavor to assess Congressional opinions towards China through analyzing the tweets by members of Congress. Congressional members belong to the elite ranks. They matter because they are both policymakers and leaders in public discourse. When a Congressperson turns very negative on China, it is more likely than not that his or her views will be reflected in legislative and political activities pertaining to China. 
For this project, we gather approximately 3,500 China-related tweets by current Senators and Representatives dating back to 2008. To contextualize the opinion measures we develop, we also collect and analyze about 1,000 Congressional tweets related to Iran and 1,000 tweets related to Canada. Does U.S. congressional opinion about China as expressed on Twitter align more closely with opinion of an ally and partner such as Canada? Or does it instead mirror views of a country such as Iran, which has received widespread condemnation in the U.S. political arena? Are the two political parties split or converging in their views of China? What issues are most salient to them?  By going back to 2008, we hope to benchmark the current Congressional opinion towards China in relation to previous periods.
Here is a selection of example tweets captured by our dataset:
[image: ]~ Rep. Michael McCaul, Republican, Texas’s 19th District and Ranking Member of the House Foreign Affairs Committee.
[image: ]~ Sen. Jerry Moran, Republican, Kansas.
[image: ]
Rep. Brad Schneider, Democrat, Illinois’s 11th District.

Sentiment Classification
To engineer a measure of congressional “sentiment” towards China similar to polling-generated favorability ratings, we classify the polarity of each tweet towards China, Iran, or Canada on a scale from “1” (very negative) to “5” (very positive). We then compute a polarity index. Classification by human coders is utilized at this stage to ensure maximum accuracy. For future iterations, we are exploring the viability of supervised machine-learning classification algorithms.
Topic Modeling
Using a statistical topic modeling process, we identify major topics of discourse within our dataset of tweets. The four dominant topics that we will discuss here, by order of greatest prevalence, are “Trade”, “Human Rights/Advocacy”, “Security”, and “Global Governance”. 

Initial Findings

#1: Tweets about China are similar to tweets about Iran – they are almost entirely negative. 
In terms of aggregate sentiment, we find the polarity score of congressional tweets about China (1.56) to be statistically analogous to tweets about Iran (1.59). Very few of the 3,500 China-related tweets carried a majority-positive connotation. Comparatively, sentiment polarity of tweets about Canada was far more positive (3.99) and trends upward.
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#2: Democrats and Republican Twitter sentiment on China are similar in aggregate but exhibits vastly different trends.
While Democratic sentiment towards China has been steadily declining since 2015, Republican sentiment has been far more cyclical. However, opinion has converged starting around mid-2018.
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#3- Discussion of trade, human rights, and national security dominate recent Twitter discourse.
In the last few years, the prevalence of “Trade”, “Human Rights/Advocacy”, and “National Security” topics has remained relatively consistent even as sentiment levels have fluctuated  within our dataset of tweets about China, Iran, and Canada. While the issues of “Human Rights/Advocacy” is are not a major consideration of the Trump administration, Congressional opinions on human rights have been relatively stable over the years. “Human Rights” tweets overwhelmingly refer to the historical events of Tiananmen Square or more recent incidents of Chinese domestic repression, while “National Security” tweets about China generally reference the hard and soft power threats China poses alongside other “bad actors” like Russia.  Finally, tweets about “Trade” mention U.S.-China tariffs, trade competitiveness, and other evaluations of the bilateral trade relationship.

[image: ]

The 21st Century China Center will be releasing an interactive Congressional Tweets dashboard in the near future, which will be updated at regular intervals. 
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image1.png
Michael McCaul &
@RepMcCaul

I am deeply troubled that Facebook shared U.S. citizens'
data with Chinese government-sponsored Huawei and
others. U.S. Intelligence has deemed Huawei a national
security threat. Facebook must disclose more about
sharing our data with China and others. nyti.ms/2Jcc6p7

10:54 AM - Jun 6, 2018 - Twitter Web Client
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Senator Jerry Moran (]
@JerryMoran

Trade with Mexico & Canada is crucial to the success of
American farmers. Renegotiating #NAFTA must not
threaten access to these markets.

5:44 AM - Apr 27, 2017 - Twitter Web Client
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J Rep. Brad Schneider &
@RepSchneider
We all share the desire to fully defeat ISIS, end the civil
war in Syria, and thwart Iran’s nefarious influence.

Unfortunately, the President’s approach will more likely
push each of these objectives further out of reach.

6:31 AM - Dec 20, 2018 - Twitter Web Client
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