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Abstract. The present study develops directions of thought for better charting

pandemics as cognitive and socially constructed phenomena, transcending the
strictly technical-managerial approaches to health governance. Fortunately, political
science scholarship made great strides forward in this respect since Paul ‘t Hart
asserted symbolic management was a “lost dimension of crisis management”; however,
there is still further gain in insight to be had from recognizing the importance of
narratives in shaping the response of political and cultural actors under duress. We
will conduct a qualitative-driven corpus analysis of media and official discourses
referencing China’s handling of the Coronavirus pandemic between January and
April 2020. We will first focus on how Western media actors (major newspapers,
NGO or intellectuals) chose to story the political (authoritarian) other, epitomized
this time by the Beijing communist regime, either through the lenses of sheer
performance and managerial capacities, or, contrastingly, though the lenses of
liberal moral values of democratic accountability, transparency and freedom of
expression. Our emphasis on interdiscursivity allows shedding light on how these
narratives draw on existent symbolic repertoires, such as the anti-communist or
anti-totalitarian imaginary, in order to reinforce the messaging. Within this broader
matrix of meaning, we will then survey the specific language and framing used by
the United States and the Trump administration. In the last part of our article, it is the
Chinese response which will come under scrutiny: we set out to bring to the fore
Beijing’s efforts to retain control of the Covid-19 narrative by leveraging concepts
congruent with the neo-liberal, Western political creed, such as efficiency,
multilateralism and good global governance. Our conclusion points to the fact that
crisis management means not only curbing disease, but also winning over the
“hearts and minds” and molding the stories people tell.
Keywords: symbolic crisis management, political narratives, discourse analysis,
media framing, Sino-American relationship.

Introduction: is there such a thing as the politics of a pandemic?

As the novel coronavirus ripples through societies worldwide, and the bustling
rhythms of politics, economics and modern living seem at least temporarily to
die out, political sciences struggle to offer a response to the current crisis. Unlike
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wars or revolutions, a pandemic, by its very nature, is normally not a man-made
cataclysm: humanities grapple with the question of their very relevance through
this horrible episode, as they were powerless to offer much-awaited answers to
the most pressing issues, such as how is the virus spreading, how deadly it is
(and who is the most exposed) or how can one combat it (both pharmaceutically
and non-pharmaceutically). A cure or a vaccine was plainly outside the bounds
of what social sciences had to offer.
The overriding political dynamics of the last two months seemed at first sight
to uphold this observation. Governments were sent on a pivot towards technopolitics, with health professionals and expert bodies gaining salience and traction.
Around the world, medical professionals were called in to lead the emergency
response teams; their “apolitical” expertise and distancing impart a stringently
needed sense of security and competence that is, manifestly, craved by public
opinion.
The case of the United States is particularly telling. Antony Fauci, a worldrenowned immunologist, took the lead of the Trump Administration’s White
House Coronavirus Task Force, quickly becoming one of the most trusted public
figures in the country1. The French newspaper Le Monde called Fauci the “adult
in the room2” and the Financial Times hailed him as an “island of coherence3”. More
unexpectedly, Fauci even received his own action figures4 and bubbleheads5, a
farcical yet powerful testimony to the new-found magnetism “expertise” commands.
It is, indeed, not unheard of that major societal shifts ripen within the deep and
oft-goofy folds of pop culture.
On a more serious note, pre-existing political feuds were muted as the need for a
coherent, unified and consensual response prevailed. In the USA, a mammoth
2-trillion aid package was passed with unanimous bipartisan support in the Congress,
after marathon negotiations during which the deep rifts between Republicans
and Democrats were ultimately bridged6. In Belgium, which has been without a
government for more than a year, warring political parties quickly equipped an
emergency government to tackle the outbreak7.

————————
1 Michael Specter, “How Anthony Fauci Became America’s Doctor”, The New Yorker, 10 April 2020,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/04/20/how-anthony-fauci-became-americas-doctor
2 Stéphanie Le Bars, “Face à Donald Trump, le docteur Anthony Fauci, la voix de la raison”, Le Monde,
21 March 2020, https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2020/03/21/face-a-donald-trump-le-docteuranthony-fauci-la-voix-de-la-raison_6033954_3210.html
3 Robert Armstrong, “Dr Fauci, the master of anti-style style”, Financial Times, 14 April 2020, https://www.
ft.com/content/471500dc-7d8f-11ea-8fdb-7ec06edeef84
4 u/WickedJoyful, “Dr. Fauci Action Figure”, Reddit, 28 March 2020, https://www.reddit.com/r/The_
Mueller/comments/fpon55/dr_fauci_action_figure_the_only_adult_in_the_room/
5 “Bubblehead Dr. Fauci raises money for face masks”, AMNY, 2 April 2020, https://www.amny.com/
coronavirus/bobblehead-dr-fauci-raises-money-for-face-masks/
6 Emily Cochrane and Nicholas Fandos, “Senate Approves $2 Trillion Stimulus After Bipartisan Deal”,
The New York Times, 25 March 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/25/us/politics/coronavirus-senatedeal.html
7 Ana Lazaro, “Face à l’urgence du coronavirus la Belgique se dote finalement d’un gouvernement”,
Euronews, 20 March 2020, https://fr.euronews.com/2020/03/20/face-a-l-urgence-du-coronavirus-la-belgiquese-dote-finalement-d-un-gouvernement
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In the UK, the emergency coronavirus legislation completed all its stages in
the Commons in only one day8. In France, President Emmanuel Macron pleaded
for the constitution of a “sacred union” of all of the country’s political forces, a
call globally heeded by the main opposition parties9. Even more importantly, the
crisis also upended doctrinal orthodoxies. The response to the Covid-19 pandemic
is quite possibly the amplest exercise in State interventionism since WW2. Party
colour seemed irrelevant, and political identities themselves were muddied to a
large extent: erstwhile fiscal conservatives, “state-sceptic” liberals and libertarians
all embraced sweeping and aggressive government spending packages, stringent
restrictions on civil liberties and greenlighted the return of the Big State. A
senior British cabinet member, cited by The Guardian newspaper, confessed that
“this is not the time for ideology and orthodoxy10”. Pedro Sanchez, Spain’s
prime minister, expressed this appetite for consensus when claiming “I do not
have – nor will I have – any enemy but this virus11”. Does the coronavirus crisis
indeed inhibit politics and usher in a brand of de-ideologized, technocratic and
managerial governance model, further emboldened by how catastrophically
dysfunctional the first political reflexes (many of minimalization or outright
dismissal of the threat) turned out to be?
But what is politics? Even today, we owe much of our definition of it to the
conceptual framework of the German jurist Karl Schmitt. Conflict and antagonism
are still seen as “natural” conceptual gateways into the nature of the political. Schmitt
posits that politics exist as a direct consequence of the friend/enemy dichotomy:
Let us assume that in the realm of morality the final distinctions are
between good and evil, in aesthetics beautiful and ugly, in economics
profitable and unprofitable. […] The specific political distinction to which
political actions and motives can be reduced is that between friend
and enemy. An enemy exists only when, at least potentially, one fighting
collectivity of people confronts a similar collectivity12.
Schmitt therefore understands political conflict as the moment when a “fighting
collectivity” (such as a tribe or a nation) meets another similar collectivity: the
friend/foe binary is thus constructed and processed in the quasi-mimetic opposition
between conscious collectivities able to recognize themselves as antagonistic
and behave accordingly. But a virus is not, for all the bellicose war-like rhetoric
employed by political leaders13, an enemy in any Schmittian, political sense. It

————————
8 Peter Walker and Patrick Butler, “Emergency coronavirus legislation passed by MPs without opposition”,
The Guardian, 23 March 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/23/mps-to-review-coronavirusemergency-laws-every-six-months
9 “Coronavirus: l’union sacrée de la classe politique?”, France Info, 13 March 2020, https://www.
francetvinfo.fr/sante/maladie/coronavirus/coronavirus-l-union-sacree-de-la-classe-politique_3865007.html
10 Andrew Rawnsley, “The coronavirus crisis ignites a bonfire of Conservative party orthodoxies”, The
Guardian, 22 March 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/mar/22/coronavirus-crisisignites-bonfire-of-conservative-orthodoxies
11 Michael Safi and Sam Jones, “Spain eases lockdown as rate of coronavirus infections hits new low”,
The Guardian, 12 April 2020.
12 Carl Schmitt, The concept of the Political, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2007, p. 46.
13 See for example Jack Shafer, “Behind Trump’s Strange ‘Invisible Enemy’ Rhetoric”, Politico, 4 April
2020, https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/04/09/trump-coronavirus-invisible-enemy-177894
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is a mere tangle of nucleic acid in a fatty protein shell, mindlessly doing what its
internal biological mechanism compels it to do: self-replicate infinitely. A pandemic
is therefore outside the bounds of the political realm, crossing into the territory
of mere technoscientific rationality. Without clashes, conflicts and fracas, the political
seems to be simply “going through the motions”, reduced to the technocratic
processes of managing available resources (financial resources, hospital beds,
protective gears, medical supplies and personnel) by means of a given toolkit of
agreed legal-normative instruments (such as travel and gathering bans, circulation
restrictions, price freezes, nationalizations etc.).
But a virus not only threatens physical organisms, it likewise threatens social
and political entities. Just as medical processes pertaining to the individual body,
such as abortion or euthanasia, frequently come under political scrutiny, disease
epidemics spawn their own politics. We deem necessary here to elicit a caveat to
the reader: it is important to distinguish epistemologically between the politics
of epidemics and the governance of disease. Governance and politics are, at best,
complementary, but they can also be treated as counter-concepts. A somewhat
nebulous concept, governance gained traction in the post-war period, as a
“paradigmatically novel and somehow more advanced, frictionless, voluntaryconsensual […] approach14” to the regulation of social ensembles. Governance
is the depoliticized twin brother of government. It conveys the administrative,
technocratic and solution-oriented sequences of governing while actively
deemphasizing its antagonistic ones15. The scholarship on the global governance
of infectious diseases typically focuses on the issues of emergency preparedness16,
research capacity-building17, the role of international expert bodies such as the
WHO18 or public health risk management and epidemiologic surveillance19. Global
health governance scholarship also includes an abundant literature on normative
instruments20 and/or international law21. Characteristically, the governance literature
is process-oriented, focusing on the role of institutional stakeholders (the majority of
which are, at least to some extent, expert-driven) and emphasizing policy outcomes;
its consensus-seeking approach postulates a “game without losers”, or whose
sole loser would be disease itself, thus echoing the Spanish Prime Minister’s
above mentioned profession de foi: “I do not have – nor will I have – any enemy

————————
14 Claus Offe, “Governance: An Empty Signifier?”, Constellations, vol. 16, no. 4 (2009), p. 551.
15 Ibidem, pp. 557-559.
16 See Stella R. Quah, Crisis Preparedness: Asia and the Global Governance of Epidemics, Shorenstein
Asia-Pacific Research Center, Stanford, 2007.
17 See David H. Peters (et. Al.), “In search of global governance for research in epidemics”, The Lancet,
vol. 390, October 2017, https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(17)32546-1/fulltext
18 See Kelley Lee, “World Health Organization”, in James Sperling (ed.), Handbook of Governance and
Security, Edward Elgar, Northampton, 2014.
19 See Muriel Figuié, “Towards a global governance of risks: international health organisations and the
surveillance of emerging infectious diseases”, Journal of Risk Research, vol. 17, no. 4 (April 2014).
20 See Rebecca Katz and Julie Fischer, “The Revised International Health Regulations: A Framework for
Global Pandemic Response”, Global Health Governance, vol. III, no. 2 (Spring 2010).
21 See Haik Nikogosian and Ilona Kickbusch, “The Legal Strength of International Health Instruments What It Brings to Global Health Governance?”, International Journal of Health Policy and Management, vol.
5, no. 12 (December 2016).
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but this virus”. Tellingly, the most authoritative health governance scholarship is
not to be found in political sciences journals sensu stricto, bur rather in specialized
publications focusing on public health issues, administration or public law: Global
Health Governance, International Journal of Health Policy and Management,
Journal of Risk Research or Journal of Law, Medicine and Ethics.
Conversely, the politics of epidemics shift the focus to the ideologically-laden
constructs underwriting public health responses. The paradigm is less pragmatic and
outcome-driven, but tries to grasp the complex social and discursive practices
underlying, constraining and legitimizing seemingly technocratic, expert-driven
responses. While the “governance” approach tends to deemphasize antagonism, the
“political” approach reinstates competing worldviews and ideologies as fundamental
levers of human action. Narratives are the building blocks of the political. It is
beyond our scope to delve into the conceptual richness of the notion of narrative:
since Lyotard’s seminal work on postmodernity22, narrative has gained a robust
foothold in social science as an inestimable tool for understanding socio-political
environments. Following Molly Patterson and Kristen Renwick Monroe23, we
will operate with a simplified definition of narrative: a coherent, culturally-relevant
sequenced ensemble of discursive practices, shared amongst a social group, which
aim to provide a cognitive map of the group’s environment. It can act either as
a site of political affirmation or as a site of political contestation (counter-narratives),
but it is never neutral. Diseases and pandemics, being events of significant magnitude
that profoundly alter the socio-political environments of the affected human
communities; therefore, working as powerful generators of narratives and myths.
The scholarship on the politics of pandemics is sensibly more in a Carl
Schmittian sense (in an epistemological sense, not in a moral sense) in its
approach, keenly bringing forward, against the backdrop of epidemiological
havoc, the relentless interplay of embattled narratives. Breaking away from the
functionalist paradigm of governance, political science maps diseases not only
as physical phenomena but also as cognitive processes. Mike Aaltola examines,
through the innovative concept of politosomatics (political somatics), how major
epidemics shape social and psychological reactions, with a particular emphasis
on the mechanisms of exclusion, scapegoating and marginalization they
(re)activate, along the lines of asymmetric circulations of power24. Exclusion
and violence (whether symbolic or real) are often the cornerstone of the political
science approach: from mass antisemitic violence accompanying plague outbreaks
in the Middle Ages and early modernity25 to the strengthening of the USA antiimmigration legislation following a rash of recurring epidemics (smallpox, cholera,

————————
22 See Jean-François Lyotard, La Condition Postmoderne, Les Editions de Minuit, Paris, 1979.
23 Molly Patterson and Kristen Renwick Monroe, “Narrative in Political Science”, Annual Review of
Political Science, vol. 1 (1998).
24 Mike Aaltola, Understanding the Politics of Pandemic Scares: An Introduction to Global Politosomatics,
Routledge, London, 2012.
25 See Samuel Cohn, “Plague violence and abandonment from the Black Death to the early modern
period”, Annales de démographie historique, vol. 2 (2017), no. 134; Theresa Finley and Mark Koyama, “Plague,
Politics, and Pogroms: The Black Death, the Rule of Law, and the Persecution of Jews in the Holy Roman
Empire”, The Journal of Law and Economics, vol. 61, no. 2, May 2018.
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tuberculosis, influenza) in the 19th and early 20th centuries26, the existing literature
consistently highlighted one of the most powerful narratives of disease in history:
the “foreignness of germs27”. The AIDS epidemics, which represented the major
medical disaster of the late 20th century brought to the forefront a different, less
geographically-centred hypostases of alterity: the figure of the “diseased deviant”,
the homosexual, the drug addict, the poor, etc28. Besides the age-old narrative of
the dangerous Other (which is still, as the coronavirus crisis revealed all too clearly,
in rude health), another strain of research explores State-crafted narratives, framing
epidemic outbreaks as “spectacles” of the nation-state’s (or supranational bodies’)
protective power by the means of which legitimacy is reasserted29. Is “good
governance” a set of best practices or a legitimizing narrative? The two intellectual
traditions will deliver two fundamentally different answers to this query. The
present study is borne out of the belief that health crises are complex phenomena,
which necessitate complementing and contrasting the managerial approach with
a more political, power-critical approach.

A methodological mapping of the study

Having reviewed briefly the existing body of literature on the politics of disease
and epidemics, and duly highlighted the two antithetic traditions composing it,
our own intellectual endeavour sets out to develop a framework for the analysis
of the escalating tensions between the USA and the People’s Republic of China.
The purpose of our article is to illustrate how major geopolitical powers engage,
against the dramatic backdrop of an unprecedented sanitary crisis, into strategic
storytelling as a form of symbolic management. By using Schmitt’s friend/foe
opposition, re-figured as a fundamental “we/them” dichotomy, we interrogate the
manner in which the two rival states and political regimes (not to mention two
political philosophies at odds with each other) launched a battle of narratives to
construct and legitimize a certain “reading” of the events. Underwriting symbolic
management responses, we always find narratives of self and of otherness,
which profoundly mould the cultural and political identities of the stakeholders
involved. Often obfuscated by the smoke screen of the “technocratic” governance
parlance, these discursive practices are eminently ideological and pertain less to
the real-world management of the sanitary contingencies than to the reinforcement
of collective political identities endangered by the crisis.
As discussed above, narratives are essentially complex discourses, based on
a series of cognitive assumptions (ideologies), and need therefore to be apprehended
as such. Our methodological approach will be structured by the CDA (critical
————————
26 See Harriet Moore, “Contagion from Abroad: U.S. Newspaper Framings of Immigrants and Epidemics
from 1891 to1893”, The Atlanta Review of Journalism History, vol. 8, no. 2, Fall 2009.
27 See Howard Markel and Alexandra Minna Stern, “The Foreignness of Germs: The Persistent Association of
Immigrants and Disease in American Society”, The Milbank Quarterly, vol. 80, no. 4, December 2002.
28 See Philip Kayal, Bearing Witness: Gay men’s health crisis and the politics of AIDS, Routledge, New
York, 1993.
29 See Mika Aaltola, Western spectacles of Governance and the emergence of humanitarian world
politics, Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2009.

7

THE SYMBOLIC POLITICS OF A PANDEMIC

89

discourse analysis) framework developed by Norman Fairclough30, Ruth Wodak31
and Teun A. van Djik32. The CDA approach is complex and multifaceted, but remains
an indispensable tool for the scholar trying to understand the concept of narrative in
a scientific and rigorous fashion. It offers a roadmap for analysis by breaking up and
isolating the three “dimensions” of discourse, crafting a quasi-kaleidoscopic approach:
1) at a macro level of analysis, discourse is embedded into a wider matrix of
meaning (the social context of production). The political system under which a
text/speech is produced is an example of such a macro-level variable.
2) at a meso level, discourse is the product of a process of production, during
which different social and politic actors (State, media, political parties, intellectuals)
interact and negotiate in order to achieve a desired result with a particular audience.
The choice of the communication and distribution channel or the language of the
text/speech is probably the most obvious example of such strategical meso-level
considerations. For example, an English-language editorial in a non-Anglophone
country might denote that the narrative produced is not veered towards mass
domestic consumption, but towards international audiences.
3) at a micro level, CDA will focus on the “text” or the messaging itself: on
the choice of words, on metaphors or other figures of speech, on argumentations
schemes (topoi) and on issues of intertextuality (does it reference implicitly or
explicitly other already-existent narratives?). It is also at this level that discursive
construction of objects (for example, “international community” or “people”) or
events/processes (“globalization”) occurs, thus helping to recognize underlying
ideological positioning that might be difficult to infer just from the context.

Fig. 1: Norman Fairclough’s three-dimension
framework for discourse analysis (cf. Fairclough, 2013)

————————
30 Norman Fairclough, Language and Power, Routledge, London, 2013.
31 Ruth Wodak, “The discourse-historical approach”, in Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer (ed.), Methods
of Critical Discourse Analysis, Sage Publications, London, 2001.
32 Teun A. van Djik, Ideology: a multidisciplinary approach, Sage Publications, London, 2000.
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Our empirical corpus comprises a wide array of discursive productions,
which mainly fall under three political genres (ranked in order of formality): the
press conference or briefing, the opinion article and the social media post. Other
genres, such as television interviews or promotional video clips, are also included,
provided that they are targeting the general public and are not internal or technical
administrative documents. Following Wodak and Reisigl33, we consider that it is
important to discriminate between material which is veered towards broad,
general audience (whether domestic or international) and material that is not as
widely publicized and distributed, pertaining for example to law-making, procedure,
inter-party formation or interstate relationships. The present study will focus on
the former: narratives, as a rule, are discursive productions meant to circulate
freely in order to infuse common sense and, therefore, the more a document displays
low levels of technicity and targets broader audiences, the better it serves the
purpose of efficient narrative-building. Our approach, given the relatively modest
size of our sample and in accordance with the methodological tradition of CDA34,
will be essentially qualitative-oriented. The empirical corpus surveyed is mapped in
figure 2 below.
The first part of our study will explore how the Western political culture grappled
to construct a coherent narrative on China and its governance model’s role in the
coronavirus crisis. The US response will come under particular scrutiny, as the
Trump administration and the Republican party establishment championed the
most aggressive indictment of the Chinese Communist Party’s handling of the
outbreak. In the second part, we set out to shed light on the articulation of the
Chinese counter-narrative, dissecting the symbolic management of the crisis by
the CCP at the macro, meso and micro level. We subsequently aim to historically and
ideologically situate this clash of narratives within the broader antagonism between
the Euro-American political paradigm and its “illiberal” challengers during the Cold
War and post-Cold War eras, interrogating the recurrent trope of a revived Cold
War pitting the emergent Chinese superpower against the United States.

A Western complex of inferiority?
The dichotomization of two competing models
of governance against the backdrop of the Covid-19 crisis

The word crisis derives from the Ancient Greek κρίνω (krinō), a verb meaning
“to judge”, “to decide” or “to separate”. It is a moment of judgement and choice,
and political science taught us that few human choices are completely free from
bias. It shouldn’t therefore come as a surprise if crises are in essence episodes of
heightened cultural warfare. The pervading sense of urgency that breeds demands
of unity, technical competence and rationality can only very superficially and
transiently mute the symbolic struggles for the “hearts and minds”.

————————
33 Ruth Wodak and Martin Reisigl, “The Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA)” in Ruth Wodak and
Michael Meyer (ed.), Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis, Sage Publications, London, 2009.
34 Ibid.
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In January and early February, the West was a largely passive observer to
China’s unfolding sanitary drama. The Asian country made first headlines in
early January, discretely and without fanfare. On the 10th of January, the Reuters
news agency reported the death of a 61-year-old man in the city of Wuhan in
central China, pointing as a cause of death a “mysterious” form of viral pneumonia35.
The article mentioned China’s National Health Commission’s commitment to
fully cooperate with the World Health Organization and share information “to
safeguard global health security”.
Nevertheless, Reuters also touched on the 2003 SARS outbreak cover-up by
Chinese

Fig. 2: list of empirical sources (cf. Wodak and Reisigl, 2009)

authorities, which caused several hundreds of deaths. Similarly, a Guardian piece
discussed the mismanagement of the 2003 outbreak by Chinese officials who
covered it up “for weeks”, before an alarming death toll forced the government

————————
35 “Man infected with mystery virus in China dies after outbreak”, Reuters, 11 January 2020, https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-china-health-pneumonia/man-infected-with-mysterious-virus-in-china-dies-afteroutbreak-idUSKBN1ZA00D
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to reveal the epidemic36. On the 21st of January, more than twenty days after the
alleged emergence of the disease, The Guardian reported that China’s health ministry
confirmed human-to-human transmission (after initially denying it) of the virus
against the backdrop of mounting rates of infection and fatalities37.
While the article detailed the robust health response in hospitals, airports and
railway stations, it also insisted more than previous stories on the comparison
with the SARS debacle. It reported that Wuhan residents “have been told not to
speak to media” and that police were taking action against “Internet users” on
the grounds of “spreading false information online”, tactics reminiscent of the
2003 cover-up. However, the British newspaper was keen to point out that since
2003 notable improvements had been made, citing the excellent cooperation between
Chinese authorities and international control bodies in subsequent outbreaks. It also
quoted from the state-run news agency Global Times, which admitted that the
early SARS days saw delayed reporting and cover-ups, but assured that such
things “can never be repeated again in China”. This largely positive reporting on the
Chinese response in Western media – albeit tinged with wariness pertaining to
the SARS mishandling – was further reinforced by the mammoth lockdown
imposed on the epicentre of the disease starting with the 23rd of January. CNN
contended that China’s unprecedented reaction would be literally unthinkable
elsewhere – implying in the Western liberal-democratic world38 – while Business
Insider listed the 12 most aggressive measures taken by Chinese authorities to
curb the spread of infection, arguing that despite their proven efficacy, they would
be “ likely impossible to implement” in a democratic country such as the US39.
Political commentator and China specialist Martin Jacques described China’s
response as “nothing short of brilliant” and “an example and an inspiration for all”:
In the greatest health crisis for one hundred years, China’s governance
has risen to the challenge and delivered a mortal blow to coronavirus.
In contrast, Western governance has proven to be blinded by its own
hubris, unable to learn from China until far too late, ill-equipped to
grasp the kind of radical action that is required of it. […] I cannot think
of any other example which so patently reveals the sheer competence
and capacity of Chinese governance and the inferiority and infirmity of
Western governance. In their hour of need, the latter has let their peoples
down40.

————————
36 “China pneumonia outbreak may be caused by Sars-type virus: WHO”, The Guardian, 9 January
2020, https://www.theguardian.com/science/2020/jan/09/china-pneumonia-outbreak-may-be-caused-by-sars-typevirus-who.
37 Lily Kuo, “China confirms human-to-human transmission of coronavirus”, The Guardian, 21 January
2020, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/20/coronavirus-spreads-to-beijing-as-china-confirmsnew-cases
38 James Griffith, “China’s unprecedented reaction to the Wuhan virus probably couldn’t be pulled off in
any other country”, CNN, 27 January 2020, https://edition.cnn.com/2020/01/27/asia/china-wuhan-coronavirusreaction-intl-hnk/index.html
39 “China took at least 12 strict measures to control the coronavirus. They could work for the US, but
would likely be impossible to implement”, Business Insider, 24 March 2020, https://www.businessinsider.
com/chinas-coronavirus-quarantines-other-countries-arent-ready-2020-3
40 Martin Jacques, “Chinese vs. Western governance: The case of COVID-19”, Inter Press Service, 26 March
2020, http://www.ipsnews.net/2020/03/chinese-vs-western-governance-case-covid-19/
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In a less euphoric and emphatic tone, Foreign Policy’s Stephan Walt contended
that, through the slow and haphazard response many democracies opposed to the
threat, the current crisis tarnished the aura of the Western “brand” as much as the
war on terror’s failures or the economic recession, further accelerating the shift
in power from West to East41. According to Dimitar Bechev, senior fellow in the
Atlantic Council’s Eurasia Centre, China’s “coronavirus diplomacy” is a spectacular
reversal of global roles, with expertise, know-how and even humanitarian aid
flowing, maybe for the first time in history, from the South toward the North and
from the East towards the West42.
In the meanwhile, in grief-stricken Italy, videos of local officials’ desperate and
sometimes exasperated pleas to recalcitrant quarantine dodgers were going viral
on social media43. These tragicomic montages heightened the sense that democracy
had produced a society fundamentally and structurally unfit for surviving duress.
Popular influencers and vloggers chimed in, venting their frustration at the uncivil
recklessness and individualism of the spoiled, selfish, immature “democratic citizen”:
I tell myself that is something even more serious [...] were to happen
tomorrow, we couldn’t count on each other. [...] You know what, in this, I
have to say I respect China. [...] I’ve been to China, in one of the biggest cities
in the world, and it’s so clean you could eat off the ground, and the people
are impeccably polite. There is no crime – at all. [...] The consequence of the
Chinese dictatorship is that people follow the rules. While I am not a fan of
dictatorships, I find that the end result – a certain amount of discipline – is
quite frankly not bad at all. Really. There, they did contain the epidemic44.
For a time, the dominant framework seemed to be dominated by the dichotomy
between the Chinese authoritarian model and the Western liberal model of
governance. A certain surreptitious narrative of “Chinese exceptionalism” was
quietly undercutting much of the analysis and reporting on the Covid-19
lockdown, even if similar – albeit slightly more lenient – measures were taken
all around the world. High-capacity authoritarian centralization undoubtedly
allowed unprecedented levels of constraint to be enforced swiftly and efficiently,
with minimal opposition. The state’s hyper-technologized surveillance apparatus
appeared to be the perfect tool for the greatest infectious-disease containment
enterprises the world had ever seen. Such discourse tapped into tropes already
embedded into the Western common sense, such as stereotypical depictions of
Chinese culture as being disciplined, resilient and orderly. Notions such as cleanliness
(“it’s so clean you could eat off the ground”), politeness (“the people are impeccably
polite”) or delinquency (“there is no crime – at all”) are not explicitly political,
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/23/this-is-not-a-film-italian-mayors-rage-coronaviruslockdown-dodgers
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however they became enmeshed into the fabric of the political narrative of
Chinese superiority. Against the anarchic, cheek-kissing and vociferous French
(who staged protests on the first day of lockdown, as reported by Reuters45),
Spanish or Italian, China’s “model citizen” mythology was thus recruited for the
redrawing of the axiologically-charged cartography of good citizenship that
effectively inverts the hierarchy between democracy and authoritarianism.

China’s Chernobyl? The Covid-19 pandemic
as a liberal cautionary tale

China seemed to have retained a certain degree of control over the narrative of
the pandemic, despite the soaring number of infections, rumours about “doctored”
numbers and the inevitable economic recession that loomed large. But increasingly,
the largely benevolent reporting of the Western media turned to scepticism and
wariness. Authoritarianism may have allowed increased police presence, rapid
mobilization and widespread mass surveillance, but was found sorely wanting in
other areas.
China had its own “ghost of pandemics past” casting long shadows over its
seemingly buoyant polity model: the 2003 SARS debacle, when weeks or even
months passed until authorities alerted the WHO and the international community.
Indeed, early Western reporting consistently mentioned Chinese mishandling of
this earlier, deadlier coronavirus (the case-fatality rate hovered around 10 percent in
the case of SARS). The SARS outbreak long stood as a counter-narrative to the
Chinese Communist Party’s performance-based frame of legitimacy. Despite the
fact that the epidemic (and the deaths and suffering it caused) was very real, SARS
has also exhibited a socially and politically constructed dimension, activating
polarized and competing notions of common good, morality and justice46.
In a collective volume dedicated to learning the political lessons of SARS,
Yanzhong Huang explores the errors of the official strategy and concludes that
the pattern of behaviour exhibited was “shaped by the institutional dynamics of
the country’s political system”:
A deeply ingrained authoritarian impulse to maintain secrecy, in conjunction
with a performance-based legitimacy and an obsession with development
and stability during political succession, contributed to China’s initial
failure to publicize the outbreak. Meanwhile, an upwardly directed system
of accountability, a fragmented bureaucracy, and an oligarchic political
structure hampered any effective government response to the outbreak47.
The Congressional-Executive Commission on China (CECC), an independent
agency of the U.S. government which monitors human rights and rule of law in
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46 See Juan Powers and Xiaosui Xiao (ed.), The Social Construction of SARS: Studies of a Health
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Knobler (ed.), Learning from SARS. Preparing for the Next Disease Outbreak, National Academies Press,
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the People’s Republic of China, released in the wake of the 2003 outbreak a
scathing document on the handling of the infection, stating that the initial denial
and slow response were characteristics of a “a political environment” which
impedes the free flow of information, individual initiatives and independent
reporting48. The CECC expressed further dissatisfaction with the limited mea
culpa of the Chinese government:
These reforms were not intended to relax the government’s control over the
media or the free flow of information to the general public. Rather, the goal
was to increase the flow of information to central authorities in Beijing,
control how the press reported on the matter, and prevent private citizens from
publishing opinions regarding the government’s handling of the crisis49.
By “unfreezing” the 2003 SARS narrative in the context of Covid-19, Western
reporting was already contesting Chinese official accounts and had engaged in
the construction of an alternative interpretative frame. In an opinion article from
early February, Guardian journalist Verna Yu asserted that “unfortunately, China
does not appear to have learned any lessons from the SARS epidemic”, before
arguing that Chinese citizens are even more deprived of rights50. The Honk
Kong-based writer explicitly links the authorities’ failure to contain the virus in
the early stages with the tight lid put on freedom of speech:
Unless Chinese citizens’ freedom of speech and other basic rights are
respected, such crises will only happen again. With a more globalized
world, the magnitude may become even greater – the death toll from the
coronavirus outbreak is already comparable to the total SARS death toll.
Human rights in China may appear to have little to do with the rest of
the world but as we have seen in this crisis, disaster could occur when
China thwarts the freedoms of its citizens. Surely it is time the international
community takes this issue more seriously51.
In a piece suggestively titled “The Coronavirus Is a Disease of Chinese
Autocracy”, Project Syndicate deplored that fresh Covid-19 cover-ups only
rehash an old history of institutional secrecy and opacity, again pointing out to
the 2003 crisis: “It should be no surprise that history is repeating itself in China.
[…] China seems not to have learned its lesson”52. By conjuring all the three
time planes – the past (“The SARS epidemic of 2002-03 could have been contained
much sooner had Chinese officials […] not deliberately concealed information
from the public”), the present (“Yet China seems not to have learned its lesson”)
and the future (“But perhaps the most tragic part of this story is that there is little
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reason to hope that next time will be different”) – it is the structural, systemic
nature of the problem that is emphasized; the SARS “malfunction” ceases to be
portrayed as a deplorable accident, a governance glitch, but as a moral sin
embedded into the very fabric of the one-party state:
To maintain its authority, the Communist Party of China must keep the
public convinced that everything is going according to plan. That means
carrying out systemic cover-ups of scandals and deficiencies that may
reflect poorly upon the CPC’s leadership, instead of doing what is necessary
to respond. […] The survival of the one-party state depends on secrecy,
media suppression, and constraints on civil liberties53.
In 2003, in Yanzhong Huang’s eyes (see above), the cover-up could still be
viewed as an issue of poor governance, caused by lack of communication between
local and central authorities, that could be tackled with ambitious administrative
reforms. But as the new Covid-19 crisis unfolded, the discourse on SARS was
sent on a pivot from the “technical” towards the political. Freedom of expression
and democratic accountability, rather than faulty bureaucratic procedures, took
central stage, aggregating a new interpretative frame that challenged the very
core of the Chinese model of governance.
The biggest dent in the CCP’s narrative was the death of Li Wienlang, a
33-year-old medical professional under investigation for “spreading false rumours”.
Li Wienlang tried to sound the alarm in December over an unidentified SARS-like
virus causing severe respiratory problems, group-messaging colleagues on the
popular messaging service WeChat, but his calls not only went unheeded but
also earned him a reprimand by authorities. The doctor eventually succumbed to
the novel coronavirus in early February, after going public with details of how
he had been silenced in the name of stability54. His story provoked an outpour of
anger domestically, and was largely echoed in Western media, further reinforcing the
sense that a submerged continent of dissent is rising from the depths. In the wake of
Li’s passing, the French newspaper Le Monde chronicled the systematic censorship
exerted by the Chinese authorities and the crackdown on emergent citizen
journalism55. In the Western imaginary, the heroic figure of the independent citizen
journalist – complementary to that of the whistle-blower embodied by doctor Li
Wienlang – gains traction as a structuring element of the counter-hegemonic
narrative. Likewise, other major authoritative newspapers, such as The New York
Times56, The Washington Post57, Reporters sans Frontières58 or The Guardian59
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focused on the fresh faces of this new brand of street journalism springing up on the
frontlines of the battle against the virus. We can identify the romantic topos of the
lone truth-teller, a model figure of righteous dissent embarking on a purifying crusade
against power. Textual devices such as the use of the world “machine” or “apparatus”
(in expressions such as “propaganda machine60” or “Chinese State apparatus61”)
further reinforce this heroic narrative, by framing Beijing authorities as a faceless,
inhumane juggernaut. There are also figures of repression and state violence
reminiscent of the Cold War anti-totalitarian literature, such as the “two large guys”
in “plain cloth”, captured on video, entering a young reporter’s apartment just before
he goes missing62.
In mid-April, more than one hundred China experts and senior political figures,
hailing largely from North America, Europe and Oceania, penned an open letter
denouncing the Covid-19 crisis as “China’s Chernobyl moment63”. Published in
English and Chinese on the website of Canada’s Macdonald-Laurier Institute, an
Ottawa-based public policy think tank, the document argues the pandemic has
its roots in the cover-up orchestrated by the CCP, before detailing the repression that
befell the country’s dissident voices. But most important is the manner the current
unfolding crisis is framed as the catalyst of a deeper malaise, that goes far beyond a
simple governance “technical” failure, and targets the nature of the political regime
itself: it mentions the collectivization of farming in the 1950s, the Cultural Revolution,
the Great Famine, the One-Child Policy, the Tiananmen massacre as well as the
persecution of the Falun Gong spiritual movement. By building a sense of
historical continuity between the Covid-19 debate, the SARS outbreak and the
charged history of the horrors of Chinese communism, the letter fits the current
sanitary crisis into a wider interpretive scheme of anti-totalitarianism64. “China’s
Chernobyl moment”, “Xi’s Chernobyl65”, “the Chernobyl of Totalitarian China66” or
“CCP’s Chernobyl67”: the Chernobyl metaphor – a compelling and powerful
symbolic shortcut for the “selfishness of tyrants” – aims to reinforce the moral and
political identification between the USSR and contemporary China, by tapping into
a familiar imaginary of evil entrenched into the Western cultural psyche. It is
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interesting to mention here that the Chernobyl disaster was also evoked (albeit
only fleetingly) in the context of the SARS outbreak68, which proves the junction
of the anti-totalitarian and anti-CCP narratives already has a certain intellectual
history behind it.
Even more tellingly, the Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation published
an ample “Coronavirus Cover-up Timeline” in which it explicitly framed victims
of the novel coronavirus as victims of communism’s atrocities:
Communist regimes have been responsible for the death of more than
100 million worldwide, according to global experts. The final human toll
of the current pandemic cannot yet be determined, but those who have
perished and will perish from the novel coronavirus must be included in
that count – victims of the Chinese Communist Party and its wilful disregard
for both human life and its own international legal obligations69.
The West eventually pieced together a coherent narrative response to China’s
“sanctioned” framing of the pandemic, revealing the cracks in the formidable
disease-fighting machine the Chinese Communist Party was peddling to the outside
world. Successfully recruiting in the process earlier, pre-existing “narratives”
such as SARS and Chernobyl, it constructed a form of moral continuity between
the historical failures of political illiberalism and their cost for all of humanity.
At the heart of this liberal cautionary tale were the values of transparency, freedom
of expression and democratic accountability – or the lack thereof. Thus, the narrative
practices evolved from initial denouncement of simple governance missteps to a
much more axiologically-laden indictment of a political philosophy based on
institutionalized secrecy and blind repression of any form of divergent speech.

Donald Trump and the USA:
a geostrategic voice joins the chorus

We have hitherto focused on a body of discourse arising from civil society,
mainly human rights organizations, journalists, academia or policy experts. It is
important to highlight the fact that this narrative was not echoed initially by the
Chanceries of the world, which exhibited extraordinary caution when dealing
with China. China successfully took on the role of a global goodwill ambassador,
and, leveraging its dwindling rate of infections (the bulk of which conspicuously
shifted from China to Europe and America), engaged into its own brand of
“mask diplomacy” offering stringently-needed supplies, personnel and expertise
to embattled partners around the world70. China’s projection of global might,
which makes the coronavirus pandemic the first global crisis in which the
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emerging Asian superpower takes effective leadership71, is far beyond the scope
of this article. But its most immediate consequence on the discursive practices
of most virus-stricken states has been that of muting overt criticism of China.
There is however, one major geopolitical actor whose vocal stance on the matter
garnered international attention: the United States, led by populist maverick
Donald Trump. The next part of our study will henceforth address specifically
the Trump administration and the Republican Party’s narrative practices; as a
political and geostrategic entrepreneur with specific aims both domestically and
on the international stage, the US administration couldn’t just be a passive actor
and was bound to position itself in relation to the anti-CCP narrative.
Trump’s initial response seems to have been guided by bland diplomatic
courtesy. On the 24th of January, one day after Beijing imposed a dramatic lockdown
on Wuhan and the Hubei province, Donald Trump tweeted his admiration for the
Chinese “efforts and transparency” and personally addressed thanks, “on behalf
of the American People”, to “President XI”72. A few days later, he reasserted the
US-China partnership by signalling the two powers were “working closely” and
lauded China for “building hospitals in a matter of days only”, a sign that “great
discipline is taking place in China”73. One thing that is striking in Trump’s early praise
is the strong emphasis on the verticality and the personalization of China’s leadership:
Just had a long and very good conversation by phone with President Xi
of China. He is strong, sharp and powerfully focused on leading the
counterattack on the Coronavirus. […] Great discipline is taking place
in China, as President Xi strongly leads what will be a very successful
operation74.
In a press briefing on the 18th of February, questioned about the reliability of
Chinese data, the president of the United States reiterated praise for Xi Jinping,
further giving textual cues reinforcing top-down authority, such as the “he wants
to get it done” or “he’s doing it”:
Look, I know this: President Xi loves the people of China, he loves his
country, and he’s doing a very good job with a very, very tough situation.
[…] I really believe he wants to get that done, and he wants to get it
done fast. Yes, I think he’s doing it very professionally75.
The shift in tone happened quite swiftly in early March, as the number of
infections on US soil started to mount rapidly. It was not Donald Trump, but the
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Secretary of State Mike Pompeo who fired the first salvo in a television interview
for CNBC, on the 6th of March. Asked whether the liberal political ethos of the United
States would allow the draconian restrictions on movement China successfully
enacted, Pompeo reacted rather brusquely:
I’m confident we can handle it here, better than any nation in the world.
I’m happy you complimented the Chinese Communist Party [reporter
tries to protest] but remember it is the Wuhan coronavirus that’s caused
this and the information that we got at the front end of this thing wasn’t
perfect and has led us now to a place where much of the challenge we
face today has put us behind the curve…that’s not the way infectious
disease doctors tell me it should work. It’s not the way America works,
with the transparency and openness in the sharing of the information
that needs to take place76.
Pompeo’s rhetoric was relatively prudent, however one could pick up discursive
clues hinting at a form of strategic narrative-building: most notably, he insistently
refers to Beijing as the “Chinese Communist Party” or the “Communist Party” (thus
conjuring, by the repeated use of such an ideologically-laden label, a Cold War
imagery deeply rooted into American political culture) rather than more neutral
alternatives. In contrast, in his congratulatory remarks on Xi Jinping’s leadership,
Donald Trump has not used the phrase once. Pompeo also proceeded to dichotomize
China and America, by explicitly placing values of “transparency and openness”
at the heart of the American response to the epidemiological threat. However, it is
not such sophisticated elements of narrative-building that were the most conspicuous:
a rather innocuous phrase – the “Wuhan coronavirus” – will eventually come to
epitomize the Sino-American representational feud. Donald Trump had recourse
to a similar formula, even further ethnicizing it, in a tweet on the 17th of March:
he reasserted the US’s full support to the industries hit the hardest by the
“Chinese virus77”. The next day, he defended the use of the term, not in reference
to an overtly political interpretative scheme but by conjuring his straight-talking,
no-bullshit, anti-PC persona upon which he built his populist élan: “It’s not racist
at all. It comes from China. That’s why”78.
However, in a close-up photo of Trump’s briefing notes, published the next
day, it was revealed the President had crossed out the original “Corona Virus”
from the document and replaced it with “Chinese Virus”79; although arguably a
minor detail, it exhibited such a wilfulness and even a stubbornness in the use of
this term that it instantly put a political spin on this choice of words. The political
and ideological gravitas thus lent to the “ethnicized” denomination of the virus
quickly fuelled the shift towards a new framing of the crisis, increasingly hostile
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towards Beijing. In an extremely sternly-worded statement on the pro-Trump
television channel Fox News, Arkansas Republican senator Tom Cotton suggested
the virus might have leaked from a Wuhan laboratory and demanded “Xi Jinping
and his Communist apparatchiks must be made to pay the price” of the devastation
caused by the pandemic80. In a separate intervention on Fox News, Senator Ted
Cruz (Texas) labelled China “the most significant geopolitical threat” the West
faced and indicated the US “always viewed it as a human rights offense when
[China] censors and silences free speech81”.
Marco Rubio (Republican Florida senator) tweeted on the 15th of April that
the crisis only highlighted how “everything, even public health, is subservient to
the party” in communist China, urging the West to hold Beijing accountable once
the virus will be defeated82. Trump himself questioned China’s official death tally
(which, by mid-April, appeared mild compared to the tens of thousands of deaths
deplored in the US): “We don’t have the most in the world deaths. The most in
the world has to be China. It’s a massive country. It’s gone through a tremendous
problem with this, a tremendous problem…they must have the most83” The
president also credited the theory that the virus is actually man-made (“It seems
to make sense”), announcing further investigations into the disease’s origin84.
The US decision to defund the World Health Organization in mid-April,
which came under intense fire from prominent liberal voices, fits into this antiChina interpretative scheme as much as it is congruent with Trump’s longstanding wariness of multilateral international cooperation85. In the daily Coronavirus
Task Force Press Briefing, Donald Trump accused the WHO to be very “Chinacentric” and lamented an entrenched bias towards China:
We fund it, and they seem to be […] very China-centric, that’s a nice way
of saying it, they seem to err always on the side of China […]. They called
it wrong and if you look back over the years, even, they are very much…
everything seems to be very biased towards China. That’s not right86.
A few days later, the US officially halted funding and launched an investigation
into the handling of the early stages of the epidemic by the international body87.
In the motivation of his move, the US president claimed that WHO officials
“covered up” the information needed for a prompt initial reaction88, implying,
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through the repeated use of this verb, a wilful, malicious intent; the same term –
“cover-up” used both as a verb and a substantive – had been a staple of his language
on China. Trump thus discursively manufactured a parallelism between the WHO
and the CCP. He later fanned flames again by hinting at a possible deliberate
action of the international body (“That was a horrible, tragic mistake. Or perhaps
they knew”89.), mimicking how he had also toyed with the idea the Coronavirus
had been deliberately unleashed by Beijing (while still posing as a champion of
goodwill, wanting to believe in the earnestness of partners); the samples of
speech, as shown, highlight this rhetoric: 1. On the WHO (14th of March): That
was a horrible, tragic mistake. Or perhaps they knew. I’m sure they didn’t know
the gravity of it. But perhaps they knew. Because if they knew the gravity, that
would be an even worse offense90; 2. On China (19th of March): If they are
knowingly responsible, yeah, I mean, then there should be consequences. […]
The question was asked: Would you be angry at China? Well, the answer might
very well be a very resounding yes, but it depends: was it a mistake that got out
of control, or was it done deliberately? There’s a big difference between those two91.
Although the decision concerning the World Health Organization was highly
controversial, on the Republican side of the aisle many senior political figures
supported the narrative that the WHO was, at best, a useful idiot helping “Communist
China” cover up the Covid-19 pandemic. On Tweeter, House Representative Guy
Reschenthaler decried that American taxpayers’ money were indirectly used to
propagate the “CCP’s lies92”. Likewise, House Representative Fred Keller labelled
the Geneva-based organization as China’s “silent partner”93.
It is unclear whether the narrative on China built by Donald Trump and his
administration is for domestic or external consumption. There are strong leads
suggesting the former: in a tweet, Trump argued that “China wants Sleepy Joe
[Joe Biden, Democrat nominee for the November presidential elections] sooo
badly”, repeatedly calling his Democratic opponent a “dream candidate” for
Beijing94. The president’s tweets echo the “America First Action” Super PAC’s
series of ads titled “#Beijing Biden95” in which the Democrat was lambasted for
his allegedly weak stances on China. It is indeed possible that anti-CCP schema
might largely be the us-versus-them binary aimed at re-mobilizing support from
the ingroup under duress, but we believe the narrative has multiple layers. At least
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partially, the aim is to re-establish American pre-eminence on the international
stage, at the height of a crisis that many observers hail as the first major upheaval
of a post-American world96. For practically all the 20th century, Washington was
one of the world’s most formidable narrative-building machines, globally
projecting not only its military force but also its symbolic reach (what has come to
be known in the international relationship lingo as “soft power”). Could Trump’s
strategic framing of China as an arch-nemesis be an attempt at discursively
recreating and re-organizing the master narrative of a bipolar world in which
America is stringently, urgently needed to restore order? But in order to understand
the wider geopolitical dynamics at play, we must also cast our attention to the
Chinese side of this story.

The People’s War:
rebuilding domestic and international legitimacy
through a good governance “spectacle”

Identified as the epicentre of the novel Coronavirus, China was thrusted into
a crisis whose real global proportions were almost unthinkable in early January,
and, one could argue, even throughout February. China had faced large-scale
sanitary scares in the past, successfully (the 2013 bird flu) or not so much (the
2003 SARS outbreak), but few of these prior crises were truly global in their
scope. When an event has been framed as a crisis, questions of accountability
and responsibility inevitably arise – thus placing processes of legitimation, delegitimation and re-legitimation at the heart of symbolic management efforts. In
terms of symbolic action, crises entail thus both serious risks and a very real
opportunity space, as Paul ‘t Hart pertinently highlighted in his authoritative
study97. China’s response to the threat posed by the novel Coronavirus pathogen
is an edifying and fascinating case study in crisis management, potently
highlighting ‘t Hart’s intuition.
Faced with the challenge posed by the Western de-legitimation narrative, the
Chinese state had to manufacture at record speed an efficient re-legitimation
counter-narrative, operational both domestically and externally. As a methodology
caveat, we mention that our study will only review an English-based corpus of
textual sources, aimed manifestly at an international audience.
The international response of Chinese authorities became salient in the wake
of a series of attacks led by the US administration (and, accessorily, figures of
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the Bolsonaro administration98), but it followed serpentine, manifold lines of
argument, rather than a unique pattern. One such strategy has been to mirror the
concerns of Western liberal public opinion that Trump’s incendiary, race-laden
language will fuel discrimination and revive ethnic tensions. In an opinion
article published in mid-March by the State-run press agency Xinhua Net, the
editors echoed fears that the pandemic might be causing a recrudescence of
racism: “The virus does not have a nationality. […] Using racist and xenophobic
names to cast blame for the outbreak on other countries can only reveal politicians’
irresponsibility and incompetence which will intensify virus fears”99.
China Internet Information Centre, another official web news portal, titled
“Trump’s Chinese virus is a racist attack” and inventoried instances of racial
discrimination against Asians and Asian-Americans, ending on a plea to focus
on combating the disease united instead of “scapegoating other people”100.
Global Times, China’s English-language national newspaper (also state-owned),
argued that Trump’ “racist claims” particularly endanger Asian-Americans, a
group with a long-standing history of racial discrimination on US soil, and may
even disseminate such racial bias globally. The Chinese publication deplored
that Trump was instrumentalizing racism and prejudice for electoral purposes, at
a time when soaring unemployment rates were likely to further heighten intercommunity tensions. The article warns that the pathogen will not be stopped by
“walls or national borders” and will require strong international cooperation, before
ending on a call to constructive action and compassion:
The racism hyped by Trump may spread to other countries. Chinese people
and people from other Asian countries may face a very difficult time.
Trump is responsible for it, but it seems he does not care whether Asian
people would be discriminated and hated because of his words. It would
be unfortunate if this public health crisis turns into racial hatred. As the
COVID-19 spreads further, people should not attack each other. Trump
should stop his blame game and focus on epidemic prevention, because
finding scapegoats cannot cover up the fact that he has not responded
properly to the epidemic101.
In a different editorial, Global Times also contended that US politics had
been, since Trump’s election, “kidnapped by far-right ideology, conservatism
and nationalism” and highlighted internal issues such as racism, the deepening
of inequalities (particularly the unequal access to healthcare) and gun laws102. It
also, in a comparable piece, expressed concerns at the rising nativist tropism in
Western societies: “Some Western political parties intentionally promote such an
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attitude to win support from dominant ethnic majority people. They are generally
defined as far-right political parties. We wish the GOP [Grand Old Party, the
historical byname of the Republican Party] won’t degrade into one”103. These
are caveats that will ring familiar bells to readers of the Western liberal press.
This framing of Trump’s “Chinese virus” rhetoric (and more broadly of the
Trump’s administration political choices) highlights a very interesting narrativebuilding mechanism, which has often been developed in media study literature104:
political and cultural entrepreneurs are prone to strategically try to build their
legitimation strategy on already-existing consensus, thus greatly facilitating the
acceptance of a particular frame. China’s re-legitimization campaign capitalizes
on the widespread Western consensus over the imperative to stamp racism and
prejudice, and frequently resorts to the political grammar of anti-racism to antagonize
the Unites States and Donald Trump’s controversial persona. Connecting the
narrative with the liberal, humanist imaginary that is already permeating the
target audience ensures there is, at the very minimum, no clash of axiological
frames, which is a sine qua non condition for effective narrative-building. This
strategy also seems to underpin another type of discursive practice which became the
jutting prow of Beijing’s symbolic management of the current crisis: the clamorous
allegiance to the concept of global good governance. Chinese authorities repeatedly
emphasized the need for unity, transitional cooperation and coordinated action,
championing the WHO105 and the UN106 and posing as a global goodwill ambassador.
An opinion article (unauthored, as is the custom on Xinhua) published on Xinhua
Net professes that “in face of the COVID-19 pandemic, all countries should not
only take effective prevention measures at a national level, but also enhance
transnational cooperation” and pleaded for “unity, mutual assistance and joint
efforts107”. In a now-familiar pattern, the piece delivers a scathing indictment of
Washington’s “blame game”, which does nothing but “disrupt international
coordination and exchanges and break the united front to win the war on the
disease”, before urging the international community to come together and
overcome these “frivolous political theatrics”:
At this critical moment, smearing others or finger-pointing contributes
nothing to containing the epidemic nor uniting people across the world,
but will only lead to a fearful waste of time and a narrowed window of
opportunity. […] Viruses know no borders. Only unity, mutual assistance
and joint efforts can win the fight against this pandemic108.
Another core value extolled by the Chinese narrative is solidarity, and
particularly international/transitional solidarity. The Global Times warned that
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“Covid-19 fight must not be limited by egoism”109, while China Daily titled
“Solidarity is the only weapon to defeat virus”110:
The Chinese people will not forget the international community’s support
and assistance at its most difficult time. […] China is a grateful nation.
Now we are actively participating in the international cooperative effort
fighting the outbreak and providing aid to other countries in need to the
best of our ability. The virus respects no borders and doesn’t care about
national or racial differences. The weapon we need is solidarity. China will
keep doing its best to help the international community fight the epidemic.
We hope all parties take a fair and objective view on China’s efforts and
goodwill, and join hands to defeat the pandemic as early as possible111.
Xinhua Net also put forward in its editorials the need for global solidarity,
epitomized by the Popular Republic of China’s response:
As the peak of the epidemic in China has recently passed, China has been
readily helping other countries. The Chinese government has announced
assistance such as testing reagents, masks and protective gowns to 82
countries, the World Health Organization and the African Union. Many
batches of these supplies have been delivered to the recipients. Besides,
China has shared valuable treatment experience with the rest of the world,
held video conferences with health experts from other countries and
international organizations and sent medical teams to Iran, Iraq, Italy and
Serbia. Local governments in China and Chinese enterprises and civil
organizations are also making donations to the affected countries. What
China has done has been translated into a popular slogan that reads: “Our
partnership, stronger than metal and stone, defies geographical distance”112.
Conversely, the US is chastised for its weak international commitment: “U.S.
officials have said that they are going to offer 100 million U.S. dollars to assist
China and other countries affected by the coronavirus. But China has not received
any funds or supplies donated in the name of the U.S. government so far”113.
The country is framed as a failing global leader wilfully abdicating its ethical
responsibilities (“As a major power, the United States should have been at the
frontline of helping other countries fight the epidemic”114.) and endangering
international efforts to curb the spread of the disease. Chinese media readily
cites occurrences when the United States literally hijacked urgently-needed
medical supplies destined for European allies, deploring that the “world’s sole
superpower” chose nationalist egotism over cooperation, even towards its closest
international partners115. As such, the US is summoned to shed its “old-fashioned
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Cold War mentality and zero-sum game mindset”116 and embrace the new solidarity
and cooperation-driven framework demanded by the sanitary situation. However,
the conclusion seems forgone and irrevocable:
Washington’s attempts to shift the blame onto other countries and
international organizations are doomed to fail. […] The US has no ability to
reconstruct an international system. What it is doing now is pure destruction.
The acts of the US are throwing the world into chaos and crippling the
global system.
Another key tenet of China’s re-legitimation narrative is the defence of the
WHO, defunded by the US administration in mid-April, a decision hailed as
a “bloody plan” and “immoral”117, and motivated by hate-mongering political
agendas:
Washington has adopted an aggressive approach toward multilateral
institutions, perceiving them as obstacles to US national interests. The
US’ so-called grievance against the WHO is a carefully orchestrated
political blame game which combines a unilateral, reckless US foreign
policy with the populist baiting of voters118.
Developing a similar line of argument, China also posed as a champion of
multilateralism and globalization under duress. While the West is portrayed as
the likely post-pandemic bastion of a nationalist and anti-globalization backlash,
China reiterates its commitment to the economic values of liberalism, resorting
to the language of Schmittian political economy (the necessity to leverage
competitive advantage and allow economical units to function complementarily
to reduce costs) and adumbrating a gravitational shift towards the East as a
consequence of the liberal West “getting lost politically”119.
Keywords endowed with a positive axiological load, such as transnational
cooperation, unity, mutual assistance, joint effort, as well as concepts belonging
to a more “technical” vocabulary of governance (e.g., window of opportunity),
serve to draw the contours of the “Chinese way”120, in stark contrast to the
behaviour of the Unites States. By constantly framing the crisis response in pairs
of opposing schemas, with binaries of axiological “positive-negative” charges
(racism and xenophobia, scapegoating, smearing others, finger pointing, blame
game, political theatrics, unilateral, reckless foreign policy versus transnational
cooperation, unity, mutual assistance, joint effort), China’s counter-narrative
builds on the same dichotomizing pattern as its American counterpart.
As we have previously mentioned, the overriding narrative schema operates
within some broadly-defined categories that are considered “Western-friendly”,
or susceptible to fit the ethical frame of a Western liberal audience. Good governance,
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multilateralism, anti-racism and its associated humanist imaginary are all embedded
into the Western philosophical paradigm, traditionally championed by the USA.
Flipping the script on the post-Cold War superpower, China’s narrative speculates
upon Donald Trump’s weakened democratic credentials to construct itself as the
new guardian angel of the liberal weltanschauung (at least in its technocraticfunctionalist understanding, void of the political values attached to classical
liberalism).
Compared to the Marxist lingo that permeated the Cold War rhetoric, the
Chinese Communist Party’s narrative practices were remodelled to almost fully
purge the overtly ideological dimension in its communication. Indeed, the discourse
seems to be more at ease manipulating the global governance parlance or even
Schmittian-cum-Keynesian political economy than classical Marxists-Leninist
categories of imperialism, colonialism or class oppression. Likewise, we have
not been able to identify in our textual corpus a single reference to authors or
texts belonging to the communist canon. Repeatedly, Chinese official media
touts the non-ideological nature of China’s global effort, and its exclusive focus
on furthering prosperity, efficacy and best governance practices:
Some people distorted China’s goodwill and labelled China’s international
cooperation fighting the outbreak as “model exporting”. China’s national
system has indeed shown its strength. However, as President Xi Jinping has
always emphasized, China does not import foreign models, nor does
China export its own model. We have no interests in making comparisons.
[…] The only things China exports are its practices and experience
fighting the outbreak. Our intention is to help other countries defeat the
pandemic and save lives. Nothing more121.
The Covid-19 crisis and the communicational strategy of the CCP sharply
illustrate the conversion of China’s foreign policy from ideological to pragmatic in
the last decades122. “Politicizing” the virus and imposing an ideological superstructure
onto a public health emergency is an accusation levelled against the Trump
administration and the US. In an editorial published in early May, Xinhua Net
even deemed the “political virus” spread by US rhetoric “more dangerous than
the coronavirus”123. “Politics” and “political” emerge almost as dirty words, such as
when lawsuits against China (for allegedly concealing and aggravating the pandemic)
are lambasted as a “political move”124 or the US is urged to quit “political games”125.
The main tenet of the counter-narrative China manufactured over the last
three months was not the ideological or moral superiority of the communist
model, but efficiency. In early April, Xinhua launched a video series chronicling
the “People’s War” against the virus, crystalizing vividly the new template of
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legitimacy built by the Beijing regime. Images of ultra-modern hospitals springing
from the ground in days, factories working at maximum capacity to produce
equipment and orderly squads of medics, military personnel and volunteers are
all coalescing into a new political grammar. The legitimacy of the Chinese
Communist Party is not its ideological purity, but its success in turning the
country into a gigantic Fordist virus-fighting machine and shining as an international
trustworthy partner126. “Insta-hospitals” such as Huoshenshan and Leishenshan
hospitals in Wuhan became the centrepieces of this projection of state potency:
constant coverage, live feeds and dramatic, drone-shot time-lapses to upbeat music
documented this mammoth endeavour, completed in a record 2 weeks, under the
slogan “Mission impossible made possible” and the hashtag #HowChinaCan127.
Nevertheless, the verticality of the Chinese model is never denied or invisibilized:
multiple discursive devices hint at its top-down structure: “under the command of
president Xi Jinping”, “under the command of central leadership”, “mobilizing the
people and the resources” “[this is because of] the government’s leadership”128.
This resolutely post-ideological schema explains the almost complete lack of
direct attacks on the liberal democratic system per se: “We have no interests in
making comparisons”. The US concentrated the bulk of the offensive. If Global
Times did publish an editorial titled suggestively “What is an alternative for a
dying US democracy?”, it mainly follows the line of argument of liberal economist
Paul Krugman (who penned an article titled “American Democracy May Be Dying”
in the New York Times129, which the Chinese publication quotes extensively) in its
indictment of the political polarization, corruption and growing social inequalities of
American society. The Trump administration is criticised, in an unexpected
alliteration of classical liberal talking points, for the weakening of the historical
checks-and-balances equilibrium, but also for its attacks on the media. What the
state-run newspaper suggests is, essentially, an approach that could be termed
social-democratic:
To make the US more governable, whether by Trump or Biden in the next
four years beginning in 2021, another New Deal will be necessary.
Furthermore, mixing capitalism with socialism institutionally as
Northern Europe does and as Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren
suggested, seems to be a better alternative130.
Other democracies are, conversely, praised: Emmanuel Macron, for example,
“deserves praise in virus fight” according to a Global Times editorial131, while
the relationship with the EU is often celebrated, and China’s commitment to
multilateralism reappraised:
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Unilateral US interests have clashed with the multilateral interests of
the Western camp. The contradictions between unilateralism and
multilateralism hidden in the alliance system are becoming sharper and
irreconcilable. This cannot be solved by establishing a common enemy.
The interests of Europe converge with many developing countries
including China. The European continent needs cooperation with these
countries. […] China-EU cooperation is even more important especially
when a major world power abandons international cooperation and
pursues unilateralism132.
In discursively constructing the enemy, Chinese communication targeted
squarely the US, and there seem to be efforts to uncouple the United States from
the European bloc. While the geographical concept of West remains in use (as
prove by such titles as “West obsessed with political stunt over Xinjiang”133,
“China rectifies death toll based on facts, unaffected by Western noise”134, “West
needs to focus to win anti-virus fight”135), Beijing narrative practices clearly frame
the United States as the arch-nemesis and readily display indulgence towards
Europe, which is seen as a valuable partner and an “ally”. The surveyed corpus
has not revealed, therefore, binary framings of the West and the East or explicit
systemic hostility towards the liberal democratic governance model, but targeted
barbs against the US and the Trump administration. We must however issue a
caveat, as our English-based corpus is veered towards international, and not
domestic, consumption. A different study encompassing as a variable the target
audience (external or internal) might provide a more well-rounded approach to
the narrative practices of the Chinese regime, but this is a whole different
intellectual endeavour.

Conclusion

Murray Edelman famously categorized the challenges faced by governments as
either problems or crises136. Problems, argued the American political psychologist,
are generally defined by a “rhetoric deflation” or, to phrase it more bluntly, by the
proverbial sweeping under the rug. Conversely, crises, as threats which legitimize
and expand authority, lend themselves to rhetoric inflation and become privileged
sites where clashes of narrative materialize. From this perspective, Paul ‘t Hart
defines crises as moments of perceived breakdown, or at least weakening, of
familiar frameworks legitimizing the pre-existing order137. Narratives, at heart,
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aim to restore the shattered symbolic equilibrium and provide a comprehensive,
comforting interpretative key for the ingroup.
The Covid-19 pandemic sweeping the world offers an enlightening insight
into the dynamics of narrative practices in crisis management. China’s perceived
role in the unfolding of the crisis provides a valuable vantage point, as it
aggregates and antagonizes competing narratives, each one struggling to make a
political meaning emerge.
The West framed the outbreak as a liberal cautionary tale emphasizing once
more the mortal perils of the totalitarian hubris of absolute control – and its
knee-jerk, blind suppression of any discordant voice, even when such a voice
could save millions. The US, as a geopolitical actor with a definite political
agenda both domestically and on the international stage, refashioned a seemingly
Cold-War-like “superpower binary”, thus testing once more the global projection of
its hitherto formidable narrative clout. However, its decision to defund the WHO
was met with – at best – aloofness even from the country’s close allies (with the
exception of Taiwan)138, a tell-tale sign that doesn’t bode well for American
leadership over “hearts and minds”. Were the Trump administration to fail the
litmus test of imposing its representational frame, its narrative may turn inward
and be weaponized in the November presidential race, by portraying the Democrats
as “weak on China” and reinforcing a nationalist tropism by painting multilateralism
and the international status-quo as booby traps for the American people’s interests.
China, involuntarily thrust into the limelight as the epicentre of the epidemic,
manufactured its counter-narrative by seemingly playing into Western moralphilosophical categories and championing a resolutely “liberal” global governance
paradigm based on multilateralism and cooperation. Beijing’s discursive strategy
muddies the waters, while minimizing ideological friction and actively deemphasizing the structural differences between the two models of governance: the
“Western” and Chinese” models. Its legitimacy rests upon its high-performance
state apparatus’s ability to handle emergency and stomp disease, thus exemplifying
Mike Aaltola’s conceptualization of good governance as a spectacle of
authority139. In an almost paradoxical turn, an old Leninist matrix of vertical
authority fuses into a utilitarian, de-ideologized and quasi-managerial paradigm
of efficiency. It is the entire narrative arc of communism that thusly takes a
pivot, shedding the emphatic messianism that underpinned the clean, incisive
dichotomies of the Cold War imaginary.
Our endeavour was, by exploring the clash of narrative practices at the heart of
an unprecedented global crisis, to decipher how the different actors’ “dramaturgies
of coping”140 are mapping the cognitive and ideological fractures of our time. What
this foray into the political economy of crisis storytelling teaches us is that disease
management and containment, as a global phenomenon, does not exists into a
political and ideological vacuum, and never totally eschews the amoral (Carl)
Schmittian mantra of politics: it’s us versus them.

————————
138 See “World leaders criticize Donald Trump’s Decision to stop funding WHO”, Soft Power, 15 April
2020, https://www.softpower.ug/world-leaders-criticize-donald-trumps-decision-to-stop-funding-who/
139 See Mike Aaltola, Western spectacles of Governance and the emergence of humanitarian world
politics, op. cit.
140 Murray Edelman, op. cit.

112

ALEXIS CHAPELAN

SELECTIVE THEORETICAL BIBLIOGRAPHY

30

‘t Hart, Paul, “Symbols, Rituals and Power: The Lost Dimensions of Crisis Management”, Journal
of Contingencies and Crisis Management, Vol. 1, No. 1, March 1993.
Aaltola, Mike, Understanding the Politics of Pandemic Scares: An Introduction to Global
Politosomatics, London, Routledge, 2012.
Aaltola, Mike, Western Spectacles of Governance and the Emergence of Humanitarian World
Politics, New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009.
Berger, Peter L. and Luckmann, Thomas, The Social Construction of Reality, London, Penguin
Books, 1966.
Djik, Teun A. van, Ideology: a multidisciplinary approach, London, Sage Publications, 2000.
Edelman, Murray, Political Language: Words That Succeed and Policies That Fail, New York,
Academic Press, 1977.
Fairclough, Norman Language and Power, London, Routledge, 2013.
Givens, John Wagner, “The Beijing Consensus is Neither: China as a Non-Ideological Challenge
to International Norm”, St Antony’s International Review, Vol. 6, No. 2, 2011.
Knobler, Stacey (ed.), Learning from SARS. Preparing for the Next Disease Outbreak, Washington
DC, National Academies Press, 2004.
Luther, Catherine A. and Zhou, Xiang, “Within the Boundaries of Politics”, News Framing of
SARS in China and the United States, 2020.
Lyotard, Jean-François, La Condition Postmoderne, Paris, Les Editions de Minuit, 1979.
Offe, Claus, “Governance: An Empty Signifier?”, Constellations, Vol. 16, No. 4, 2009.
Olsson, Eva-Karin and Xue, Lan (ed.), SARS from East to West, Lanham, Lexington Books, 2012.
Patterson, Molly and Monroe, Kristen Renwick, “Narrative in Political Science”, Annual Review
of Political Science, Vol. 1, 1998.
Powers, Juan and Xiao, Xiaosui (ed.), The Social Construction of SARS: Studies of a Health
Communication Crisis, Philadelphia, John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2008.
Scalapino, Robert A. and Kim, Dalchoong, Asian Communism. Continuity and Transition, Berkeley,
Institute of East Asian Studies, 1988.
Schmitt, Carl, The Concept of the Political, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2007.
Shenhav, Shaul, “Political Narratives and Political Reality”, International Political Science
Review, vol. 27, no. 3, July 2006.
Wodak, Ruth and Meyer, Michael (ed.), Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis, London, Sage
Publications, 2001.
Wodak, Ruth and Meyer, Michael (ed.), Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis, London, Sage
Publications, 2009.
Wolfsfeld, Gadi, Media and Political Conflict, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1997.
Youde, Jeremy, “The securitization of health in the Trump era”, Australian Journal of International
Affairs, Volume 72, Issue 6, 2018.

