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The international aspects of the Chinese leadership’s handling of the COVID-19 
pandemic cover a broad spectrum of activities, both positive and negative.  On the 
positive side, Beijing has provided valuable assistance to nations and international 
organizations struggling with the virus and engaged in an intensive diplomatic effort to 
present itself as a strong supporter of the global response.  On the negative side, the 
Chinese leadership has resorted to ham-handed efforts to compel other countries to praise 
China’s role and at times acted irresponsibly in responding to foreign criticism of its own 
behavior.  In the process, it has argued that its system of rule is extremely adept at 
handling major crises and by implication superior to the American system.  The Chinese 
leadership has also engaged with Washington in a petty “blame game” over the pandemic 
that has damaged the reputation of both nations.  Beijing’s mixed record suggests that it 
must do more to show that it is genuinely committed to overcoming the pandemic 
through greater transparency, cooperation, and consultation. 

 
 
This is the second half of a two-part examination of China’s handling of the COVID-19 
pandemic.  The first part (appearing on June 1, 2020) focuses on the domestic components of the 
crisis.  This part takes a look at the international dimensions. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic first publicly broke out as a serious disease in Wuhan, China. It spread 
rapidly across China and then abroad. As of the present, it has infected over 21.6 million people, 
killing some 774,000 (with nearly one-quarter of the fatalities in the United States). As a result, it 
is no surprise that in combating the pandemic China is confronting a range of international 
issues.   
 
From the overall perspective of global health and stability, the most significant international 
dimension of Beijing’s stance regarding COVID-19 involves its relations with the U.S.  
Unfortunately, rather than providing a clear opportunity for China to work with the U.S., the 
pandemic has caused both countries to engage in petty, acrimonious attacks on one another for 
a.) causing the outbreak, b.) covering up the truth, and c.) attempting to manipulate or undermine 
the activities of the World Health Organization (WHO) and other international health agencies.  
This blame game has accelerated the deterioration of U.S.-China relations, tarnished each of their 
reputations, alarmed much of the rest of the world, and in the process further weakened global 
cooperation and confidence in an eventual recovery, both health-wise and economically.   
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In partial contrast, the COVID-19 pandemic produced more beneficial outcomes for China 
within the larger international arena, albeit with some notable exceptions.  On the positive side, 
Beijing is working with other countries to defeat the virus by facilitating sustained cooperation 
with foreign doctors and scientists, providing and receiving needed medical supplies and 
assistance to and from other countries, supporting the actions of international public health 
organizations, meeting with and offering encouraging statements to other world leaders, and 
generally presenting China as strongly committed to cooperation, transparency, and good 
relations. 
 
Yet China’s efforts in these areas have by no means always gone smoothly.  Some governments 
have criticized Beijing on various fronts, from pressuring other capitals to prais4 China for its 
assistance, avoiding international calls for an investigation into the origins of the virus and its 
handling by the Chinese leadership, engaging in heavy-handed criticism (and punishment) of 
other countries, and in some instances offering their own ridiculous charges of a coverup by the 
U.S.   
 
These criticisms, together with the Chinese desire to push back against U.S. attacks regarding 
COVID-19 and other issues, have produced an array of Chinese actions. Some of these reactions 
are associated with the so-called “Wolf Warrior” (战狼) phenomenon, marked by aggressive 
propaganda and other rhetorical swipes directed at foreign governments and individuals.  Other 
reactions are more benign, including attempts to clarify China’s record regarding its handling of 
the pandemic and to present (either explicitly or implicitly) the Chinese government as 
responsive and its behavior as superior to that of the U.S. and the other democracies.        
 
As shown below, the efforts by the Chinese leadership to address these issues and to advance its 
own interests have met with limited success.  On the positive side, Beijing has generated some 
goodwill among various nations for its assistance, scientific collaboration and provision of 
information, and general efforts to work with and support the WHO and other agencies.  On the 
negative side, accusations of a coverup as well as supposed efforts to intimidate, pressure, and 
castigate other nations or foreign leaders—either in response to perceived attacks or as part of an 
attempt to advance China’s image or to increase its overall leverage—continue to plague China’s 
leaders, undermining their gains.  And yet, the Chinese leadership seems to believe that its 
COVID stance has been beneficial to its international position. 
 
This essay takes a look at China’s statements and behavior in the above overlapping issues. It is 
divided into three parts.  The first part examines China’s overall international strategy toward 
COVID-19, including its actions in relation to individual nations and multilateral organizations 
and its response to foreign criticism.  This includes a look at the so-called “Wolf Warrior” 
phenomenon and Chinese efforts to pressure other nations to support Chinese behavior, to deter 
certain countries from taking actions unacceptable to Beijing, and to attempt to use China’s 
handling of COVID-19 to show the strength and superiority of the Chinese system.  The second 
part looks at the negative impact of COVID-19 on China’s relations with the U.S. and the 
mutually destructive blame game that continues between Beijing and Washington.  The 
conclusion offers an overall assessment of China’s international handling of COVID-19 and it 
draws some implications for global order and U.S.-China relations going forward. 
 



  

China’s External Strategy, Securitization of Public Health Issues, and Disruptive Wolf 
Warrior Responses 
 
Chinese external diplomatic strategy regarding COVID-19 has combined many diplomatically 
polite and positive actions, along with some missteps and crude propaganda and pressure tactics.  
This overall behavior resembles Chinese actions taken with regard to many other foreign-policy 
issues.   
 
Beijing’s international strategy toward the COVID-19 pandemic consists of three major 
elements. The first element is concerted efforts by Beijing to use diplomacy, propaganda, and 
both bilateral and multilateral actions to show that China is dedicated to working with the 
international community to combat the pandemic. These actions include providing equipment, 
supplies, and information on the virus as well as making statements in support of international 
efforts. The second element is to rebut or to undermine, through various means, foreign charges 
that China had not responded effectively to the outbreak and thus had contributed to its severity 
overseas.  Third, in the process of rebutting foreign and domestic criticisms, Beijing has 
attempted to show other countries and the Chinese public that Beijing’s political system is 
effective in handling major crises and in this respect is in some ways superior to the large and 
complex democracies such as the U.S.   
 
On the diplomatic front, shortly after the COVID-19 epidemic appeared in China, Beijing 
launched a concerted campaign, under the direct leadership of Xi Jinping, to establish positive 
contacts with outside countries, international organizations, and scientists and doctors.  By June 
8, Xi Jinping had “explained China’s tactics and achievements in fighting the virus and 
emphasized China’s open, transparent and responsible approach …” in phone calls or meetings 
with nearly 50 foreign leaders and heads of international organizations.1 According to a State 
Council white paper issued later in June by Beijing, as of May 31 China had sent 29 medical 
expert teams to 27 countries and had offered assistance to 150 countries and 4 international 
organizations. It had instructed its medical teams stationed in 56 countries to support the local 
fight and to provide counseling and health information to local people and overseas Chinese.2 In 
addition to its more general foreign-aid programs, China had also established a mechanism for 
Chinese hospitals to pair up with 30 African hospitals and, together with other G20 members, it 
had implemented the Debt Service Suspension Initiative for 77 developing countries.3   
 
Beyond these individual initiatives, the Chinese government has also attempted to link its 
international anti-COVID efforts to broader efforts to improve global health governance and to 
support the development of a so-called global community.  For example, on March 16, in a 
phone conversation with Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte, Xi Jinping raised the notion of 
working with Italy to build a “Health Silk Road”(健康丝绸之路), a concept first brought up 
by Xi during a visit to Geneva in 2017.4 In the following days, a Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
spokesperson called “on the international community … to build a Health Silk Road” to 
“strengthen global public health governance.”5    
 
In addition, the Chinese government and companies engaged in Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
projects abroad were actively providing medical aid and consultation to foreign countries on a 
bilateral basis.  In many of his interactions with foreign leaders, Xi Jinping has stressed the 
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theme that international cooperation against the COVID-19 pandemic serves to enhance his 
“vision of a global community with a shared future for mankind,” and he has offered to share 
with the international community treatments that China had developed.6   
 
On the propaganda /commentary front, both authoritative and non-authoritative Chinese sources 
have stressed the positive actions taken by China. They have cited: a.) the sympathy and support 
for China expressed by many countries; b.) China’s extensive assistance to countries and 
organizations in the form of the construction of health-related facilities, material supplies, 
scientists and doctors, and financial contributions; c.) Beijing’s support for multilateralism in 
coping with the pandemic; and d.) the general view that China’s actions had “…won time and 
hope for the world.”7   
 
All these positive actions are undoubtedly intended to deflect blame for its own missteps by 
raising China’s international stature as a responsible, cooperative, and transparent nation 
supporting efforts to combat the global spread of COVID-19. They are also intended to boost 
Beijing’s standing in the eyes of the Chinese public, given the criticisms China has received at 
home for its handling of the epidemic.8 
 
Beyond such overt propaganda efforts by state media, Beijing has also reportedly engaged in 
covert efforts to manipulate information and even to sow chaos. In April, according to The New 
York Times, the European Union was drafting a report (discussed below) documenting how 
governments (mainly China and Russia) were promoting disinformation about the pandemic.9 
Another study by ProPublica uncovered a disinformation network on Twitter that was “involved 
in a coordinated influence campaign with ties to the Chinese government.”10 Some U.S. officials 
also suggested that Chinese operatives were helping amplify false text messages, warning that 
President Trump was about to order a two-week national quarantine and was causing massive 
panic.11  
 
Taken as a whole, many of the above efforts have certainly produced positive responses from 
countries such as Italy, Iran, and Serbia.12  However, China’s positive messaging and assistance 
have not prevented the emergence of international criticism.13 This includes charges of an initial 
coverup and a failure to provide timely information, the notion that China’s draconian measures 
to quell the virus reflected a disdain for human rights, criticism of faulty PPE and COVID-19 test 
kits provided to other countries, attacks on the WHO for being too pro-China, and complaints 
about Beijing’s heavy-handed efforts to elicit expressions of appreciation for China’s assistance 
(apparently supplemented by China-based Internet bots praising China’s assistance).14   
 
Such criticism apparently led some countries, such as Australia, Canada, and the United 
Kingdom, to demand an international inquiry into the origins of COVID-19. It probably also 
contributed to a widespread call from over 100 countries for an “impartial, independent, and 
comprehensive evaluation” of the overall international health response to the virus.15 Criticism 
emanated from the developing countries as well, including those African countries with which 
Beijing has been building a “South-South partnership.”16  
 



  

At the authoritative level, Beijing’s response to such international criticism has been a mixture of 
diplomatically worded explanations and rebuttals alongside far less diplomatic pressure tactics.  
In the former category, Xi Jinping has made sweeping calls for all countries:  
 

…to push forward cooperation within the frameworks of the UN and G20, enhance the 
exchange and sharing of information and experience, boost collaboration in scientific 
research, support the WHO in playing its due role, improve global health governance, 
increase macro-economic policy coordination so as to stabilize the market, maintain 
economic growth, safeguard people's well-being, and keep the global supply chains open, 
stable and safe.17  
 

Chinese officials have also tried to rebut criticisms by stressing the volume of health supplies 
supplied to foreign countries, China’s sincerity in providing assistance, and its efforts to correct 
or replace defective items.18 In addition, Xi Jinping has stated that China would support a 
“comprehensive review” of the global response to COVID-19 after the pandemic has ended.19 He 
has also asserted:  
 

In view of the weaknesses and deficiencies exposed by COVID-19, we need to improve 
the governance system for public health security. We need to respond more quickly to 
public health emergencies.20  

 
At the same time, Chinese officials have stated that any investigations into the origins of the 
virus should be undertaken only by scientists and hence (by implication) not by government-
organized panels.21 This undoubtedly reflects a fear that any international investigation would 
serve the political purpose of criticizing China.22   
 
As for diplomatic pressure, as noted above Chinese officials reportedly made threats to get the 
EU to soften its criticism of China’s “disinformation” that appeared in the above-mentioned EU 
report published on April 24.23  Although spokespersons for the European Commission 
subsequently denied they had watered down the report, indications appeared thereafter that 
Beijing had also pressured European ambassadors in China to censor  “…parts of an op-ed 
commemorating forty-five years of China-EU diplomatic relations that labeled China as the 
source of the coronavirus.”24  Also notable was Beijing’s crude efforts to deter or punish 
Australia for pushing for an international inquiry into the origins of the pandemic.25 
 
Other Chinese sources have largely echoed the responses by Chinese officials and spokespersons 
to international criticism, including such statements as the following: 
 

During the battle against the epidemic, heads of state from over 170 countries and leaders 
of more than 40 international and regional organizations expressed sympathy and support 
for China.26  

 
In response to criticism of China’s draconian lockdown, a People’s Daily article states: 
 

Chinese President Xi Jinping has directed governmental agencies at all levels to put the 
health and security of people first. The “tough measures” that some foreign media outlets 
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have decried as inhumane, such as locking down the city of Wuhan, are the result of 
difficult decisions and great sacrifice for the Chinese people and are for the sake of 
protecting public health both domestically and abroad. … 
 
The definition of inhumane is without compassion for misery or suffering. There is 
nothing to suggest that the measures China has taken to contain the coronavirus are for 
the sake of cruelty, and to argue otherwise is just ridiculous and shows ignorance and 
insensitivity.27 

 
Yet, unsurprisingly, such sources have also included somewhat harder-edged rebuttals, 
particularly regarding the actions by some (usually unnamed) Western countries.  They have 
used words such as “despise” and “showing a lack of conscience.”28  Some Chinese 
commentators have also attributed both international and U.S. criticisms of China’s COVID-19 
assistance due to a fear that China will use such actions to achieve excessive influence in key 
regions of the world.29   
 
Although China’s external behavior during this pandemic resemble to a certain extent its past 
actions, one notable difference is evident.  In the past, any truly hard-edged, confrontational 
Chinese statements or actions were almost exclusively found in non-authoritative sources. 
However, in recent months Chinese diplomats and other officials have become far more sharply 
critical of foreign countries, especially the U.S.  This phenomenon, called “Wolf Warrior 
diplomacy” (战狼外交) by Chinese observers, is clearly evident in Beijing’s international stance 
regarding COVID-19.   
 
For example, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian has repeated unfounded accusations 
that the U.S. military might have brought  COVID-19 to China,30 a charge then repeated by some 
PRC ambassadors.31  The Chinese-run (highly nationalistic) Global Times echoed Zhao’s 
sentiment, adding that this view reflected the opinion of many among the Chinese public.32  
Moreover, in response to a question about one of Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s 
inflammatory statements on the Wuhan lab theory (discussed below), Zhao Lijian stated, in a 
decidedly undiplomatic manner, that “this US politician has been spreading all kinds of lies for 
some time. Responding to his lies is a waste of everyone’s time.”33  As another example, 
apparently in response to a French article strongly criticizing China’s COVID-19 actions, the 
PRC embassy in Paris reportedly suggested on its website that France had left its citizens to die 
of the virus in old-aged–care homes.34 
 
Despite Zhao’s unprofessional behavior, he was not removed or even censured by the Foreign 
Ministry. The continuation of Zhao’s position can likely be attributed to: a.) Zhao’s overall 
popularity in China; b.) the indignation that many Chinese undoubtedly feel in response to the 
U.S. attempt to stigmatize China through its use of terms like the “China virus”; and c.) the 
impression that Zhao was responding to Xi Jinping’s earlier call for PRC diplomats to display a 
more “fighting spirit.”35  Nonetheless, Chinese authorities within foreign-policy circles seem to 
be conveying mixed messages.  Younger officials within the Foreign Ministry, such as Zhao 
Lijian and Hua Chunying, have occasionally adopted harsh, blunt, and diplomatically un-
sophisticated rhetoric in response to U.S. actions.  In contrast, senior Chinese officials, including 
Chinese Ambassador to the U.S. Cui Tiankai and former Deputy Foreign Minister Fu Ying, have 



  

implicitly criticized Zhao Lijian’s views as well as those by other such “Wolf-Warriors,” 
attaching more importance to engagement and communications.36 Other senior officials, such as 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi, have also seemed pragmatic in discussing China’s relations with 
other countries.37 
 
In a similar manner, non-authoritative Chinese sources have expressed different opinions on the 
aggressive diplomatic stances taken by some officials. While some sources have urged diplomats 
to tone down their rhetoric, others have sought to excuse it as a justifiable response to the 
sharpening attacks on China from the U.S. and other (primarily Western) countries.38 
 
As some observers have stated,  the “Wolf Warrior” phenomenon no doubt reflects the influence 
of a variety of factors, including Xi Jinping’s above-mentioned encouragement of officials to 
express a greater “fighting spirit”; the growing overall influence of China in the international 
arena; resentment toward what many Chinese regard as arrogant, bullying attacks on China; and 
the emergence of a younger generation of Chinese officials who are less sympathetic to the 
“…quiet, measured diplomacy” of the past.39 
 
Indeed, there is probably a gap between the elder generation of senior Foreign Ministry officials 
(e.g., Cui Tiankai, Wang Yi, and Fu Ying) and the younger generation of mid-level Foreign 
Ministry officials (e.g., Zhao Lijian, Hua Chunying, and Lu Shaye) in responding to foreign 
criticism of China. The former usually stress cooperation and communications, and they use 
more diplomatic, reserved language when criticizing the U.S. In contrast, the two younger 
spokespersons both have Twitter accounts in which they sometimes use informal and even 
insulting words to rebut criticism, apparently playing to a large domestic audience that employs 
similar language online.40  Regardless, while the “Wolf Warrior diplomacy” might satisfy many 
among the Chinese public and is tolerated or encouraged by the Chinese political leadership, it 
simply reinforces the view among many outsiders that a more powerful China will act in a more 
belligerent and aggressive manner. 
 
Another aspect of Beijing’s international COVID-19 behavior that raises concern is its attempt to 
tout its use of highly intrusive surveillance technologies and rigid lock-down policies as superior 
methods to address security-related problems.  As two scholars recently remarked: 
 

If Chinese firms, bolstered by aid and propaganda from Beijing, can convince enough 
people that their approach to health surveillance is best-in-class for coping with infectious 
disease, then COVID-19 is likely to accelerate global reliance on Chinese technology, as 
well as acceptance of its associated model of “prevention and control”– with little 
protection built in for data security, privacy, or the protection of civil liberties.41 

 
Moreover, the attractiveness of China’s approach in this regard is increased by the utter failure of 
many democracies, especially the U.S., to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic.  More broadly, 
America’s abject failure to contain the virus reinforces the Chinese argument that the PRC 
system is better able than the leading democratic nations to deal with major national emergencies    
 
Indeed, a range of Chinese sources have attempted to portray Beijing’s supposedly successful 
handling of COVID-19 as proof of the overall superiority of the Chinese Communist Party 
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(CCP) leadership and the PRC system.  For example, in a June 2 speech, Xi Jinping asserted that 
China’s prevention and control measures “…have demonstrated the remarkable political 
advantages of the leadership of the Communist Party and the socialist system of our country. 
…”42  An article appearing in May on Xinhuanet.com states: 
 

The epidemic prevention and control have once again proved that the leadership of the 
Communist Party of China, our socialist system, and our national governance system 
have strong vitality and remarkable superiority.43 

 
A more recent Guangming Daily article explicitly suggests that this superiority is in relation to 
the Western political systems.44 
 
Relations with the U.S.: The COVID-19 Blame Game 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic did not immediately become a major source of Sino-U.S. contention 
or a subject associated with sometimes vicious Chinese attacks on U.S. leaders for their vicious 
attacks on China. Instead, the overall tenor and tone of the bilateral spat have gone up and down, 
but the direction has clearly been downward. 
 
During the initial period of public awareness of the outbreak in Wuhan, from early January 
through most of February, Sino-U.S. interactions remained largely free of animosity and 
recrimination.  Trump repeatedly and effusively praised China and Xi Jinping for the handling of 
the epidemic and greatly downplayed the possibility that the virus would cause a problem in the 
U.S.45  This occurred despite the fact that during this early period subordinates in the White 
House and members of the public health and intelligence communities repeatedly told Trump 
that the outbreak could become a pandemic.  They suggested that Chinese reporting on the virus 
was likely low-balling the number of cases.46  
 
Some observers have speculated that Trump praised China and downplayed the danger the virus 
posed in order not to jeopardize the delicate Sino-U.S. negotiations for the Phase One trade deal 
that were reportedly reaching a conclusion during this period.47  However, his frequent past 
praise for Xi, in addition to the relative absence during this time of many COVID-19 cases in the 
U.S., might also explain his positive tone.48      
 
Nevertheless, some early signs of friction between Washington and Beijing did occur during this 
initial period.  For example, in January U.S. officials began to complain that China was showing 
reluctance to cooperate with the U.S. in combating the virus.49  Meanwhile, there was criticism 
in China of the U.S. decision to implement severe travel restrictions on flights to and from 
China, despite the absence at the time of any such calls by the WHO.50  In addition, Secretary of 
State Pompeo and other U.S. officials continued their by then usual attacks on the CCP.51 
Regardless, overall relations remained reasonable and positive. 
 
This absence of acrimony changed in early March as a result of U.S. actions. On March 6, 
Secretary of State Pompeo used the term “Wuhan coronavirus,” despite the fact that the WHO 
and other members of the public health community strongly urged against referring such 
location-based labels. 52  At about this time, Washington also began to repeatedly accuse Beijing 



  

of deliberately covering up the severity of the virus during its early stages and allowing it to 
spread beyond China, while Washington suggested that the virus might have been a bioweapon 
leaked from a virology lab in Wuhan.53  Secretary of State Pompeo was particularly vociferous in 
his escalating criticism of China.54  
 
As Part One of this study on China’s domestic handling of COVID-19 indicates, there is no 
public evidence that the central authorities in Beijing (as opposed to the local authorities in 
Wuhan and Hubei) deliberately downplayed the severity of the virus or allowed it to spread 
during the initial period. Moreover, thus far there is no clear evidence to indicate what motivated 
the behavior by local officials, although several possibilities seem likely.55  Furthermore, the 
U.S. accusation that the virus escaped from a lab in Wuhan and might have been a bioweapon 
thus far lacks any evidence.56 
  
Beyond these notable U.S. criticisms, Washington also accused Beijing of a range of other 
missteps, including: a.) a refusal to allow U.S. scientists to travel to China to access the area of 
the outbreak and a failure to provide live samples and other data related to the virus; b.) 
excessive influence over the activities of the WHO, which Washington accused of towing 
Beijing’s line and concealing information; and c.) criticism of the “spiteful” Chinese rejection of 
allowing  Taiwan to attend the WHO’s annual meeting as an observer.57  Some U.S. politicians 
and others have also demanded that China pay reparations for “unleashing” the virus on the 
world.58  
 
The particularly serious charge against the WHO of deliberately concealing information and not 
being responsive to the virus outbreak directly contradicts the official record, although there are 
indications that WHO officials were frustrated by China’s failure to provide information in early 
January.59  More generally, the increasingly vociferous U.S. attacks were at least in part 
motivated by a deliberate Republican presidential election campaign strategy to use the virus to 
criticize China and to demand punishment for causing the pandemic.60 Yet, interestingly, even 
during this increase in attacks on China, Trump at times would nonetheless still say positive 
things about Beijing and the Chinese leadership, thus reinforcing the general impression of a 
chaotic China policy.61  
 
The Chinese response to these U.S. attacks were somewhat mixed if not chaotic.  At the highest, 
most authoritative levels, Chinese officials generally used diplomatic language to counter the 
U.S. criticism.  For example,  
 

The US should react in an objective, fair, calm and evidence-based manner rather than 
excessively. It should respect and coordinate with China’s prevention and control 
measures and join us and the international community to beat this epidemic. The US has 
said many times that it wants to help China. We would like to see the early arrival of such 
help.62 

 
Alongside such apparent diplomatic efforts, however, several Chinese officials responded to 
some of the groundless U.S. charges with their own unfounded charges, often fueled by highly 
nationalistic Chinese netizens.  These Chinese statements undoubtedly constitute one major 
reason why Trump’s stance toward China became more negative by mid-March.  At that time, 
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only days after Zhao Lijian’s irresponsible statement, Trump started to echo other U.S. leaders in 
using the term “Wuhan” or “China” virus.63   
 
Foreign Ministry officials have long been subject to attacks by the People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA), other parts of the PRC government, and the public for being too accommodating toward 
the U.S. and other countries. Some younger Foreign Ministry officials such as Zhao Lijian were 
undoubtedly responding to these attacks.64  Nonetheless, Cui Tiankai is a very seasoned Chinese 
official with the confidence of the leadership and he would not have suggested (albeit without 
naming him) that Zhao’s comment was “crazy” without being sure that such a pushback was 
acceptable.65 
 
Yet such apparent attempts at moderation had little effect on Washington.  By April, despite 
some occasional restrained rhetoric, both Trump and especially Secretary of State Pompeo 
seemed fully committed to using the virus to bludgeon China and attack the PRC regime and the 
CCP, at times employing insulting or inflammatory language.66   
 
Authoritative Chinese sources generally did not respond in kind or directly to these attacks.  
Perhaps the closest harsh response from an authoritative Chinese source came from Hua 
Chunying, a Foreign Ministry spokesperson, who stated on April 2: 
  

…the comments by these few US politicians are just shameless and morally repulsive. As 
we’ve repeatedly said, slanders, smears and blame games cannot make up for lost time. 
More lies will only waste more time and lead to more lives lost. …  It is immoral and 
inhumane to politicize public health. …”67 

 
On May 24, Foreign Minister Wang Yi indirectly criticized Pompeo’s suggestion that China 
should “pay” for inflicting COVID on the world by referring to lawsuits filed in the U.S. to 
compel Beijing to pay restitution for damages resulting from the virus as “ludicrous.”68  Other 
Chinese media, commentators, and analysts, however,  were less reserved.69  
 
Two final, especially notable (and related) Chinese reactions to U.S. criticisms concern the WHO 
and Taiwan.  In the former case, Beijing was given considerable room to push back against 
Washington because of Trump’s and Pompeo’s attacks on the WHO and Trump’s subsequent, 
truly ridiculous, decision to withdraw U.S. funding and support for the WHO for allegedly being 
too “China-centric.”70 
 
Several countries have indeed upheld the idea of looking into the WHO’s early handling of 
COVID-19 and its relationship with Beijing, and the WHO has agreed to submit to an 
independent probe into its actions.71  Yet Trump’s reckless response has been rightly condemned 
by many nations, including U.S. allies, as excessive and destructive of attempts to combat the 
pandemic.72 Even analysts in the State Department reportedly counseled against such action.73   
 
As early as January 31, a Foreign Ministry spokesperson stated, in response to such “unfriendly 
US comments”: 
 



  

… China has been in close communication and cooperation with WHO. WHO experts 
recently conducted a field trip to Wuhan. Director-General Dr. Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus also visited China and discussed containment and mitigation of the 2019-
nCoV with the Chinese side. He commends China's efforts and speaks highly of China's 
great contribution to the world by fighting against the novel coronavirus. China will 
continue working with WHO and other countries to safeguard regional and global public 
health security.74  

 
Then, on May 18, in an apparent response to Trump’s initial decision to suspend WHO funding, 
Xi Jinping stated the following in an address to the World Health Assembly (WHA):  
 

All along, we have acted with openness, transparency and responsibility. We have 
provided information to the WHO and the relevant countries in the most timely fashion. 
… We released the genome sequence at the earliest possible time. We have shared 
control and treatment experience with the world without reservation.75 
 

Xi also praised the WHO and called for other countries to support it, stating:  
 

Under the leadership of Dr Tedros, the WHO has made a major contribution in leading 
and advancing a global response to Covid-19. Its good work is applauded by the 
international community.76  

 
However, on May 24, Foreign Minister Wang Yi took a more direct swipe at the U.S. (without 
naming it), stating:  
 

Since the start of the outbreak, the WHO, under the leadership of Dr. Tedros, has 
followed science and given timely and professional advice at every turn.  The WHO is an 
international body made up of 194 sovereign states. It does not serve any particular 
country, and it should not defer to any country that provides more funding than others.77  

 
In contrast to authoritative Chinese sources, other observers have been less diplomatic in their 
condemnation of Trump’s attacks on the WHO.78   
 
Beijing’s response to U.S criticisms of China for excluding Taiwan from even an observer status 
in the WHA has been both defensive and narrowly political.  At the rhetorical level, Beijing has 
argued that Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen’s refusal to uphold her predecessor’s support for the 
so-called ‘92 Consensus (a concept that acknowledges some version of the one-China principle) 
served to invalidate the island’s previous observer status in the WHA, thus justifying China’s 
opposition to its participation.79   
 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi has asserted that “...it’s the Taiwan authorities who have turned a 
blind eye to their people’s well-being, and it’s them who have shut the door to cross-Strait 
consultation on Taiwan’s external activities.” Wang also criticized Washington, advising the 
United States to “...ditch its illusions and political calculations.”80  
 
In May, a Xinhua commentary was more pointed, asserting:  
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A handful of countries have claimed that Taiwan should be invited as an observer in the 
upcoming session of the World Health Assembly (WHA). Such a show of political 
maneuvering is nothing but a futile attempt. The insistence by these countries on 
discussing the Taiwan-related proposal is not about protecting the health and welfare of 
the people in Taiwan, but only aimed at pursuing selfish political interests by politicizing 
the health issue, hijacking the WHA and undermining the joint international response to 
COVID-19.81 

 
Beyond this, Beijing has also successfully opposed U.S.-led efforts to push for Taiwan’s 
participation in the WHA.82  This apparently caused Pompeo to further his attacks on the WHO, 
accusing it of playing politics “while lives are at stake” and succumbing to Chinese pressure.83  
 
Despite its victory, Beijing has appeared to many observers to place what it regards as a justified 
and legal effort to limit Taiwan’s interactions with the international community over attempts to 
strengthen the fight against COVID-19 by learning from Taiwan’s widely regarded successful 
anti-virus policies.84 This has arguably weakened China’s overall image not only in the U.S. but 
also around the world.  Yet Washington’s own reckless and irresponsible attacks on the WHO, 
along with some of its COVID-19–related attacks on China, have also certainly damaged 
America’s image in the international community.85  
 
Conclusion 
 
The international dimensions of China’s COVID-19 policies and actions cover a wide spectrum, 
including various types of contributions as well as some significant missteps and errors.  The 
former have, in many instances, benefited international efforts to combat the pandemic by 
providing valuable assistance and information. Yet, the latter have at times served not only to 
undermine such efforts but also to pose broader, negative consequences for China’s image, its 
relations with many nations (in particular the U.S.), and the overall global order.   
 
Perhaps the most negative international consequences of China’s COVID-19 actions have been 
played out in its relations with the U.S.  Washington bears the brunt of the blame for using the 
virus as a political weapon in support of its overall demonization of China.  However, Beijing 
has also contributed to the negative impact of COVID-19 by lending credence to U.S. 
criticisms—for instance, by failing to be entirely transparent in its handling of the outbreak 
within China, by at times restricting access of U.S. and international scientists, and by engaging 
in strong-arm tactics toward other countries.  These and other actions have not only undermined 
global efforts to combat the pandemic but have also added to the current free-fall in Sino-U.S. 
relations.   
 
Of nearly equal concern are the apparent implications of China’s propaganda and pressure 
campaign involving COVID-19 for its general image.  During the past several decades, China 
has become a major international player with growing influence on a range of transnational 
security-related issues, from climate change and global financial stability to terrorism and 
pandemics.  This places a major responsibility on China to show that its endless propaganda on 



  

“win-win” outcomes and the building of a “global community” are credibly reflected in its actual 
foreign-policy behavior.   
 
Since the coronavirus outbreak, China has been engaging in ham-handed efforts (often by 
younger, less-experienced officials and diplomats) to push back against perceived COVID-19–
related slights by the U.S. and other countries, to arm-twist nations and organizations to stop 
criticizing Beijing or to shower praise on China, to use Beijing’s response to COVID-19 to show 
the superiority of China’s political system, and to export China’s social-control mechanisms. 
However, these are not reassuring in terms of producing “win-win” outcomes.  Such actions 
simply play into a growing narrative in the U.S. and other countries that a stronger China will 
inevitably resort to coercive, authoritarian, and zero-sum measures to achieve its goals. 
 
Whether or not Beijing recognizes this fact is unclear.  Despite at least one internal study arguing 
that COVID-19 has prompted a major negative international backlash against China,86 the 
Chinese leadership seems to believe that, on balance, its stance on COVID has advanced its 
stature at least in the developing world, while also showing that its system has certain major 
advantages over many democratic nations, including the U.S.  This latter view has arguably 
served to reinforce Beijing’s overall foreign-policy argument that China is acting more 
responsibly on the world stage than is the United States under Trump.   
 
The ongoing spread of COVID-19 around the world offers the Chinese leadership additional 
opportunities to build on the positive aspects of its work in combating the pandemic while 
reducing the negative aspects.  In some ways, the policies of the current U.S. administration 
undoubtedly serve to obstruct such beneficial efforts.  However, if Beijing truly hopes to advance 
its own interests as well as those of other nations, it needs to ignore Washington’s politically 
motivated attacks, discard the counter-productive “Wolf-Warrior” features of its own approach. 
and focus on convincingly showing other nations that its commitment to overcoming the 
pandemic through greater transparency, cooperation, and consultation is genuine. 
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