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COMMENT 179 – Coronavirus: Beijing’s public 
diplomacy and influence campaigns 

 

 

 

 

 

 

China is conducting activities in a persistent and systematic manner so as to 

influence media, academia, think tanks, and political decision-making worldwide 

(ANI, 2020, April 19; April 16). This phenomenon gathered additional steam with 

the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), a large-scale infrastructure development scheme 

intended to improve connectivity between Asia, Europe, and Africa (Wolf, 2019). 

Here, Beijing’s public diplomacy offensive serves multiple purposes.  

 

(1) To describe the BRI as a win-win model for international cooperation and propel 

the image of China as the leading as well as responsible and reliable partner for 

global development and standard setting (Wolf, 2020, April 20). As such, Beijing’s 

newly enhanced public diplomacy efforts can be described as nation branding 

aiming at projecting the superiority of Chinese alternative models to existing 

international institutions, mechanisms, and norms. It becomes apparent that there is 

a shift in Chinese public diplomacy from economic and cultural matters towards 

strategic, security-related, and political affairs (Zhao, 2015:195–196). 

 

(2) Beijing’s public diplomacy aims to build the notion of a BRI community among 

participating states. Such a community is hoped to influence ‘others’ (understood 

as non-BRI members) to join Chinese-led initiatives. This includes the organisation 

of major events like the Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation or the 

Conference on Dialogue of Asian Civilizations (CDAC), both serving as dialogue 
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platforms and diplomatic showcases promoting the perception of ‘a community of 

common destiny’ (Xi Jinping).  

 

(3) A core feature of China’s public diplomacy is its reputational drive. It can be 

found especially in member states of the BRI and is reflected in measures to calm 

criticisms about the way individual projects were negotiated - especially the 

financial terms involved (diluting the accusations of Chinese debt trap diplomacy) 

- and implemented. This is supposed to also have positive ramifications for China’s 

image in countries which are still hesitant or at least cautious in joining Beijing’s 

connectivity efforts. As indicated above, China usually tries to reach out to experts 

and decision makers around the globe in order to convince them about the potential 

benefits of the BRI. The frequency and extra-ordinary large scale of Chinese 

sponsored events,1 for example in European political hubs like Brussels, and the 

subsequent media coverage can be seen as evidence for Beijing’s influence 

campaigns. Moreover, China is pushing the establishment and promotion of cultural 

and educational institutions abroad, for example the Confucius Institutes. Cultural 

influence is perceived by China as an essential soft power instrument intended to 

achieve foreign policy goals (Zhao, 2015:4). Besides this institutional support, a 

key instrument of Chinese influence measures is its people-to-people diplomacy 

based on the creation of people-to-people bonds. Here, Beijing launched numerous 

exchange and visitor programs for students, experts, and practitioners. A 

remarkable element in this strategy is the funding of Chinese chairs within 

European Union (EU) countries (Karásková, 2020, February 22). 

It is obvious that the Chinese funding of institutions and individuals aim at 

superseding independent research (and side-lining critical voices) on the Chinese 

government and its policies. In consequence, the lack of coherent and substantial 

work in Europe on alternative visions to the BRI – such as the US Indo-Pacific 

Strategy (Doan, 2018, August 1) for instance - can be seen as an evidence for this 

fact. It is unfortunate that European decision-makers seem to prefer outsourcing 

 
1 These propaganda events are either completely or partially funded by local Chinese embassies. 

Their format is proclaimed as balanced, meaning that only the half the speakers are provided by the 

Chinese embassy. However, usually the thematic profile of the conferences, seminars, briefings etc. 

are already strongly indicating a decidedly China-friendly position (Karásková, 2020, February 22). 

Moreover, the so called non-Chinese components (speakers) have usually a visiting position in 

China and/or are somehow involved in some teaching or consultancy activities for Chinese entities. 

Their objectivity in China related affairs is therefore doubtful. 
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China-related research to educational institutions dependent on financial support 

from Beijing. 

 

However, the rising scepticism within the EU regarding Xi Jinping’s development 

projects and the questioning of Chinese sources funding Free Universities like the 

one in Berlin (Moody, 2020, February 28) shows that Beijing’s public diplomacy 

and influence campaigns produced only mixed results so far. Yet one must also 

state that these efforts helped China to gain a certain, critical leverage among many 

non-Chinese media, academics, and decision-makers, western as well as non-

western.  

China’s political leadership tries to instrumentalize this influence for a major, 

ongoing image campaign intended to distract from the fact that it carries the initial 

responsibility for the dramatic spread of the Coronavirus by holding back key 

information (Al Jazeera, 2020, April 15). China also wished to portray itself as the 

leading actor in shaping the global health discourse. 

 

Current internal dynamics in China such as the shirking of responsibilities towards 

local authorities (Al Jazeera, 2020, April 15) are most likely part of a twofold 

strategy. Firstly, there is the strategic component of exercising and ensuring of state 

authority - namely to reaffirm the general public that the Communist Party of China 

(CPC) is still in full control of the situation. The second strategic pillar may be 

called ‘whitewashing’. Concretely, Beijing’s obvious aim is to distract both 

domestic and international attention from the real but hidden causes of the 

Coronavirus outbreak and is potential reputational and political consequences for 

Xi Jinping and his BRI. The fact that one faces remarkable criticism by the 

international media, including its western representatives, when ones describes the 

Coronavirus as ‘China Virus’ or ‘Wuhan Virus’ is not just a reminder about the 

need for political correctness; it shows us how deeply Beijing is already involved 

in the making and shaping of public opinion in Europe. An even more unfortunate 

phenomenon in this context is the way China became engaged in silencing western 

scientists as soon as they signalled early warnings regarding the outbreak and 

China’s causal involvement in it. One of the most tragic examples for the latter is 

the case of the Italian scientist Giuseppe Remuzzi. Chinese state media twisted 

comments by Mr Remuzzi who pointed at strange pneumonias in Italy as early as 
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November and December 2019 as evidence for the coronavirus in China (Cambell, 

2020, April 3) - much before the official acknowledgement by Beijing. However, 

despite or because of Chinese influence campaigns, there is a rising awareness in 

Europe about China’s responsible role in the spread of the Coronavirus. 

 

In order to address growing criticisms, Beijing launched a campaign - either 

directly, via entrepreneurs (for example ALIBA, Huawei) or diaspora groups 

(whose private efforts were highjacked by Chinese official rhetoric) - known as 

‘mask diplomacy’, a term coined by the French news agency AFP (EURACTIV, 

2020, March 26). By delivering masks, test kits, equipment, and the dispatching of 

medical delegations and scientific research teams, China tries to achieve some 

reputational credits. Yet the apparently positive responses in the media as regards 

Chinese goodwill gestures need to be put in perspective.  

Much in the appraisals of Beijing’s activities is made up by the Chinese themselves. 

For example, Charly Cambell from The Times refers to an analysis stating that ‘46% 

of tweets using the hashtag #forzaCinaeItalia, which translates as “come on 

China and Italy,” were generated by automated bots. For #grazieCina, 

meaning Thanks China, it was 37%.’ Cambell further gives the example of 

China’s Foreign Ministry Spokeswoman Hua Chunying who even posted a 

video on Twitter of Italians in Rome applauding to health workers. But the 

video was ‘dubbed with the Chinese national anthem and claiming, 

spuriously, they were chanting “Grazie, Cina!”’, completely perverting the 

facts on the ground for the benefit of Beijing’s propaganda campaign. 

Otherwise, in most pro-Chinese media coverage on the ‘Mask diplomacy it is not 

mentioned that some parts of the delivered Chinese anti-Corona packages are not 

for free and that the receiving countries have to pay a substantial amount of money 

for the delivered medical equipment. Furthermore, it is also ignored that the 

delivered masks and test kits are of such poor quality that they are unusable. Even 

more important is that they come with another, sensitive price tag. Here it is 

interesting to refer to European Commission chief Ursula von der Leyen’s 

alerting of the EU member states that the economic hardship caused by the 

coronavirus crisis could expose ‘strategic‘ European companies to foreign 

takeovers, especially in key sectors like health and medical research 

(EURACTIV, 2020, March 26). Against this backdrop, China’s Mask 

https://twitter.com/SpokespersonCHN/status/1239041044580188162
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Diplomacy must be interpreted as a clandestine game plan to penetrate 

strategic infrastructure in Europe. 

 

Conclusion 

China’s current global strategy is clear: While other countries are weakened and 

distracted domestically, Beijing pushes its agenda of expanding its international 

leverage by exploiting the current global leadership vacuum. As such, China is 

spinning the corona crisis for its own propaganda purposes so as to achieve partisan 

interests camouflaged with goodwill gestures. A phenomenon which can be 

captured in the words of EU chief diplomat Josep Borrell, who sees in the larger 

Coronavirus context a ‘politics of generosity’, concealing ‘a geo-political 

component including a struggle for influence’ (EEAS, 2020, March 24). It 

becomes clear that the latter goes far beyond just scoring points to promote 

the BRI. Beijing has obviously a hidden agenda for post-Coronavirus Europe 

and other parts of the world. There is the urgent need not only to monitor 

Chinese take-overs of European firms but also to see how far Beijing is 

succeeding in its attempts to undermine the political unity of the EU -as well 

as it is function as a divider between Brussels and Washington.  
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