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CHAPTER 1  

Invisible Battlegrounds: The COVID-19 
Chapter in U.S.-China Relations 

Zheng Wang 

The Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19), an unforeseen public health 
catastrophe, has resulted in 6.9 million deaths and wrought severe disrup-
tions and repercussions across the globe (World Health Organization 
2023). This pandemic has not only profoundly disrupted routine life 
and production within human societies but also triggered grave political, 
economic, and social consequences. Since its outbreak in December 2019, 
China and the U.S. have suffered catastrophically from the pandemic. So 
too has the U.S.-China relationship, which was already at a historic low 
point, experienced accelerated deterioration due to the pandemic. 

Beyond the immediate health crisis presented by the coronavirus, a 
metaphorical “political virus” has permeated relations between these two 
nations, manifesting as mutual blame, disinformation, nationalism, racism, 
and xenophobia. This “political virus,” while less tangible than its biolog-
ical counterpart, has proven to be equally, if not more, insidious and 
damaging in the long term, threatening international and bilateral coop-
eration precisely when it is most needed.

Z. Wang (B) 
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2 Z. WANG

While tragic disasters invariably bring immeasurable suffering and chal-
lenges, they also inadvertently provide the academic community with 
unique opportunities to delve into the profound structures of human 
societies and international relations. Calamities ruthlessly lay bare deep-
seated issues and vulnerabilities within international societies, nations, 
and their interrelationships, which are concealed under normal circum-
stances. Remarkably, the implications of COVID-19 extend beyond the 
palpable and data-evident impacts on life and the economy. COVID-
19 has also influenced people’s perceptions, cognition, and emotions in 
unprecedented ways. 

This book, COVID-19 and U.S.-China Relations presents a multi-
dimensional assessment of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
U.S.-China relations. It delves into several key aspects of the relationship, 
including public health, trade and supply chains, people-to-people rela-
tions, public perception, the rise of nationalism and anti-Asian hate, and 
strategic assessments. Through an exploration of the complex impacts of 
COVID-19 on U.S.-China interactions, this book seeks to illuminate the 
myriad ways and underlying reasons the pandemic has negatively perme-
ated this pivotal relationship. It underscores the need for objective and 
in-depth reflections on the pandemic and its far-reaching consequences, a 
crucial step toward healing and restoration in the post-COVID-19 era. 

This book seeks to embark on a pioneering journey, offering what 
is, to the best of our knowledge, the first systematic and comprehen-
sive exploration into the myriad impacts of COVID-19 on U.S.-China 
relations. While a substantial body of research and numerous publica-
tions have emerged to examine COVID-19 and its varied impacts on 
distinct facets of global and domestic issues, there remains a gap in 
exploring the nuanced and enduring impacts on the relations between 
the U.S. and China systematically. This volume endeavors to bridge that 
gap, providing the inaugural book-length treatment on this pivotal topic, 
seeking to unravel the complexities and far-reaching consequences of 
the pandemic on the diplomatic, economic, cognitive, and socio-cultural 
interplay between these two global powers. 

The contributing authors of the book include leading scholars and 
rising stars from both countries, mirroring the project itself, which repre-
sents joint efforts and embodies the willingness for bilateral collaboration. 
As we tread into the post-COVID-19 era, this book presents itself as 
a timely reflection. The post-COVID-19 restoration of the U.S.-China 
relationship will have profound implications for both nations and the
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world at large. As the editor of this book, I firmly believe that if scholars 
from both nations fail to reflect objectively and comprehensively on this 
disaster and its devastating consequences, it is challenging to envision 
how the two countries can mend their wounds and rebuild relations and 
societies in the post-COVID-19 era. We—the editor and authors of this 
book—humbly offer it as a tangible starting point in this vitally important 
reflective undertaking. 

Post-disaster Impacts and Damages Assessment 

The relationship between the U.S. and China is often described as a 
marriage and its rapid deteriorations in relations as a bad divorce. The 
metaphor of a marriage is often used to describe the relationship between 
the two countries due to the complex and interdependent nature of their 
interactions. Indeed, for the better part of the last 40 years, the U.S. and 
China have engaged in close collaboration across a multitude of signif-
icant arenas, spanning the economy, education, climate change, public 
health, among numerous other fields. These collaborations have effec-
tively unfolded at every echelon, from central and federal government 
interactions down to provincial and state level exchanges. 

The rapport between the two nations was particularly strong during 
what many consider a golden era from 2002 to 2016. The year 2002 
marked China’s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO), while 
2016 heralded a shift with the election of Donald Trump. This era 
fostered a term of endearment, “Chimerica” (Ferguson and Schularick 
2007), symbolizing the symbiotic relationship that had developed, char-
acterized by frequent and comprehensive interactions. China’s Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi (2022) provides the following statement about the 
pre-pandemic closeness of the two countries: 

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 300 flights shuttled between 
the two countries every week, and over five million travels were made 
across the Pacific every year. China-U.S. business ties, once negligible, 
expanded to U.S.$750 billion in bilateral trade and U.S.$240 billion in 
two-way investment. From tackling terrorism, financial crises and Ebola, 
to providing leadership in the signing of the JCPOA and the conclusion 
of the Paris Agreement on climate change, China and the United States 
did many great things benefiting the world through their cooperation.
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A particularly salient example of this bilateral collaboration is explored 
in Chapter 2 of the book, “US-China Health Relations During COVID-
19.” Joan Kaufman and Michael Gallo elucidate how China and the U.S. 
have enjoyed a lengthy and fruitful collaboration addressing numerous 
global health threats, a camaraderie that notably commenced with 
the SARS pandemic in 2003. The authors underscore how significant 
portions of China’s present robust public health infrastructure have been 
shaped and sustained through financial and direct support from the U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and various U.S. 
philanthropic organizations, including the Rockefeller Foundation, the 
China Medical Board, and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, among 
others. 

The robust collaboration observed during the “golden age” encoun-
tered major hurdles during the Trump presidency, particularly in the wake 
of the 2018 Trade War. The advent of COVID-19 further accelerated 
the decoupling process significantly. To a certain extent, the pandemic 
symbolized a “divorce” or “separation” from what was once a mutu-
ally beneficial “marriage” between the U.S. and China. Much like a 
tragic marriage, despite having substantial common interests and shared 
responsibilities, the two nations found themselves on a path toward 
conflict. 

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has ushered in a complex, 
multifaceted crisis, impacting nations on a scale reminiscent of war. 
Although the confrontations between the U.S. and China during the 
pandemic were not of military nature, they mirrored a war-like scenario 
in terms of disruption, separation, fear, resentment, and the stimulation 
of nationalist and anti-foreigner sentiments akin to wartime. The virus, 
an invisible enemy, besieged normalcy and international cooperation, 
erecting barriers between nations, communities, and individuals. 

Separation and Decoupling 

The surge in U.S.-China tensions during the pandemic, coupled with 
China’s near-total isolation due to its “Zero COVID” policy, erected 
formidable barriers between the two nations. Numerous statistics from 
this period, including the sharp decrease in the number of visitors and 
visas issued between the two countries, paint a vivid picture of the 
situation. In Chapter 5, “Reconnecting Students and Academics in Post-
Pandemic U.S.-China Relations,” Margaret Lewis draws upon statistics
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to highlight a significant decline in the number of Chinese students in 
the U.S. during the pandemic: the count fell from nearly 375,000 in 
2019 to 290,000 in 2022. Furthermore, new applications for student 
visas decreased by 30% from 2021 to 2022. Lewis also quotes Nicholas 
Burns, the current U.S. Ambassador to China, who states that there were 
between 14,000 and 15,000 American students in China as recently as 
10 years ago—a number that dwindled to approximately 350 American 
students in the spring of 2023. 

Margaret Lewis also points out that, although some costs of these dete-
riorating ties can be easily quantified, others, more intangible in nature, 
may have even graver implications for the bilateral relationship. For 
instance, a limited number of American students in China today suggests 
that, a decade or so down the line, the field of China studies in the U.S. 
may be increasingly populated by individuals with less firsthand experi-
ence in China. This dearth of direct exposure to each other’s societies, 
cultures, and peoples might further exacerbate existing misunderstandings 
and mistrust between the two nations (Fig. 1.1). 

Fig. 1.1 Numbers of U.S. visa issuance to Chinese nationals, 2019–2022
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The pandemic also exposed the fragility of and over-dependence on 
concentrated supply chains, particularly those rooted in China. As the 
virus wreaked havoc, disrupting manufacturing and logistics, compa-
nies and countries realized the imperative of diversifying supply sources 
to mitigate risks associated with over-reliance on a single country or 
region. The U.S. began exploring alternative supply chain networks, 
thereby incrementally decoupling from China’s economic ecosystem. In 
Chapter 4, “COVID-19: Catalyzing U.S.-China Supply Chain Realign-
ments,” Bo Zhengyuan dissects the impact of COVID-19 on the supply 
chain dynamics between the U.S. and China, supported by extensive 
statistical data, figures, and tables. The chapter zeroes in on three pivotal 
shifts: 

1. The securitization of supply chains: In both countries, the 
pandemic period has witnessed the growing recognition of supply 
chains as a critical facet of national security, necessitating measures 
to ensure their resilience, security, and robustness against disruptions 
that could negatively impact a nation’s economy or public safety. 

2. Selective decoupling and de-risking: COVID-19 has exposed 
vulnerabilities in global supply chains, prompting a reevaluation of 
supply chain strategies in both the U.S. and China. This reeval-
uation is characterized by actions to relocate or diversify supply 
sources in sensitive or critical sectors. Under this trend, we observe 
China’s imperative to bolster self-sufficiency and the U.S.’s endeavor 
to diversify its supply chain away from China. 

3. Reevaluation of China’s Role in Global Supply Chains: China’s 
COVID-19 control measures in 2022 triggered severe produc-
tion disruptions globally, prompting investors and governments to 
reevaluate China’s position as a reliable hub for global supply chains. 
This reevaluation could have far-reaching implications for China’s 
economy and foreign relations. 

Indeed, in response to the pandemic, we saw both countries adopt 
policies that fostered economic decoupling. The anti-globalization senti-
ment bolstered by the pandemic facilitated momentum for economic 
decoupling as both nations veered toward protecting their domestic 
industries and reducing reliance on each other. The U.S.’s increasing
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restrictions on Chinese technology firms under the guise of national secu-
rity, and China’s “dual circulation” strategy aiming for greater economic 
self-reliance, are quintessential examples of policy-driven economic 
decoupling. The pandemic also accelerated trends toward re-shoring and 
near-shoring as companies sought to bring production closer to home to 
avoid future disruptions. 

The disruptions caused by COVID-19 in manufacturing and trans-
portation, as well as different countries’ new policies and regulations 
in response to COVID-19 controls, have also prompted a reassessment 
of some long-term policies and practices. China’s spring 2022 lock-
downs under its Zero-COVID policy notably rattled the global supply 
chain. Although such actions may not recur, the pandemic’s memory 
and ensuing skepticism toward China, confirmed by numerous surveys in 
different parts of world, have led businesses and investors to reassess its 
reliability as a global supply chain hub. This reevaluation, likely persisting 
even as disruptions abate, could catalyze a decoupling trend from China, 
enduringly impacting global supply chains and China’s future economic 
trajectory. 

Information Warfare and Cognitive Dissonance 

Disasters have always been accompanied by debates about who is respon-
sible and who should be blamed for the unfortunate occurrences. 
Confronted with tests of life and death, people become more outspoken 
and emotional, often leading to the emergence of various extremist 
thoughts and ideas. 

In the early phase of the pandemic, information regarding the novel 
virus was severely limited. The information sphere transformed into a 
battleground where nations became ensnared in a narrative conflict, 
particularly concerning the origins of COVID-19. Chapter 3, “Contested 
Narratives: The COVID-19 Origins Debate and Its Implications for U.S.-
China Relations,” thoroughly reviews the unfolding debate between the 
U.S. and China regarding the origins of COVID-19. While Yanzhong 
Huang and Betty Best, the coauthors of the chapter, refrained from 
employing the term “information warfare,” a reading of their contribu-
tion reveals that the debate over COVID-19’s origins between the U.S. 
and China encapsulates several facets indicative of informational combat. 

Their chapter delineates how both nations, represented by various offi-
cials such as ministers, spokespersons, and congressional members, have



8 Z. WANG

exploited unverified suspicions and rumors to champion their own story-
lines and undermine their adversaries. As corroborated with sources in 
this chapter, several U.S. officials, including former President Trump, 
initially labeled COVID-19 as the “Chinese Virus” or “Wuhan Virus.” 
Conversely, Chinese officials and state media have insinuated that the 
virus might have originated in the U.S. before being released in Wuhan, 
in an attempt to deflect responsibility for the initial outbreak. A surge 
of disinformation and propaganda further impaired mutual perceptions, 
mirroring wartime propaganda in which nations compete for narrative 
control. 

During this period of information combat, both sides employed an “Us 
versus Them” mentality, aiming to redirect people’s anger toward the 
foreign enemy. In fact, each side operationalized the negative messages 
from the other to fuel domestic nationalism and distract people from their 
own governments’ dysfunctional performance. Unfortunately, it seems 
that both sides might have realized some of their objectives through 
this strategy and, paradoxically, may harbor a degree of gratitude toward 
one another. When President Trump referred to the coronavirus as the 
“Chinese virus,” it provided his counterpart in China with an optimal 
tool to stir and mobilize the Chinese population, arousing their anger 
against a foreign enemy. Although Twitter is not accessible from China, 
many of Donald Trump’s tweets from this period were translated into 
Chinese and disseminated across China. Similarly, tweets from Zhao 
Lijian, the spokesperson for China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which 
promulgated the conspiracy theory that the virus originated in a U.S. 
military lab, were widely shared across both America and China. Even 
though these messages were primarily intended for domestic audiences, 
they contributed to the hostility and significantly angered citizens in the 
opposing country. 

Indeed, disinformation and propaganda have significantly shaped citi-
zens’ perceptions in both countries. As mentioned in Chapter 3, a  
Chinese scholar informed one of the authors, “I suspect 90 percent of 
those in rural areas or small cities are convinced the virus originated in 
the United States.” Unfortunately, this observation seems quite common 
in China, based on speaking with numerous individuals residing in China, 
including university professors. The authors of Chapter 3 also cited a 
recent Economist/YouGov poll, which indicates that 66% of Americans, 
including 53% of Democrats and 85% of Republicans, believe it is “defi-
nitely or probably true” that the virus causing COVID-19 emerged from
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a laboratory in China. This poll reveals several notable points. First, three 
years after the COVID-19 outbreak, the majority of Americans subscribe 
to the Lab Leak theory. Second, the inclusion of party affiliations in 
the poll, like many similar surveys, underscores the politicization of the 
origins debate. 

The blame game and conspiracy theories circulating about the 
pandemic’s origins have resulted in a cascade of consequences. These have 
not only substantially contributed to the downward spiral in bilateral rela-
tions but also further entrenched the distrust and suspicions harbored by 
the two nations. Moreover, they have jeopardized bilateral collaborations, 
particularly in critical sectors such as healthcare, biotechnology, and scien-
tific research, and rendered the scientific investigation into the origins of 
COVID-19 challenging, if not virtually impossible. 

In Chapter 8, “The Pandemic and the China-U.S. ‘Echo Chamber’ 
Effect,” Da Wei and Li Haixuan explore a peculiar “Echo Cham-
ber” effect observed in U.S.-China relations during the pandemic. This 
phenomenon took shape as each nation predominantly reported the 
other’s misfortunes, governmental dysfunction, and societal suffering 
amid the pandemic, thereby cultivating prevalent views about each other 
and perceived power shifts between the two countries. Notions such as 
the Chinese perception of “the East is Rising, the West is Declining” and 
the U.S. perspective of “China Peaks” became widespread, with each side 
foreseeing the other’s fundamental decline, or even collapse, due to the 
extensive damage inflicted by COVID-19. Moreover, each nation now 
believes that the pandemic exposed intrinsic flaws in the other’s political 
system and leadership, significantly influencing their strategic assessments 
and perceptions of power. 

It seems to me, as the editor of the book, that this phenomenon aligns 
closely with the theory of cognitive dissonance. In his seminal work, 
“Perception and Misperception in International Politics,” Robert Jervis 
(1976) employed cognitive dissonance to elucidate how states, via their 
leaders, perceive and misperceive one another. Within this framework, 
the contemporary U.S.-China relationship is entwined in a prototyp-
ical “cognitive dissonance.” Following escalating tension and hostility in 
bilateral relations, particularly intensified by information warfare replete 
with disinformation and unverified “truths” about the other, individ-
uals psychologically seek rationality for their judgments and actions 
toward the opposing nation. This psychological necessity propels people 
to “automatically” filter out incongruent information and pursue and
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amplify details validating their assessments and actions. Consequently, 
both nations unconsciously amplify each other’s present challenges and 
disappointments, while psychologically sidestepping and disregarding 
each other’s developmental progress and potential. For these two super-
powers, however, their reciprocal strategic assessments of each other carry 
immense significance and have global implications. If these assessments 
are influenced by disinformation and cognitive dissonance, they could 
result in tragic misjudgments. 

Prejudice and Perception: 
The Rise of Nationalism and Anti-Asian Racism 

Pandemic-induced fear and uncertainty fostered a worldwide rise in 
nationalism, aptly termed as “Pandemic nationalism.” The manifestations 
of anti-Asian racism in the U.S. during the pandemic paralleled the kind 
of racial animosities often exacerbated in wartime. Similarly, the virulent 
racism experienced in the wake of the virus is a stark testament to the 
societal schisms further deepened by the pandemic, much like the societal 
divides witnessed in wartime. 

The pandemic precipitated a dramatic shift in public opinions within 
both the U.S. and China, each toward the other. Public sentiment in 
the U.S. toward China has soured significantly, experiencing an alarming 
increase in negative perspectives during the past several years. A survey 
conducted by the Pew Research Center (2023a) aptly illustrates this 
trend: in 2018, less than half of the respondents (47%) expressed negative 
views toward China. However, by 2023, a striking 83% of respondents 
harbored negative opinions, marking a substantial escalation of 36% points 
over a mere five years (Fig. 1.2).

The timeframe in question coincides with the global outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which originated in Wuhan, China. The pandemic 
not only claimed lives and disrupted economies but also sparked geopolit-
ical blame games and heightened scrutiny toward China’s handling of the 
outbreak, transparency, and cooperation with the global community. This 
period also witnessed escalating U.S.-China trade tensions and disputes 
over technological and geopolitical issues, further straining the bilateral 
relationship. The findings from the Pew Research Center serve as a stark 
reminder of the impact that global crises and political discord can have on 
public perception, and the resultant hurdles they pose to bilateral relations 
and diplomatic engagements.
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Fig. 1.2 U.S. public opinion of China, 2005–2023

This phenomenon is not just in the U.S.—according to another survey 
by the Pew Research Center (2023b), attitudes toward China are predom-
inantly negative in 24 countries surveyed. A median of two-thirds express 
an unfavorable opinion of China, while a median of just 28% offer posi-
tive ratings. In each of the North American and European countries 
surveyed, half or more hold somewhat or very unfavorable opinions of 
China, including majorities of three-quarters or more in Sweden, the 
U.S., Canada, the Netherlands, and Germany. Indeed, post-COVID-19, 
China is grappling with a serious crisis of trust and burgeoning negative 
opinion. 

In Chapter 7, “America Through the Eyes of Chinese Youth During 
COVID-19,” Mallie Prytherch explores the viewpoints of students at two 
of China’s premier institutions, Peking University and Tsinghua Univer-
sity, uniquely leveraging her position as one of the very few international
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scholars in China during the COVID-19 pandemic to speak with Chinese 
students who are poised to become future leaders in business, academia, 
and politics. Employing a dual-method approach, Prytherch utilized a 
digital questionnaire, supplemented with semi-structured interviews to 
mitigate the limitations of the digital survey. 

The research findings reveal invaluable insights into how COVID-
19 has influenced the perspectives of China’s future leaders toward the 
U.S. According to her research, over two-thirds of respondents expressed 
a more negative view of the American government since the onset of 
the pandemic. Moreover, many students, who had once contemplated 
pursuing extended living or working experiences in the U.S., have reeval-
uated their plans, attributing this shift to various factors associated with 
COVID-19. Additionally, a clear correlation emerges between experi-
encing anti-Asian racism in the U.S. and an enhanced support for the 
Chinese government. Not only did the pandemic affect the students’ 
views of the U.S., but it also negatively influenced their perceptions 
of democratic systems at large. This chapter further elucidates that the 
COVID-19 pandemic is not merely a public health crisis but a pivotal 
juncture that has reoriented future Chinese leaders’ viewpoints on their 
government, the U.S., and the wider spectrum of international relations, 
with potentially far-reaching implications. 

This growing nationalism is evident in the U.S. as well. As Minxin 
Pei (2003) argued, nationalism used to be a dirty word in the U.S., 
and Americans used to believe that it appeared only in “backward” soci-
eties and would not find the fertile ground to grow within an advanced 
and mature democracy. However, what we have experienced in the last 
four years is fundamentally the astonishing rise of nationalism in this 
land, with Donald Trump as its cultivator. By leading this movement, 
Trump successfully transformed himself from a real estate businessman to 
the U.S. President. In my opinion, Trump’s nationalism, or Trumpism, 
is a combination of an “America First” economic nationalism, white-
supremacist racism, and anti-elite and anti-immigrant populism. Nation-
alism blinds judgment, justifies lies and extreme actions, creates an “Us 
versus Them” confrontation, and draws rifts within societies. 

And yet, nationalism is a double-edged sword. To a certain extent, 
Trump too became a hostage of his nationalist movement, which turned 
into the biggest factor contributing toward his failure as a President, espe-
cially in handling the COVID-19 crisis. Aware of who sent him to the
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White House, he has spent his term catering to the likes and prefer-
ences of American nationalists. As they are his power base, Trump has 
been extremely careful to never let them down. When the pandemic first 
arrived on American shores, these were the people who disliked wearing 
masks and opposed locking down their communities. Trump’s reluctance 
to counter these sentiments precipitated the internationally observed anti-
science and anti-intellectual posture of his administration throughout the 
pandemic. 

In Chapter 2, Joan Kaufman and Michael Gallo comment on a distinct 
form of “vaccine nationalism” that influenced the Chinese government’s 
decision to decline more efficacious mRNA vaccines. This stance endured 
even after the highly contagious Omicron variant began spreading in 
late 2022, following the lifting of the “zero-COVID policy,” which 
led to widespread deaths, especially among the elderly population. I 
find Kaufman and Gallo’s observations regarding “vaccine nationalism” 
particularly relevant in understanding China’s differential attitudes toward 
domestic and foreign vaccines. During the initial stages of COVID-19, 
China successfully developed its own vaccines, which were heralded as a 
source of national pride and scientific innovation in official media and 
were also exported to many countries promoting China’s global influ-
ence. However, under the “vaccine nationalism,” the Chinese govern-
ment continued to reject the importation and implementation of mRNA 
vaccines in China, even when its own vaccines were found to provide less 
protection against the virus. 

During the pandemic, we have also witnessed a unique competition in 
“vaccine diplomacy” between the U.S. and China. Each nation has sought 
to portray itself as a global leader in the battle against the pandemic, 
while also casting a critical eye on the other’s efforts and intentions. 
Both countries have donated large quantities of COVID-19 vaccines to 
numerous nations, a strategy largely tied to geopolitical competition for 
influence across various regions of the world. It seems to me that this 
“vaccine diplomacy” has induced a “rally round the flag” effect, typi-
cally observed in conflict or wartime, where nations and citizens unite 
against perceived external threats. However, this unity can also foster an 
“Us versus Them” mentality, further exacerbating international relations. 
At a critical juncture when the global community direly needed leader-
ship, the two superpowers were primarily focused on blaming each other 
and competing for global influence.
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While patriotic and nationalistic sentiments can forge unity and support 
during trying times, they may also sow seeds of xenophobia, racism, and 
jingoism. A poignant tragedy of our era is the escalation of anti-Asian 
racism and related crimes in the U.S. amid the COVID-19 pandemic. 
According to a report by the Center for the Study of Hate and Extremism 
(Yam 2022), Anti-Asian hate crimes surged by 339% nationwide in 2021, 
with cities like New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles exceeding their 
previous 2020 records. Anti-Asian hate is one of the ugly by-products of 
COVID-19. 

In Chapter 6, “COVID-19, Anti-Asian Racism, and U.S.-China Rela-
tions,” D.G. Kim employs public opinion polls and original survey data 
to delineate the direct linkage between COVID-19 and anti-Asian senti-
ment within the U.S. His research unveils a pivotal discovery: there is a 
striking correlation between pandemic-induced public anxiety and a rise 
in support for more assertive foreign policy measures against China—a 
correlation partly anchored in negative attitudes toward individuals of 
Chinese and Asian descent. 

Kim’s research further unveils a noticeable increase in the discourse 
related to anti-Asian racism within Chinese state media, especially in the 
wake of the COVID-19 outbreak in 2020. Confronted with an American 
President who utilized the label “Chinese virus” and the stark images of 
vulnerable victims of anti-Asian hate crimes in America, a wide spectrum 
of Chinese society––from the nation’s assertive “wolf warrior diplomats” 
and government-operated media to countless Chinese netizens––inten-
tionally increased attention toward anti-Asian racism in the U.S. An 
analysis of these narratives unearths two dominant themes: firstly, asso-
ciating the spike in anti-Asian violence with racially charged U.S. foreign 
policy toward China, and secondly, perceiving such violence as a mirror 
reflecting the inherent flaws of American democracy and the hypocrisy of 
U.S. foreign policy. 

Nationalism often necessitates foreign adversaries, which explains why 
Trump chose to label the coronavirus as the “Chinese virus.” When 
President Trump utilized this term in a tweet, it sparked significant 
outrage in China and marked a pivotal moment in U.S.-China rela-
tions. While nationalists derive satisfaction from seeing their adversaries 
struggle, nationalism frequently leads people to forfeit their rationality. 
This has been apparent in many actions and policies against China under 
the Trump administration, which have harmed Americans as much as they 
have harmed Chinese. Similarly, many behaviors exhibited by the Chinese
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government, such as the so-called Wolf Warrior Diplomacy, have only 
served to diminish China’s global soft power and exacerbate its inter-
national environment. Unfortunately, we have witnessed rationality being 
supplanted by emotionality, with rhetoric and symbolic politics assuming 
a more prominent role in bilateral relations. 

For an extensive period, America’s influence in China—particularly 
among its educated population—was a significant concern for the Chinese 
Communist Party, since many Chinese admired the U.S. political system, 
institutions, and way of life. However, never before has America’s soft 
power and reputation been so damaged within China. For many Chinese, 
in the wake of COVID-19 pandemic, the U.S. no longer represents the 
light on the hill. 

Organization 

Each chapter in the book explores specific facets of the relationship, 
employing case studies, empirical statistics, and qualitative analysis to 
assess the pandemic’s impact on bilateral relations. Additionally, each 
chapter also provides policy recommendations to address the observed 
effects and to nurture future collaboration between the two nations. 
The book includes eight chapters and an afterword. While I have intro-
duced some primary findings and insights from each chapter in the 
previous section, this section provides an overview of the book by listing 
each chapter’s title, author, and a brief abstract, and offering additional 
background about the book project and its writing process. 

Chapter 1, “Invisible Battlegrounds: The COVID-19 Chapter in U.S.-
China Relations,” serves as the introduction to the book. Zheng Wang, 
the editor of the book, provides an overview of the impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on U.S.-China relations. This chapter presents the main 
findings and recommendations from each section of the book and high-
lights their relevance and significance to the current state of bilateral 
relations and global governance. 

Chapter 2, “U.S.-China Health Relations During COVID-19: Insights 
from Past Collaborations and Future Considerations,” reviews the history 
of U.S.-China health cooperation since the 2003 SARS pandemic. Joan 
Kaufman and Michael Gallo further analyze how geopolitical tensions 
led to reduced staffing in CDC program offices, consequently hindering 
collaboration and data sharing during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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In Chapter 3, “Contested Narratives: The COVID-19 Origins Debate 
and Its Implications for U.S.-China Relations,” Yanzhong Huang and 
Lucy Best unpack the conflicting narratives in both countries regarding 
the origins of COVID-19 and explore how these narratives have been 
intertwined with domestic politics on both sides, undermining trust and 
causing a breakdown in communication and cooperation between the two 
nations. 

Chapter 4, “COVID-19: Catalyzing US-China Supply Chain Realign-
ments,” examines the impact of COVID-19 on the U.S.-China supply 
chain, analyzing how the pandemic not only further strained the bilat-
eral relationship but also accelerated selective decoupling. Bo Zhengyuan 
demonstrates how the deepening distrust between the world’s two largest 
economies during the pandemic prompted both governments to regard 
each other as unsuitable partners for hosting critical supply chains. 

In Chapter 5, “Reconnecting Students and Academics in Post-
Pandemic US-China Relations,” Margaret Lewis navigates through the 
evolving People-to-People (P2P) ties between the U.S. and China amidst 
and following the COVID-19 pandemic. The “Zero COVID” policy 
adopted by China, coupled with already escalating tensions between the 
two nations during the pandemic, erected formidable barriers to P2P 
interactions, severely impacting facets such as academic exchanges and 
cultural interactions. The chapter also provides recommendations for reju-
venating connections and interactions between the citizens of the two 
countries. 

The upcoming two chapters primarily utilize public opinion surveys 
to dissect the repercussions of COVID-19 on the mutual perceptions 
between Americans and Chinese. In Chapter 6, “COVID-19, Anti-Asian 
Racism, and U.S.-China Relations,” D.G. Kim utilizes public opinion 
polls and original survey data to trace the direct linkage between the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the escalation of anti-Asian sentiment in the 
U.S. The discussion further explores how this rising tide of animosity has 
influenced the emergence of hawkish foreign policy discourses in China, 
thereby shaping the racialized perceptions and interactions between the 
two powers. 

In Chapter 7, “America Through the Eyes of Chinese Youth During 
COVID-19,” Mallie Prytherch unpacks the significant shift in the percep-
tion of the U.S. among Chinese youth, particularly those studying 
at China’s esteemed universities, Peking and Tsinghua, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Utilizing a dual-method approach, incorporating



1 INVISIBLE BATTLEGROUNDS: THE COVID-19 CHAPTER … 17

both surveys and interviews, the chapter uncovers a trifecta of trends 
among these students: a reevaluation of aspirations to live or work 
abroad, attributed to escalating anti-Asian sentiment and critiques of the 
U.S. public health system; growing disillusionment with the “American 
Dream” and its underlying values; and strengthened support for the 
Chinese government. 

Chapter 8, “The Pandemic and the China-U.S. ‘Echo Chamber’ 
Effect,” explores how COVID-19 has markedly influenced both nations’ 
strategic assessments and perceptions of power. Da Wei and Li Haixuan 
dissect two prevalent viewpoints: the Chinese perception of “East Rising, 
West Declining” and the U.S. perspective of “China Peaks.” These 
oversimplified, yet compelling, narratives provide a lens through which 
each country perceives the other, notably shaped by disinformation and 
psychologically impacted assessments during the pandemic. 

The book concludes with an Afterword, “The Pathways to a U.S.-
China Post-COVID-19 Reconciliation,” written by the editor of the 
book. If COVID-19 is likened to a war-like experience, can reconcilia-
tion between the U.S. and China occur, and if so, what could facilitate 
this reconciliation? The Afterword explores potential avenues and strate-
gies for reconciliation between the two nations and presents various 
thoughtful and actionable recommendations from the contributing 
authors of the book. 

This book project has been significantly informed by a track two 
online dialogue project titled “Luce Dialogue on U.S.-China Relations 
During and After the Pandemic” (CPCS 2023), funded by the Henry 
Luce Foundation. Over the past three years during the COVID-19 
period, more than 60 leading scholars from both countries have partic-
ipated in a series of online dialogues over many topics of the bilateral 
relations. These dialogues, aimed at fostering open and frank communi-
cation between the policy communities of both countries, have promoted 
an in-depth understanding of various pandemic-related issues. Further-
more, the dialogues have enabled the creation of working relationships 
among participating scholars, enriching perspectives and understanding 
of each other’s contexts and perceptions. They have not only facilitated a 
profound understanding of various issues related to the pandemic but also 
served as a channel of communication at a time when in-person meetings 
were impossible. 

We hope that the dialogues and discussions contained within these 
pages serve as a substantive resource, nurturing a deeper understanding
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and fostering ongoing dialogue about U.S.-China relations in the future. 
I cordially invite you to explore the chapters that follow. 
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CHAPTER 2  

US-China Health Relations During 
COVID-19: Insights from Past 

Collaborations and Future Considerations 

Joan Kaufman and Michael Gallo 

Background and Introduction 

The arrival of the coronavirus, COVID-19, first in China in late 2019 
and then in the U.S. in early 2020 put further strain on an already 
frayed U.S.-China bilateral relationship. The relationship further wors-
ened as accusations flew back and forth over the next three years about the 
origins of the outbreak. Yet if the world is to deal with future pandemics 
and other global health crises, such as those related to climate change, 
zoonotic spillover, and emerging infectious diseases, it is essential that 
the two nations, the world’s two biggest economies, work together on 
global preparedness and global response. Richard Haass, the outgoing 
president of the Council on Foreign Relations, noted in a 2020 talk on
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the global pandemic that there is a gap between global challenges and 
global arrangements (Haass 2020) and this gap is nowhere more evident 
than in the dire state of collaboration between the U.S. and China on 
global health. 

It wasn’t always so. China and the United States (U.S.) have enjoyed 
several decades of collaboration and cooperation in the realm of public 
health ever since the two countries normalized diplomatic relations in 
1979. In fact, much of the long-term, robust public health infrastruc-
ture that China now has was established through initiatives that were 
financed and directly supported by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC), alongside U.S. philanthropic organizations such 
as the Rockefeller Foundation, the China Medical Board, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, The Ford Foundation, and others. This long 
history of successful technical and academic exchanges between scien-
tists and the building of institutional partnerships across both sides of the 
Pacific, together with multilateral and trilateral cooperation runs counter 
to the dominant geopolitical narrative that has come to characterize U.S.-
China relations in recent years. In fact, against the backdrop of the sharp 
deterioration in bilateral ties between the world’s two largest economies, 
cooperation in public health has remained a significant priority issue for 
both Beijing and Washington, with the COVID-19 pandemic demon-
strating the urgency for improving global cooperation on public health 
issues, especially emerging infectious diseases. In the aftermath of the 
2003 SARS epidemic, China made tremendous investments into devel-
oping its public health infrastructure by working closely with the U.S. 
and the international community. As China and the U.S. transition to 
a post-COVID-19 reality, drawing on the lessons from successful prior 
collaborative efforts in public health could help move toward at least 
a partial reset of cooperative efforts and inform policy decisions about 
future directions for cooperation on global health security. 

For most of the last 40 years the U.S. and China have collaborated on 
health challenges at the government level. This collaboration was most 
robust during the two decades of the 1990s and early 2000s but came 
to a near halt during the Trump presidency and has yet to be revived. 
The strong collaboration after the SARS pandemic of 2003 put in place 
a variety of institutional mechanisms that should have remained when 
COVID-19 emerged in 2019 and may have prevented much of the global 
havoc that ensued. While some collaborative mechanisms through non-
governmental channels and university partnerships have remained, these
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too have been challenged by a worsening geopolitical environment and 
perception of Chinese security threats related to science and technology. 

This chapter briefly reviews the history of U.S.-China health cooper-
ation in the last 40 years with a focus on lessons learned, especially over 
the last twenty years since SARS, that can be applied going forward to 
avert the serious consequences that ensued with COVID-19, including 
better prevention of global spread and working together to share effective 
interventions in the future. 

History of U.S.-China Public 
Health Collaboration 

The U.S.-China public health relationship has been described by scholars 
such as Huang (2021) and Seligsohn (2021) as being divided into 
three distinct phases: (1) relationship-building from 1979 to 2001/2002; 
(2) building long-term public health infrastructure from 2002/2003 to 
2016; and (3) the worsening of relations from 2017 through the present 
day. Phase two was the period of greatest bilateral collaboration and Phase 
3 has been characterized by the breakdown of the bilateral partnership 
that negatively influenced the COVID-19 response and which remains 
today. 

China established full diplomatic relations with the U.S. in 1979. The 
U.S. and China then signed a Protocol for Cooperation in the Science 
and Technology of Medicine and Public Health in June 1979, and the 
U.S. CDC began providing assistance to Chinese health authorities in 
the 1980s. Early collaboration led to a groundbreaking CDC study in 
northern China from 1993 to 1995 that demonstrated the role of folic 
acid in preventing neural tube defects (Berry et al. 1999) as well as  
exchanges of medical experts in many fields. 

Following the SARS pandemic in 2003, collaboration was strength-
ened. In 2005, a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) was signed 
between several technical agencies and ministries on both sides, such as 
the U.S. CDC, Food and Drug Administration (FDA), and National 
Institute of Health (NIH) and the China CDC, Ministry Of Health, 
and the State Food and Drug Administration. This MOU served to 
greatly expand the scope of collaboration between the respective insti-
tutions. The collaborative program enshrined under the MOU aimed 
to: “enhance capacity in surveillance, laboratory testing, diagnosis, treat-
ment, epidemiological investigation, biomedical research, and control of
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emerging infectious diseases; exchange of technical experts and materials 
used to enhance the preparedness and the rapid response to emerging 
infectious disease threats; disseminate effective public health and clin-
ical practices information regarding emerging and re-emerging infectious 
diseases and sharing of research findings; and promote strategic research 
on prevention and control of infectious diseases to strengthen capacity 
in evidence-based decision and policymaking” (U.S. Department of State 
2010, p. 2).  

The SARS epidemic that began in China in 2003 and the subsequent 
global spread demonstrated that novel infectious diseases do not respect 
national borders and can pose a serious threat to any country around 
the world. This initiated a phase of building long-term infrastructure 
for public health to prevent another lapse in the initial response within 
China, which included both mischaracterization of the disease (initially 
identified as avian influenza), as well as lapses in transparency, public 
information, and data sharing. The international community, including 
the World Health Organization, encouraged the Chinese government to 
acknowledge its responsibility for the global pandemic, which it did, and 
then provided assistance to improve China’s ability to identify and address 
future emerging infectious disease threats. The U.S. elevated public health 
cooperation with China to the top of its agenda and took several major 
steps in the immediate aftermath of SARS to jointly combat infectious 
disease. Following and because of the lessons learned from SARS, China 
announced its own major effort to combat HIV/AIDS (Kaufman 2010) 
and as part of the new U.S.-China collaboration following SARS, the 
U.S. established the “China-U.S. Cooperation-Global AIDS Program,” 
or “GAP,” a partnership that helped to set up national and local HIV 
control and prevention programs throughout the country (see below). A 
Health Attaché was appointed by the United States Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS) to the U.S. Embassy in Beijing for the first 
time, signally a new phase in U.S.-China health diplomacy. 

New cooperative agreements were signed, training programs were 
created to leverage collective expertise, and public–private partnerships 
increased connections between public health experts in both countries. 
With the requisite structures put in place for collaboration and greater 
economic integration between the U.S. and China, this phase has been 
labeled as the “golden age” of public health cooperation, where the two 
countries worked in conjunction on all of the major infectious disease 
outbreaks of this time, including H1N1 swine flu, H5N1 and H7N9 avian
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influenzas, Middle East Respiratory Virus (MERS—a corona virus in the 
same family as SARS and COVID-19) and Ebola virus (Bouey 2020). The 
U.S. CDC and the Chinese National Influenza Center (CNIC) initiated 
Cooperative Agreements in 2004 with the goal of building China’s infec-
tious disease surveillance capacity. Over a 10-year period through 2014, 
the U.S. CDC and the CNIC successfully collaborated to develop tech-
nical expertise, improve the quality of the influenza surveillance system, 
strengthen the analysis of epidemiological data, and promote international 
collaboration and cooperation (Shu et al. 2019). 

These agreements helped China’s national influenza surveillance and 
response systems to be rapidly expanded, its network laboratories to 
increase their capabilities for virus isolation and nucleic acid detection 
techniques and strengthened the analysis and dissemination of epidemio-
logic data. The CNIC would eventually go on to become the 6th World 
Health Organization Collaborating Centre for Influenza, establishing it 
as a critical component of the global influenza surveillance and response 
system. Moreover, China’s real time computerized local level surveillance 
system for “atypical” pneumonia, set up after SARS with U.S. assistance 
was a major achievement and has provided the capacity for early detec-
tion and intervention for many new viral threats in the intervening years 
(Kaufman 2009). 

In 2004, the U.S. CDC began working with the Chinese Field 
Epidemiology Training Program (CFETP) to develop the next genera-
tion of public health leaders and epidemiologists in China. Modeled off 
the CDC’s Epidemic Intelligence Service (EIS) but owned and operated 
by the counterpart country’s ministry of health, the CFETP includes 
specialized trainings and technical collaborations to provide the neces-
sary skills and education to effectively investigate and respond to disease 
outbreaks. The CFETP has trained nearly 20 different cohorts of Chinese 
public health officials who have gone on to hold key managerial posi-
tions with China’s various public health agencies, including six directors 
and deputy directors within the China CDC. CFETP-trained epidemiolo-
gists have conducted more than 2000 outbreak investigations throughout 
urban and rural China, examining a myriad of infectious diseases including 
HIV/AIDS, human and avian influenzas, and typhoid (TEPHINET 
2021; U.S. CDC  2020). 

The U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogues were initiated in 
2006 by George Bush and President Hu Jintao, strengthened during 
the Obama administration, and continued through the early years of Xi
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Jinping’s administration but discontinued by President Trump in 2017. 
Focusing initially on economic matters (Economic Dialogues), top leaders 
in both countries met twice a year in the early years, alternating loca-
tions in each country. In 2008 the dialogue was upgraded to include a 
broader range of issues of concern to the bilateral relationship (renamed 
the Strategic and Economic Dialogues). Jointly managed by the U.S. 
Treasuries and State Departments, the S&E dialogues continued for eight 
more years. The strategic track consisted of four pillars: bilateral relations 
(people-to-people exchanges); international security issues; global issues 
(health, development, energy, global institutions); regional security and 
stability issues. Climate change, clean energy and the environment had 
their own separate dialogues. Senior ministerial level leaders from both 
countries met regularly to discuss and launch projects on topics of mutual 
bilateral concern, including health (Georgetown University 2017; Barron 
et al. 2021; Wikipedia, n.d.). 

This “whole of government” approach was an effort to consolidate 
agreements and press for the advancement of issues and interests in 
bilateral US-China relations” (Barron et al. 2021). It engaged U.S. and 
Chinese counterparts on numerous issues, including health collaboration, 
and spun off additional academic and other programs and exchanges. At 
its height, in 2013–2014, public health collaboration was a major feature 
of the dialogues and collaboration, including working together on the 
Ebola crisis in West Africa and the subsequent establishment of an African 
CDC at the African Union in Ethiopia (Barron et al. 2021). The U.S. and 
China coordinated the response to Ebola in 2014, sending medical teams 
and supplies and using existing relationships to contain the outbreak. The 
cooperation continued to grow, with both sides recognizing the global 
threat of infectious disease, culminating in a joint project to establish an 
Africa CDC that officially launched in January 2017, shortly before the 
S&ED was shuttered. 

At the height of collaboration, there were robust relationships between 
the main public health institutions in China with those in the U.S.: CDC, 
USAID, and NIH. In June 2002, the Secretary of Health of the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) and the Minister 
of Health of China signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) on 
“China–US Cooperation on HIV/AIDS Prevention and Control.” The 
“China-U.S. Cooperation-Global AIDS Program,” or “GAP” program 
was established as one of the first efforts of the new MOU. It was 
a partnership between the U.S. CDC and China’s Ministry of Health
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to address China’s HIV/AIDS epidemic. GAP was implemented jointly 
by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (US CDC) 
and the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention (China 
CDC) (Bulterys 2019). The bilateral cooperation program was offi-
cially launched in Beijing in March 2004 coinciding with the nationwide 
scale-up of China’s National Free Antiretroviral Therapy (ART) Program 
(Zhang et al. 2007), a belated response to the catastrophic HIV epidemic 
among paid blood donors and their families among poor villagers in 
central China (Kaufman 2010). In 2006, the collaboration was integrated 
into the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), the 
overarching framework for the U.S. government’s response to the global 
HIV/AIDS epidemic (Fauci and Eisinger 2018). Under the PEPFAR 
umbrella, U.S.-China collaboration on HIV/AIDS was expanded to 
include collaboration with the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID). USAID/PEPFAR budgets for activities in China in 2006 
were 9.8 million USD, peaking to 10.3 million USD in 2009. Although 
USAID ended its China programming in 2012, technical collaboration 
between the China and U.S. CDC through the GAP continued. The 
GAP program was part of broader U.S.-China cooperation on health, 
which also included the U.S. National Institutes of Health through many 
collaborative research grants on HIV and other infectious diseases and 
noncommunicable diseases. 

Collaborations on technical issues included HIV surveillance which was 
then integrated into China’s own infectious disease monitoring systems. 
GAP supported the establishment or strengthening of 649 national or 
provincial sentinel surveillance sites in 15 provinces. Moreover many of 
the public health decision-making tools supported by GAP have been 
integrated into routine public health operations in China: evidence-
based decision-making; strengthening systems and capacity at national, 
provincial, and local levels; prioritizing high-risk geographic areas and 
populations; developing innovative approaches for scale-up; answering 
important scientific questions that can be most effectively answered in 
China but also with global implications for the HIV response; and 
increasing China’s engagement with the global public health community 
and sharing critical lessons learned (Bulterys 2019). 

Up to 2016, the U.S. CDC maintained a presence in China. In the 
period between 2010 and 2015 several American staff were also assigned 
to the U.S. Embassy in Beijing as technical advisors, as well as approxi-
mately 30 locally hired staff providing technical, program management,
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and administrative support to the collaborations. Staff focused on HIV/ 
AIDS represented approximately one third of this complement of China-
based experts, and the capabilities of these staff were complemented 
by U.S. CDC Atlanta-based technical experts who traveled to China to 
provide assistance in specific technical areas as requested by the Chinese 
government. 

The CDC’s program in China, previously home to up to ten American 
specialists and dozens of local staff, was drawn down to three Ameri-
cans and a small cohort of local staff in the years directly preceding the 
COVID-19 pandemic. At the time of the COVID-19 outbreak, many 
of the previously established cooperation mechanisms between the U.S. 
and China had already been reduced or eliminated under the Trump 
administration. 

Outside of the bilateral government collaboration on health issues 
between the U.S. and China, several non-governmental partnerships 
also contributed significantly to global health collaboration, and many 
continue. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) established an 
office in China in the early 2000s and through partnerships with China’s 
Ministry of Health and Ministry of Science and Technology has supported 
capacity building in important areas such as vaccine development, the 
development and testing of novel drugs, safety and manufacturing of 
medical products, and numerous projects related to the control of 
specific infectious diseases like HIV, Tuberculosis (TB), and malaria. Gates 
Foundation has supported both public and private sector partners to 
provide vaccines, medicines, and health products in Low and Middle 
Income Countries (LMICs), providing funding and technical support 
for research and manufacturing, clinical trials, market access, compliance, 
and commercialization, as well as strengthening China’s own regulatory 
capacity and certification mechanisms so that they can enter the global 
public market through international aid and bulk procurement. BMGF 
has also played a major role in sharing China’s medical and other (agricul-
tural) know how and products with Africa. More recently, the BMGF has 
been working with China on “One Health,” an important global initia-
tive linking animal and human health for the identification and control of 
emerging infectious diseases (Zheng 2023). 

The Rockefeller Foundation and its offshoot, the China Medical 
Board (established as an independent charity by RF a century ago) have 
supported medical education and health systems improvement in China 
for over a century, and in recent decades, CMB has contributed to the
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training of physicians, epidemiologists, and more recently to the training 
of experts in health policy and administration (Zi and Bullock 2014). 
The Ford Foundation provided important assistance to build an NGO 
community that has worked with the Chinese Ministry of Health and 
CDC on the HIV/AIDS response and to link the Chinese HIV/AIDS 
NGO community to regional and global transnational NGO networks 
(Kaufman 2019). 

The Deterioration of the Relationship 

Although the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic may have appeared 
to be the tipping point of mistrust and fragmented coordination between 
the U.S. and China on public health, collaboration had already been 
deteriorating for several years. The 2005 MOU on Emerging and Re-
Emerging Infectious Disease that had underpinned the “golden age” 
of collaboration was regularly renewed but was left to expire in 2017 
amid political tensions and gridlock over negotiation on the terms. The 
following year was the year that the U.S. greatly reduced staff of key 
public health agencies such as the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), 
the CDC, and the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and also winded 
down operations of the GAP program. This rollback was partly due to the 
escalating trade war but also explainable by the fact that China’s need for a 
high level of cooperation had declined because of China’s own capabilities 
which had been strengthened by earlier collaborative efforts. The 1979 
Science and Technology Cooperation Agreement that led to the 2005 
MOU was set to expire in August of 2023 and has so far been renewed 
twice in six month increments. However if not renewed going forward 
it will remove the most important bilateral superstructure from which all 
collaboration in health and technology has been based (Seligsohn 2023). 

Not long after the first cases of COVID-19 were reported in China, 
almost all U.S. staff and experts operating across the various health agen-
cies were evacuated out of the country, further exacerbating the shortage 
of trained U.S. public health professionals that could have assisted in the 
tracking, investigation, and containment of the novel coronavirus. Prior 
staff reductions had removed a medical epidemiologist who was advising 
Chinese health officials as part of the CFETP, training the field epidemi-
ologists who would be eventually deployed to the virus epicenter. Even if 
the evacuations did not occur, the greater presence of U.S. public health 
staff may not have made a difference in the early virus investigation, as
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there were already restrictions on sharing biological samples. In 2018, 
the Chinese government had failed to share samples of the H7N9 avian 
influenza virus with their U.S. counterparts despite repeated requested 
even though they had consistently done so in the past. 

As part of the U.S.-China trade war, in 2018 the Trump administration 
imposed tariffs on many Chinese goods, including health products such 
as masks, gloves, goggles, and thermometers, which inhibited the U.S. 
ability to important critical PPE during the first weeks and months of the 
pandemic. Although tariffs on some products were temporarily reduced, 
staff shortages made regulatory efforts such as supply chain inspections 
difficult early in the pandemic when FDA-regulated products including 
surgical masks, PPE, and other medical equipment eventually were being 
imported to the U.S. at unprecedented rates. These concerns illustrated 
the U.S. outsized dependence on China for PPE and other products and 
exposed the limitations within its own supply chain (Shirk and Huang 
2020). 

The COVID-19 pandemic was a clear opportunity for the two coun-
tries to put aside their differences and find a middle ground to combat a 
common enemy, however the situation rapidly devolved into one where 
collaboration became nearly impossible. Each side attempted to leverage 
the actions and inactions to blame the other and to retreat from good 
global governance (in the case of the U.S.) and to assert a new model of 
global leadership in the resulting void (in the case of China). While health 
cooperation was previously a relatively uncontroversial subject with ample 
interest in joint efforts, the frosty relations, prohibitive travel restrictions, 
and a breakdown in bilateral communication stymied the ability of experts 
from both countries to work with their counterparts on the COVID-19 
pandemic and other issues. 

Despite the tenuous relationship, some public health collaboration 
success stories continued. Modeled off the U.S. CDC’s Morbidity and 
Mortality Weekly Report and developed in close conjunction with the 
U.S. CDC staff in Beijing, the China CDC Weekly published its inau-
gural health bulletin just weeks before the first COVID-19 cases began 
emerging in Wuhan. This demonstrated the importance of timely dissem-
ination of epidemiological information to an audience of domestic public 
health professionals and for communicating China’s public health condi-
tion to the international community of scientists and policymakers. 

But the bad relationship contributed to missed opportunities for 
collaboration that could have changed the trajectory of the global
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pandemic. For example, in early 2020 the U.S. became one of the first 
countries to impose entry restrictions on individuals traveling from China, 
drawing sharp criticism from the Chinese government. The U.S. also 
initially offered assistance to China, including donating nearly 18 tons 
of medical supplies in February 2020 and offering technical expertise 
to assist the China CDC in characterizing the outbreak. At first, Presi-
dent Trump spoke highly of the Chinese response only to turn instead 
shortly thereafter to using highly inflammatory rhetoric by referring to 
COVID-19 as the “China Virus” or “Kung Flu” and eventually targeting 
his attacks against the WHO for praising China in the same way he had 
once done. 

In July 2020, The Trump administration notified the Secretary General 
of the UN that it intended to withdraw the U.S. from the World Health 
Organization, criticizing WHO’s response to the COVID-19 outbreak, 
referencing its belief in undue influence by China in the organiza-
tion’s delay in acknowledging evidence of human-to-human transmission 
and declaring COVID-19 a “Public Health Emergency of International 
Concern” concern. The hostility toward the WHO not only undermined 
other important benefits of U.S. membership, such as participation in 
global influenza early warning activities and viral sharing, but further 
antagonized global partners working together to address the worsening 
global COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, the U.S. had gained access to 
Wuhan in the early days of the pandemic through its own participation in 
a WHO health team. 

In January 2021, the WHO sent a mission of 10 internationally 
respected scientists to Wuhan to investigate the origins of the pandemic, 
working together with Chinese scientists and epidemiologists. Their 
conclusions that the pandemic most likely resulted from a zoonotic 
spillover at the Huanan live animal market corresponded closely with 
China’s own narrative and the opinion of many global leading scien-
tists (Worobey 2022). However, as part of the U.S.’s growing criticism 
of China and interest in deflecting blame from the mishandling of its 
own raging epidemic, the conclusions of the WHO mission were repre-
sented as evidence of a cover up by China, which controlled access to data 
and site visits by the WHO group. The Trump administration offered an 
alternative origin theory—that a lab leak occurred at the Wuhan Insti-
tute of Virology (WIV), a leading WHO affiliated lab that also received 
funding from the NIH for collaborative research on bat viruses that were 
the source of the 2003 SARS pandemic.
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The public criticism of the WHO mission to China and the purported 
cover up led to a full-scale attack of the National Institutes of Health’s 
collaborative research program with the Wuhan Institute of Virology. Two 
main targets were the Ecohealth Alliance, a well-respected organization 
working with WIV with NIH funding to study the potential of bat viruses 
to spillover into humans, and Anthony Fauci, the longtime director of 
the NIAID who became the U.S. most senior health advisor to President 
Trump, and later to President Biden. Fauci was accused of covering up 
NIH knowledge of dangerous research at the Wuhan lab, an accusation 
without any scientific merit. The issue of COVID-19 origins and WHO 
and NIH complicity in a cover up became embroiled in U.S. partisan 
politics and distracted from genuine collaborative scientific inquiry into 
those origins that still remains unknown. Moreover, despite Taiwan’s 
own success in containing the spread of COVID-19, China refused to 
allow Taiwan to attend WHO emergency meetings and technical brief-
ings, alienating U.S. government supporters of Taiwan. In May 2022, 
China mounted a diplomatic offensive to block Taiwan’s bid to attend 
the annual assembly of the World Health Organization, drawing further 
ire from the U.S. which supported its participation. 

Both China and the U.S. donated large quantities of COVID-19 
vaccines to many other countries, through bilateral donations but also 
through multilateral initiatives such as COVAX. This “vaccine diplomacy” 
was largely tied to geopolitical competition for influence in various regions 
of the world. The major recipients of U.S. mRNA vaccine donations 
were Pakistan (42.6 million), Bangladesh (38.4 million), Philippines (24.7 
million), and Indonesia (23.7 million). China’s major recipients of its less 
powerful vaccine were Cambodia (11 million), Myanmar (11 million), 
Laos (8.5 million), Nepal (8 million), all Southeast Asia neighbors and 
major Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) partners. China declined the U.S.’s 
offer of donations of the more effective mRNA vaccines even after the 
highly contagious Omicron variant began spreading in late 2022 after 
the lifting of the “zero covid policy” (Kaufman, personal communication 
2023), resulting in many deaths among the elderly. And its own local 
manufacture of the mRNA vaccines has stalled partly due to intellectual 
property rights protection by U.S. and European manufacturers but also 
to regulatory delays in China. 

BioNTech partnered with Shanghai Fosun Pharmaceutical to commer-
cialize their mRNA vaccine via licensing and distribution throughout 
Greater China, receiving special import authorization from the Health
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Bureau of Macau in February 2021 and approval in Hong Kong as early 
as January 2021. However, foreign mRNA vaccines never received regula-
tory approval in the mainland, except for a very limited number of doses 
meant to vaccinate foreigners living in China in late 2022. There were 
reports of plans to use the BioNTech vaccine as a booster shot on top 
of China’s domestic vaccines that had already been administered to much 
of the population, but final regulatory approval stalled. The lack of avail-
ability of higher efficacy mRNA to the general public in the mainland 
inevitably led to many more Chinese deaths after COVID-19 restric-
tions lifted in December 2022. Since mRNA vaccines like BioNTech 
were available in both Macau and Hong Kong at that time, many main-
land residents rushed to the two Special Administrative Regions to get 
vaccinated during the massive surge in cases that followed the lifting of 
restrictions. And noted above, China refused the U.S.’s offer of donated 
mRNA vaccines in late 2022. 

Few probably would have expected the U.S. and China to come 
together in a meaningful way to address COVID-19-related inequities, 
but in July 2022 they did just that. Belatedly, (missing the chance to 
deliver maximum impact) the U.S. and China both agreed to waive 
patent rights for COVID-19 vaccines for the World Trade Organization’s 
(WTO) Least Developed Countries (LDCs) at the WTO’s 12th Ministe-
rial Conference. The WTO’s TRIPS Agreement on waiving patent rights 
for COVID-19 vaccines to expedite access and local production for LDCs 
is an example of the U.S. and China coming to a multilateral agreement 
on the issue of intellectual property rights which remains a source of 
conflict between the two. 

Key Elements from Effective 
Future Collaborations 

This long history of collaboration between the U.S. and China reveals 
many important lessons for working together in the future on common 
global health challenges. China and the U.S. have an obvious align-
ment of strategic interests when it comes to controlling infectious disease 
outbreaks, however this factor alone is not enough to ensure that fruitful 
collaborations can survive the fluctuations in bilateral ties. We suggest a 
few important takeaways from the fruitful collaboration in the past that 
should frame the approach going forward.
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Leadership 

Having strong leadership commitments from the heads of technical agen-
cies (e.g., both CDCs) and backing from high-level political leaders 
provides an essential legitimizing force and renewed energy to undertake 
new initiatives. In the absence of direct dialogue between each coun-
try’s respective political and public health leadership, such as occurred 
during the Strategic and Economic Dialogues, there may be a perceived 
lack of support that results in hesitancy in proposing projects and data 
sharing, even when it is not of a sensitive nature. Even while a number 
of non-governmental track 2 dialogues on health have continued or have 
been proposed, the disjuncture between geopolitics and technical needs 
suggests only limited action on recommendations will follow without 
strong signaling from top political leaders. However, there have been 
some promising signs that the top brass at both CDCs were begin-
ning to thaw the chilly relations. In January 2022, the annual Directors 
Meeting between the Chinese and US CDCs, which had been paused 
since 2017, resumed with a marked change in tone, with Dr. George F. 
Gao, the director of China CDC, speaking about the remarkable results 
the two agencies have achieved in public health as long-term partners 
and Dr. Rochelle Walensky, the director of U.S. CDC, calling for the 
strengthening of bilateral practical collaborations (China CDC 2022). 

Presence on the Ground 

During the height of collaboration, the U.S. CDC office in China played 
a crucial role in jointly identifying and investigating new disease outbreaks 
like avian flu together with the corps of CDC trained field epidemiolo-
gists in China. The importance of on the ground investigative teams for 
early warning of disease outbreaks is crucial for early action. The CDC’s 
premier EIS program which has been on the forefront of responding 
to global health outbreaks should maintain its collaborative investigative 
processes with China CDC. 

Sharing Viral Samples, Including Genomes 

Continuing the collection and sharing of viral samples that began with 
the influenza program, can lead to the early development of vaccines for 
global use, especially in the case of a severe new strain of influenza or
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an outbreak of a new emerging infectious disease like COVID-19. At the 
start of the COVID-19 outbreak in China, the viral genome structure was 
shared online, leading to the unprecedented rapid development of many 
effective global and Chinese vaccines within a year, saving countless lives. 

With our era of emerging pathogens and the spillover of animal viruses 
to humans, there is the need to expand virus sample sharing more widely 
to include animal viruses. A recent article identified 102 virus species from 
13 different viral families with potential for zoonotic spillover from wild 
animals commonly eaten as delicacies in China, 21 of which were deemed 
as high risk to humans because of spillover in the past (Cohen 2022). 
Robust collaboration on One Health, especially in hot spots, is there-
fore urgently needed and initiatives such as those being spearheaded by 
the BMGF should be strengthened and expanded. In the past, important 
collaboration on such animal viruses took place through NIH and other 
collaborative research mechanisms. However, the accusations surrounding 
NIH’s support for the Ecohealth Alliance and its work with the Wuhan 
Institute for Virology linked to the lab leak theory of COVID-19 origins 
has put a halt to this type of productive collaborative research (Quammen 
2023). In June 2022, the China CDC and U.S. CDC hosted a teleconfer-
ence on One Health for the first time where they put forward suggestions 
and a preliminary plan for cooperation priorities (China CDC 2023). 
And the U.S. rejoined the WHO in January 2021, and has been actively 
participating in the initiative to strengthen compliance with the Inter-
national Health Regulations and the WHO’s Convention on pandemic 
preparedness and prevention (World Health Organization 2022). 

Collaborative Research 

Collaborative research between Chinese and U.S. Scientists on multisite 
clinical trials have led to major global health improvement, including 
the early study linking neural tube defects to lack of folic acid, the 
PREP trials on HIV, and many more. China has a well-educated, well-
funded, and sophisticated science community of leading researchers on 
vaccine and new drug development and collaboration with global scien-
tists through mechanisms like the International AIDS Vaccine Initiative, 
the TB alliance, CEPI, and other global partnerships have led to advances 
for the international community.
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Long Term Capacity Building and Training Programs 

Collaborations that have an explicit focus on long-term capacity devel-
opment and sustainability could help to bolster commitments over a 
multi-year time horizon, as opposed to shorter term collaborations whose 
successes, impacts, and lessons learned could easily go overlooked. 

Training programs that involve in-person exchanges and field research 
in both countries help to build reservoirs of mutual respect and good will, 
while helping to facilitate more candid, informal discussions that are part 
of the spirit of healthy collaboration. Programs like the NIH’s Fogarty 
Program have trained numerous Chinese doctors and health researchers 
over the past decades and those strong people-to-people relationships 
remain and should be revived for important collaborative research on 
common health problems. Having mutually well-defined priorities and a 
shared mission and values surrounding evidence-based research and policy 
decision-making will hopefully help to mitigate some of the politicization 
of public health work. 

Data Sharing 

Data sharing is essential for addressing global threats like emerging infec-
tious diseases, as so sorely demonstrated by the early failings in both 
the SARS and COVID-19 pandemics (Kaufman 2020). Through estab-
lishing realistic consensus and clear standards on data sharing agreements, 
China and the U.S. can protect their legitimate national security inter-
ests without inhibiting essential scientific communication and knowledge 
exchanges across borders. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Collaboration between the U.S. and China in public health has been 
a major positive feature of the bilateral relationship over the past four 
decades and has the potential to create positive impacts in other areas, 
setting an example of how to manage differences and still drive construc-
tive progress toward mutually beneficial outcomes. Although collabo-
rative efforts suffered major setbacks in the years leading up to and 
more intensely during the COVID-19 pandemic, extensive ties between 
public health and academic institutions remain and a history of successful
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initiatives have helped to buttress ties between the two countries in this 
area. 

The U.S. should not let the S&T agreement signed first in 1979 
lapse (Seligsohn 2023). A six month extension was agreed to at the last 
minute in August 2023 and again in late February 2024 (VOA 2024), 
but renewal of the agreement is still not certain at this time because 
of concerns about research data restrictions and military use (Matthews 
2023). Despite difficult relations, this core agreement provides an over-
arching mechanism for collaboration on global health should relations 
improve. Reviving previous agreements on viral sample sharing, collab-
orating on One Health initiatives, and joint investigations of disease 
outbreaks are urgently needed. The U.S. public health agencies that 
opened offices in China during the height of collaboration, such as the 
CDC, FDA, and HHS should take action to restaff key technical and 
advisory positions. Agencies’ heads and high-level political leadership can 
make public commitments to demonstrate their prioritization of collab-
oration on emerging and re-emerging infectious diseases. Projects that 
focus on long-term capacity development with sustainable funding will 
help to support new knowledge exchange, while potentially enabling 
timely dissemination of vital new public health information. 

As two of the world’s most prominent global health donors, there 
are important ways the two countries should be working together to 
support global health in collaboration with the WHO, other bilateral 
actors, and global actors like BMGF. As with the joint establishment 
of the African CDC which leveraged each country’s respective strength 
in management, technical capability, and experiences with development 
assistance for health, the two countries could collaborate on supporting 
the newly created African Medicines Agency, which is intended to become 
the continent’s new regulatory body for medicines and medical devices. 

With easier travel to China now resuming in the post-COVID-
19 period, technical exchanges and joint ventures between U.S. and 
Chinese scientists and public health officials can resume through field 
research, trainings, and conferences. Renewing agreements and MOUs 
that support collaborative activities should be prioritized to ensure that 
relations do not further devolve. If the U.S. and China move toward 
operating in increasing isolation from one another and do not find solu-
tions to responsibly managing their overall relationship, the world as a 
whole will be much less prepared to deal with emerging health threats



38 J. KAUFMAN AND M. GALLO

and crises. Being able to effectively compartmentalize public health coop-
eration in order to insulate it from flaring geopolitical tensions would 
help to pragmatically return public health collaboration to an apolitical 
endeavor that is rooted in objective, evidence-based research and policy 
decision-making. Despite the threat of increased securitization of infec-
tious disease research, some forms of cooperation are necessary not just 
for each country to manage their own strategic interests but is a requisite 
for revamping the existing global health architecture to better meet the 
challenges of the twenty-first century. 
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CHAPTER 3  

Contested Narratives: The COVID-19 
Origins Debate and Its Implications 

for U.S.-China Relations 

Yanzhong Huang and Lucy Best 

Introduction 

More than four years since the onset of COVID-19, the world appears 
to have rapidly come to terms with the virus, particularly after the World 
Health Organization (WHO) declared an end to its status as a global 
health emergency in May 2023. Mentions of COVID-19 now primarily 
serve as reminders of its waning impact, often framed in the context of a 
post-COVID-19 recovery or as a pivot toward preparation for potential 
future pandemics.
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One pandemic-related issue that has retained political salience, partic-
ularly in the context of the U.S.-China relations, is the debate over the 
origins of COVID-19. The origins issue centers on where and how the 
virus came from. While almost all the rest of the world agreed that 
the virus emerged in Wuhan, China, China began to deny being the 
origin point of the outbreak in March 2020. Similarly, while there was an 
initial near-consensus within the scientific community that SARS-CoV-2 
likely emerged from a zoonotic spillover, public sentiments and political 
agendas in both U.S. and China have, at various times, leaned toward 
theories that implicate the other side being the initiator of an accidental 
or deliberate release of the virus. Amid existing geopolitical tensions, such 
finger-pointing and politically driven accusations have only encouraged 
the spread of misinformation and disinformation. Consequently, what 
should primarily be a scientific inquiry has been overshadowed by politics, 
with both sides advancing unsubstantiated theories for domestic political 
gain. 

This chapter examines the politicization of the debate over the origins 
issue, exploring its molding by U.S.-China relations and its subsequent 
impact on bilateral ties. It scrutinizes the divergent narratives on both 
sides, illuminating how they have undermined mutual trust and resulted 
in communication breakdowns that hinder cooperation between the two 
nations. 

The Rise of the Fringe Theories 

Since the novel coronavirus first appeared in Wuhan, the location of 
China’s only biosafety level 4 (BSF-4) lab designed to handle the world’s 
most dangerous pathogens, many were quick to draw a connection 
between the two. On January 30, 2020, U.S. Senator Tom Cotton 
tweeted about a potential link between the virus and the lab at Wuhan 
Institute of Virology (WIV) (Cotton 2020). He subsequently clarified in 
later tweets, distinguishing between the idea of an engineered virus and 
other scenarios, such as a lab accident. A day after Cotton’s tweet, a paper 
authored by Indian scientists, posted on the preprint website bioRxiv, 
hinted that the virus might be genetically engineered (Pradhan et al. 
2020). 

Almost the same time, theories began circulating on Chinese social 
media suggesting the virus had U.S. origins. Such theories either associ-
ated the virus with the spike in pneumonia cases due to vaping in the U.S.
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or linked it to illnesses among foreign soldiers during the Military World 
Games that took place in Wuhan in October 2019. A widely circulated 
screenshot in China alleged that the U.S. Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) had confirmed that the virus’s origins were in the 
U.S. This claim, however, stemmed from a misinterpretation of a CNN 
headline dated February 27, which read, “CDC confirms first coronavirus 
case of ‘unknown’ origin in U.S.” 

Such theories, though, were largely marginalized, lacking endorse-
ment from prominent intellectuals or government officials on both sides. 
The prevailing view among Chinese and international scientists was that 
the outbreak resulted from a zoonotic infection—transmitted from wild 
animals to humans. A near-consensus formed around bats being the 
natural reservoir for the virus. There was also speculation that pangolins, 
considered a delicacy in China, might have acted as the intermediate host, 
transmitting the novel virus to humans. 

In a February 2020 letter published in The Lancet, public health 
scientists denounced “conspiracy theories” suggesting that COVID-19 
originated from a lab in Wuhan (Calisher et al. 2020). Major publica-
tions, including the Washington Post, initially labeled Senator Cotton’s 
claim as a conspiracy theory (see, e.g., Firozi 2020). Cui Tiankai, Chinese 
ambassador to the U.S., described the allegations of a man-made virus 
“absolutely crazy,” thereby indicating the virus was not engineered in 
either China or the U.S. (Quinn 2020). 

Chinese state-run newspapers and major online platforms like Tencent 
and Netease initially published articles and interviews aimed at dispelling 
these rumors or conspiracy theories, indicating that attributing the U.S. 
as the virus’s origin was not the dominant propaganda narrative at that 
time. Notably, up until late February, China seemed to accept the label 
of being the starting place of the outbreak. The government initially did 
not dispute the use of the term “Wuhan virus,” and the Huanan Seafood 
Market in Wuhan was officially identified as a potential point of origin for 
SARS-CoV-2, the virus responsible for COVID-19. 

Disputing China as the Pandemic’s Origin  

On February 27, 2020, Dr. Zhong Nanshan, a prominent figure in 
China’s response to COVID-19, made a surprising statement at a 
government-sponsored press conference. He said that “given the new 
developments overseas, the disease that was first detected in China
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does not necessarily mean that it originated here” (Xiao and Le 2020). 
However, Zhong did not offer any evidence to support this claim, nor 
did he elaborate the “new developments” he mentioned. The next day, 
Zhang Wenhong, a respected infectious disease expert based in Shanghai 
known for his candor, refuted Zhong’s assertion in an exclusive interview 
with the state-run China Daily (Kuo 2020). 

By March 2020, the spread of COVID-19 was close to being stabi-
lized in China, while the U.S. emerged as the new epicenter, recording 
more cases than any other country. The divergent paths presented China 
with an opportunity to promote a narrative of authoritarian superiority 
over liberal democracy. However, this narrative would be compromised 
if China continued to be viewed as the pandemic’s origin, especially 
given the government’s early missteps in handling the outbreak. Indeed, 
from the beginning of the pandemic, the Chinese government faced 
significant international scrutiny for failing to disclose accurate informa-
tion on the case counts and transmissibility of the virus, scrutiny that 
was only intensified with the emergence of the lab leak theory. Almost 
simultaneously, China’s social media was flooded with posts and articles 
suggesting the U.S. as the pandemic’s starting point (Shih 2020). On 
March 4, foreign ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian leveraged Dr. Zhong 
Nanshan’s earlier comments to argue that China’s role as the origin had 
never been conclusively proven. “We must jointly oppose the ‘information 
virus’ and ‘political virus,’” Zhao stated. “Certain media outlets, with no 
factual basis, hastily labeled it the ‘Chinese virus,’ attempting to blame 
China for the global crisis. Such actions are deeply malicious” (Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs 2020). 

In the meantime, the virus’s origins became a political focal point in the 
U.S. As the country grappled with rising COVID-19 cases and deaths, the 
Trump administration, under criticism for its handling of the pandemic, 
frequently pointed to China as a primary culprit. Key U.S. officials accen-
tuated this connection. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo often referred 
to the virus as “Wuhan,” despite the WHO officially naming the disease 
COVID-19. In response, China expressed strong disapproval, labeling 
Pompeo’s naming convention a “despicable practice” (Bowden 2020). 

The tit-for-tat escalated when, on March 13, Zhao Lijian took to 
Twitter, floating a conspiracy theory that the U.S. Army could have intro-
duced the virus to Wuhan. He further insinuated that a biosafety incident 
at the U.S. Army Medical Research Institute for Infectious Diseases 
(USAMRIID) in Maryland, leading to its shutdown in August 2019,
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might be the real cause of the outbreak. In response, President Trump 
ramped up his rhetoric. While he had initially referred to SARS-CoV-2 as 
a “foreign virus,” he began increasingly using the term “Chinese virus” 
(Yam 2020). This shift became especially evident on March 19 when, 
during a press briefing, it was observed that he had manually changed 
“Corona” to “Chinese” in his prepared notes (Coleman 2020). 

Trump’s persistent and intentional use of the term “Chinese virus” 
drew widespread condemnation, being labeled as racist and xenophobic 
by both U.S. and Chinese media. However, this rhetoric inadvertently 
also fueled nationalistic sentiments in China, bolstering support for 
the official narrative that absolved China of any responsibility for the 
outbreak. Both Chinese social and state media were inundated with 
purported “evidence” of outbreaks predating China’s in various coun-
tries, including the U.S., Japan, France, Italy, Spain, and Brazil (China 
Daily 2020). One Chinese scholar confided in a private WeChat exchange, 
“I suspect 90 percent of those in rural areas or small cities are convinced 
the virus originated in the United States.” Surprisingly, even a signifi-
cant number of Chinese elites, primarily residing in major urban cities, 
succumbed to these conspiracy theories. Often, respected academics from 
premier Chinese universities or think tanks eagerly shared social media 
posts promoting the idea of China being uninvolved in the virus’s origin. 
Meanwhile, the Chinese government continued to employ obfuscation 
to deny the pandemic emanated in China. In March 2023, when ques-
tioned about the U.S. COVID-19 Origin Act of 2023—which referred to 
China as a probable starting point of the pandemic—the foreign ministry 
spokesperson deflected by citing “global concerns” about U.S. biolog-
ical labs, including Fort Detrick and the University of North Carolina, 
insinuating that the U.S. might be the actual source of the outbreak (Liu 
2023). 

Disputing the Etiological 
Origins of the Pandemic 

The debate over the virus’s origins encompasses not just its geographic 
emergence but also its etiological inception. The enigma surrounding the 
outbreak’s cause has given rise to various theories. Initially, the consensus 
among scientists was that the virus likely emanated from natural expo-
sure to an animal carrying SARS-CoV-2 or a similar predecessor. While
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the zoonosis hypothesis remains predominant in explaining how the 
pandemic started, other theories include: 

1. The possibility of an engineered virus, which postulates that SARS-
CoV-2 was deliberately manipulated for research or other purposes 
in a laboratory setting. 

2. The lab leak theory, suggesting a biosafety lapse resulted in the 
virus’s escape from a research facility. 

3. The cold-chain transmission theory, posited mainly by Chinese 
health authorities, proposing that the virus transitioned to humans 
via frozen goods, possibly from international imports. 

In late April 2020, as international pressures for investigating the 
origins of the pandemic built up, Australia became the first country to 
publicly demand such scrutiny. The sentiment quickly gained global trac-
tion. On May 19, more than 130 WHO member states rallied behind 
a landmark resolution, urging the WHO director general to work with 
other organizations and countries “to identify the zoonotic source of the 
virus and the route of introduction to the human population” (World 
Health Organization 2020). 

Amid mounting international pressure, China acquiesced to a WHO 
investigative mission. However, this endeavor found itself caught between 
Beijing, which sought to preserve its pandemic narrative, and Washington, 
which was looking for scapegoats for its own mismanagement of the 
crisis. In July, Trump announced the U.S. would withdraw from WHO, 
which he accused of siding with China and hiding the true nature of the 
outbreak. Mike Pompeo was skeptical of the WHO probe’s transparency, 
anticipating a potential “whitewash” (Reuters 2020). China responded 
by framing the U.S. as a more probable outbreak origin. A government 
newspaper linked the timing of the U.S. decision to withdraw from the 
WHO to the dispatch of the WHO advance team to China, suggesting 
that the U.S. did so to avoid an international investigation (Fan 2020). 
China’s foreign ministry urged on August 4 that the U.S. “fully clarify” 
its “militarization of biological activities overseas” (Xinhua 2020). 

Trump’s move also further diminished U.S. influence over both the 
WHO and China, enabling China to gain more leverage over the WHO 
in the origins probe. During the selection of scientists for the mission, it 
was alleged that the WHO rejected nominees from the U.S. government.



3 CONTESTED NARRATIVES: THE COVID-19 ORIGINS DEBATE … 49

The terms of reference agreed upon by the WHO and China effectively 
reduced the investigation to a joint study, in which the WHO-led team 
lacked the mandate and access required to conduct a thorough and inde-
pendent investigation (Huang 2021a). In January 2021, after extended 
diplomatic wrangling, an international research team arrived in Wuhan. 
On February 9, preliminary findings from the joint WHO-China study 
were disclosed, which was followed by an official release of the report on 
March 30 (The World Health Organization 2021). The report backed 
the natural outbreak theory and recognized the potential of transmission 
via imported frozen food, but dismissed the lab escape hypothesis. 

Instead of fostering mutual understanding, the joint study widened the 
rift between the U.S. and China. China viewed the report as a vindication, 
believing it conclusively refuted the theory that COVID-19 was a result 
of a lab accident in Wuhan. The Chinese team leader emphasized the lab 
theory’s dismissal, suggesting future investigations would veer away from 
this angle barring new evidence (Chen et al. 2021). China would later 
invoke this report, contending the WHO had settled the matter, negating 
any further inquiry within its borders. 

Conversely, U.S. officials critiqued the study for its limited scope and 
dependence on Chinese-provided data. U.S. National Security Adviser 
Jake Sullivan conveyed significant reservations regarding the study’s 
methodology and conclusions (The White House 2021).Detractors 
opined that the report did not take the lab leak theory seriously enough, 
especially given restricted access to the WIV. WHO Director-General 
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus subsequently stated that all theories 
merited further study (Sample 2021). 

The Lab Leak Theory Gains Steam 

Of all the proposed hypotheses, the lab leak theory has proven to be 
the most contentious. Advocates for this theory in the U.S. cite a set 
of circumstantial evidence linking the outbreak to the WIV. They noted 
that Dr. Shi Zhengli, a virologist often nicknamed “Batwoman” due 
to her extensive research on bat coronaviruses, was the central figure 
behind the lab leak (Yang et al. 2020). They also referred to past lapses 
in lab safety protocols in Chinese research facilities as further evidence 
supporting the theory (Huang 2020). 

While China persistently denies the plausibility of a lab escape in 
Wuhan, the Trump administration officially endorsed it in May 2020,
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claiming there was “enormous evidence” that the virus originated from 
the BSL-4 lab in the city (Sanger 2020). However, the theory turned 
toxic for democrats. With only months until the presidential election, 
they perceived Trump’s backing of the lab leak hypothesis as a ploy by 
the administration to divert attention from its failings in managing the 
spread of COVID-19 (Stolberg and Mueller 2023). 

In late July, the Wall Street Journal featured an opinion piece by 
Jamie Metzl, a researcher at the Atlantic Council. The article leveraged 
China’s cover-ups during the outbreak to advocate the lab leak theory as 
a more plausible explanation compared to the dominant thesis that the 
virus had jumped to humans from animals in the wild or wet markets 
(Metzl 2020). Despite such articles challenging the so-called “enforced 
consensus,” few U.S. scientists publicly supported the lab leak hypothesis 
(O’Neal 2021). Some U.S. officials resisted further investigation of the 
hypothesis, concerned about unveiling the government’s role in funding 
Dr. Shi’s bat research in Wuhan (Huang 2021b). Indeed, proponents of 
the lab leak theory, many of them Republican politicians, accused the 
National Institute of Health (NIH) of funding risky coronavirus exper-
iments that might have precipitated the pandemic. They also alleged 
that top NIH officials, including Anthony Fauci and Francis Collins, 
attempted to quell scientific discussions that could reveal this connection 
(Cohen 2023). For most of the pandemic’s first year, the lab leak theory 
was primarily championed by right-wing media and political figures like 
Trump. 

The election of Joe Biden opened a political window for the lab leak 
hypothesis to receive a closer look. In May 2021, 18 prominent scientists 
published a letter in Science, contending that “[t]heories of accidental 
release from lab and zoonotic spillover both remain viable,” and calling 
for a thorough review of whether the pandemic had originated from a 
lab leak or by natural spillover (Bloom et al. 2021). The Science letter 
opened the floodgates to accept the lab leak theory as a legitimate hypoth-
esis on the origins of the pandemic. Mainstream media outlets began to 
give the lab leak scenario a fresh airing. An article in The Washington 
Post carried the headline, “Timeline: How the Wuhan lab leak theory 
suddenly became credible” (Kessler 2021). That same month, President 
Biden ordered a comprehensive, 90-day intelligence review of the origins 
of the pandemic, including the possibility of a lab leak. 

China met these developments with denial and defiance. During a June 
2021 phone conversation with China’s top diplomat, Yang Jiechi, in June
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2021, U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken sought cooperation and 
transparency over the origins of the COVID-19. However, Yang’s reply 
was dismissive. Accusing the U.S. of spreading the “absurd story” about 
the lab escape theory, Yang urged the U.S. to “respect facts and science” 
and “refrain from politicizing the issue” (Daly et al. 2021). 

While refusing to work with the U.S. in the origins probe, Chinese 
diplomats began advancing their own lab leak narrative. They highlighted 
the U.S. reluctance to disclose information about its biodefence program, 
suggesting that such hesitancy was indicative of a “guilty conscience” 
(Huang 2021c). Commenting on Biden’s announcement of the intelli-
gence review, Zhao asked reprovingly, “What secrets are hidden in the 
suspicion-shrouded Fort Detrick and the over 200 U.S. bio-labs all over 
the world?” (Campbell 2021). 

In the wake of Zhao’s remarks, Beijing formally submitted a letter to 
the WHO director general, reiterating that a leak from the Wuhan lab 
was highly implausible. The letter further pointed the finger at the U.S.: 
“If certain parties continue to believe that a lab leak cannot be dismissed, 
then, in the light of fairness and impartiality, they should also investigate 
the Fort Detrick base in the U.S. and the University of North Carolina” 
(Xinhua 2021). The letter was accompanied by a separate joint letter 
signed by over 25 million Chinese netizens to the WHO, demanding 
an investigation into Fort Detrick lab. In the same month, Chinese state 
broadcaster CGTN released results from a survey it conducted on the 
Weibo platform. It claimed that 96.5 percent of Chinese netizens called 
for an investigation into the origins of the COVID-19 virus in the U.S. 
(CGTN 2021). 

Beijing resorted to obfuscation, in part due to the heightened stakes 
surrounding the origins issue. In June, former president Trump invoked 
the lab leak theory and demanded that China pay $10 trillion in “repa-
rations” to U.S. for the damage caused by COVID-19 (Zitser 2021). 
That same month, a Hill-HarrisX survey revealed that 83 percent of 
voters would support U.S. action against China if evidence supported 
that COVID-19 originated in a Wuhan lab (The Hill 2021). 

In October, the U.S. National Intelligence Council (NIC) unveiled its 
full declassified assessment on the origins of the pandemic. The report 
concluded that the virus was not developed as a biological weapon and 
stated, with low confidence, that the virus probably was not genetically 
engineered. The report considered both natural zoonosis and the lab 
leak as plausible hypotheses. However, it conceded that without new
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information, intelligence agencies would be unable to provide a more 
definitive judgment on whether the virus emerged from animal-to-human 
transmission or a lab leak (National Intelligence Council 2021). 

By 2023, the lab leak theory had evolved from a fringe conspiracy 
theory to a widely accepted hypothesis across the U.S. political spec-
trum. An Economist/YouGov poll suggests that 66 percent of Americans, 
including 53 percent of Democrats and 85 percent of Republicans, say it 
is definitely or probably true that the virus causing COVID-19 emerged 
from a laboratory in China. This marks a notable shift from May 2020 
when 54 percent thought the virus had its origins in a Chinese labora-
tory (Sanders and Frankovic 2023). In February 2023, dissatisfied with 
the NIC’s assessment of COVID-19 origins, House Republicans crated 
a new congressional panel to launch an investigation into the origins 
of the pandemic (Richards 2023). The same month, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Energy updated its earlier stance on the origins of SARS-CoV-2, 
concluding “with low confidence” that a lab leak is the mostly likely 
source. Shortly thereafter, the FBI announced that it had come to the 
same findings “with moderate confidence” (Rabinowitz 2023). 

While the NIC’s review appeared to be politically neutral, it criticized 
China for hindering investigations into origins of the pandemic. Unsur-
prisingly, Beijing lashed out against the report, dismissing it as “political 
and false” (Agence France-Presse 2021). To counter, it referenced the 
2021 WHO-China joint study to argue a lab leak was extremely unlikely. 
However, according to George Gao, the former director of China CDC, 
the government did conduct some kind of formal investigation into 
the WIV. This suggests that Beijing might have taken the theory more 
seriously than their official statements indicated (Sudworth and Maybin 
2023). In the meantime, Beijing asked Washington to “immediately halt 
its anti-science, nonsensical farce.” A People’s Daily editorial from March 
2023 stated: 

The continuous politicization, instrumentalization, and weaponization of 
the origins issue by the U.S. only hinder global scientific cooperation in 
tracing the source. It divides global efforts to unite against the pandemic 
and undermines global health governance mechanisms. We urge the U.S. 
to respect science and facts, stop the political manipulation of framing 
and smearing other countries, address promptly the legitimate concerns of 
the international community, and provide a responsible explanation to the 
people of the world. (Zhong 2023)
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By urging the U.S. to “provide a responsible explanation,” Beijing was 
implicitly requesting Washington to disclose details about Fort Detrick 
and the biological labs it operates globally (BBC Chinese News 2023). 
Such demands only fueled conspiracy theories within China. A video that 
misleadingly portrayed a financial analyst’s speech as a testimony to the 
European Parliament gained significant traction. In it, he misinterpreted 
early coronavirus research and unrelated patents to falsely claim that U.S. 
scientists created the viruses responsible for SARS and COVID-19 as part 
of a scheme to boost vaccine profits (Jaramillo 2023). Additional fodder 
for such conspiracy theories came from Russia’s claims about Ukraine 
developing biological weapons with U.S. aid and a Taiwanese newspaper 
report suggesting U.S. demands for Taiwan’s involvement in bio-weapon 
development (Chappell and Yousef 2022; Hioe  2023). 

While the lab leak hypothesis has achieved these markers of promi-
nence, ongoing scientific research continues to support natural zoonosis 
theory. The latter was bolstered by a new study of genetic samples from 
China, which seems to link the virus that caused COVID-19 to raccoon 
dogs (Mallapaty 2023). The findings were considered the “strongest 
evidence yet that an animal started the pandemic” (Wu 2023). Nonethe-
less, such discoveries have not undermined the foothold the lab leak 
theory has established in the U.S.-China relationship. In May 2023, the 
office of U.S. Senator Marco Rubio released a 328-page report, compiling 
what it termed “a mountain of circumstantial evidence” suggesting the 
pandemic came from a lab leak in Wuhan (The Office of U.S. Senator 
Marco Rubio 2023). 

Implications for U.S.-China Relations 

Unraveling the origins of a major disease outbreak is anything but easy. It 
took researchers 13 years after the 2002–2003 SARS epidemic to defini-
tively conclude that bats were the original hosts of the virus, which was 
then transmitted to humans through an intermediate host, possibly the 
civet (Cyranoski 2017). Even though the probe into the origins of SARS 
was primarily conducted by Chinese scientists, it did not face the same 
level of politicization as the investigation into COVID-19 would later 
encounter. China did not question the narrative that SARS originated 
in Guangdong province, and despite months of cover-up and inaction 
by China, the U.S. government did not exploit the situation for polit-
ical advantage. This unfolded in an era when the U.S. sought to engage
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China, and China aspired to integrate into the outside world. Both coun-
tries were able to compartmentalize the impact of strategic competition 
in favor of expanded cooperation in public health. Indeed, the SARS 
crisis motivated both countries to collaborate on addressing a broad spec-
trum of global health issues, from HIV/AIDS to international public 
health emergencies. This led to the period between 2002 and 2016 being 
regarded as “the golden age of cooperation” in public health (Huang 
2021d). 

The dynamics changed drastically during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
As the U.S. increasingly perceived China as its biggest geopolitical 
threat, China considered the U.S. as the primary obstacle to its global 
ascendancy. This escalating strategic rivalry and deep-seated mutual 
distrust poisoned the environment for U.S.-China cooperation during 
the pandemic. In early 2020, Beijing did not respond to repeated offers 
from the U.S. to send experts to China to help with the outbreak 
(Geimann 2020). Driven by geopolitical competition, both sides felt 
compelled to politicize the origins probe. China viewed the probe as 
a challenge to the narrative touting its “institutional advantages” (tizhi 
youshi) and asserting its global leadership once it emerged as an early 
victor in the battle against the pandemic. This global ambition prompted 
Beijing to reconcile the tensions between the new pandemic narrative and 
China’s role as ground zero for a catastrophic outbreak. In the U.S., 
the belief that China was the origin of a devastating pandemic, that it 
had misled the world by withholding critical disease-related information, 
and that it had attempted to manipulate the narrative of the outbreak for 
strategic gains, reinforced concerns about China’s threat to global health 
security and the rules-based international order. 

The investigation into the origins of the virus was further compounded 
by the domestic politics in both countries. In China, the campaign against 
COVID-19 involved amplified efforts to prioritize power and control over 
effective governance and even science (Wu 2023). A transparent, inde-
pendent, and science-based international investigation is at odds with the 
authoritarian secrecy of the political system and challenges one of Beijing’s 
core interests: the perpetual rule of the Communist Party. As Beijing feels 
increasingly insecure, it has less incentive than ever to allow a timely, trans-
parent, and science-based investigation of the WIV. On the U.S. side, 
blaming the Wuhan lab was part of a broader strategy to deflect blame. 
The lab leak theory did not receive official support until the Trump 
administration sought a scapegoat for its denial and mishandling of the
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COVID-19 pandemic. It was initially unpopular among scientists and 
Democrats, partly because it was linked to Republican politicians. Para-
doxically, the resurgence of the theory under the Biden administration 
has exacerbated the politicization of the origins investigation. Trapped in 
a political tug-of-war between the U.S. and China, a comprehensive and 
independent investigation became even less likely. 

The disagreement over the origins of COVID-19 significantly under-
mined the mutual trust essential for a constructive bilateral relationship, as 
evidenced by the barrage of accusations exchanged by officials from both 
sides. While the Trump administration highlighted China as the origin of 
COVID-19, Beijing felt compelled to create a counter-narrative to the 
prevailing thesis that the virus originated in Wuhan. Chinese officials, 
diplomats, and state media insinuated, without concrete evidence, that 
the virus might have been introduced to China by the U.S. Although 
the U.S. might frame its criticism as a counter to Chinese disinformation 
(Bump 2020),China perceived U.S. accusations as baseless and driven by 
ulterior motives. Instead of fostering trust and confidence, each nation 
seemed intent on viewing the other as the transgressor. Consequently, 
conspiracy theories flourished in both countries. In China, anecdotal data 
suggests a large segment of the populace believes the virus was engineered 
in the U.S., possibly with military involvement. 

The blame game between the U.S. and China over the pandemic’s 
origins, exacerbated by the widespread disinformation and deliberate 
obfuscation, not only reflects the ongoing geopolitical rivalry between the 
two nations but also contributes to the downward spiral in the bilateral 
relations. While the U.S. advocated for a transparent, scientific inves-
tigation, China interpreted such demands as thinly veiled accusations, 
deepening the trust deficit. This mistrust impeded the WHO’s investiga-
tive efforts and further intensified the U.S.-China rivalry. From the U.S. 
standpoint, China’s lack of transparency and cooperation in the investiga-
tion reinforced the belief that China is not a reliable or responsible global 
player. Conversely, China viewed the U.S. focus on the lab leak theory 
and its economic and technological wars on China as evidence of U.S. 
determination to thwart China’s ascent, resorting to rumors and slander. 

Finally, the lab leak theory—regardless of its validity as a line of 
inquiry—stokes anti-American sentiments in China and fuels anti-Asian 
sentiments in the U.S. This only further erodes public support for coop-
erative endeavors between the two nations. Negative perceptions between 
the two countries are already pervasive. A significant majority of U.S.
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adults (83 percent) harbor unfavorable views of China, with 77 percent 
believing that China disregards the interests of nations like the U.S. This 
sentiment is reciprocated in China: a 2021 survey of over 2,000 Chinese 
respondents revealed that 75 percent held negative opinions of the U.S. 
(Liu et al. 2023). 

Foreign policies mirror this antagonistic public sentiment. Fueled by 
misinformation and disinformation campaigns and obfuscation tactics, the 
mutual accusations regarding COVID-19 have further undermined the 
public’s desire for collaboration in both countries. In the U.S., Congress 
has essentially made China’s cooperation in the pandemic origins probe 
a prerequisite for cooperation in other important areas of public health. 
Consequently, the partnership between U.S. research institutions and the 
WIV quickly became a lightning rod. In June 2023, the U.S. suspended 
federal funding to the Wuhan lab, citing the lab’s failure to provide 
essential documents pertaining to alleged biosafety protocol violations 
(Reuters 2023). This move is probably the first instance where the U.S. 
government has actually halted funding to a research institution due to 
suspected breaches of grant biosafety protocols. However, this decision 
may inadvertently push China toward greater autonomy in compliance, 
thus diminishing Washington’s influence in this realm (Wong 2023). 

The U.S. move also casts a shadow over other U.S.-China research 
collaborations. Concerns about potential accusations of illicit activities 
might deter U.S.-China scientific partnerships, even in areas perceived 
as less contentious, such as public health infrastructure development. It 
is worth noting that U.S.-China collaboration is less common in the 
healthcare and biotechnology sectors compared to fields like telecom, 
nanoscience, and energy (Hao and Hua 2023). 

Conclusion 

The quest to uncover the origins of COVID-19 is of critical importance. 
Victims of the disease and their families deserve an explanation on how 
the pandemic started, and establishing its genesis is pivotal for imple-
menting targeted and effective measures against similar threats in the 
future. However, this quest has transcended the realm of pure scientific 
inquiry, becoming deeply enmeshed in the intricate web of U.S.-China 
geopolitical rivalry and internal politics in both nations. To the U.S., 
China’s perceived lack of transparency surrounding the pandemic’s begin-
nings has bolstered the credibility of the lab leak theory and reinforced a
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narrative of mistrust and skepticism toward China’s role in the pandemic. 
Conversely, China views the U.S. accusations and the emphasis on the 
lab leak theory as efforts to contain its rise and tarnish its interna-
tional image. Amid this storm of allegations and conspiracy theories, the 
two countries are ensnared in a vortex of mutual suspicion, misinforma-
tion/disinformation, and diplomatic wrangling. This issue only stands to 
grow more volatile as the U.S. approaches the 2024 presidential elec-
tion cycle. With presumptive Republican nominee Trump staking out 
tough-on-China campaign promises, Biden will come under intense pres-
sure to adopt similar measures to avoid looking “soft” on China. These 
dynamics in the political environment are likely to make any public health 
cooperation on COVID-19’s origins a non-starter in the near term. 

While the politicization of the origins issue clouds the path to under-
standing the pandemic’s genesis, the ensuing lack of mutual trust also 
erodes what was formerly the bedrock of U.S.-China cooperation, partic-
ularly in vital areas like public health. Bilateral collaboration, especially 
in critical sectors like healthcare, biotechnology, and scientific research, 
are at risk. This rift between the world’s two major powers imperils the 
global response to pressing challenges, including pandemic preparedness 
and climate change. 

In sum, the politicization of the quest to determine COVID-19’s 
origins has exacted a heavy toll on U.S.-China relations. For the sake 
of global health security, it is imperative that both nations find a way to 
separate scientific inquiry from political animus, reigniting a collaborative 
spirit that the world so desperately needs. 

References 

Agence France-Presse. 2021. China Rejects US Intelligence Report on COVID 
Origins as ‘Political and False’. October 31. https://www.theguardian. 
com/world/2021/oct/31/china-rejects-us-intelligence-report-on-COVID-
origins-as-political-and-false. 

BBC Chinese News. 2023. 新冠溯源:美国情报报告再显华府内部分歧,‘零号病 
人’投书否认患病说法 [COVID-19 Tracing: U.S. Intelligence Report Reveals 
Internal Disagreements in Washington, ‘Patient Zero’ Writes to Deny 
Illness Claims]. June 26. https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp/science-
66020211. 

Bloom, Jesse D., et al. 2021. Investigate the Origins of COVID-19. Science 372: 
694–694. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abj0016.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/oct/31/china-rejects-us-intelligence-report-on-COVID-origins-as-political-and-false
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/oct/31/china-rejects-us-intelligence-report-on-COVID-origins-as-political-and-false
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/oct/31/china-rejects-us-intelligence-report-on-COVID-origins-as-political-and-false
https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp/science-66020211
https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp/science-66020211
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abj0016


58 Y. HUANG AND L. BEST

Bowden, John. 2020. Chinese Officials Object to the Term ‘Wuhan 
Coronavirus,’ Concerned It Will ‘Stigmatize’ the Country. The Hill, 
March 10. https://thehill.com/policy/international/486777-chinese-offici 
als-object-to-the-term-wuhan-coronavirus-concerned-it-will/. 

Bump, Philip. 2020. The Two Reasons Administration Officials and Trump 
Allies Are Linking the Coronavirus to China. Washington Post, March 
10. https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/03/10/two-reasons-
that-administration-officials-trump-allies-are-tying-coronavirus-china/. 

Calisher, Charles, Dennis Carroll, Rita Colwell, Ronald B. Corley, Peter 
Daszak, et al. 2020. Statement in Support of the Scientists, Public Health 
Professionals, and Medical Professionals of China Combatting COVID-19. 
The Lancet 395 (10226): e42–e43. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-673 
6(20)30418-9. 

Campbell, Charlie. 2021. How China’s Response to the COVID-19 Lab Leak 
Theory Means It Will Rumble On and On. Time, May 28. https://time. 
com/6052346/china-wuhan-COVID-19-lab-leak/. 

CGTN. 2021. CGTN智库全球网络民意调查:83.1%网民支持应对美国进行溯源 
调查 [CGTN Think Tank Global Online Public Opinion Survey: 83.1% of 
Netizens Support Tracing Investigation in the U.S.]. 央视新闻客户端 [CCTV 
News App], August 2. http://m.news.cctv.com/2021/08/02/ARTI4BuoX 
aPcxvznXvMN3SHj210802.shtml. 

Chappell, Bill, and Odette Yousef. 2022. How the False Russian Biolab 
Story Came to Circulate Among the U.S. Far Right. NPR, March 
25. https://www.npr.org/2022/03/25/1087910880/biological-weapons-
far-right-russia-ukraine. 

Chen, Qingqing, Siqi Cao, Yusha Zhao, and Yunyi Bai. 2021. Exclusive: Lead 
Chinese Scientist of WHO Joint Team Addresses Key Issues Ahead of Joint 
Report Release. Global Times, March 17. https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/ 
202103/1218716.shtml. 

China Daily. 2020. 全球病毒溯源,新线索都在这里了 [Tracing the Global Origin 
of the Virus, the New Clues Are All Here]. China Daily, July 9.  http://cn. 
chinadaily.com.cn/a/202007/09/WS5f06975aa310a859d09d6e88.html. 

Cohen, Jon. 2023. As Two Co-authors Defend Their Work, House Hearing 
Provides Latest Partisan Battleground for Debate Over How Coronavirus 
Emerged. Science, July 11. https://www.science.org/content/article/politi 
cians-scientists-spar-over-alleged-nih-cover-up-using-COVID-19-origin-paper. 

Coleman, Justine. 2020. Photo of Trump’s Notes Shows ‘Chinese’ Virus Written 
Over ‘Coronavirus’. The Hill, March 19. https://thehill.com/homenews/ 
administration/488502-photo-of-trumps-notes-shows-chinese-virus-written-
over-coronavirus/. 

Cotton, Tom. 2020. Personal Tweet. January 30. https://twitter.com/SenTom 
Cotton/status/1222971592403226628.

https://thehill.com/policy/international/486777-chinese-officials-object-to-the-term-wuhan-coronavirus-concerned-it-will/
https://thehill.com/policy/international/486777-chinese-officials-object-to-the-term-wuhan-coronavirus-concerned-it-will/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/03/10/two-reasons-that-administration-officials-trump-allies-are-tying-coronavirus-china/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/03/10/two-reasons-that-administration-officials-trump-allies-are-tying-coronavirus-china/
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30418-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30418-9
https://time.com/6052346/china-wuhan-COVID-19-lab-leak/
https://time.com/6052346/china-wuhan-COVID-19-lab-leak/
http://m.news.cctv.com/2021/08/02/ARTI4BuoXaPcxvznXvMN3SHj210802.shtml
http://m.news.cctv.com/2021/08/02/ARTI4BuoXaPcxvznXvMN3SHj210802.shtml
https://www.npr.org/2022/03/25/1087910880/biological-weapons-far-right-russia-ukraine
https://www.npr.org/2022/03/25/1087910880/biological-weapons-far-right-russia-ukraine
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202103/1218716.shtml
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202103/1218716.shtml
http://cn.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202007/09/WS5f06975aa310a859d09d6e88.html
http://cn.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202007/09/WS5f06975aa310a859d09d6e88.html
https://www.science.org/content/article/politicians-scientists-spar-over-alleged-nih-cover-up-using-COVID-19-origin-paper
https://www.science.org/content/article/politicians-scientists-spar-over-alleged-nih-cover-up-using-COVID-19-origin-paper
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/488502-photo-of-trumps-notes-shows-chinese-virus-written-over-coronavirus/
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/488502-photo-of-trumps-notes-shows-chinese-virus-written-over-coronavirus/
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/488502-photo-of-trumps-notes-shows-chinese-virus-written-over-coronavirus/
https://twitter.com/SenTomCotton/status/1222971592403226628
https://twitter.com/SenTomCotton/status/1222971592403226628


3 CONTESTED NARRATIVES: THE COVID-19 ORIGINS DEBATE … 59

Cyranoski, David. 2017. Bat Cave Solves Mystery of Deadly SARS Virus—And 
Suggests New Outbreak Could Occur. Nature, December 1. https://www. 
nature.com/articles/d41586-017-07766-9. 

Daly, Tom, David Brunnstrom, and Michael Martina. 2021. China Brands 
COVID-19 Lab-Leak Theory as ‘Absurd,’ Blinken Urges Transparency. 
Reuters, June 11. https://www.reuters.com/world/china-us-top-diplomats-
hold-phone-call-chinese-state-media-2021-06-11/. 

Fan, Fan. 2020. 中国先跨一步了,美国你跟不跟? [China Takes the First Step, 
America, Will You Follow?] 参考消息网 [Reference News], July 10. https:// 
news.sina.cn/2020-07-10/detail-iirczymm1692440.d.html?from=wap. 

Firozi, Paulina. 2020. Tom Cotton Keeps Repeating a Coronavirus Fringe 
Theory That Scientists Have Disputed. Washington Post, February 17. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/02/16/tom-cotton-cor 
onavirus-conspiracy/. 

Geimann, Steve. 2020. U.S. Offer to Send Experts Unanswered by China, 
Trump Aide Says. Bloomberg, February 2.  https://www.bloomberg.com/ 
news/articles/2020-02-02/u-s-offer-to-send-experts-unanswered-by-china-
trump-aide-says?in_source=embedded-checkout-banner. 

Hao, Karen, and Sha Hua. 2023. The U.S. Is Turning Away From Its 
Biggest Scientific Partner at a Precarious Time. Wall Street Journal, August 
16. https://www.wsj.com/world/china/the-u-s-is-turning-away-from-its-big 
gest-scientific-partner-at-a-precarious-time-9fb9adaa. 

The Hill. 2021. “Poll: 83 Percent Support US Action Against China If Wuhan 
Lab Theory Is Proven True. The Hill, June 3. https://thehill.com/hilltv/ 
what-americas-thinking/556740-poll-83-percent-support-us-action-against-
china-if-wuhan-lab. 

Hioe, Brian. 2023. US Bioweapons Story Reignites Concerns About Disinfor-
mation in Taiwan. The Diplomat, July 14. https://thediplomat.com/2023/ 
07/us-bioweapons-story-reignites-concerns-about-disinformation-in-taiwan/. 

Huang, Yanzhong. 2020. U.S.-Chinese Distrust Is Inviting Dangerous Coro-
navirus Conspiracy Theories: And Undermining Efforts to Contain the 
Epidemic. Foreign Affairs, March 5. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/art 
icles/united-states/2020-03-05/us-chinese-distrust-inviting-dangerous-cor 
onavirus-conspiracy?check_logged_in=1. 

Huang, Yanzhong. 2021a. “What the WHO Investigation Reveals About 
the Origins of COVID-19: And About the Vulnerabilities of the System 
Protecting Global Health. Foreign Affairs, March 31. https://www.foreignaf 
fairs.com/articles/china/2021-03-31/what-who-investigation-reveals-about-
origins-COVID-19. 

Huang, Yanzhong. 2021b. After the Lab-Leak Theory, US-Chinese Relations 
Head Downhill. Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, July 16. https://thebulletin. 
org/2021/07/after-the-lab-leak-theory-us-chinese-relations-head-downhill/.

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-017-07766-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-017-07766-9
https://www.reuters.com/world/china-us-top-diplomats-hold-phone-call-chinese-state-media-2021-06-11/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china-us-top-diplomats-hold-phone-call-chinese-state-media-2021-06-11/
https://news.sina.cn/2020-07-10/detail-iirczymm1692440.d.html?from=wap
https://news.sina.cn/2020-07-10/detail-iirczymm1692440.d.html?from=wap
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/02/16/tom-cotton-coronavirus-conspiracy/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/02/16/tom-cotton-coronavirus-conspiracy/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-02/u-s-offer-to-send-experts-unanswered-by-china-trump-aide-says?in_source=embedded-checkout-banner
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-02/u-s-offer-to-send-experts-unanswered-by-china-trump-aide-says?in_source=embedded-checkout-banner
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-02/u-s-offer-to-send-experts-unanswered-by-china-trump-aide-says?in_source=embedded-checkout-banner
https://www.wsj.com/world/china/the-u-s-is-turning-away-from-its-biggest-scientific-partner-at-a-precarious-time-9fb9adaa
https://www.wsj.com/world/china/the-u-s-is-turning-away-from-its-biggest-scientific-partner-at-a-precarious-time-9fb9adaa
https://thehill.com/hilltv/what-americas-thinking/556740-poll-83-percent-support-us-action-against-china-if-wuhan-lab
https://thehill.com/hilltv/what-americas-thinking/556740-poll-83-percent-support-us-action-against-china-if-wuhan-lab
https://thehill.com/hilltv/what-americas-thinking/556740-poll-83-percent-support-us-action-against-china-if-wuhan-lab
https://thediplomat.com/2023/07/us-bioweapons-story-reignites-concerns-about-disinformation-in-taiwan/
https://thediplomat.com/2023/07/us-bioweapons-story-reignites-concerns-about-disinformation-in-taiwan/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-03-05/us-chinese-distrust-inviting-dangerous-coronavirus-conspiracy?check_logged_in=1
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-03-05/us-chinese-distrust-inviting-dangerous-coronavirus-conspiracy?check_logged_in=1
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-03-05/us-chinese-distrust-inviting-dangerous-coronavirus-conspiracy?check_logged_in=1
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2021-03-31/what-who-investigation-reveals-about-origins-COVID-19
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2021-03-31/what-who-investigation-reveals-about-origins-COVID-19
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2021-03-31/what-who-investigation-reveals-about-origins-COVID-19
https://thebulletin.org/2021/07/after-the-lab-leak-theory-us-chinese-relations-head-downhill/
https://thebulletin.org/2021/07/after-the-lab-leak-theory-us-chinese-relations-head-downhill/


60 Y. HUANG AND L. BEST

Huang, Yanzhong. 2021c. After the Lab-Leak Theory, US-Chinese Relations 
Head Downhill. Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, July 16. https://thebulletin. 
org/2021/07/after-the-lab-leak-theory-us-chinese-relations-head-downhill/. 

Huang, Yanzhong. 2021d. U.S.-China Relations: A Public Health Perspective. 
In Engaging China: Fifty Years of Sino-American Relations, ed. Anne F. 
Thurston, 229–259. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Jaramillo, Catalina. 2023. Video Distorts Early Coronavirus Research to 
Promote Baseless Bioweapon Conspiracy Theory. FACTCHECK POSTS, 
June 15. https://www.factcheck.org/2023/06/video-distorts-early-corona 
virus-research-to-promote-baseless-bioweapon-conspiracy-theory/. 

Kessler, Glenn. 2021. Timeline: How the Wuhan Lab-Leak Theory Suddenly 
Became Credible. Washington Post, May 25. https://www.washingtonpost. 
com/politics/2021/05/25/timeline-how-wuhan-lab-leak-theory-suddenly-
became-credible/. 

Kuo, Lily. 2020. ‘American Coronavirus’: China Pushes Propaganda Casting 
Doubt on Virus Origin. The Guardian, March 12. https://www.thegua 
rdian.com/world/2020/mar/12/conspiracy-theory-that-coronavirus-origin 
ated-in-us-gaining-traction-in-china. 

Liu, Adam Y., Xiaojun Li, and Songying Fang. 2023. Unpacking ‘the West’: 
Divergence and Asymmetry in Chinese Public Attitudes Towards Europe 
and the United States. Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 52 (1): 119–133. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/18681026221139301. 

Liu, Liu. 2023. 外交部回应美所谓‘新冠病毒起源法案’:严重歪曲事实,炮制虚假 
信息 [Ministry of Foreign Affairs Responds to the So-Called “U.S. COVID-
19 Origin Bill”: Seriously Distorting Facts and Fabricating False Informa-
tion]. Beijing Daily, March 21. https://news.bjd.com.cn/2023/03/21/103 
72300.shtml. 

Mallapaty, Smriti. 2023. COVID-Origins Study Links Raccoon Dogs to Wuhan 
Market: What Scientists Think. Nature, March 21. Corrected March 22. 
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-023-00827-2. 

Metzl, Jamie. 2020. How to Hold Beijing Accountable for the Coronavirus. 
Wall Street Journal, July 28. https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-to-hold-bei 
jing-accountable-for-the-coronavirus-11595976973. 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, PRC. 2020. 个别媒体称新冠病毒是‘中国病毒’极不 
负责任 [Certain Media Calling the Novel Coronavirus ‘Chinese Virus’ Is 
Extremely Irresponsible]. 新华网 [Xinhua News Agency], March 4. http:// 
www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2020-03/04/c_1125662901.htm. 

National Intelligence Council. 2021. Updated Assessment on COVID-
19 Origins. October. https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assess 
ments/Unclassified-Summary-of-Assessment-on-COVID-19-Origins.pdf.

https://thebulletin.org/2021/07/after-the-lab-leak-theory-us-chinese-relations-head-downhill/
https://thebulletin.org/2021/07/after-the-lab-leak-theory-us-chinese-relations-head-downhill/
https://www.factcheck.org/2023/06/video-distorts-early-coronavirus-research-to-promote-baseless-bioweapon-conspiracy-theory/
https://www.factcheck.org/2023/06/video-distorts-early-coronavirus-research-to-promote-baseless-bioweapon-conspiracy-theory/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/05/25/timeline-how-wuhan-lab-leak-theory-suddenly-became-credible/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/05/25/timeline-how-wuhan-lab-leak-theory-suddenly-became-credible/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/05/25/timeline-how-wuhan-lab-leak-theory-suddenly-became-credible/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/12/conspiracy-theory-that-coronavirus-originated-in-us-gaining-traction-in-china
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/12/conspiracy-theory-that-coronavirus-originated-in-us-gaining-traction-in-china
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/12/conspiracy-theory-that-coronavirus-originated-in-us-gaining-traction-in-china
https://doi.org/10.1177/18681026221139301
https://news.bjd.com.cn/2023/03/21/10372300.shtml
https://news.bjd.com.cn/2023/03/21/10372300.shtml
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-023-00827-2
https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-to-hold-beijing-accountable-for-the-coronavirus-11595976973
https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-to-hold-beijing-accountable-for-the-coronavirus-11595976973
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2020-03/04/c_1125662901.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2020-03/04/c_1125662901.htm
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/Unclassified-Summary-of-Assessment-on-COVID-19-Origins.pdf
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/Unclassified-Summary-of-Assessment-on-COVID-19-Origins.pdf


3 CONTESTED NARRATIVES: THE COVID-19 ORIGINS DEBATE … 61

The Office of U.S. Senator Marco Rubio. 2023. Rubio Releases Groundbreaking 
COVID Origins Report. May 16. https://www.rubio.senate.gov/rubio-rel 
eases-groundbreaking-COVID-origins-report/. 

O’Neal, Adam. 2021. A Scientist Who Said No to Covid Groupthink. Wall 
Street Journal, June 11. https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-scientist-who-said-
no-to-covid-groupthink-11623430659?st=co6pfq2jwzcn3y3&reflink=deskto 
pwebshare_permalink. 

Pradhan, Prashant, et al. 2020. Uncanny Similarity of Unique Inserts in the 
2019-nCoV Spike Protein to HIV-1 gp120 and Gag. bioRxiv, January 31. 
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.01.30.927871. 

Quinn, Melissa. 2020. Chinese Ambassador to U.S. Dismisses Coronavirus 
Theories as ‘Absolutely Crazy’. CBS News, February 9.  https://www.cbs 
news.com/news/coronavirus-news-chinese-ambassador-cui-tiankai-dismisses-
coronavirus-theories-as-absolutely-crazy/. 

Rabinowitz, Hannah. 2023. FBI Director Wray Acknowledges Bureau Assess-
ment That COVID-19 Likely Resulted from Lab Incident. CNN , 
March 1. https://www.cnn.com/2023/02/28/politics/wray-fbi-COVID-ori 
gins-lab-china/index.html. 

Reuters. 2020. Pompeo Expects ‘Completely Whitewashed’ WHO China 
Investigation. Reuters, July 15. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-
coronavirus-usa-china/pompeo-expects-completely-whitewashed-who-china-
investigation-idUSKCN24G2DZ. 

Reuters. 2023. US Suspends Federal Funding to Wuhan Lab Over Non-
compliance. Reuters, July 19. https://www.reuters.com/business/health 
care-pharmaceuticals/us-suspends-federal-funding-wuhan-lab-over-non-com 
pliance-2023-07-19/. 

Richards, Zoë. 2023. House Republicans Launch COVID Origins Probe by 
Requesting info from Fauci and Biden Officials. NBC News, February  
13. https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/congress/gop-launches-COVID-ori 
gins-probe-requesting-info-fauci-biden-officials-rcna70517. 

Sample, Ian. 2021. All Hypotheses on COVID-19 Origins Still Being Investi-
gated, Says WHO Boss. The Guardian, February 12. https://www.thegua 
rdian.com/world/2021/feb/13/all-hypotheses-on-COVID-19-origins-still-
being-investigated-says-who-boss. 

Sanders, Linley, and Kathy Frankovic. 2023. Two-Thirds of Americans Believe 
That the COVID-19 Virus Originated from a Lab in China. YouGov, 
March 10. https://today.yougov.com/topics/politics/articles-reports/2023/ 
03/10/americans-believe-COVID-origin-lab. 

Sanger, David E. 2020. Pompeo Ties Coronavirus to China Lab, 
Despite Spy Agencies’ Uncertainty. New York Times, May 3, updated 
June 14. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/03/us/politics/coronavirus-
pompeo-wuhan-china-lab.html.

https://www.rubio.senate.gov/rubio-releases-groundbreaking-COVID-origins-report/
https://www.rubio.senate.gov/rubio-releases-groundbreaking-COVID-origins-report/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-scientist-who-said-no-to-covid-groupthink-11623430659?st=co6pfq2jwzcn3y3&reflink=desktopwebshare_permalink
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-scientist-who-said-no-to-covid-groupthink-11623430659?st=co6pfq2jwzcn3y3&reflink=desktopwebshare_permalink
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-scientist-who-said-no-to-covid-groupthink-11623430659?st=co6pfq2jwzcn3y3&reflink=desktopwebshare_permalink
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.01.30.927871
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/coronavirus-news-chinese-ambassador-cui-tiankai-dismisses-coronavirus-theories-as-absolutely-crazy/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/coronavirus-news-chinese-ambassador-cui-tiankai-dismisses-coronavirus-theories-as-absolutely-crazy/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/coronavirus-news-chinese-ambassador-cui-tiankai-dismisses-coronavirus-theories-as-absolutely-crazy/
https://www.cnn.com/2023/02/28/politics/wray-fbi-COVID-origins-lab-china/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2023/02/28/politics/wray-fbi-COVID-origins-lab-china/index.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-china/pompeo-expects-completely-whitewashed-who-china-investigation-idUSKCN24G2DZ
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-china/pompeo-expects-completely-whitewashed-who-china-investigation-idUSKCN24G2DZ
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-china/pompeo-expects-completely-whitewashed-who-china-investigation-idUSKCN24G2DZ
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/us-suspends-federal-funding-wuhan-lab-over-non-compliance-2023-07-19/
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/us-suspends-federal-funding-wuhan-lab-over-non-compliance-2023-07-19/
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/us-suspends-federal-funding-wuhan-lab-over-non-compliance-2023-07-19/
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/congress/gop-launches-COVID-origins-probe-requesting-info-fauci-biden-officials-rcna70517
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/congress/gop-launches-COVID-origins-probe-requesting-info-fauci-biden-officials-rcna70517
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/13/all-hypotheses-on-COVID-19-origins-still-being-investigated-says-who-boss
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/13/all-hypotheses-on-COVID-19-origins-still-being-investigated-says-who-boss
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/13/all-hypotheses-on-COVID-19-origins-still-being-investigated-says-who-boss
https://today.yougov.com/topics/politics/articles-reports/2023/03/10/americans-believe-COVID-origin-lab
https://today.yougov.com/topics/politics/articles-reports/2023/03/10/americans-believe-COVID-origin-lab
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/03/us/politics/coronavirus-pompeo-wuhan-china-lab.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/03/us/politics/coronavirus-pompeo-wuhan-china-lab.html


62 Y. HUANG AND L. BEST

Shih, Gerry. 2020. Conspiracy Theorists Blame U.S. for Coronavirus. China Is 
Happy to Encourage Them. Washington Post, March 5. https://www.washin 
gtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/conspiracy-theorists-blame-the-us-for-cor 
onavirus-china-is-happy-to-encourage-them/2020/03/05/50875458-5dc8-
11ea-ac50-18701e14e06d_story.html. 

Stolberg, Sheryl Gay, and Benjamin Mueller. 2023. Lab Leak or Not? How 
Politics Shaped the Battle Over COVID’s Origin. New York Times, March 
19. https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/19/us/politics/COVID-origins-
lab-leak-politics.html?_ga=2.46911783.1013993583.1692393874-103895 
7716.1690902080. 

Sudworth, John, and Simon Maybin. 2023. COVID: Top Chinese Scientist Says 
Don’t Rule Out Lab Leak. BBC News, May 30. https://www.bbc.com/ 
news/world-asia-65708746. 

The White House. 2021. Statement by National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan. 
February 13. https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-rel 
eases/2021/02/13/statement-by-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan/. 

Wong, Hayley. 2023. ‘Mutual Distrust’: The Message in the US Funding 
Cut for China’s Wuhan Institute of Virology. South China Morning Post, 
July 23. https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3228640/ 
mutual-distrust-message-us-funding-cut-chinas-wuhan-institute-virology. 

The World Health Organization. 2020. How WHO Is Working to Track Down 
the Animal Reservoir of the SARS-CoV-2 Virus. November 6. https://www. 
who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/how-who-is-working-to-track-
down-the-animal-reservoir-of-the-sars-cov-2-virus#:~:text=%E2%80%9Ciden 
tify%5Bing%5D%20the%20zoonotic,to%20reduce%20the%20risk%20of. 

The World Health Organization. 2021. WHO-Convened Global Study of 
Origins of SARS-CoV-2: China Part. March 30. https://www.who.int/eme 
rgencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/origins-of-the-virus. 

Wu, Guoguang. 2023. 中国疫情“负治理”的背后 [Behind China’s ‘Negative 
Governance’ of the Pandemic]. Voice of America, January 18. https:// 
www.voachinese.com/a/wu-guoguang-on-china-pandemic-management-202 
30117/6921998.html. 

Wu, Katherine J. 2023. The Strongest Evidence Yet That an Animal Started the 
Pandemic. The Atlantic, March 16. https://www.theatlantic.com/science/ 
archive/2023/03/COVID-origins-research-raccoon-dogs-wuhan-market-lab-
leak/673390/. 

Xinhua. 2020. 外交部:敦促美对其境外生物军事化活动作出全面澄清 [Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs: Urges the U.S. to Fully Clarify Its Overseas Bioweapon 
Activities]. 中国政府网 [China Government Network], August 5. https:// 
www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-08/05/content_5532447.htm.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/conspiracy-theorists-blame-the-us-for-coronavirus-china-is-happy-to-encourage-them/2020/03/05/50875458-5dc8-11ea-ac50-18701e14e06d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/conspiracy-theorists-blame-the-us-for-coronavirus-china-is-happy-to-encourage-them/2020/03/05/50875458-5dc8-11ea-ac50-18701e14e06d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/conspiracy-theorists-blame-the-us-for-coronavirus-china-is-happy-to-encourage-them/2020/03/05/50875458-5dc8-11ea-ac50-18701e14e06d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/conspiracy-theorists-blame-the-us-for-coronavirus-china-is-happy-to-encourage-them/2020/03/05/50875458-5dc8-11ea-ac50-18701e14e06d_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/19/us/politics/COVID-origins-lab-leak-politics.html?_ga=2.46911783.1013993583.1692393874-1038957716.1690902080
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/19/us/politics/COVID-origins-lab-leak-politics.html?_ga=2.46911783.1013993583.1692393874-1038957716.1690902080
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/19/us/politics/COVID-origins-lab-leak-politics.html?_ga=2.46911783.1013993583.1692393874-1038957716.1690902080
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-65708746
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-65708746
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/02/13/statement-by-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/02/13/statement-by-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan/
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3228640/mutual-distrust-message-us-funding-cut-chinas-wuhan-institute-virology
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3228640/mutual-distrust-message-us-funding-cut-chinas-wuhan-institute-virology
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/how-who-is-working-to-track-down-the-animal-reservoir-of-the-sars-cov-2-virus#:~:text=%E2%80%9Cidentify%5Bing%5D%20the%20zoonotic,to%20reduce%20the%20risk%20of
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/how-who-is-working-to-track-down-the-animal-reservoir-of-the-sars-cov-2-virus#:~:text=%E2%80%9Cidentify%5Bing%5D%20the%20zoonotic,to%20reduce%20the%20risk%20of
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/how-who-is-working-to-track-down-the-animal-reservoir-of-the-sars-cov-2-virus#:~:text=%E2%80%9Cidentify%5Bing%5D%20the%20zoonotic,to%20reduce%20the%20risk%20of
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/how-who-is-working-to-track-down-the-animal-reservoir-of-the-sars-cov-2-virus#:~:text=%E2%80%9Cidentify%5Bing%5D%20the%20zoonotic,to%20reduce%20the%20risk%20of
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/origins-of-the-virus
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/origins-of-the-virus
https://www.voachinese.com/a/wu-guoguang-on-china-pandemic-management-20230117/6921998.html
https://www.voachinese.com/a/wu-guoguang-on-china-pandemic-management-20230117/6921998.html
https://www.voachinese.com/a/wu-guoguang-on-china-pandemic-management-20230117/6921998.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2023/03/COVID-origins-research-raccoon-dogs-wuhan-market-lab-leak/673390/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2023/03/COVID-origins-research-raccoon-dogs-wuhan-market-lab-leak/673390/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2023/03/COVID-origins-research-raccoon-dogs-wuhan-market-lab-leak/673390/
https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-08/05/content_5532447.htm
https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-08/05/content_5532447.htm


3 CONTESTED NARRATIVES: THE COVID-19 ORIGINS DEBATE … 63

Xinhua. 2021. 中国常驻日内瓦代表就病毒溯源问题致函世卫组织总干事 
[Permanent Representative of China to Geneva Writes to WHO Director-
General on the Issue of Virus Tracing]. August 25. http://www.news.cn/ 
world/2021-08/25/c_1127795125.htm. 

Xiao, Sisi, and Ding Le. 2020. 钟南山回应新冠肺炎疫情防控近期热点问题 
[Zhong Nanshan Responds to Recent Hot Issues on COVID-19 Epidemic 
Prevention and Control]. Xinhua News Agency, February 27. https://www. 
gov.cn/xinwen/2020-02/27/content_5484115.htm. 

Yam, Kimmy. 2020. Trump Tweets About Coronavirus Using Term ‘Chinese 
Virus’. NBC News, March 16, updated March 17. https://www.nbcnews. 
com/news/asian-america/trump-tweets-about-coronavirus-using-term-chi 
nese-virus-n1161161. 

Yang, Rui, Yuding Feng, Jinzhao Zhao, and Matthew Walsh. 2020. Wuhan 
Virology Lab Deputy Director Again Slams Coronavirus Conspiracies. Caixin 
Global, February 7.  

Zhong, Sheng. 2023. 美方应立即停止违背科学的反智闹剧 [The U.S. Should 
Immediately Stop the Unscientific and Irrational Farce]. 人民日报 [People’s 
Daily], March 30, 3. 

Zitser, Joshua. 2021. Trump Demands China Pay $10 Trillion of ‘Repara-
tions’ to US for Damage Caused by COVID-19. Business Insider, June 
6. https://news.yahoo.com/trump-demands-china-pay-10-104515986.html? 
guccounter=1. 

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/ 
by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction 
in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and 
indicate if changes were made. 

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the 
chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons 
license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds 
the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright 
holder.

http://www.news.cn/world/2021-08/25/c_1127795125.htm
http://www.news.cn/world/2021-08/25/c_1127795125.htm
https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-02/27/content_5484115.htm
https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-02/27/content_5484115.htm
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/trump-tweets-about-coronavirus-using-term-chinese-virus-n1161161
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/trump-tweets-about-coronavirus-using-term-chinese-virus-n1161161
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/trump-tweets-about-coronavirus-using-term-chinese-virus-n1161161
https://news.yahoo.com/trump-demands-china-pay-10-104515986.html?guccounter=1
https://news.yahoo.com/trump-demands-china-pay-10-104515986.html?guccounter=1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


CHAPTER 4  

COVID-19: Catalyzing U.S.-China Supply 
Chain Realignments 

Bo Zhengyuan 

Introduction 

From consumer electronics to footwear, and now automobiles, the inter-
twined supply chains between the US and China have been a crucial 
pillar of the bilateral relationship. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
significantly impacted this relationship, leading to changes with poten-
tially long-lasting effects. This chapter examines the changes to the 
US-China supply chain relationship that took place during the COVID-
19 pandemic to shed light on the well-being of the pair’s political and 
economic ties. Reviewing a multitude of economic data and policy docu-
ments shows an inward-looking policy direction aimed at boosting supply 
chain security through relying less on the other. This policy goal, along 
with rising bilateral tensions, has been the main driving force behind both 
countries’ increased efforts toward selective decoupling in several sectors. 
Even though elements of a selective supply chain decoupling between 
the US and China were predisposed before COVID-19, the pandemic
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provided the political context needed to kickstart such a supply chain 
movement. 

The trend of selective decoupling has now been felt across multiple 
sectors. American companies are rethinking their future investment plans 
for China, while Chinese counterparts are expanding production abroad 
to continue servicing US and Western clients. In particular, Apple’s 
supply chain shift away from China provided a vivid example of how 
the pandemic has negatively impacted the bilateral supply chain and how 
global companies are forced into making adjustments to compartmen-
talize their supply chains for the two markets. Last but not least, the 
contentious trend of the US-China relationship will continue reinforcing 
both governments’ policy tendency to rely less on the other. Equally, 
the weakened economic relationship may, in return, make the bilateral 
relationship more vulnerable to political headwinds. 

US-China bilateral trade in goods in 2022 stood tall at a record-
breaking USD 690 billion (US Bureau of Census 2023). Much of the 
pair’s respective supply chains have remained interlinked and mutually 
dependent on each other. Trade in energy commodities, manufacturing, 
and agricultural products has grown resiliently even amid pandemic-
related demand shocks. In particular, since 2020, China have booked 
significant increases in energy and agricultural imports from the US 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, partially thanks to the purchasing 
commitment under the US-China Phase-1 Trade Agreement (USTR 
2020). To date, China remains the largest market for US agriculture 
exports, with approximately half of all its related exports consumed by the 
populous country (USDA 2023). Additionally, US natural gas exports to 
China doubled almost every year during COVID-19, while US crude oil 
exports to the country jumped from 71 million barrels in 2019 to 230 
million barrels in 2022 (Fig. 4.1).

However, momentum grew during COVID-19 for heightened efforts 
toward selective decoupling in supply chains for critical sectors. This trend 
accelerated amid concerns over the long-term geopolitical relationship, 
China’s policy orientation, and regional security. China’s share of total 
US trade fluctuated significantly during the pandemic (Fig. 4.2).

Bilateral trade between the two countries dropped substantially during 
China’s initial lockdown in 2020 before quickly rebounding as it stabi-
lized industrial production. Despite the high bilateral trade value, China’s 
share of total US trade began declining in 2022 due to supply chain 
disruptions under strict COVID-19 control measures. By the end of
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Fig. 4.1 US-China energy supply chain bonded during COVID-19

2023, China, for first time since 2008, has dropped to the third largest 
source of US imports (Fig. 4.3).

Three factors drove bilateral supply chain adjustments during COVID-
19. First, China’s experience with pandemic-related social and economic 
disruptions convinced policymakers that improving supply chain self-
sufficiency was a critical priority for national security. Second, China’s 
COVID-19 control measures in 2022 caused severe production disrup-
tions globally, leading investors to reevaluate China as a reliable center for 
global supply chains. Third, escalating bilateral tensions and geopolitical 
concerns led to a raft of restrictive policies in the US aimed at reducing 
reliance on China for critical sector supply chains. 

Supply Chain Security Equals National Security 

The initial COVID-19 outbreak elevated China’s long-term thinking 
about supply chain self-reliance. Within two months of the nationwide 
shutdown in 2020, a medical supply shock emerged. China struggled to 
provide for its own people despite being the world’s largest mask producer
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Fig. 4.2 Bilateral trade fluctuated during COVID-19 and now trends down-
ward

and exporter. In early February, the country could only produce six 
million N95 masks a day, falling far short of skyrocketing demand. Simi-
larly, demand for medical ventilators in Q1 2020 had already surpassed 
total demand for 2019. 

Before COVID-19, China relied on foreign companies such as Maquet 
for over 60% of its ECMO (Extracorporeal Membrane Oxygenation) 
supply, a critical medical equipment for treating severe respiratory distress. 
At the peak of the 2020 outbreak in Wuhan, the city needed more than 
5,000 ventilators every day against a daily national production capacity of 
just 600 devices. Imports of medical supplies and other commodities fell 
significantly, causing China’s total foreign trade to slump 17% year-over-
year in February 2020. Beijing has taken some very extreme measures 
to navigate through the emergency. Authorities ordered state-owned 
enterprises (SOE) to shift production lines to make medical supplies.
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Fig. 4.3 China fell to the third largest source of US imports

China’s national oil company, Sinopec, quickly pulled together produc-
tion lines for mask fabrics while state-owned construction companies built 
makeshift hospitals in a matter of days (Xinhua News Agency 2020). 

While China contained the initial outbreak in Wuhan, the pandemic 
significantly impacted the country’s outbound supply chain. The city was 
home to many leading automakers and over 500 parts manufacturers who 
could not ship cars for several months during the lockdown. As the virus 
spread rapidly in other parts of the world, China again felt the impact on 
its supply chain. Pandemic disruptions affected the supplies of raw mate-
rials, energy commodities, and agricultural products as Beijing watched 
on closely. 

The social and economic disruptions of the 2020 outbreak provided 
compelling evidence to Chinese leaders about the vulnerability of the 
country’s supply chain under extreme scenarios. Following the initial 
success of domestic COVID-19 controls, President Xi introduced the 
“dual circulation” concept that emphasized the need for cyclical adjust-
ments to the domestic economy (Reuters 2020). Since then, supply chain
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resilience has become a key feature of almost every major government 
policy. November 2020 saw China’s chief economic policymaker, Liu He, 
draft a 5,000-word thesis on the meaning of “dual cycling.” Liu wrote 
that the COVID-19 pandemic had accelerated the threat to globaliza-
tion and presented significant challenges to the global supply chain. He 
added that China must improve domestic economic cycling further amid 
increased interconnectedness with international circulation (Government 
of the People’s Republic of China 2020). 

In March 2021, China released its Fourteenth Five-Year Plan (14th 
FYP). The top planning document made supply chain self-reliance a 
top priority for China’s future development, which was, of course, also 
a reaction to supply chain disruption during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Fujian Provincial People’s Government 2021). In 2021, Beijing kick-
started a campaign to foster a special cohort of companies known as 
“little giants” to boost supply chain resilience. They received preferential 
policies and subsidies to strengthen market control or make up for defi-
ciencies across various industry nodes. The “little giants” include China’s 
cutting-edge developers of medical devices, pharmaceutical ingredients, 
microelectronics, and advanced manufacturing (South China Morning 
Post 2021). 

China never planned to scale back ties with the global supply chain. 
The country wrested control of the 2020 COVID-19 wave earlier than 
the West, with very few cases seen for the remainder of the year while the 
virus was wreaking havoc across Western countries. China was one of the 
few countries to maintain functional social and industrial norms that year, 
with many global companies expanding their China operations in 2020 
and 2021 as a result (Fig. 4.4).

Tesla serves as a prime example of this trend. The Shanghai Gigafac-
tory began operations in the second half of 2019, delivering its first batch 
of 15 Model 3 electric cars on December 31 2019. At the start of 2020, 
the factory had annual production of around 150,000 cars. By the end 
of 2021, this number had increased fourfold to about 750,000 vehi-
cles (Pandaily 2022). In 2021, Tesla delivered 320,000 cars to Chinese 
customers, meaning that over half of its Shanghai production went to 
other markets (Tesla 2022). 

China’s early success in controlling the COVID-19 pandemic led to 
a shift in Beijing’s views toward the West. In his opening remarks at 
the China International Import Expo in early November 2021, Presi-
dent Xi proudly proclaimed China the main defender of global supply
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Fig. 4.4 China became the global hub for motor vehicle exports

chain stability (Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2021). This period 
also facilitated the political train of thought that “the East is rising, and 
the West is declining” (South China Morning Post 2021). The phrase 
reflected China’s belief that the US and its allies’ failure to quickly control 
COVID-19 and safeguard their industrial activities might present another 
strategic opportunity for China. 

US Measures to Pull Sensitive 
Supply Chains away from China 

Of course, China’s rhetoric did not go down well in Washington. 
COVID-19 was a Keisaku slap for US policymaker, forcing them to 
consider the future of the US-China supply chain from a national security 
standing point. Furthermore, the 2020 election cycle in the US certainly 
made China a prime target for political point-scoring. COVID-19 also 
nullified the two countries’ phase-one trade agreement, the result of a 
three-year trade war. China never fully met its procurement obligations,
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citing COVID-19’s impact, while the much-anticipated phase-two nego-
tiations sank to the bottom of the Pacific after Trump lost his re-election 
bid. 

The Biden administration arrived with a clear-eyed vision of Beijing’s 
ambition and the urgency to take back control of the US supply chain. 
Shortly after President Biden took office, he signed an Executive Order 
in February 2021 requiring several cabinet departments to conduct a 
review of domestic supply chain security. In June 2021, the White House 
released its 100-day supply chain report covering several major indus-
trial sectors, including semiconductors, large-capacity batteries, critical 
minerals, and pharmaceutical ingredients (The White House 2021). 

The review’s findings highlighted the US overreliance on China for 
almost all these critical supply chains and hence served as a blueprint for a 
series of policy measures targeting supply chain dependence on China in 
these sectors. The White House has since drafted multiple flagship policy 
pieces to curtail US supply chain dependence on China in these areas. 

In March 2022, the US Department of Commerce initiated an investi-
gation into eight companies that manufacture solar panels and parts in 
Cambodia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Vietnam, including major Chinese 
players such as BYD, Jinko, New East Solar, and Trina Solar, intending to 
determine whether Chinese firms were violating US trade laws by circum-
venting tariffs (US Department of Commerce 2022a). In June 2022, 
President Biden waived tariffs on solar panels (The White House 2022). 
This move meant that even if these companies are found to be shipping 
Chinese components to Southeast Asia, performing minimal processing 
there, and then shipping PV modules to the US to circumvent the tariffs. 

The US Department of Commerce issued a determination on the 
investigation August 2023 that Chinese companies, including BYD, Trina 
Solar, and New East Solar were circumventing US tariffs via Southeast 
Asia. The US commerce department considers shipping cells and wafer to 
these Southeast Asia countries for assembly as circumventing US tariffs. 
After President Biden’s tariff waiver expires in June 2024, the US will 
start collecting additional tariffs on exports of these companies to the US 
from Southeast Asia. 

On the other hand, processing China-sourced polysilicon materials, 
then assembling wafer and cells into modules and exporting to the US 
does not constitute circumventing US tariffs. In other words, if compa-
nies expand their upstream manufacturing capacity in Southeast Asia, they 
will face lower tariffs when exporting to the US. This would incentivize
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Chinese companies in the solar product supply chain to shift more of 
their production outside of China if they intend to sell in the US market 
(Fig. 4.5). 

In June 2022, the US Customs and Border Protection (CBP) began 
enforcing the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act (UFLPA). The law 
mandates the CBP to assume items shipped from Xinjiang to the US from 
certain entities are made with forced labor, with a particular focus on 
polysilicon, apparel, and agricultural products (US Department of Home-
land Security 2022). Xinjiang produces over half of China’s polysilicon, a 
crucial raw material for solar panels (Fig. 4.6).

The UFLPA impacted not only the solar industry but also cotton. 
Xinjiang produces over 90% of China’s cotton, now banned from entering 
the US unless importers can navigate a cumbersome process to ensure 
their China supplier is not associated with forced labor. Despite the 
increased scrutiny on Chinese cotton and apparel, the US still imported 
3.4% more clothing from China in 2022 by value compared to 2021.

Fig. 4.5 US imports of certain solar products 
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Fig. 4.6 The US is importing less apparel from China

However, this only tells half the story. When measured by volume, US 
imports of apparel and textiles from China fell 10% annually in 2022. 
Like their solar counterparts, Chinese apparel and footwear makers have 
shifted production south. Shenzhou International, the largest apparel 
and footwear contract manufacturer in China, as well as Nike’s number 
one supplier, has moved half of its capacity to factories in Vietnam and 
Cambodia. 

In August 2022, President Biden signed the Inflation Reduction Act 
(IRA) into law. This flagship renewable energy subsidies package includes 
USD 7,500 per car credit for electric vehicle (EV) makers. The legislation 
places restrictions on China sourcing in several ways. Firstly, a vehicle 
is only eligible for half of the total credit (USD 3,750) if its battery 
components are manufactured or assembled in North America. Secondly, 
eligibility for the other half depends on the vehicle containing critical 
minerals extracted or processed in the US or countries with which the 
US has a free trade agreement. Specifically, after 2023, 40% of an EV
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battery’s minerals and 50% of its components must come from the US or 
a free trade agreement country (Phillips et al. 2022). 

Finally, starting in 2025, an EV cannot qualify for the clean vehicle 
credit if its battery contains critical minerals extracted, processed, or recy-
cled by a foreign entity of concern, including China. These restrictions 
have led Chinese EV battery makers like CATL and BYD to announce 
plans for facilities outside China (Reuters 2023). The world’s largest 
lithium battery producer, Fujian-based CATL, has even partnered with 
Ford to establish a new site in Michigan. 

It is important to note that the US treatment of Chinese solar 
companies, or even the broader renewable energy sector, cannot simply 
be characterized as supply chain decoupling. Instead, various Chinese 
companies have decided to take a greater part of their supply chain to 
the US. For instance, since 2023, JA Solar announced a USD 60 million 
investment to set up a PV panel production line in Arizona; Longi has 
announced a USD 600 million joint venture with Invenergy for a new 
production line with a 5GW production capacity in Ohio. Additionally, 
Jinko Solar plans to expand production in Florida with a USD 52 million 
investment. With punitive measures on Chinese exports, the US govern-
ment has found some success in transplanting the Chinese supply chain 
to its soil. 

The semiconductor industry is perhaps the most heavily impacted 
by US restrictions. Since the Trump Administration, the US has sanc-
tioned numerous Chinese companies, denying them access to advanced 
US technology and semiconductor products. The Biden Administration 
inherited the semiconductor export control regime from its predecessor 
and sharpened these tools further down the road. The Trump Adminis-
tration suspended advanced semiconductor exports to Chinese companies 
like Huawei, ZTE, and SMIC. His administration also convinced Dutch 
company, ASML, to halt supplying Extreme Ultra Lithography machines, 
critical for semiconductor manufacturing, to China. While President 
Biden sanctioned fewer Chinese tech companies than his predecessor, the 
administration expanded the types of semiconductor technologies covered 
by US export controls (Table 4.1).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Biden Administration scaled 
up semiconductor technology export controls to China from technolo-
gies associated in the making of 10 nm chips to 14 nm chips, while 
adding advanced memory chips to the export ban list (US Department 
of Commerce 2022b). In early 2023, the US successfully convinced the
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Table 4.1 Chinese entities added to export control list (US Commerce Depart-
ment 2023) 

Year # entities added 
2018 44 
2019 117 
2020 220 
2021 80 
2022 68 

Netherlands and Japan to impose tighter restrictions on semiconductor 
manufacturing equipment sales to China. Both countries have now issued 
their own regulations restricting the exports of advanced semiconductor 
manufacturing technologies to China. 

Beyond semiconductors, the US has implemented new export controls 
on biotech, AI, and quantum computing, resulting in a sharp decline 
in US exports of advanced tech to China across various categories. To 
further add to these limitations, the Biden Administration has issued 
an outbound investment restriction on US investment flows into the 
advanced semiconductor, quantum computing, and dual-use AI tech-
nology in China in September 2023. Data since the pandemic and the 
intensifying sanctions show a hoarding effect among Chinese companies. 
Imports of integrated circuits increased significantly until the export ban 
took effect in October 2022 (Fig. 4.7).

In 2023, the Chinese government issued several rules to strengthen its 
own export control. In July, the Chinese Ministry of Commerce imposed 
export controls on gallium and germanium, raw materials used in semi-
conductors. Chinese companies must now obtain government licenses 
before exporting them to foreign entities. To be fair, COVID-19 did not 
create these export controls and incentives for both governments to hold 
critical supply chains domestically. US export controls and the political 
urgency in the US to re-onshore its supply chain predate the pandemic. 
However, COVID-19 provided an acrimonious political context that 
justified the movement politically.
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Fig. 4.7 US advanced technology product exports to China

China’s COVID-19 Control Measures 
Made Everything Worse in 2022 

While the US’s adoption of restrictive policies raised pessimism among 
global businesses with entrenched supply chains in China, Beijing’s 
COVID-19 control measures in 2022 gave investors even more reasons 
to leave. Outbreaks became increasingly difficult to control in practice, 
resulting in a significant impact on industrial production. China’s zero-
COVID policy meant local authorities had to keep tightening controls, 
inflicting greater pain on daily socioeconomic activities whenever cases 
started to spiral.  

After experiencing quick surges in domestic cases, multiple cities in 
China entered lockdowns from February 2022. The Yangtze River Delta, 
China’s largest trade portal, had navigated 2020 and 2021 with little 
economic cost. However, major cities in the region, such as Shanghai, 
Suzhou, and Ningbo, entered intensive lockdowns in 2022. Zhengzhou, 
central China’s manufacturing hub, had to endure repeated extensive
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periods of lockdown. The Port of Shanghai, the world’s largest shipping 
hub by volume of commodity shipments since 2010, saw export capacity 
reduced by 40% during two months of lockdown (Fig. 4.8). 

At the same time, US-China tensions only continued to grow during 
COVID-19. After war broke out in Ukraine, the world became sensitive 
to the geopolitical scenario around the Taiwan Straits. For China, the US 
and the West grew more vocal in their support of Taiwan—perceived as 
dancing around China’s political redlines. Speaker Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan 
resulted in the suspension of many dialogue mechanisms between the two 
countries. Beijing responded with launch unprecedented military exercises 
near the island. In the eyes of many global businesses, this left China 
more agitated and isolated. At that point, with much of the country 
forcibly under lockdown, China had reversed its status from an exporter 
of certainty to a sheer exporter of uncertainty. China’s latest trade data 
also reflected a weakened supply chain relationship pre-and post-COVID-
19. The US share of China’s total exports fell 2.5 percentage points from

Fig. 4.8 Zero-Covid dragged China’s port handling in Q2 2022 
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17.5% to 15% between 2020 and 2023. This figure was 19.3% back in 
2018 (Fig. 4.9). 

China reopened in a quick and disorderly fashion in late 2022, hoping 
to turn the page on COVID-19 and the socioeconomic mess it left. 
Chinese officials have been interacting with foreign business representa-
tives with unprecedented frequency since the turn of the year. Yet the 
gesture of kindness is unlikely to reverse the diversification trend. Beijing 
will find it challenging to prevent the outflow of foreign business-enabled 
jobs, given that many large global companies have already downsized their 
China supply chain to mitigate the risk. 

The two governments did commit greater efforts in of 2023 to resume 
engagement with each other. This included visits by multiple senior US 
officials to China, such as US Secretary of State Antony Blinken and 
Secretary of the Treasury Janet Yellen. Officials in the US and European 
countries have coined a new word, “de-risking,” to replace the phrase 
“selective decoupling” in an effort to ensure that the vast majority of

Fig. 4.9 The US share of China’s total exports fell during COVID-19 
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trade with China does not entail risk. Unfortunately, none of these argu-
ments can reconcile with the fact that decoupling has already taken place 
to some extent. 

Nearly half of respondents to a 2022 member survey from the US-
China Business Council thought China’s COVID-19 control measures, 
such as factory lockdowns and related requirements, had adversely 
affected US companies’ operations to a significant extent. They indicated 
this would negatively impact future investment plans in China (US-China 
Business Council 2022, p. 3). Just under three-quarters of respondents 
believed that COVID-19 control measures had an interaction effect in 
further complicating the bilateral relationship and raising geopolitical 
concerns. The logic is simple: the derailment of official and civil engage-
ment since COVID-19 made it much harder to engage in dialogue and 
reach a consensus. 

A 2023 report from the American Chamber of Commerce China 
(AmCham China) noted that 24% of respondent companies have started 
or made plans to move their supply chain out of China (American 
Chamber of Commerce in China 2023). Members also cited wors-
ening US-China relations as the most crucial driver behind supply chain 
movement. 

Case Study: Apple 

Perhaps there is no company more representative than Apple when it 
comes to the movement of a bilateral supply chain. A case study on supply 
chain adjustments by Apple during the COVID-19 pandemic presents 
convincing evidence of how companies have aligned supply chain deci-
sions under the expectation of a selective supply chain decoupling. The 
iPhone maker used to rely on China to manufacture almost all elec-
tronic products, but this status was weakened during the COVID-19 
pandemic. In its fiscal 2021 (September 2020 to September 2021) annual 
supplier statistics, published in October 2022, mainland China’s share has 
decreased within Apple’s global supply chain. 

To be fair, mainland China still plays host to the most Apple suppliers 
globally. In FY2021, Apple had 191 suppliers worldwide. Among them, 
150 suppliers had facilities in mainland China while 39 of them were 
mainland Chinese companies. But there are clear signs of diversification. 
Apple suppliers have been establishing more facilities outside the main-
land. In FY2021, 116 suppliers served Apple by producing in multiple
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countries, up from 96 in FY2020. Meanwhile, a mere 58 suppliers had 
facilities only in mainland China, down from 80 in FY2020 (Fig. 4.10). 

The US and Taiwan have experienced the largest increase in share 
of Apple suppliers. In FY2021, 51 Apple suppliers had facilities in the 
US, up from 25 in FY2020. Similarly, 45 Apple suppliers had facilities 
in Taiwan in FY2021, up from 26 in FY2020. Outside mainland China, 
Asia is hosting more Apple suppliers. The number of suppliers with facil-
ities in the region increased to 116 in FY2021, up from 102 in FY2020 
and 99 in FY2019. Countries receiving this boost include Vietnam and 
India. In FY2021, Vietnam hosted 26 Apple suppliers, while India had 11, 
compared to 14 and 7, respectively, in FY2019. Apple has great ambitions 
for these two countries. Some speculate that 25% of iPhones and 65% of 
MacBooks will be produced in India and Vietnam, respectively, by 2025 
(TechCrunch 2022) (Fig. 4.11).

To cope with Apple’s supply chain adjustment, mainland Chinese 
suppliers have begun expanding their overseas production to serve Apple

Fig. 4.10 More Apple suppliers are operating in multiple countries 
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Fig. 4.11 Number of Apple suppliers by region

from outside China. In FY2019, only five mainland Chinese suppliers 
had production capacity overseas. This number has more than doubled 
as of FY2021, with a dozen mainland Chinese suppliers serving Apple 
from outside the country. Lingyi Tech, a precision parts supplier based in 
Guangdong, has served Apple from facilities in mainland China, Brazil, 
India, and Vietnam since 2020. Lens Technology, which provides camera 
lenses and parts to Apple, also started operating in Vietnam in 2020. 
Shenzhen’s Everwin Precision Technology, added to Apple’s supplier list 
in March 2021, reportedly started producing precision parts in Vietnam 
from November 2021. Another of Apple’s battery suppliers, Desay 
Battery Technology, also began production at its Vietnamese facilities in 
2022. 

Mainland Chinese suppliers follow Apple because of their depen-
dence on the company’s business. Luxshare Precision, one of Apple’s 
top precision part suppliers in mainland China, generated 74% of its
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FY2021 revenue from the company. Similarly, in FY2021, Lens Tech-
nology collected 66% of its income from Apple, while GoerTek, which 
provides Apple with audio components, relied on the company for over 
40% of its takings. This dependence makes it hard for mainland suppliers 
to deviate from Apple’s movements. 

US sanctions on China have affected some Apple suppliers, including 
Nanchang-based O-Film Tech, a supplier of touchscreen technologies. In 
July 2020, the Trump administration added O-Film to the Entity List due 
to suspected human rights violations, thereby restricting US technology 
exports to the company. In practice, the export restrictions imposed on 
O-Film did not impede its ability to sell to US customers. Nonetheless, 
Apple still terminated its business relationship with this supplier. Subse-
quently, Wingtech Technology acquired O-Film’s production lines for 
Apple for RMB 2.4 billion, with Apple adding it as a supplier in FY2021. 
By the time the Biden administration lifted sanctions on O-Film in June 
2022, the firm’s revenue had plummeted by over half—from USD 7.4 
billion in FY2020 to USD 3.6 billion in FY2021. 

Yangtze Memory Technologies Corporation (YMTC) is another casu-
alty of US sanctions. Apple had been in negotiations with YMTC to 
add the latter as a memory chip supplier from 2018 onward. In 2022, 
YMTC was reportedly close to a deal with Apple. However, YMTC’s 
state backing ultimately led members of US Congress to openly oppose 
its inclusion in Apple’s supply chain, citing national security concerns. 
In October 2022, the US Department of Commerce sanctioned YMTC. 
Concurrent with the sanctions, Apple reportedly abandoned including 
YMTC as a supplier. 

Conclusion 

In retrospect, the COVID-19 crisis has fundamentally underscored 
distrust and rivalry as the zeitgeist of US-China relations. In the three 
short years between 2020 and 2023, the US escalated semiconductor 
export restrictions to China and imposed a regional ban on products 
affiliated with Xinjiang. In particular, the Biden administration has condi-
tioned domestic industrial subsidies on companies limiting their supply 
chain reliance on China. On the other hand, in 2022, China’s exten-
sive COVID-19 control measures have disrupted the global supply chain, 
undermining its credentials as a resilient hub—a status the country had 
earned through similar control measures.
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China’s experience with COVID-19 and the deteriorating US-China 
relations have prompted the government to prioritize supply chain self-
control and security to a whole new level. During the 2023 annual 
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, President Xi openly 
named the “US-led Western containment, circumvention, and suppres-
sion of China’s development” for the first time and outlined six phrases 
that characterize China’s foreign policy doctrine. These phrases included 
“stay calm,” “maintain composure,” “seek progress while keeping 
stability,” “be proactive,” “unite as one,” and “prepare to struggle” (沉 
着冷静、保持定力，稳中求进、积极作为，团结一致、敢于斗争). They 
are being interpreted in the supply chain context as evidence that China 
has decided to engage in a “struggle” with the US and “proactively” 
accelerate the development of a decoupling-resilient domestic supply 
chain and is seen as an acknowledgment that China will have to endure 
some selective decoupling with the US. 

The trajectory of the political relationship has mobilized companies to 
adjust supply chain reliance on China. Today, companies in both countries 
are still searching for a new equilibrium for their economic relationship. 
It will take some time for the full effects of the supply chain movement 
to unfold and for observers to provide a more accurate depiction of the 
scale of this supply chain movement. A significant portion of the restric-
tive trade policies discussed in this chapter have only recently entered their 
implementation phase. More companies are expected to complete their 
supply chain buildup outside of China through 2025. Trade and invest-
ment data between 2023 and 2025 may paint a grimmer picture on the 
bilateral economic ties and possibly amid shakier ground for US-China 
relations. 
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CHAPTER 5  

Reconnecting Students and Academics 
in Post-pandemic U.S.-China Relations 

Margaret K. Lewis 

People-to-People (P2P) ties between the United States and People’s 
Republic of China (PRC or China) were already rocky prior to the emer-
gence of COVID-19. The spike in bilateral tensions, both because of and 
coinciding with the pandemic, combined with China’s isolation under its 
“Zero COVID” policy to create a nearly impenetrable barrier between 
the countries. 

Today, public health risks have largely abated, but political risks have 
not. People in the United States and China are seeking ways to reinvig-
orate ties while mitigating concerns about vulnerabilities when citizens 
from each country visit the other. 

P2P ties encompass a broad range of activities from cultural exchanges 
to sporting events, such as the pivotal “ping-pong diplomacy” of the 
early 1970s (National Committee on United States-China Relations). 
This chapter addresses connections in the academic realm, focused on 
the physical movement of students and academics (i.e., professors and
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other people engaged in scholarly research) between the United States 
and China. 

Academic P2P connections are distinct from what the U.S. State 
Department describes as “people-to-people diplomacy” (or simply “peo-
ple’s diplomacy”): “[W]hen diplomats meet directly with the citizens of 
their host country, rather than just with official representatives” (National 
Museum of American Diplomacy). The Oxford International Encyclo-
pedia of Peace provides a more expansive description of “people-to-people 
diplomacy” as when “people from all parts of society are encouraged to 
act as individuals or as group bridge builders across historical, cultural, 
and political divides” (Yamen 2010). 

The point here is to assess where we stand at the start of 2024 
regarding the movement between the United States and China of 
students and academics—not how diplomats are reaching beyond offi-
cial channels to connect directly with the citizenry of foreign countries. 
Government support is important for academic ties, as demonstrated by 
the Fulbright Program that around the world “has given more than 
400,000 students, scholars, teachers, artists, and scientists the opportu-
nity to study, teach and conduct research, exchange ideas, and contribute 
to finding solutions to shared international concerns” (Bureau of Educa-
tional and Cultural Affairs). The actors of concern here, however, are 
non-governmental members of academia who are reaching across the 
Pacific Ocean. 

This chapter sets the backdrop of academic relations prior to the 
pandemic. It next addresses the period from the pandemic’s outbreak to 
China’s end of its “Zero COVID” policy in late 2022. Finally, it examines 
efforts to rekindle academic connections despite the risks involved and, as 
with other chapters in this volume, offers a few policy recommendations 
for both governments. 

Pre-pandemic Ties 

Debates rage today whether, and if so to what extent, a heavily inter-
twined PRC and United States should move toward “decoupling.” In the 
early days of the PRC, the United States and the PRC were quite simply 
uncoupled. While a handful of Americans lived in the PRC following its 
establishment in 1949 (Rittenberg and Bennett 2001), for decades the 
two countries were almost entirely disconnected with the bonds main-
tained by the diasporic community in the United States with heritage
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ties to China being a rare force that prevented a complete cleavage. 
Students and professors from China who were in the United States at the 
founding of the PRC found themselves in a fraught situation. Eric Fish 
writes, “Regardless of their political sympathies, the day China became 
communist was the day that all of its students abroad did as well, in many 
American eyes” (Fish 2020). 

Academic connections were halted through the 1960s. Then a law 
professor at the University of California Berkeley, Jerome A. Cohen 
recalled his writing in the 1960s of “letters to both Chairman Mao 
Zedong and Prime Minister Zhou Enlai in the hope they might make 
an exception and invite me to Beijing” (Cohen 2017). President Nixon’s 
historic trip to China in 1972 marked a dramatic turn in U.S.-China 
relations and paved the way for academic access: “Three months [after 
Nixon’s February 1972 visit], thanks to the Chinese Academy of Sciences, 
several colleagues, including my wife Joan Lebold Cohen—a student of 
Chinese art—and I spent a month in China.” 

Jerry Cohen was far from the only American who was eager to visit 
China. Funders like the Ford Foundation had already invested heavily in 
Chinese studies within the United States: 

The Foundation’s involvement with China began in the early 1950s with 
efforts to develop Chinese studies in American universities. Our purpose 
was to increase understanding of China. We reasoned that a nation 
accounting for almost one-quarter of humankind could not be ignored by 
an institution that had as its goals the advancement of human welfare and 
the establishment of world peace. During the 1950s and 1960s, Founda-
tion support for Chinese studies totaled more than $30 million, mostly in 
the United States but also in Europe, India, and Japan. (Ford Foundation 
1988) 

The opening to visitors in the 1970s meant a shift from the remote 
study of China to an approach that included routinized visits. The 
Committee on Scholarly Communication with the People’s Republic 
of China was founded in the 1960s but only gained momentum after 
Nixon’s visit. In 1986, the Committee opened a Beijing office under 
the sponsorship of the Chinese Academy of Sciences to “facilitate[] 
programs to help coordinate placement of students and scholars in China” 
(Berkshire Press 2009).
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The 1980s brought a deepening of academic ties with, for example, 
Johns Hopkins University and Nanjing University in 1986 welcoming an 
inaugural class of sixty students from China and abroad to the Hopkins-
Nanjing Center (Hopkins-Nanjing Center). To this day, this unique 
immersive environment houses Chinese and foreign students together as 
the Chinese students take classes in English from foreign (largely Amer-
ican) professors and the foreign (again, largely American) students are 
taught in Chinese by Chinese professors. 

The flow of Americans to China largely paused following June 4, 1989, 
but some programs like the Hopkins-Nanjing Center continued: “After 
the Tiananmen massacre, the United States imposed limited sanctions 
on China—such as suspending arms sales—but President Bush said he 
wanted to safeguard the educational and cultural exchanges that had been 
established. ‘The Hopkins program is just the kind of thing the pres-
ident had in mind,’ a State Department official said” (Baltimore Sun 
1989). In the United States, the Chinese Student Protection Act of 
1992 created a path for over 54,000 PRC-national students to obtain 
permanent residency (Zhang 2021). 

Academic ties grew rapidly in the 1990s with the establishment of 
new programs like Princeton-in-Beijing that began with 87 students 
in 1993 (Princeton University 2021) and a general shift of Chinese 
language learning from Taiwan to China, as seen in the 1997 move of 
the Inter-University Program for Chinese Language Studies from Taipei 
to Tsinghua University in Beijing (Inter-University Program). On the 
flip side, by 2001 there were more than 63,000 Chinese students in the 
United States (Fish 2020). 

The number of Chinese students in the United States far exceeded the 
reverse. In 2009, however, President Obama announced the “100,000 
Strong” initiative to increase the number of Americans studying in China 
(U.S. Department of State 2009). The Obama administration followed 
this in 2015 with the “1 Million Strong” initiative that aimed to bring 
the total number of students learning Mandarin Chinese in the United 
States to one million by 2020 (Allen-Ebrahimian 2015). Neither of these 
initiatives hit their targets, and both were abandoned. In the 2019–2020 
academic year, only 2,481 U.S. students studied in China (USA Study 
Abroad). In contrast, the number of Chinese students studying in the 
United States grew from approximately 60,000 in 2000 to a high of 
372,532 in the 2019–2020 academic year, though two decades of rapid 
growth was leveling off (Silver 2021).
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While far short of the Obama administration’s ambitious goals, the 
decade before the pandemic did see the creation of large-scale joint 
academic institutions in China that included both Chinese and foreign 
students, such as the degree-granting entities of NYU Shanghai in 
2012 by New York University and East China Normal University (NYU 
Shanghai) and Duke Kunshan in 2013 by Duke University and Wuhan 
University (Duke Kunshan). In 2016, the Rhodes-Scholarship-inspired 
Schwarzman Scholars program housed at Tsinghua University welcomed 
an inaugural class of 111 scholars “composed of students from 32 coun-
tries and 75 universities with 44% from the United States, 21% from 
China, and 35% from the rest of the world” (Schwarzman Scholars 2016). 

Yet the years leading up to the pandemic also brought increasing 
concerns about a tightening political atmosphere in China, as epitomized 
by the 2016 PRC Law on the Administration of Activities of Overseas 
Nongovernmental Organizations in Mainland China (ChinaFile 2017). 
The Law sharply limited activities of foreign NGOs and signaled a broader 
trend in the Chinese government’s efforts to limit international engage-
ment that it viewed as problematic (Kellogg 2020). I recall the last 
U.S.-China Legal Experts Dialogue in October 2015 (U.S. Department 
of State 2015), at which the then draft law was a focus of the American 
side’s concerns. It was clear that the Chinese government was reining in 
not only NGOs but also domestic and foreign academics who engaged 
with civil society. This was a sharp departure from the prior compara-
tively open atmosphere for collaboration, for instance, among academics, 
lawyers, human rights advocates, and judges on sensitive issues like the 
death penalty (Lewis 2011). In 2016, the American Bar Association’s 
Rule of Law Initiative, which worked on the death penalty and a host 
of other legal issues, closed its Beijing office (Weiss 2017). 

A 2016 U.S. Government Accountability Office report addressed 
concerns about the space for academic freedom at China-sited entities, 
finding that members of these entities “generally indicated that they 
experienced academic freedom” but flagging internet censorship and 
other concerns: “Administrators, faculty, and students also cited exam-
ples of self-censorship, where certain sensitive political topics—such as 
Tiananmen Square or China’s relationship with Taiwan—were avoided in 
class, and of constraints faced by Chinese students in particular” (U.S. 
Government Accountability Office 2016).
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In 2017, the Asia Society hosted a conversation on these issues (Asia 
Society 2017a). Orville Schell, director of Asia Society’s Center on U.S.-
China Relations, reflected on the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP’s) 
intensifying ideological oversight: “I think if you look back and compare 
it to the 80s, even to the 90s after 1989 as China slowly began to open 
up again and to liberalize in many ways, you would have to say there 
has been a chill and the fact that it has extended even to universities and 
academic exchanges, which were once considered sort of free and clear is 
I think very regrettable and worth noting” (Asia Society 2017b). 

Greater scrutiny of the space for American-sponsored academic enti-
ties in China was paired with intense attention to Chinese-sponsored 
ones in the United States. A 2023 National Academies of Sciences, Engi-
neering, and Medicine report detailed how the more than 100 Confucius 
Institutes—Chinese government-funded language and culture centers— 
on American campuses in the late 2000s and 2010s had dwindled to 
only seven Confucius Institutes (National Academies 2023). Broader 
political pressure combined with congressional action that barred institu-
tions receiving Department of Defense (DOD) critical language flagship 
funding for Chinese from hosting a Confucius Institute: “While this 
provision allowed for a waiver process—and several affected colleges and 
universities applied for waivers in 2018 and 2019—DOD did not issue 
any waivers” (National Academies 2023). 

The pandemic also coincided with the U.S. government’s increased 
focus on individual academics with ties to China. The 2019 Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) publication titled, “China: The Risk to 
Academia,” recognized the value of foreign students and professors 
but warned that the United States’ open academic environment “also 
puts academia at risk for exploitation by foreign actors who do not 
follow our rules or share our values,” and that “the Chinese govern-
ment uses some Chinese students—mostly post-graduate students and 
post-doctorate researchers studying science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM)—and professors to operate as non-traditional 
collectors of intellectual property” (FBI 2019). 

The U.S. Department of Justice’s “China Initiative,” in effect from 
2018 to 2022, used criminal charges to protect a broad definition of 
national security, with a focus on preventing intellectual property from 
being siphoned off to entities linked to the PRC government (Lewis 
2020a). That many of the people charged under the Initiative were of
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Chinese descent—including the high-profile case of Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology Professor Gang Chen that the government abandoned 
when the investigation failed to show any crimes (Barry and Benner 
2022)—created a chilling effect that did not end with the Initiative’s 
retirement (Xie et al. 2022). 

The Beijing-directed erosion of freedoms in Hong Kong in the lead-
up to the pandemic exacerbated concerns about academic connections 
with China. In July 2020, the Trump administration announced that the 
U.S. government would end the Fulbright exchange program with both 
mainland China and Hong Kong (White House 2020). And, while not 
ascribed to political reasons, in January 2020, the Peace Corps ended 
its China program (Schmitz 2020), with the remaining 139 Peace Corps 
China volunteers evacuated by early February due to the pandemic (Peace 
Corps 2020). This evacuation was but one facet of the scramble to assist 
Americans to leave China in the early days of COVID-19 (Jordan and 
Bosman 2020). 

Pandemic-Era Ties 

The pandemic’s onset brought the flow of people between the United 
States and China to a screeching halt. This left Chinese students in 
the United States questioning whether to stay. If they sought to return 
to China, they faced the formidable challenges of a dearth of flights 
combined with the time, cost, and stress of entry testing and quarantine 
procedures. 

Students in China who had been accepted into American universities 
for the 2020–2021 academic year had to navigate whether they could, 
and should, physically enter the United States, as well as whether any 
portion of their academic program would be in person even if they made 
it to campus. In July 2020, the U.S. government announced that foreign 
students would not be allowed entry if they were only taking online 
courses (Svrluga 2020). After a period of uncertainty (Rauhala 2020), 
foreign students already in the United States were, however, allowed to 
stay even if taking more online courses than federal law permitted before 
the pandemic (Lederman 2022). 

Not only did the vastly higher COVID-19 infection numbers in the 
United States present health risks compared to the relative safety of 
China’s quickly implemented “Zero Covid” policy, people of Chinese 
heritage in the United States also faced a sharp rise in discrimination and
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even hate crimes. Data on hate crimes is difficult to gather and analyze. 
With that caution, one study found that “hate crime against Asian Amer-
icans temporarily surged after March 16, 2020, when the blaming labels 
including ‘Kung flu’ or ‘Chinese Virus’ were used publicly. However, the 
significant spike after March 16, 2020, in anti-Asian American hate crime 
was not sustained over the follow-up time period available for analysis” 
(Han et al. 2023). 

In a 2022 report—issued a year following enactment of the COVID-
19 Hate Crimes Act—the U.S. government recognized the lack of data 
and the challenge of underreporting both by law enforcement agencies 
and victims. Nonetheless, even with those limitations, it reported, “Hate 
crimes in the United States rose in 2020 to the highest level in 12 years, 
with a significant increase in numbers of anti-Asian and anti-Black hate 
crimes” (U.S. Department of Justice and U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services 2022). According to an April 2023 report by Columbia 
University and the Committee of 100 based on a poll of 6,481 respon-
dents over the age of 18 who self-identified as a person of Chinese ethnic 
origin who lived in the United States: 

Nearly three out of four Chinese Americans experienced racial discrim-
ination in the past 12 months, with two in three staying vigilant due 
to worries about safety related to hate crimes or harassment, nearly half 
reporting being treated with less respect than other people, and over a 
quarter experiencing bias or hate incidents such as being physically intimi-
dated or assaulted, having their property vandalized or damaged, and being 
called names or [called] racial slurs. (Gao et al. 2023) 

With all these dynamics in play, the number of Chinese students 
in the United States dropped to 317,299 in the 2020–2021 academic 
year (Silver 2021). Across the Pacific, the numbers plummeted: there 
were only 382 American university students in China for the 2020– 
2021 academic year (Xie 2022). American students were evacuated at the 
pandemic’s outset and programs pivoted to online learning (Hopkins-
Nanjing 2020). Three evacuated American students wrote in September 
2021 of their frustration when trying to return to China: “[F]or foreign 
students like us looking to return to China, critical X1/X2 student 
visas have all but disappeared. Despite [Foreign Ministry spokesperson, 
Hua Chunying’s] objections [to the U.S.’s denial of over 500 Chinese
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applicants’ student visas], this lack of reciprocity is the true barrier to 
people-to-people exchange” (McAndrews et al. 2021). 

It was also nearly impossible for non-PRC-citizen academics to visit 
China, though a handful found channels. For example, Silvia Lindtner, an 
associate professor at the University of Michigan, was able to enter China 
as a visiting scholar at NYU Shanghai (Wang and Lindtner 2022). Scott 
Kennedy—a senior adviser and Trustee Chair in Chinese Business and 
Economics at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) 
and former professor at Indiana University—teamed up with Wang Jisi— 
founding president of the Institute of International and Strategic Studies 
and Boya Chair Professor Emeritus at Peking University—to find mutual 
pathways for visits in China and the United States (Kennedy and Wang 
2023). Most academics, however, were limited to remote connections, 
with some like the U.S.-China Dialogue series open for public viewing 
(US-China Dialogue). 

In 2022 as life in the United States moved from a pandemic mindset to 
existence with COVID-19 as endemic, people in China remained under 
tight restrictions. An October 2022 press release by the U.S. Embassy in 
Beijing encouraged that the “United States Welcomes Chinese Students” 
as part of a four-city China Education Expo, noting that “since May of 
last year the United States has issued well over 155,000 visas to Chinese 
students and scholars” (U.S. Embassy 2022). Looking at flows from 
the United States to China, however, Ambassador Nicholas Burns told 
POLITICO in April 2023: 

Students are part of the ballast of this relationship. As recently as 10 years 
ago, there were 14,000–15,000 American students in China on an annual 
basis. There are now only about 350 American students in China. And 
that’s because of Covid—student visas were not available to American 
students. A lot of the university exchange programs had to shut down 
for these last three years. We don’t have the people-to-people connections 
right now that we’ve had in the past. (Kine 2023) 

Post-pandemic Ties 

China’s “Zero COVID” policy came under increasing strain in late 2022 
due to economic repercussions and broad societal discontent with the 
draconian enforcement measures (Wong 2022). In early December, the 
government announced a sudden and dramatic relaxation (Che et al.
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2022). China resumed issuance of all types of visas in March 2023 (Cash 
and Yu 2023). 

That China and the United States are now both issuing visas does not, 
however, mean a resurgence in academic connections. The health risks 
have abated, but other risks remain. For Chinese students and academics 
considering time in the United States, common reasons cited for hesi-
tation include “gun violence, rising anti-Asian racism, rocky U.S.-China 
relations, a slowing Chinese economy, higher global rankings for Chinese 
universities, and friendlier immigration policies in many other countries” 
(Chen 2023). 

For American students and academics considering time in China, 
programs have only begun to reopen and, even if opportunities to 
visit China unexpectedly rebound, there are questions about demand 
(ChinaFile 2021). Chinese language learning in American universities has 
declined since a 2013 peak (USC 2021). As a point of optimism, although 
a 2021 American Council of Learned Societies (ACLS) survey on the 
status of Chinese studies in the United States found that “[i]nstitutional 
support for China research and education is perceived by all respondents 
to have declined in recent years; external funding, in particular, has been 
reduced[,]” the survey also uncovered that “[i]nterest in China studies 
remains strong. Despite recent political tension and a reported decline 
in the number of students learning the Chinese language on campuses, 
both undergraduate and graduate course offerings on China increased in 
number over the past five years” (ACLS 2021). 

Underneath these general trends are complicated personal decisions 
about the risks and rewards of investing in studying the other country, 
including whether to spend time there. For some Americans the travel 
question has been decided for them because the PRC government’s 
refusal to issue a visa is clearly linked to the government’s disapproval 
of the applicant’s research (Wong 2011). In the reverse, for example, 
visa denials for some Chinese are because the U.S. government considers 
problematic their affiliation with academic institutions seen as supporting 
China’s “military-civil fusion strategy” (Anderson 2023). 

For those who can obtain visas—and have the funds for airfares that 
remain above pre-pandemic levels—there are questions about bidirec-
tional risk. Incidents known to this author of lengthy questioning of 
American academics upon arrival in China in the early period after borders 
opened (and at least one entry denial) raise concerns about what comfort 
a visa provides. Moreover, although neither was an academic or American,



5 RECONNECTING STUDENTS AND ACADEMICS … 99

wariness about arbitrary detention remains following the nearly three-year 
detention and criminal trials of Michael Spavor and Michael Kovrig— 
without even basic procedural protections for the accused—in what was 
widely viewed outside China as retaliation for Canada’s detaining of 
PRC-citizen Meng Wanzhou (Paas-Lang 2021). 

In addition to the risk of wrongful detention, the U.S. State Depart-
ment warned in a March 2023 travel advisory of China’s use of exit bans 
(U.S. State Department 2023). At the time of writing in early 2024, 
the U.S. State Department website continued to caution, “Reconsider 
travel to Mainland China due to the arbitrary enforcement of local laws, 
including in relation to exit bans, and the risk of wrongful detentions” 
(U.S. State Department 2024). In late 2022, “John Kamm, who chairs 
the San Francisco-based Dui Hua Foundation, estimate[d] as many as 30 
U.S. citizens are unable to leave China due to exit bans, on top of up to 
200 detained in the country on what Dui Hua calls arbitrary grounds” 
(Areddy and Spegele 2022). The probability that an American academic 
with a valid PRC visa will be denied entry, detained after entry, or denied 
exit after entry are very low, but the personal cost if any of these actions 
occur can be very high. 

For U.S.-based academics who visit China, echoes of the China Initia-
tive have also been present upon their return to the United States. Asian 
American Scholar Forum (AASF) issued a press release in February 2023 
“raising concerns after hearing about multiple incidents of Chinese Amer-
ican scientists, academics, and scholars being harassed or interrogated at 
ports of entry” (AASF 2023). While numbers are not available, anecdotal 
reports circulating in academic circles underscore that these concerns also 
apply to PRC-citizen scientists, academics, and scholars. Once inside the 
United States, Wang Jisi expressed wariness regarding personal safety both 
of general violent crime in the United States and of incidents targeted 
at people of Chinese descent, though he thankfully reported not experi-
encing any threats during his stay (Kennedy and Wang 2023). Lack of 
data makes it impossible to estimate risks accurately and, even if risks 
are generally quantifiable, the many factors that impact individual risk 
make decisions to travel between the United States and China intensively 
personal. 

What then shall be done? In their April 2023 joint report, Kennedy 
and Wang call for the United States and China “to commit as a foun-
dational policy to restoring direct connections across the entire span
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of the two societies” (Kennedy and Wang 2023). Their fifth and final 
recommendation directly addresses academia: 

Both governments should commit to the full resumption of in-
person scholarly ties, including students, university professors and 
administrators, think tank experts, scholarly publication editors, and 
foundation leaders. Many of these steps can be taken immediately or 
within a few months. At the same time, the two governments should create 
a Track 1.5 dialogue, involving both government officials and representa-
tives of their respective scholarly communities, to discuss several elements 
of scholarly engagement. Potential issues include: (1) expanding oppor-
tunities for study abroad programs and language training; (2) fostering 
the integrity of transnational research, including the funding of research, 
collection of data, protection of intellectual property, and review process 
of scholarly publications; (3) strengthening norms related to field research 
and access to written materials, including archives; and (4) ensuring the 
safety and legal protections of members of the scholarly community when 
traveling between the two countries. 

These would all be welcome steps. Indeed, Kennedy and Wang went 
on to organize a July 2023 meeting in Beijing with Chinese and American 
academics as the next stage in their project (Institute of International and 
Strategic Studies 2023). Reviving the Fulbright program with mainland 
China and Hong Kong would be a clear way to kickstart the first issue, 
even if the program returns in a limited and cautious form. Most pressing, 
however, is to address the fourth issue, upon which all the others depend: 
any of the ties that require in-person experiences in the other country 
hinge on addressing personal safety as well as the legal protections when 
a country takes actions against an individual deemed to be a threat to 
the country’s security. There is no way to fully immunize against the risks 
of in-person connectivity other than to stop it. There are, however, steps 
that can mitigate risk short of adopting a “Zero Travel” policy. 

While in San Francisco for APEC in November 2023, Xi Jinping 
announced, “China is ready to invite 50,000 young Americans to China 
on exchange and study programs in the next five years to increase 
exchanges between the two peoples, especially between the youth” 
(Xinhua 2023). On the flip side, in December 2023, Ambassador Burns 
encouraged, “Chinese are the largest foreign student group at our 
universities. They’re welcome in this country… 292,000 students here 
now. We’ve just issued 94,000 student visas over the last five months for
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a new batch of students to come, and so the door is relatively open but 
not completely” (Council on Foreign Relations 2023). Such statements 
at the highest levels supporting exchanges are a necessary but insufficient 
step. 

To truly build confidence for academic exchanges, especially beyond 
“study abroad” programs, both the U.S. and PRC governments should 
vocally and repeatedly provide assurances that, if an academic has 
complied with all visa-application procedures (e.g., full disclosure of the 
conference, guest teaching, research, or other activities) and remains 
within those parameters, they will not be interfered with upon entry 
or during their stay. The entire governmental structures in both coun-
tries then need to back this up to give the assurances credibility. That 
the visa-issuing entities in each country are distinct from (and not always 
having fully aligned interests with) the entities tasked with law enforce-
ment and national security creates uncertainty about how much comfort 
a visa provides for an issue-free visit. Writing at the beginning of 2024, 
the modest yet increasingly regular bidirectional flow of academics is 
providing some reassurance that routinized exchange is possible. The 
concern that geopolitical tensions could flair and have externalities on 
academics, however, remains a dark cloud. 

Moreover, China should increase transparency of legal proceedings 
involving foreign nationals because the denial of basic consular oversight 
in violation of unambiguous agreements with other countries has severely 
undermined confidence that foreign nationals who are pulled into the 
security system will receive even minimal protections (Clarke 2021; Reed 
2022). In the United States, although the criminal process is vastly more 
transparent, the U.S. government still has tremendous power to search 
and question people—especially when entering the country (ACLU)— 
and to restrict access to information, especially when national security 
is at issue. Working in collaboration with organizations like the ACLU 
and AASF that have expressed well-founded concerns about government 
overreach can help shape fairer and more effective procedures, as well as 
demonstrate to the world that the United States takes seriously the values 
in its Constitution and of fundamental international human rights. 

In the United States, the Office of Science and Technology Policy 
(OSTP) is clarifying and streamlining research security requirements 
(OSTP 2023). This is a crucial piece in a broader push to delineate 
legitimate national security concerns, define conflicts of commitment,
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and more generally provide students and academics with a clearer under-
standing of what kinds of connections with China could lead to admin-
istrative or criminal penalties. Parallel efforts by the Chinese government 
would be welcome as a way for China-based students and academics to 
likewise have more explicit guidance regarding what kind of ties with the 
United States will not trigger negative repercussions on their careers, or 
worse. It would be surprising indeed if the Chinese government provided 
such clarity, but signals short of direct statements are a step in the right 
direction. 

In addition to spelling out the zone of permitted connections, 
academics need to not be overburdened with cumbersome and time-
consuming compliance procedures that stifle even allowed activities. This 
is an acute issue in China. An Executive Dean at Renmin University, Wang 
Wen, advised in a May 2023 speech on attracting global talent that China 
should transition from a pre-approval system for intellectual exchanges 
to a post-reporting one because the former impedes academic exchanges 
(Liu et al. 2023). 

Even with enhanced guidance on the permitted zone of activities, 
there will be times when academics—or their academic institution’s 
general counsel’s office—will have questions about what side of the line a 
contemplated activity falls. One possibility for addressing these gray-zone 
proposals is to create a process akin to the U.S. Security and Exchange 
Commission’s “no-action letters” (SEC) whereby researchers involved in 
areas that raise concerns about potential legal violations (e.g., regarding 
export control laws, which have serious criminal penalties) could get 
comfort from the government prior to engaging in travel or other activ-
ities with China-based partners. Specifically, the letter could document 
that, so long as the requesting person remains within their described 
project scope, the government would not recommend that enforcement 
actions be taken against the requester based on the facts and repre-
sentations described in the submission. The current self-assessment of 
compliance creates risk for the individual and academic institution and, 
thus, could lean toward over-compliance that limits valuable interactions 
abroad. 

Beyond enhancing clarity on allowed activities and compliance proce-
dures, people getting on planes need guidance regarding how to conduct 
themselves when in the foreign country. Pre-departure briefings should 
include regularly updated information on best practices for protecting 
personal and proprietary information in line with the laws of the visited
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country, as well as how to mitigate safety concerns. It should also be 
developed with experts on interventions to reduce prejudice and discrim-
ination so that materials do not fuel negative views of people based on 
their national origin, heritage, or ethnicity. The more that the government 
not only listens to but also actively involves impacted communities— 
ranging from Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) advocacy 
groups to professional associations of academics in STEM fields—the 
greater the hope of formulating policies that effectively address security 
threats while creating an atmosphere that welcomes valuable collaboration 
across borders. 

The Cost of Lost Ties 

In spring 2023, the WHO determined that “COVID-19 is now an estab-
lished and ongoing health issue which no longer constitutes a public 
health emergency of international concern” (World Health Organization 
2023). U.S.-China P2P relations are likewise now an established and 
ongoing health issue: not to physical health, but rather to that of the 
bilateral relationship. The blow to the relationship’s health has already 
been costly. This is not to say that connections should have no bounds. 
Some costs are worthwhile to protect other interests. As noted above, 
research security requirements are needed to safeguard national security, 
but they should be delineated thoughtfully and with robust participation 
of various stakeholders. 

Some costs of lost ties are fairly easily quantifiable, such as the direct 
hit to American universities measured by reduced tuition dollars due to 
a drop in the number of Chinese students. Yet much of what is lost 
is intangible and with costs likely to be felt far into the future as prior 
connections are prone to wither without ongoing maintenance and new 
ties are only being sparsely forged. This portends fewer insights into each 
other’s countries—insights that have long fed into policymaking chan-
nels. In a January 2024 piece, Rory Truex, a political science professor at 
Princeton University, reflected on his extensive time in China as compared 
with the situation today: “At a time of heightened competition with 
Beijing, our education system is not generating enough American citi-
zens with Chinese language ability, meaningful lived experiences in China 
and deep area knowledge.” He wisely concluded, “In this moment of 
U.S.-China competition, we must do more than invest in weapons and 
semiconductors. We must invest in understanding” (Truex 2024).
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Diminished ties can also deplete empathy, which as Professor Alex 
Wang points out, “This is particularly true these days, as the field of 
China analysis increasingly includes people with less direct experience with 
China, and as global views of China turn increasingly negative” (Wang 
2023). He is quick to clarify his use of “empathy” not as suggesting “bias 
and the absence of empathy for objectivity” but rather as “openness to 
the idea that someone else’s reality might be configured in way that is 
different from your own but still legitimate. An empathetic orientation 
does not preclude critique” (Wang 2023). 

Indeed, I have spent much of my career critiquing China’s human 
rights record (Lewis 2020b). My time in China, including extensive ties 
with academics there, has been critical for enriching my understanding of 
not only the human rights situation in China as a descriptive matter but 
also analytically why the party-state has made certain choices, and why 
those choices have elicited various responses from the citizenry. While 
heeding the advice of Professor Wang to be empathic to the reality of 
others, I have on many occasions ultimately reached the conclusion that 
the Chinese government’s human rights reality is not legitimate when 
viewed against the standards of fundamental international human rights, 
a view held by some Chinese academics as well (Biao 2022). First-hand 
insights from connections with people in China illuminate the internal 
logic for that reality and reduce the risk that foreign academics will impose 
underinformed views from afar. 

Certainly, access to China does not mean unfettered access to people 
and information therein. The repressive chill under Xi Jinping’s leader-
ship has enhanced longstanding barriers to Chinese academics being able 
to freely express their personal views without fear of blowback. Professor 
Odd Arne Westad wrote in June 2023 of the formidable challenges of 
understanding elite decision-making in Beijing and the broader atmo-
sphere that “[p]eople in China are not yet experiencing the degree of fear 
and secrecy that they did under Mao, but they are getting there” (Westad 
2023). Writing this chapter in early 2024, it is uncertain whether the 
degree of repression will plateau, become even more severe, or perhaps 
have times of relaxation even if not a general trend toward reopening. 
Though far from perfect, observations that come from being physically 
present in China are important for our understanding and, thankfully, my 
experience as well as that of other American academics who have visited 
China post-pandemic attest that spaces for frank discussions can still be 
carved out behind closed doors.



5 RECONNECTING STUDENTS AND ACADEMICS … 105

I greatly missed these spaces for intimate conversations during the 
pandemic. When I emailed a Chinese professor friend in May 2023 with 
news that my first post-pandemic trip to China had been canceled because 
of a postponed conference, she responded, “I am looking forward to 
having you with us in China.” I finally made it back to Beijing in January 
2024 for an academic conference as part of the University of Pennsylva-
nia’s Project on the Future of U.S.-China Relations. The trip was short, 
structured, and subdued. But at least it was one more small step toward 
reconnecting academics in post-pandemic U.S.-China relations. And I 
look forward to being in China again soon. 
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CHAPTER 6  

COVID-19, Anti-Asian Racism, 
and U.S.-China Relations 

D.G. Kim 

What role does race—expressed as racialized identities, resentment, and 
worldviews—play in shaping mutual perceptions and foreign policy views 
between the United States and China today? Did the dramatic growth 
and increased visibility of anti-Asian violence in American society during 
the pandemic serve to add a more explicit racial overtone to the deterio-
rating great power relationship? In this chapter, I utilize cross-national 
public opinion surveys and foreign policy discourse analyses to trace 
the link between COVID-19, anti-Asian racism, and policy views and 
discuss implications of this behavioral feedback loop for contemporary 
Sino-American relations. 

Specifically, I first find with an American national survey fielded during 
the early stage of the pandemic a significant interconnection between 
the American public anxiety over the virus, negative sentiments toward 
Chinese and Asians, and support for a hardline China policy. This prelim-
inary evidence indicates how heightened concern about COVID-19— 
which had already become deeply politicized through the U.S.-China
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blame game over its origin—shaped American mass support for punitive 
action against China and more importantly, how broader anti-Asian senti-
ment was strongly associated with their views on the virus and China. 
Next, I examine what effects this political salience of anti-Asian racism in 
America has exerted on China’s foreign policy discourses that increasingly 
subscribe to its own nativist and nationalist rhetoric. Whether understood 
as the manifestation of America’s dysfunctional democracy or racially 
motivated foreign policy toward China, anti-Asian racism has appeared 
perfectly congruent with the Chinese view that China and its people, 
since the ‘century of national humiliation’, continue to be victimized by 
dominant Western powers.1 Turning to evidence from an original national 
survey in China, I then find how the Chinese public’s own racialized iden-
tity and animus translate to their support for the nation’s more assertive 
foreign policy measures. Taken together, the findings indicate the far-
reaching transnational implications of domestic anti-Asian racism during 
the pandemic, highlighting how it contributes to the interactive emer-
gence of hawkish foreign policy views and discourses between the United 
States and China. 

Toward the end of the chapter, I derive broad implications of my 
findings for both American and Chinese policymakers who aspire for 
a peaceful management of the great power rivalry. I first suggest that 
American and Chinese leaders should refrain from employing foreign 
policy narratives that appeal to the sense of identity difference and 
exceptionalism in their assessment and public discussion of U.S.-China 
relations. I argue that such identity narratives bring the risk of encour-
aging domestic racism and anti-minority violence, emboldening the other 
country’s own exclusionary identity and worldview, and finally, fueling 
U.S.-China security dilemmas through strategic misperceptions. In the 
next section, I discuss the link between COVID-19, anti-Asian racism, 
and U.S.-China relations before moving on to introduce my research 
design and key results. The chapter then concludes with a discussion of 
my findings and policy recommendations. 

COVID-19 and the Racial 
Politics of U.S.-China Rivalry 

“You will never turn into a Westerner,” remarked China’s former foreign 
minister Wang Yi during his meeting with South Korean and Japanese 
officials in July 2023, immediately capturing the attention of China
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watchers around the world. Calling for greater cooperation between 
China and its neighbors, united by a sense of “strategic autonomy” from 
the West, Wang Yi addressed his fellow Asian guests, stating “One needs 
to know where one’s roots are…China, Japan, Korea––if we can join 
hands and cooperate, it would not only serve the interests of our three 
countries but also fulfill the wishes of our peoples, and together we can 
prosper, revitalize East Asia and enrich the world” (Xu 2023). 

Since the pandemic, appealing to such racialized sentiments2 has 
become increasingly popular among both American and Chinese leaders. 
In the United States, President Trump ignited the controversy over 
his reference to COVID-19 as “Chinese virus” while the mass media 
and other political elites insisted on using the racially charged label to 
highlight the association between the virus and China. Research shows 
that such racially inflammatory elite messages have strong “embold-
ening effects” on the public’s prejudiced attitudes and behavior against 
marginalized groups in society (Newman et al. 2019; Siegel et al. 2019). 
Reports on surging anti-Asian hate incidents during the pandemic (e.g., 
Jeung et al. 2021) suggest that American elites’ strategic racial rhetoric 
might have stoked mass xenophobic and discriminatory behavior toward 
Chinese and broader Asian communities in the United States (Reny and 
Barreto 2022; see also Adida et al. 2020). Using observational data, 
another recent study finds that negative sentiment toward Asians in 
American society has indeed noticeably increased after the onset of the 
pandemic (Nam et al. 2022). In the midst of the politicization of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, anti-Chinese political rhetoric has, in other words, 
brought the century-long “yellow peril” anti-Asian racial trope back to 
the forefront of American politics.3 

As Michael Omi and Howard Winant illustrate in the context of Amer-
ican race relations, race can also turn out to be the ideological weapon 
of the weak—who often react to perceived discrimination with a height-
ened sense of collective victimization, racialized identity, and resentment 
(Omi and Winant 2014, p. 108). From the Chinese perspective, humili-
ation has long defined the way foreign powers and “Westerners” treated 
China in the history of modern international relations, dating all the way 
back to the British incursion of Qing China and the First Opium War 
in 1839. As a central element of popular nationalism in China today, 
this “victim mentality” has endured a decades-long process of internal-
ization and shaped the way Chinese view the world and interpret the 
actions of foreign powers (Gries 2004; Wang  2008; Callahan 2012). As a
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result, anti-Asian violence during the pandemic and the revitalized discus-
sion of America’s yellow peril syndrome (see, e.g., Li and Nicholson 
2021) would have further consolidated the view that China and its people 
continue to be victimized by dominant Western powers in international 
politics. Faced with an American President invoking the “Chinese virus” 
label and the vivid images of helpless victims of anti-Asian hate crimes 
in America, both the Chinese elites and masses––from China’s young 
“wolf warrior diplomats” and the government-run media to millions of 
Chinese netizens4––have paid increased attention to anti-Asian racism, 
its intimate connection with America’s views and historical relations with 
Asian powers, and perhaps more importantly, their perceived status as 
part of a subordinate and stigmatized racial group. The Economist, at  
the height of the pandemic, thus aptly observed that Chinese public 
discourse since the pandemic has been dominated by “resentment of a 
West” that attempts to “demonize” and “scapegoat” China during the 
health crisis (The Economist 2020). Another commentator also laments 
that “American and Chinese political hawks view the pandemic as the 
perfect opportunity for actualizing some long-standing ideological fixa-
tions,” with the Chinese side preoccupied with what they perceive as 
America’s “ethnocentric assault on all Chinese, regardless of nationality” 
(Wong 2020). 

To summarize, anti-Asian racial violence in the United States during 
the pandemic has not only revealed the persistence of anti-Asian animus 
and its role in shaping American views toward China, but also convinced 
the Chinese that the world is still dominated by the same “white” coun-
tries responsible for China’s national humiliation. Since the pandemic, this 
feedback loop between mutual racial resentment, identity, and hawkish 
nationalism between the two great powers, facilitated by both oppor-
tunistic elites and bottom-up pressures in each society, has become an 
important element of U.S.-China rivalry today. The future course of 
the great power relationship—whether the two continue viewing each 
other as a racial Other and eventually an existential threat to be elimi-
nated—thus at least partly depends on our efforts to correctly understand 
how this vicious behavioral circle works and prevent it from exacerbating 
U.S.-China security dilemmas.
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Research Design 

In this chapter I draw on multi-method examination of public opinion 
and political discourses in the United States and China to examine the 
abovementioned relationships between COVID-19, racial attitudes, and 
mutual perceptions and foreign policy views between the two coun-
tries. For the analysis of American and Chinese public opinion, I turn 
to evidence from original national surveys in both countries during the 
pandemic. For the analysis of societal-level foreign policy views and 
discourses, I introduce empirical patterns from the state media coverage 
in China and toward the end of this chapter, American election campaign 
messages on China. Taken together, these findings provide preliminary 
evidence for my argument that (1) first, during the pandemic, Americans’ 
negative views of people of Chinese and Asian origin were closely asso-
ciated with their response to the virus and support for hardline policy 
action against China and (2) that the Chinese elites and public have 
responded to anti-Asian racism with their own nativist and racialized view 
of the United States and international politics in general. After examining 
this intricate yet increasingly salient feedback loop between American and 
Chinese perspectives on race, policy, and the great power rivalry, in the 
next section I derive practical suggestions for policymakers tasked with 
formulating measures to prevent misperceptions and unintended conflicts 
between the two countries. 

In partnership with Lucid Theorem, my main U.S. survey was admin-
istered during the early phase of the pandemic in February 2020 on a 
national sample of 923 American adults balanced on age, gender, race, 
region, and partisanship. To replicate my findings, the second survey was 
fielded in May 2020, again through Lucid, on 1,852 American adults with 
roughly the same demographic characteristics. I then subset both survey 
data to responses by self-identified white Americans for my main anal-
yses below.5 For both surveys, I added a scale measuring the perceived 
adverse effect of COVID-19 on the respondents: “How worried are you 
about the Novel Coronavirus?” (1 = Not worried at all—5 = Extremely 
worried) for the February survey and “Have you experienced financial 
hardship due to the current Coronavirus pandemic?” (1 = None at 
all—5 = A great deal) for the May survey. I then assessed the partici-
pants’ foreign policy preference toward China by constructing a four-item 
China policy questionnaire adapted from Myrick (2021).  The scale asked  
about the extent to which the American public find it acceptable to
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employ economic sanction, covert military action, and use of military 
force against China. Finally, to capture racial attitudes, I included a new 
validated measure of anti-Asian sentiment (the Asian American resent-
ment scale) and alternative measures of racial group favorability and racial 
stereotypes.6 

For the China survey, I worked with a local survey firm in March 
2022 to recruit a total of 2,007 Chinese adults across the country who 
were well balanced on age and gender and with diverse economic back-
grounds and varying levels of political knowledge. To measure Chinese 
foreign policy views, I constructed a comparable scale of hawkish US 
policy based on levels of approval of more militaristic and assertive policy 
measures. To assess racial attitudes, I first included the standard racial 
feeling thermometer scale to construct a scale of anti-white sentiment. 
Participants expressed their favorability of four different racial groups— 
whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians—with a continuous scale ranging 
from 0 (“Unfavorable, cold feeling”) to 100 (“Favorable, warm feel-
ing”). I then subtracted target out-group (i.e., whites) from in-group 
(i.e., Asians) ratings to calculate scores for anti-white sentiment—how 
unfavorably Chinese view whites vis-à-vis the baseline in-group category. 
I additionally build on the widely utilized white identity scale (Jardina 
2019) to construct a measure of Asian identity, replacing the term 
“white” with “Asian” in its original scale items. The scale captures three 
central elements of racial identity–how strongly individuals identify with 
a racial group, feel positively toward the group, and maintain a sense of 
belonging and commonality. I then calculated composite scores by aver-
aging responses to these three question items such that a higher score 
indicates a stronger attachment to Asian identity. 

Key Findings 

First, observational evidence from American national surveys suggests 
that the public’s anxiety over the pandemic was significantly associated 
with heightened mass support for more confrontational foreign policy 
measures against China and that this relationship was partially medi-
ated by negative views toward people of Chinese and Asian origin. In 
Table 6.1, I present results from a series of regression models that probe 
this interconnection between American anxiety over the virus, racial atti-
tudes, and China policy preference. As shown in Model (1), a unit 
increase in reported anxiety about COVID-19 significantly predicted
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approximately four percentage point increase in American public support 
for punitive China measures. Models (2)-(5) further demonstrate that 
the more one was worried about the virus, the less likely the respon-
dent was to view Asian and Chinese Americans favorably, as captured by 
the measures of anti-Asian racial resentment and feelings and negative 
stereotypes toward Asians and Chinese in American society. 

The rest of the models, next, show that it was specifically attitudes 
and feelings toward Asian and Chinese people and no other minority

Table 6.1 Associations between COVID-19 anxiety, anti-Asian/Chinese senti-
ment, and support for hawkish China policy among the American public 
(February 2020 survey) 

Hawkish 
China Policy 

AAR Favor: 
AA 

Stereo: 
AA 

Stereo: 
CA 

Hawkish China Policy 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 
COVID 0.04*** 0.06*** −0.01* 0.01*** 0.01*** 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

AAR 0.08*** 
(0.01) 

SR 0.03** 
(0.01) 

Stereo: AA 0.05*** 
(0.01) 

Stereo: CA 0.07*** 
(0.01) 

Stereo: BA 0.02 0.01 
(0.02) (0.01) 

Stereo: HA −0.02 −0.03 
(0.02) (0.02) 

Favor: AA −0.03 
(0.01) 

Favor: BA −0.02 
(0.02) 

Favor: HA −0.005 
(0.02) 

Republican 0.12*** 0.11*** −0.04*** 0.01 0.02 0.09*** 0.13*** 0.13*** 0.12*** 
(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Ideology 0.03** 0.01 −0.002 0.01* 0.01** 0.01 0.02* 0.02* 0.02* 
(0.01) (0.01) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

N 638 638 638 638 638 674 674 674 674 

Adj. 0.19 0.15 0.05 0.06 0.08 0.27 0.19 0.21 0.19 

Note The table shows coefficients and standard errors (in parentheses) from ordinary least squares 
regression models. All independent variables are standardized, and dependent variables are recoded 
to range from 0 to 1. All models control for party identification (baseline = Democrat), ideology 
(1 = “Very liberal”—7 = “Very conservative”), income, age, gender, and education. For party 
identification, results for the “Independent” dummy are all statistically insignificant and now shown 
here. Significant results are highlighted in light gray. COVID = “How worried are you about 
the Novel Coronavirus?”; AAR = Asian American Resentment; SR = Symbolic Racism; Stereo = 
Stereotype; AA = Asian American; BA = Black/African American; HA = Hispanic/Latino American; 
Favor = Favorability; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 
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groups that significantly predicted the China policy preferences of the 
white American respondents. For example, controlling for the widely used 
measure of anti-black racial resentment or symbolic racism (Kinder and 
Sanders 1996) in Model (6) does not reduce the effect of anti-Asian 
sentiment and for Models (7)-(8), negative stereotypes against Asian and 
Chinese Americans but not toward other minorities were strongly asso-
ciated with China policy opinion. While not shown in a separate table, 
I replicate these findings with the follow-up survey fielded in May 2020 
that employed an alternative measure of perceived negative impact from 
the pandemic. The more one felt financially disturbed by the pandemic, as 
in the previous survey, the more likely the respondent was to view Asians 
in negative light and support assertiveness vis-à-vis China. Although we 
are here based on correlational data, a causal mediation analysis also 
reveals that for both surveys, higher levels of anti-Asian sentiment signifi-
cantly mediated the effect of COVID-19 on American public support for 
hawkish China policies. 

Racialized views toward Asians during the pandemic, in other words, 
played an important role in shaping how Americans responded to 
the pandemic with its contested origin from China and subsequently 
approved firmer—including military—action against the foreign rival. 
Next, the growing visibility and politicization of anti-Asian racism in 
America during the pandemic, as manifested in the dramatic rise of 
anti-Asian violence across the country (Jeung and Lee 2021), have also 
brought important consequences on the bilateral relationship by shaping 
China’s own foreign policy discourses and preferences. As reported in 
my previous study (Kim 2022), I find that there has been a dramatic 
growth in the volume of Chinese state media coverage of issues related to 
anti-Asian racism, especially since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in 2020. A closer examination of the contents of these reports reveal 
two dominant themes and rhetoric running through these top-down 
narratives: On the one hand, the Chinese official media have attributed 
growing anti-Asian violence to racially motivated American foreign policy 
toward China. For example, a Global Times article quotes an op-ed 
written by an Asian American activist: “Today, as Washington cynically 
promotes Yellow Peril as a strategy to pass major legislation at home and 
retain America supremacy abroad, Asian American and Pacific Islanders 
face increased surveillance, harassment, and attacks” (Kim 2022, p. 118). 
The other prominent theme interprets anti-Asian violence as demon-
strating the inherent limitations of American democracy and the hypocrisy
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of U.S. foreign policy. A People’s Daily article, for example, contends 
that “Without solving its own domestic problems, the U.S. is increasingly 
interfering in China’s internal affairs in the name of human rights and 
democracy.” Citing remarks by Chinese officials, the article then directs 
attention to the “poor racial record” in America, marked by “discrim-
ination and brutality against African Americans and bullying of Asian 
Americans” (Kim 2022, p. 65).  

Evidence on Chinese public opinion from my original survey in March 
2022 further suggests that Chinese views on race also matters for shaping 
the country’s foreign policy preferences. The left panel in Table 6.2 
displays the distribution of Chinese feelings toward various racial groups. 
Most importantly, I find that the Chinese respondents feel overwhelm-
ingly more favorably toward Asians (M = 74.5, SD = 0.22) than toward 
whites (M = 48.5, SD = 0.22), Blacks (M = 47.1, SD = 0.23), and 
Hispanics (M = 50.0, SD = 0.20). This result suggests the presence of 
strong racial in-group favoritism among the Chinese public—they express 
starkly divergent views toward different racial groups, favoring Asians 
overwhelmingly over the other racial outgroups. The regression table 
in the right panel then shows that these racial attitudes have noticeable 
and independent effects on what the Chinese public want their govern-
ment to do vis-à-vis the United States. While controlling for baseline 
hawkishness across all models, more favorable views of Asians and less 
favorable views of whites were significantly predictive of Chinese support 
for hawkish foreign policy. In short, the Chinese public not only exhibit a 
remarkably high level of Asian racial identity and racial in-group favoritism 
but also readily translate such racialized sentiments to their more confi-
dent foreign policy outlooks. Reported in another study (Kim 2022), 
findings from an experiment embedded in the same survey also suggest 
that Chinese foreign policy narratives that denounce anti-Asian racism in 
America significantly boost the Chinese public’s anti-white sentiment and 
Asian racial identity, both of which in turn are strongly associated with 
higher levels of support for foreign policy assertiveness.

Discussion and Policy Implications 

In this chapter, I examined anti-Asian racism and hawkish China opinion 
in the United States following the onset of the global pandemic and 
its lasting implications for continued Sino-American great power rivalry. 
Utilizing an original national survey fielded during the initial phase of
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Table 6.2 Distribution of racial group favorability and associations between 
racial attitudes and support for hawkish U.S. policy among the Chinese public 
(March 2022 survey) 

Hawkish US Policy 
(1) (2) (3) (4) 

Favor: Asian 0.02*** 
(0.003) 

Favor: White −0.02*** 
(0.004) 

Anti-White 0.02*** 
(0.01) 

Asian 
identity 

0.01*** 

(0.003) 

Hawkishness 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.03*** 
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

N 2007 2007 2007 2007 

Adj. 0.15 0.14 0.12 0.16 

Note The left panel shows mean favorability ratings (higher values = warmer feelings) for different 
racial groups as perceived by Chinese citizens. The right panel displays coefficients and standard 
errors (in parentheses) from ordinary least squares regression models. All independent variables are 
standardized, and the dependent variable is recoded to range from 0 to 1. All models control for 
demographic controls. Favor = Favorability; Anti-White = Anti-White sentiment; Hawkishness = 
Military Assertiveness; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

the pandemic, I first find evidence for the close connection between 
the American public anxiety over the virus, negative sentiments toward 
Chinese and Asian people, and support for a hardline China policy. While 
the design of the survey does not allow the identification of causal direc-
tions between these factors, the evidence clearly shows how heightened 
concern about COVID-19—which had already become deeply politicized 
through the U.S.-China blame game over its origin—shaped American 
mass support for military action against China and more importantly, how 
broader anti-Chinese and anti-Asian sentiments were strongly associated 
with both attitudes. The relationships are robust to controlling for party 
identification, ideology, and potential confounders such as generalized 
ethnocentrism, and it is specifically attitudes toward Asian and Chinese 
Americans but no other minorities that significantly predict support for 
hawkish China policies. In another study, I experimentally test whether 
information about COVID-19 and its alleged Chinese origin significantly 
boosts the public’s anti-Asian sentiment (Kim 2023). Taken together with 
the findings of this chapter, existing survey evidence suggests that racial-
ized views toward Chinese and broader Asians—often lumped together 
under the long-standing “model minority” and “yellow peril” racial
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tropes—have played an important role in shaping how Americans have 
coped with the pandemic and responded to perceived threat from China. 

The implication of these finding for U.S.-China relations becomes 
more evident when we examine how the growing salience and visibility 
of anti-Asian racism in America exert a strong influence on China’s 
foreign policy discourses that increasingly subscribe to its own nativist and 
nationalist rhetoric. Since 2020, the Chinese state media have published 
hundreds of news reports and opinion pieces that attribute growing anti-
Asian violence in the United States to what they perceive as racially 
motivated American policy toward China and inherent limitations of 
American democracy. As Peter Gries and Zheng Wang have shown, 
anti-foreign sentiments have gradually become a key element and driver 
of China’s popular nationalism since the end of the Cold War.7 The 
pandemic politics, against this background, has added a more explicit 
racial overtone to the anti-foreign sentiments undergirding Chinese 
foreign policy discourses. With “the white powers of Europe and Amer-
ica” identified as the perpetrator for China’s continued humiliation and 
victimization (Dikötter 2015, p. 125), racialized resentment and iden-
tity have become important to how China views the United States and 
American foreign policy and defines its own identity and standing in the 
world. The view that China and its people continue to be victimized by 
the racially prejudiced Western powers, in turn, has far-reaching effects 
on the landscape of China’s own racial thinking and foreign policy pref-
erences. Turning to evidence from an original national survey in China, 
I find that Chinese foreign policy narratives that explicitly link anti-Asian 
racism to American foreign policy significantly boost the Chinese public’s 
anti-White sentiment and Asian racial identity which in turn strongly 
predict mass support for military action against the United States and 
its regional allies. Not only have the Chinese public come to embrace 
a noticeably high level of Asian racial identity and anti-White sentiment 
but they also readily translate such racial attitudes to more confident and 
hawkish foreign policy views. 

Now I conclude the chapter by drawing lessons and policy recom-
mendations for contemporary U.S.-China relations, calling for greater 
awareness of state leaders and publics about the connection between inter-
state rivalry, political rhetoric, and racialized violence. In the context of 
the ever-deepening U.S.-Soviet security competition in the 1950s, John 
Herz argued that we should collectively work toward a more rational 
foreign policy “through a kind of psychoanalysis in the international
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field where lifting one factor into the realm of the conscious might 
become part of the healing process” (Herz 1959, p. 249). By lifting the 
underexamined factor of race and identity into the analysis of current 
Sino-American relations, my discussion in this chapter therefore suggests 
following policy recommendations for both American and Chinese leaders 
who aspire for a peaceful management of the great power rivalry: 

1. Both American and Chinese leaders should refrain from using 
foreign policy narratives that appeal to the sense of identity 
difference and exceptionalism in their assessment and public 
discussion of the bilateral relationship. Foreign policy narratives 
with identity appeals—whether more or less racialized (e.g., “Kung 
Flu,” “You’ll never turn into a Westerner”) or ostensibly non-racial 
(e.g., “defend the West and the free world,”8 “China’s Community 
of Common Destiny”9)—pose the risk of stimulating exclusionary, 
nativist, and racialized resentment and violence against the other 
country and people associated with it. 

2. Both American and Chinese leaders should beware of the soci-
etal and political downstream consequences of identity appeals 
in foreign policy narratives, which may have the effects of (1) 
inciting domestic discrimination and violence against minorities, 
(2) emboldening the other country’s own exclusionary identity 
and worldview, and (3) exacerbating inter-state security dilemmas 
through inflated threat perception and miscalculation of the other 
side’s strategic intention.10 

The first step toward fully embracing these lessons is to acknowl-
edge the power and agency of political elites in shaping how countries 
view each other and whether people draw more exclusionary and essen-
tialized identity divisions vis-à-vis the foreign rival. In my analysis of 
televised political campaign advertisements in all levels—Congressional, 
gubernatorial, and presidential—of U.S. elections from 2006 to 2018 that 
specifically discussed China as a major issue, I find that American polit-
ical elites, across the party line, rely heavily on the strategy of evoking 
economic and cultural anxiety during their campaigns, blaming China as a 
threat to American economy and security. As shown in Table 6.3, a senti-
ment analysis further demonstrates the role of negative emotional appeals 
in shaping the overall tone of America’s China rhetoric. Compared to the
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rest of the political advertisements, China-related messages were signifi-
cantly more likely to express and deliver negative emotions such as anger, 
fear, and sadness to the receiving public. Among the negative emotions, 
anger in particular has been the predominant source of emotional appeals 
in these discourses, consistently shaping the tone of election campaign 
messages on China for the past decades. As Antoine Banks aptly shows in 
his work on American race politics, elite messages that evoke anger have 
the effect of making racial resentment more salient to American voters 
and their policy opinion (Banks 2016). In other words, even without 
the explicitly racialized identity rhetoric in both American and Chinese 
foreign policy discourses we have observed since the pandemic, we have 
to pay more attention to the broader societal and political costs of foreign 
policy narratives that stoke angry responses and zero-sum thinking among 
the masses. 

International politics today is characterized by the resurgence of ethno-
racial nationalisms, populist elites, and resentment between groups both 
within and across borders. Deepening Sino-American tensions in partic-
ular are articulated increasingly in terms of exclusionary identities—be 
they ideological, civilizational, and noticeably since the pandemic, racial. 
Are China and the United States, trapped in the spiral of mutually 
reinforcing identity politics, destined for another war without mercy in 
the Asia–Pacific?11 Similarly, as in the late nineteenth century when the

Table 6.3 Emotional appeals in political campaign advertisements on China 
across all U.S. elections, 2006–2018 

Years China Ads Non-China Ads 
% Anger % Anger 

2006 57.14 44.04 

2010 75.00 48.36 

2012 73.68 53.90 

2014 70.21 50.30 

2016 60.82 52.16 

2018 72.60 48.25 

Total 70.83 49.52 

Note The table shows results from a sentiment analysis of all texts extracted from televised election 
campaign advertisements on China across all US elections from 2006 to 2018. Data source Wesleyan 
Media Project 
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first appearance of anti-Asian racism in American society led up to the 
notorious Chinese exclusion acts, will the Chinese respond to America’s 
racial dilemma with their own racialized worldview and hawkish nation-
alism?12 To break this tragic, vicious circle of race, identity, and great 
power conflict in international politics would require more scientific and 
evidence-based policy discourses on the issue and greater awareness of 
political elites and masses alike. The present study therefore calls for 
renewed scholarship on the normative and practical discussion of how 
inter-state conflict shape and interact with costly behavioral pathologies, 
including racialized violence, at the individual and societal level––what 
scholars have begun to identify as the “first image reversed” approach in 
International Relations (Kertzer and Tingley 2018; Pomeroy 2022, 2023; 
see also Bustamante 2023).13 

Notes 

1. For seminal works on China’s century of humiliation narrative, see 
Gries (2004) and Wang (2008). 

2. It is here important to note that not all racialized (or what some 
call racialist) views amount to racism—whose very definition is still 
debated among philosophers of race (see James and Burgos 2023). 
Blum (2002), for example, laments that the concept of racism is 
invoked and “used so expansively as to refer to virtually anything 
regarded as wrong in the area of race.” In fact, I propose that 
one of the major challenges for the study of race in IR is to 
build a theory of race that clarifies the definitions, sources, and 
implications of “race”, “racism”, and “racialization”—all of which 
are basically global in nature and thus merit IR theorizing (for 
recent efforts, see Mercer 2023, Maass  2023, Brown  2024, and  
also Johnston and Kim 2024). 

3. For the history and critical analysis of the yellow peril syndrome in 
America, see, e.g., Tchen and Yeats (2014) and  Wu  (2002). 

4. On China’s ‘wolf warrior’ diplomats, see Smith (2021). On the 
role of the state media in Chinese foreign policy, see, e.g., Wang 
and Wang (2014). For a study on the political attitudes of Chinese 
elites and netizens, see Weiss (2019). 

5. Empirical results remain unchanged for respondents who identified 
themselves as black, Latino or Hispanic.
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6. For the validation and application of the Asian American resent-
ment (AAR) scale, see Kim (2022) and Kim (2023). 

7. Gries (2004) and Wang (2008). 
8. A related identity rhetoric or “meme” that frequently appears 

in American foreign policy discourses is the “Rules-Based Order 
(RBO)”. For a critical analysis of how such identity narratives feed 
into the U.S.-China security dilemma, see Breuer and Johnston 
(2019). 

9. For a review of the concept of the “Community of Common 
Destiny,” see Smith (2018). 

10. For pioneering research on the interconnection between excep-
tionalism, identity politics, and U.S.-China security dilemma, see 
Breuer and Johnston (2019) and Johnston (2018). 

11. John Dower famously described the Pacific War between Japan 
and the United States as a war without mercy that was marked 
by unprecedented degrees of racial hatred and mutually exclusive 
and reinforcing racial identities between the two great powers. See 
Dower (1986). 

12. For a comprehensive and critical analysis of the Chinese exclusion 
acts, the role of racism, and their implications for Sino-American 
relations in the late nineteenth century, see Ngai (2021). 

13. Pomeroy (2022) also uses the term “behavioral realism” to 
describe a systematic study of the link between structural—realist— 
pressures of international politics (e.g., the balance of power) and 
domestic behavioral pathologies (e.g., threat inflation). Bustamante 
(2023) specifically calls for bridging the emerging literature on race 
and racism with structural Waltzian approaches in IR. 
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CHAPTER 7  

America Through the Eyes of Chinese Youth 
During COVID-19 

Mallie Prytherch 

In addition to the health and economic repercussions discussed else-
where in this book, the COVID-19 pandemic also weakened cultural 
exchange and interpersonal connections between the U.S. and China. In 
this chapter, I outline the methods and results of a study that I conducted 
on the ground in China from February to April of 2022, during the Zero-
COVID policies. It focuses on the views toward America of a select group 
of Chinese youth: those attending the top two elite colleges in China— 
Peking University and Tsinghua University. Navigating the constricted 
landscape of travel and visa constraints, my foray into China during this 
period was a distinctive rarity for Western scholars. My special affiliation 
with Tsinghua University, as one of under 300 international students 
granted entrance into China during the pandemic, unlocked access for 
me to embark on this research endeavor. It will remain as one of a very 
small number of studies conducted under Zero-COVID in China.
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I reveal three key trends: a reconsideration of long-term plans to live or 
work abroad due to growing anti-Asian sentiment and perceived failures 
of the American public health system, disillusionment with the “American 
Dream” and its values, and bolstered support for the Chinese govern-
ment. I compare these results with analysis conducted from other sources, 
finding that contrary to several prominent studies, this specific subset 
of Chinese students’ opinions is relatively measured and not singularly 
defined by nationalism, although their views have become increasingly 
negative due to the events of the pandemic. 

This chapter offers a timely and updated analysis of the thoughts and 
sentiments harbored by China’s burgeoning leaders, serving as a reservoir 
of knowledge that can nourish diplomatic strategies aimed at amelio-
rating inter-country relations. Amid a backdrop of evolving paradigms and 
shifting geopolitical dynamics, the depth and nuance that this research 
affords provide a canvas upon which strategies for fostering construc-
tive discourse, mitigating misperceptions, and establishing platforms for 
meaningful collaboration can be painted. As such, this chapter stands not 
merely as an empirical study but as a catalyst for shaping the discourse 
and charting a course toward a more informed and cooperative future for 
both the U.S. and China. 

Concepts and Research Design 

The imposition of travel restrictions and social distancing protocols 
during the COVID-19 pandemic severely curtailed opportunities for 
cross-border interactions, impacting vital person-to-person domains like 
education, tourism, and the arts. A significant outcome of this evolving 
landscape has been the reshaping of perceptions within China concerning 
the U.S. This transformation is particularly pronounced among the 
younger generation of Chinese citizens, who, prior to the pandemic, 
enjoyed unprecedented access to international education and cross-
cultural encounters. 

The two most recent comprehensive studies of the views of Chinese 
youth toward the U.S. were conducted by the Global Times, a Chinese 
state-sponsored publication with a highly nationalistic slant that is consid-
ered propaganda by most Western scholars. Their 2021 survey of 1281 
young Chinese found that more than 40% of respondents’ favorability 
toward Western countries fell over the period of 2016–2021. Specifically, 
53.8% of respondents said that China’s “remarkable effort in fighting
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COVID-19” make them begin to see the West as an equal. Addition-
ally, 51.9% cited “ineffective COVID-19 control [in Western countries]” 
as leading to the deterioration of their views of Western countries. 
72.4% also considered “promoting international cooperation to combat 
COVID-19” as the most notable contribution that China has made to the 
world in the last decade (Yang et al. 2021). Even considering the source of 
the data and the biased wording of the questions, the picture is worrying. 
A more recent Global Times survey from October 2022 revealed that 
over 60% of respondents aged 18 to 29 view the U.S. unfavorably, while 
only around 35% view it positively (Tang 2022). 

The Global Times’ surveys portray an alarming trend, and other 
sources also reflect deteriorating attitudes toward the U.S. The China 
Data Lab’s May 2020 survey reported that favorability ratings toward 
the U.S. among the general public decreased from 5.77 to 4.77 out of 
10, due to the American government’s COVID-19 response and anti-
China rhetoric (Guang et al.  2021). A few months later, Adam Liu and 
his co-authors found that 77% of Chinese people hold either “unfavor-
able” or “very unfavorable” views of the U.S., a 60% point jump since 
twelve months prior (2020). 

The response of the American government to COVID-19 also 
impacted how the Chinese government’s effectiveness is perceived domes-
tically. In October of 2021, Cary Wu conducted a survey of 19,816 
Chinese citizens asking them what they thought of the Chinese govern-
ment’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Approximately 67% of 
respondents marked that they were satisfied with the Chinese govern-
ment’s pandemic-era delivery of daily necessities and protection materials. 
75% of respondents said that they were satisfied with the government’s 
information dissemination. However, those with higher levels of educa-
tion and younger respondents were overall less satisfied. 

Many scholars agree that Chinese youth are increasingly nation-
alistic. In a January 2022 lecture that has since garnered signifi-
cant discussion and controversy both domestically and internationally, 
Yan Xuetong, Dean of Tsinghua University’s Institute of International 
Studies, cautioned that China’s Gen-Z was developing “a make-believe 
mindset, thinking it’s very easy for China to achieve its foreign policy 
goals. They think only China is just and innocent, while other countries, 
especially Western countries, are evil and thus have natural hatred towards 
Westerners” (Mai 2022). He noted that Chinese youth now look down
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on the U.S. and warned of the danger to a country of an entire generation 
that believes too highly in its own ability and power. 

Nonetheless, the nationalistic tendencies of Chinese youth are still 
unclear. In 2017, the number of young people applying for admittance to 
the Chinese Communist Party hit an all-time low, and a 2018 survey of 
10,000 respondents found that the younger the individual, the lower their 
sense of national identity (Li et al. 2021). Additionally, some literature 
contends that nationalism is too broad a term to describe the ongoing 
phenomenon among Chinese youth. A 2019 article by Jessica Chen 
Weiss proposes that the focus should be on public perception of policy 
and government performance, rather than just “nationalism” among the 
general public. Weiss contends that younger Chinese individuals tend to 
be more hawkish in their foreign policy, but not due to nationalism; 
rather, due to their nuanced worldview and pragmatic tendencies. 

I utilized a two-pronged approach to data collection: a question-
naire and a semi-structured interview. Undertaking field research in 
non-democratic countries presents unique challenges in terms of political 
sensitivity and ensuring the accuracy and reliability of data. In non-
democratic systems, individual interviews based on personal relationships 
and trust can provide more reliable data than mass surveys of the general 
public. Specifically for China, “socially embedded” surveys that are built 
around personal relationships are more likely to produce unbiased data. 
Thus, as an international student attending Tsinghua University, I was 
able to utilize my personal relationships and connections to gather 
interviewees that would be forthcoming in their opinions. 

The length of each interview varied from 15 to 45 minutes, and 
the conversation was not strictly confined to a certain set of questions. 
Instead, I followed the flow of conversation while keeping in mind 
the research questions and engaged in two-way conversation with the 
interviewees rather than one-sided questioning. Additionally, I asked the 
questions in various sequences to eliminate question order bias and make 
the interview feel more organic. As is customary, all information obtained, 
used, studied, and analyzed was anonymized to protect the identity of the 
participants and minimize potential risks. 

To balance the downsides of in-person interviews, I ran a digital 
survey in parallel. The survey was administered in Chinese and conducted 
through a mini-app on WeChat. The survey questions were designed to 
be concise and easily answerable. Potentially identifying information such 
as age, major, and school year was not collected. Although this hampers
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the construction of a comprehensive demographic model of respondents, 
the potential downside of having students respond less honestly was 
assumed to outweigh the benefit of having this data available. Respon-
dents for the survey were recruited via word-of-mouth, interest groups, 
sports teams, and clubs at each university. 

The focal participants of this research encompassed a select group 
of Chinese undergraduate and graduate students, hailing from main-
land China, Hong Kong, or Macau, who were currently enrolled at 
two of China’s preeminent academic institutions—Peking University and 
Tsinghua University. These universities, beyond their distinction as the 
nation’s foremost educational bastions, hold a mantle of extraordinary 
significance and influence woven into the fabric of Chinese social life. 
Reverberating beyond their academic acclaim, Peking University and 
Tsinghua University command an elevated stature that permeates through 
political echelons and the broader social tapestry. It is imperative to under-
score that these institutions are not merely acclaimed for their academic 
prowess; they represent repositories of historical legacy and renowned 
prestige that transcend conventional academic circles. Peking University 
and Tsinghua University’s unique significance emanates from their perva-
sive impact on pivotal arenas of China’s identity. Their rich heritage and 
venerable reputation have contributed to their elevated role in nurturing 
political leadership and galvanizing influential networks. A striking testa-
ment to their influence is observed in the composition of the Chinese 
Communist Party’s upper echelons, where a quarter of the 19th Polit-
buro members and 7 out of 24 of the 20th Politburo members were 
educated at these institutions, including President Xi Jinping himself. 
Thus, many of the future leaders of China are likely attending one of 
these two schools, and so their views provide a potential window into the 
future decisions of the Chinese government. 

A total of 88 students answered the questionnaire, and another 22 
took part in the interviews. Of the 22 original interviewees, eight agreed 
to take part in a Zoom conversation for a follow-up interview during 
February of 2023. The questions I asked were mainly based on the orig-
inal interviews, but I included a few additional questions related to recent 
pandemic developments.
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Findings and Analysis 

First, students’ opinions toward the American government and people 
were substantially different. While they had an overall negative to neutral 
view of the American government, their opinions of the American people 
were on average positive to neutral. No students reported having a “very 
positive” view of the American government, while three answered that 
they have a “very positive” view of the American people. Likewise, eight 
answered that their views toward the American government were “very 
negative,” but none held a “very negative” view of the American people 
(see Fig. 7.1). 

The interviewed students’ views followed a similar pattern—they made 
distinctions between the American government and American people. 
With only a few exceptions, the students saw the American people in a 
positive light. An interviewee who had worked alongside Americans at his 
job described them as “really down to earth and pure in terms of natural 
life characteristics. I think it’s based on [geography] of the continent that 
created the character of American people to be very open and friendly. 
They don’t care about [people’s] backgrounds or anything.”

Fig. 7.1 Number of respondents with positive, negative, and neutral views of 
the American government and American people 
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The idea that Americans are “open” was a common theme, spoken of 
in a positive manner. One student said he understood the practicality of 
“a country that can accept a lot of different cultures and people from all 
over the world with different backgrounds…this diversity fosters develop-
ment of scientific research and economic development.” Another admired 
Americans’ “open” culture for its acceptance of “queer culture, feminism, 
these things.” 

Many indicated that they believed that the government and media were 
misleading the American people in one way or another. One student 
expressed his belief that “The U.S. government is controlled by a few 
bad guys. They cannot represent the whole of U.S. citizens. So actually, 
U.S. citizens are in our minds good, but [those in] governance, those are 
really our enemies inside the U.S.” Another hastened to assure me that 
Chinese people do not dislike Americans, just the American government. 
He insisted that “[Americans are not the] specific target for [Chinese] 
hatred [towards the U.S.]. [We’re] very clear that [we’re] not talking 
about American normal citizens. Most Chinese are very clear that the 
monopolies, some rich guys that control the American economy, those 
are the people we hate right now.” 

More than two-thirds of respondents indicated that their views of the 
American government had grown more negative since the beginning of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and a little more than one-third said that their 
views had not changed. Only one student responded that their view had 
changed in a positive manner (see Fig. 7.2). There were two main reasons 
that students gave for the changes in their views: pandemic-related racism 
and anti-Asian sentiment and the difference in public health responses and 
outcomes in the U.S. and China.

U.S. public opinion toward China has also fallen drastically since 2018, 
and especially since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to 
Ipsos, around 82% of Americans held an unfavorable view of China as 
of March 2022, a 35% point jump from 2018 and a 16-point jump since 
2020 (Silver 2022). Similar studies of Chinese public opinion, while more 
difficult to administer, have shown a parallel trend. The most recent large-
scale study (October 2020) of Chinese public opinion showed that 77% 
of Chinese people hold an unfavorable view of the U.S. Moreover, while 
the American public’s views toward China have been decreasing steadily 
for over six years, only 17% of Chinese held an unfavorable view of the 
U.S. in October 2019, suggesting that the pandemic is a larger factor in 
Chinese changing views than Americans’ (Liu et al. 2020).
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Fig. 7.2 Number of respondents that changed their views of the American 
government and American people since before the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic

The students interviewed were aware of Americans’ dislike of China. 
“They hate China because of COVID,” one told me. “During COVID 
times, the hostility has increased.” While only a few of them felt strong 
negative feelings toward the U.S. most of them believed that the U.S. was 
unsafe, especially for Chinese people or people of Asian descent. Many 
who had previously planned on living or working abroad in the long-
term had shifted their plans due to a combination of factors relating to 
COVID-19. Similarly, almost three-quarters of the surveyed students said 
that the American people’s view of China was negative (see Fig. 7.3.)

Moreover, there is a direct link between having experienced anti-
Asian racism and increasing one’s support for the Chinese government. 
A 2020 study of Chinese students studying abroad showed that even 
those students who are open to Western-style democracy will become 
more sympathetic toward China’s authoritarian government when they 
are exposed to Sinophobic or racist comments. The extent to which 
students will increase their support of the Chinese government is directly 
correlated to their baseline levels of nationalism; the less nationalistic the
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Fig. 7.3 Number of respondents that believe Americans have positive, negative, 
or neutral views of China

students were at the beginning of the experiment, the more supportive of 
their government they became following the exposure (Fan et al. 2020). 

One of my interviewees mentioned that while she personally had not 
experienced anti-Asian racism, she was aware of the hostility that existed 
against Chinese people in America, and said that many “[Chinese people] 
saw the hostility towards China, towards Asians, and they also saw the 
differences in pandemic control…When I grew up we really admired 
the U.S. In China, there was the [idea of] the American dream…But 
now things have really changed.” Another student, who had studied in 
the U.S, recalled a moment in his first undergraduate economics class 
where the professor asked him if Chinese people ate dog meat. Now, he 
said, “The current anti-Asian and anti-Chinese trend in the U.S. makes 
[Chinese people] feel that China is safer than the U.S.…[In America], 
we’re prejudiced against, openly or secretly. That’s why many Chinese 
students decide to go back to China.” 

The statistics support his assertion; the number of Chinese interna-
tional students in the U.S. dropped from almost 375,000 in 2019 to 
290,000 in 2022 (Fromer 2022). Moreover, new applications for student 
visas dropped 30% from 2021 to 2022, meaning that this trend will likely 
continue as students who were enrolled pre-pandemic complete their
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degrees and return to China (Ubell 2022). Students in China looking 
to study abroad following the relaxation of Zero-COVID regulations are 
looking in Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia rather than the 
U.S. (ICEF Monitor 2023). 

Not only did the interviewed students fear racism, but they also 
worried about the accessibility of healthcare in the U.S. The failures of 
the public health system during the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated 
these concerns. One student said bluntly that “American people live 
in a very dangerous condition, every day there are so many increasing 
[COVID] cases, they cannot get medical care, the government doesn’t 
give a shit anymore.” Another agreed, saying that the U.S. “overruled 
health concerns with economic interests.” Indeed, when comparing the 
U.S.’ over 1.1 million COVID-19 deaths to China’s official count of 
83,150 deaths as of February 2023 (after the relaxing of Zero-COVID 
regulations), China seems much safer. Even the higher end of the range 
proposed by the New York Times estimates 1.5 million deaths in China, 
which is less than one-third of U.S. deaths if controlled for by population 
(Glanz et al. 2023). At the time of the interviews, the U.S. had reported 
over a million deaths, and China only 5,200. While the numbers reported 
by the Chinese government are certainly an undercount, even an assump-
tion of 10 times the official numbers show a stark difference with the 
U.S. 

The students also saw the American government as putting economic 
interests ahead of the safety of their people and/or unable to utilize its 
vast resources to manage the COVID-19 pandemic. To these students, 
the American government appeared either grossly incompetent or funda-
mentally immoral. Many of the students cited the COVID-19 pandemic 
as one of the main reasons that they had become disillusioned with 
the American dream and so-called American values. In some cases, this 
inability to control the pandemic has affected not only the students’ 
views of America, but of democracy in general. These students viewed 
COVID-19 as a litmus test for various ideological systems and believed 
that America’s system had failed on both moral and practical grounds. 

One student explained that “The U.S. had the best medical system in 
the world, the strongest economy, the most talent in the world from all 
over the world. But they still failed in the fight against COVID-19. China 
has done a very good job fighting COVID-19. Many people [now] realize 
that we don’t have to learn from the U.S. because under these circum-
stances, the U.S. is doing so badly.” He acknowledged the issues that
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existed with Zero-COVID lockdowns, agreeing that “China is a dictator-
ship. It is an autocracy. But somewhere along the line, this system has 
suited its own people. It suppresses civil liberty, that’s a fact. But increas-
ingly, people are treating this as a trade off because it performs better 
[than democracy].” 

One woman I interviewed told me to, “Imagine I tell my parents that 
I’m going to marry an American man in the future. For me, I’m open to 
any kind of marriage in the world, to any nationality. My parents will say, 
okay, you can do that. But he’s American, he’s a foreigner, and America is 
a bad place. They have a lot of bad issues happening. If [I] have a Chinese 
man as an option, [my parents] prefer that.” Another said that “Before 
COVID, people always had this sense of ‘Oh, America is better. I want to 
go there. I want to live there.’ But now, after COVID, ‘China’s actually 
pretty good, at least it’s safe for Chinese.’” 

Many of the students were honest that the pandemic affected their 
views not only of the U.S. but of Western-style democracy. One said, 
“[The pandemic] has confirmed that democracy is not for every country.” 
Another agreed that “The COVID pandemic gave me proof and evidence 
to prove my knowledge on American culture and values.” The intervie-
wees had previously been somewhat neutral on the American government, 
but their views had changed after seeing how the U.S. responded to the 
pandemic. 

One of the interviewees who had previously studied in an American 
college and traveled to the U.S. many times throughout his life spoke at 
length about his lack of surprise with how the U.S. handled the pandemic: 
“I could predict the current issues that we’re seeing in the United States– 
people who are unwilling to wear masks because they feel like that’s their 
own right to choose. There are two sides of the idea: individualism or 
groups’ values first. These two collide amid the COVID situation, and 
we’re seeing two ideologies being presented in their most revealing way. 
It’s not because of COVID that China and the U.S. decided to go head-
to-head but it certainly became a playground device to play against each 
other, to [test] the strength of the political ideologies.” 

He continued by saying, with a great deal of bitterness, that Amer-
icans do not deserve the freedoms that they are given because they 
take them for granted. He mentioned that even though the Chinese 
approach to COVID-19 was too overbearing, in the U.S, “everyone is for 
themselves…that’s a lazy interpretation of freedom…I hold my grudge 
against a lot of American people and the country’s ideology in general



142 M. PRYTHERCH

[because] of the imposition and entitlement [that became obvious during 
the pandemic].” 

Many students believed that, despite starting at a disadvantage 
compared to the U.S., China managed to combat the pandemic more 
successfully. They were aware that there are downsides to the Chinese 
government’s methodologies, namely, the suppression of rights, and many 
did not like living in a Zero-COVID world. Nonetheless, they believed 
that China had been much more successful at controlling the pandemic 
than the U.S., and thus the COVID-19 pandemic increased their support 
for the Chinese government and their trust in its competence, and at the 
same time negatively impacted their view of the U.S. 

In January and early February 2023, after the lifting of Zero-COVID 
policies, most mentions of COVID-19 on Chinese social media involved 
people complaining about symptoms. Increasingly, the responses have 
been the same as in the rest of the world: let’s move on with our lives. 
As of December 2022, about 40% of Americans considered the pandemic 
“over.” Another 45% felt the U.S. had done enough to combat COVID-
19 and should now move on. Almost 70% agreed that “We’re moving 
towards a time when COVID-19 won’t disrupt our daily lives,” and 
half of Americans reported having already returned to their normal lives 
(Jackson et al. 2022). According to eight interviewees who participated 
in follow-up interviews in February 2023, sentiment among Chinese citi-
zens is rapidly aligning with this perspective. One person noted, “With 
so much happening around us, people haven’t had the space to reflect on 
their opinions about the government or U.S.-China relations.” 

Several of the students mentioned that they saw the government’s 
actions in lifting Zero-COVID as responding to the will of the 
people. One said, “Before lifting of Zero-COVID, there were so many 
protests…[but] the government knows it’s impossible to make people 
[quarantine] anymore, so the Chinese government has to listen to the 
people’s voices, the experts’ voices.” He argued that the government’s 
actions demonstrated a willingness to listen to the public on some policy 
issues. He further contended that China’s response to the pandemic 
suggests it operates as a form of democracy, albeit not a Western-style 
one. 

Most did not agree. One student who was now living in a “third-
party country” (not closely allied with the U.S. or China) described how 
her views had evolved over the pandemic. She had been studying in the 
U.S. when the pandemic hit, and she chose to finish her studies before



7 AMERICA THROUGH THE EYES OF CHINESE YOUTH … 143

returning to China in 2021. At that time, she left a world still in the 
throes of COVID-19 and entered a world without COVID. “I was a bit 
more patriotic,” she said. Indeed, in her first interview, she had spoken 
with hope about the possibility that “China [could] show the world that 
there’s a different way of doing things.” 

However, an incident where she was quarantined due to a “close 
contact” and nearly prevented from leaving China for a new job abroad 
convinced her never to return while Zero-COVID policies were in place. 
She watched from the outside as the Zero-COVID protests erupted and 
then restrictions were relaxed, but “Deep down, earlier in 2022 I already 
felt this political despair and depression that has really triggered my think-
ing…[the past year] made me really reflect a lot on the whole policy, 
whole political system, whole society, so the past year has really changed 
a lot the viewpoints of mine.” 

She said that she was not interested in returning to China to live 
long-term, but that she was equally unlikely to return to the U.S. Other 
students had similar thoughts–even those students whose regard for the 
Chinese government had decreased drastically over 2022 did not see 
the U.S. as more attractive in comparison. One student said that “The 
Chinese government is not fooling anyone who’s following the current 
[COVID-19] situation,” but that the U.S. is “crazy about China, crazy 
about immigrants…there’s a disease in U.S. society.” Many expressed 
a desire to relocate to neutral countries like Singapore, the U.A.E., or 
Germany. They are disillusioned with both the American government and 
the Chinese system. 

More specifically, the respective responses of the U.S. and Chinese 
governments to the pandemic have inflicted seemingly irreparable damage 
on U.S.-China relations. In the 2022 survey, nearly 90% of students 
believed the relationship was on a path toward intensified competition, 
decoupling, or even armed conflict (see Fig. 7.4).

The prevailing sentiment was one of powerlessness and ambiguity 
regarding potential solutions to the situation. One student stressed that 
“Being an ordinary citizen, you can’t really change anything [when] the 
two governments are chess playing.” Another pointed out that “It’s easy 
to say that we want to be more open-minded and empathetic but it’s 
always easier said than done.” 

A year later, the outlook had darkened even further. All but one of 
the follow-up interviewees believed that the U.S-China relationship was 
worse off than a year prior. While the pandemic has, in many ways,
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Fig. 7.4 Percentage of respondents to the 2022 survey that believe that China 
and the U.S. are headed toward each path over the next 5–10 years

ended, its effects are far-reaching. U.S. government officials continue to 
advance the theory that COVID-19 originated in a Chinese lab, despite 
their own scientists expressing “low confidence” in this conclusion (Matza 
and Yong 2023). The Chinese government has retaliated by publicly 
supporting conspiracy theories that accuse the U.S. military of releasing 
COVID-19 in China (Ambassade de la Republique Populaire de Chine 
en Republique Francaise 2023). Many other similar acts have piled strain 
onto the relationship. The result is simple, and disappointing. As one of 
the interviewees put it, “There is no trust. And without trust, what can 
we do? Nothing will get done.” 

Nonetheless, there is a glimmer of hope in how these students view 
U.S.-China relations. After all, their educational institutions are shaping 
the future leaders of Chinese society. In the 2022 survey, 87 of 88 
respondents—and every interviewee—believed that the U.S. and China 
should cooperate on at least one policy area (see Fig. 7.5). Large majori-
ties supported cooperation on nuclear non-proliferation, environmental 
protection, and cultural exchange. None believed that the relationship 
was cemented in antagonism for perpetuity.



7 AMERICA THROUGH THE EYES OF CHINESE YOUTH … 145

0 

10 

20 

30 

40 

50 

60 

70 

80 

90 

Nuclear Non-
Proliferation 

Environmental 
Protection 

Cultural Exchange Aerospace All Others Should Not 
Cooperate 

Fig. 7.5 Percentage of respondents to the 2022 survey that believe that China 
and the U.S. should cooperate in specific areas 

Discussion and Implications 

It is pertinent to reiterate the foundational aims of this survey following 
the exploration of key findings—chiefly, to scrutinize young Chinese 
students’ evolving perceptions of the American government, society, U.S.-
China relations, and how these views have been significantly influenced by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key trends I uncovered—such as reconsid-
ering plans to live or work abroad due to increased anti-Asian sentiment, 
doubts about the American public health system, disillusionment with 
the “American Dream,” and increased support for the Chinese govern-
ment—provide nuanced perspectives that challenge the often monolithic 
and nationalist views found in other research. This chapter, therefore, 
serves a dual purpose. On the one hand, it is an empirical exploration 
that provides a timely and updated analysis of the thoughts and senti-
ments of China’s future leaders; on the other, it functions as a repository 
of insights that could guide diplomatic strategies and policy frame-
works aimed at improving relations between the U.S. and China. In the 
context of a world undergoing rapid geopolitical shifts and amid waning 
trust in traditional superpowers, the value of this research is not merely 
academic. Rather, it stands as a substantive contribution that has the
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potential to shape the discourse and guide bilateral relations toward a 
more cooperative and mutually beneficial future. 

There are several policy lessons that can be taken from this study. 
First, both American and Chinese leaders should invest more in 

programs that facilitate people-to-people interactions. The significant 
decline in visa applications from Chinese students to study in the U.S., 
along with the U.S. government’s refusal to reinstate Fulbright Exchanges 
with China, both signal a concerning trend toward isolationism. Fulbright 
participants have historically acted as grassroots diplomats and help to 
inform geopolitical strategy, especially in regions where high-level rela-
tions were fraught. Exchange programs like the Fulbright not only deepen 
American knowledge but also serve as a counter-narrative to negative 
portrayals, thereby benefiting both nations. 

Second, the U.S. must increase its efforts to recognize and combat 
racism at both societal and systemic levels. Studies have shown a more 
than 300% increase in incidents of anti-Asian racism since the pandemic’s 
onset (Wong-Padoongpatt et al. 2022). According to the 2022 STAATUS 
Index, one in five Americans believes that Asian-Americans bear at least 
some responsibility for the spread of COVID-19. Racism in the U.S. 
harms domestic communities but it also echoes internationally, as inci-
dents of racism provide more ammunition for narratives that portray 
the U.S. as a deeply flawed society. Moreover, racism erodes the “soft 
power” that the U.S. has traditionally wielded globally. U.S. claims about 
the virtues of democracy and human rights are undermined when racial 
minorities are subjected to discrimination and hate crimes. This under-
mines the U.S.’s ability to credibly critique the human rights records 
of other countries or promote democratic values, thereby weakening its 
diplomatic standing. 

The COVID-19 pandemic is more than just a public health crisis; it 
marks a pivotal juncture that has reshaped young Chinese students’ views 
on governance and international relations. This has far-reaching implica-
tions, affecting not only domestic policies in both the U.S. and China but 
also shaping how the international community navigates an increasingly 
skeptical view of existing superpowers. This study underscores the urgency 
for both American and Chinese leaders to re-examine and reformulate 
their approaches to people-to-people exchanges and societal issues, partic-
ularly in combating racism. As we move into a post-pandemic world, it is 
imperative to heed the perspective of students like the ones I interviewed,
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for they offer invaluable insights into the evolving landscape of geopolitics 
and their collective aspirations for a more equitable and just future. 

References 

Ambassade de la Republique Populaire de Chine en Republique Francaise. 2023. 
Qui Exactement Doit Faire L’objet D’une Enquête Sur L’origine De La 
Covid-19? January 15. http://fr.china-embassy.gov.cn/fra/zfzj/202301/t20 
230115_11007853.htm. 

Fan, Yingjie, Jennifer Pan, Zijie Shao, and Yiqing Xu. 2020. How Discrimina-
tion Increases Chinese Overseas Students’ Support for Authoritarian Rule. 
21st Century China Center Research Paper No. 2020-05. https://doi.org/ 
10.2139/ssrn.3637710. 

Fromer, Jacob. 2022. China Sends More Students to US Universities than Any 
Other Nation, Survey Finds, Despite Bilateral Unease. South China Morning 
Post, November 14. https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/3199376/ 
china-sends-more-students-us-universities-any-other-nation-survey-finds-des 
pite-bilateral-unease. 

Glanz, James, Mara Hvistendahl, and Agnes Chang. 2023. How Deadly Was 
China’s Covid Wave? New York Times, February 15. https://www.nyt 
imes.com/interactive/2023/02/15/world/asia/china-covid-death-estima 
tes.html. 

Guang, Lei, Margaret Roberts, Yiqing Xu, and Jiannan Zhao. 2021. Pandemic 
Sees Increase in Chinese Support for Regime, Decrease in Views Towards the 
U.S. China Data Lab, May 17. https://chinadatalab.ucsd.edu/viz-blog/pan 
demic-sees-increase-in-chinese-support-for-regime-decrease-in-views-toward 
s-us/. 

ICEF Monitor. 2023. More Signs of Rising Demand for Study Abroad in China 
This Year. February 8. https://monitor.icef.com/2023/02/more-signs-of-ris 
ing-demand-for-study-abroad-in-china-this-year/. 

Jackson, Chris, Mallory Newall, Jocelyn Duran, Charlie Rollason, and Jeremy 
Golden. 2022. Most Americans Not Worrying about Covid Going into 
2022 Holidays. Ipsos, December 6. https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-
polls/axios-ipsos-coronavirus-index. 

Li, Chunling, John L. Thornton, and Cheng Li. 2021. China’s Youth Increasing 
Diversity amid Persistent Inequality. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution 
Press. 

Liu, Adam Y, Xiaojun Li, and Songying Fang. 2020. What Do Chinese People 
Think of Developed Countries? The Diplomat, December 23. https://thedip 
lomat.com/2020/12/what-do-chinese-people-think-of-developed-countries.

http://fr.china-embassy.gov.cn/fra/zfzj/202301/t20230115_11007853.htm
http://fr.china-embassy.gov.cn/fra/zfzj/202301/t20230115_11007853.htm
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3637710
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3637710
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/3199376/china-sends-more-students-us-universities-any-other-nation-survey-finds-despite-bilateral-unease
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/3199376/china-sends-more-students-us-universities-any-other-nation-survey-finds-despite-bilateral-unease
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/3199376/china-sends-more-students-us-universities-any-other-nation-survey-finds-despite-bilateral-unease
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/02/15/world/asia/china-covid-death-estimates.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/02/15/world/asia/china-covid-death-estimates.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/02/15/world/asia/china-covid-death-estimates.html
https://chinadatalab.ucsd.edu/viz-blog/pandemic-sees-increase-in-chinese-support-for-regime-decrease-in-views-towards-us/
https://chinadatalab.ucsd.edu/viz-blog/pandemic-sees-increase-in-chinese-support-for-regime-decrease-in-views-towards-us/
https://chinadatalab.ucsd.edu/viz-blog/pandemic-sees-increase-in-chinese-support-for-regime-decrease-in-views-towards-us/
https://monitor.icef.com/2023/02/more-signs-of-rising-demand-for-study-abroad-in-china-this-year/
https://monitor.icef.com/2023/02/more-signs-of-rising-demand-for-study-abroad-in-china-this-year/
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/axios-ipsos-coronavirus-index
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/axios-ipsos-coronavirus-index
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/what-do-chinese-people-think-of-developed-countries
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/what-do-chinese-people-think-of-developed-countries


148 M. PRYTHERCH

Mai, Jun. 2022. China’s Gen z Overconfident and Thinks West Is ‘Evil’, Top 
Academic Says. South China Morning Post, January 14. https://www.scmp. 
com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3163476/chinas-gen-z-overconfident-
and-thinks-west-evil-top-academic. 

Matza, Max, and Nicholas Yong. 2023. FBI Chief Christopher Wray Says China 
Lab Leak Most Likely. BBC News, March 1. https://www.bbc.com/news/ 
world-us-canada-64806903. 

Silver, Laura. 2022. Some Americans’ Views of China Turned More Nega-
tive After 2020, but Others Became More Positive. Pew Research Center, 
September 28. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/09/28/ 
some-americans-views-of-china-turned-more-negative-after-2020-but-others-
became-more-positive/. 

Tang, Kelly. 2022. Official Poll Finds Young Chinese Look Down on US, 
West. VOA News, October 27. https://www.voanews.com/a/official-poll-
finds-young-chinese-look-down-on-us-west/6809113.html. 

Ubell, Robert. 2022. As Fewer Chinese Students Study at American 
Colleges, Will Indian Students Fill the Gap? EdSurge, November 
30. https://www.edsurge.com/news/2022-11-30-as-fewer-chinese-students-
study-at-american-colleges-will-indian-students-fill-the-gap. 

Watanabe, Paul, Russell Jeung, Erika Lee, Jennifer Lee, Pei-Te Lien, Mike Hoa 
Nguyen, Karthick Ramakrishnan, and Karen Umemoto. 2022. STAATUS 
Index Report 2022. LAAUNCH Foundation. https://staatus-index.s3.ama 
zonaws.com/STAATUS%20Index%202022%20Report.pdf. 

Weiss, Jessica C. 2019. How Hawkish Is the Chinese Public? Another Look at 
‘Rising Nationalism’ and Chinese Foreign Policy. Journal of Contemporary 
China 28 (119): 679–695. https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2019.158 
0427. 

Wong-Padoongpatt, Gloria, Aldo Barrita, Anthony King, and Michelle Strong. 
2022. The Slow Violence of Racism on Asian Americans During the COVID-
19 Pandemic. Frontiers in Public Health, Public Health Education and 
Promotion 10 (October 26). https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.958999. 

Wu, Cary. 2021. How Chinese Citizens View Their Government’s Coronavirus 
Response. The Conversation, October 14. https://theconversation.com/how-
chinese-citizens-view-their-governments-coronavirus-response-139176. 

Yang, Sheng, Siqi Cao, and Qingqing Chen. 2021. GT Survey Shows 90% Say 
China Should Not Look up to West; Experts Say Confident Chinese Won’t 
Tolerate Foreign Provocations. Global Times, April 19. https://www.global 
times.cn/page/202104/1221496.shtml.

https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3163476/chinas-gen-z-overconfident-and-thinks-west-evil-top-academic
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3163476/chinas-gen-z-overconfident-and-thinks-west-evil-top-academic
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3163476/chinas-gen-z-overconfident-and-thinks-west-evil-top-academic
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-64806903
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-64806903
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/09/28/some-americans-views-of-china-turned-more-negative-after-2020-but-others-became-more-positive/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/09/28/some-americans-views-of-china-turned-more-negative-after-2020-but-others-became-more-positive/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/09/28/some-americans-views-of-china-turned-more-negative-after-2020-but-others-became-more-positive/
https://www.voanews.com/a/official-poll-finds-young-chinese-look-down-on-us-west/6809113.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/official-poll-finds-young-chinese-look-down-on-us-west/6809113.html
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2022-11-30-as-fewer-chinese-students-study-at-american-colleges-will-indian-students-fill-the-gap
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2022-11-30-as-fewer-chinese-students-study-at-american-colleges-will-indian-students-fill-the-gap
https://staatus-index.s3.amazonaws.com/STAATUS%20Index%202022%20Report.pdf
https://staatus-index.s3.amazonaws.com/STAATUS%20Index%202022%20Report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2019.1580427
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2019.1580427
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.958999
https://theconversation.com/how-chinese-citizens-view-their-governments-coronavirus-response-139176
https://theconversation.com/how-chinese-citizens-view-their-governments-coronavirus-response-139176
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202104/1221496.shtml
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202104/1221496.shtml


7 AMERICA THROUGH THE EYES OF CHINESE YOUTH … 149

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/ 
by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction 
in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and 
indicate if changes were made. 

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the 
chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons 
license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds 
the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright 
holder.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


CHAPTER 8  

The Pandemic and the Sino-U.S. Echo 
Chamber Effect 

Da Wei and Li Haixuan 

From the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in Wuhan, China, in 
January 2020, to the reopening of China in early 2023, personal inter-
actions between China and the United States virtually ground to a halt 
over the three-year period (Sliver et al. 2021). This was unlike anything 
we had seen in the past five decades of Sino-U.S. relations since President 
Nixon’s visit to China in 1972. The lack of in-person contact made it 
easy for politicians, academics, and media experts to overlook finer details 
when assessing and discussing each other. Even before the COVID-19 
pandemic, Sino-U.S. relations had been deteriorating for a few years, 
with both sides viewing each other in an unfriendly light. During the 
pandemic, both sides attributed some of their own countries’ challenges 
to the other. After the Wuhan outbreak, Chinese citizens expressed anger 
with the U.S. decision to ban Chinese people from entering the country, 
as well as the use of derogatory terms like “Wuhan virus” by U.S. offi-
cials to refer to the outbreak. Likewise, due to the substantial human and 
economic toll of the COVID-19 pandemic, instances of discrimination
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against Chinese or Asian individuals increased within the United States 
(Human Rights Watch 2020). The pandemic severely impacted President 
Trump’s re-election campaign, leading to a series of highly antagonistic 
policies toward China in 2020 (Economy et al. 2020). 

In the context of isolation and tension between China and the United 
States, both countries held contrasting views of themselves and each 
other. In China, the notion that “the East is rising and the West is 
declining” (Dong Sheng Xi Jiang) gained popularity, signaling a shift in 
global power dynamics with China leading the ascent of the East, while 
the United States represented the decline of the West. Conversely, in the 
United States, the narrative of “Peak China” (Brands and Beckley 2022) 
gained attention, suggesting that China faced significant internal chal-
lenges and that its trajectory was either reaching its conclusion or slowing 
significantly. 

This article argues that during the pandemic, both China and the 
United States created echo chambers, where policymakers, analysts, 
media, and the general public were primarily exposed to information and 
opinions that reinforced their existing views. This phenomenon is often 
referred to as an “Echo Chamber Effect.” Like an individual in an empty 
room hearing only their own voice and its echoes, people within these 
chambers tend to believe that everyone shares their perspective. This 
reinforcement of existing beliefs and attitudes resulted from the lack of 
in-person communication during the pandemic, causing China and the 
United States to form separate echo chambers. Each country’s popula-
tion adopted polarized viewpoints within their own communities. Relying 
on such oversimplified perspectives, both countries risk making harmful 
policy decisions that could worsen tensions in their relationship. 

The East Rise and the West Decline? 

The notion of “the East is rising and the West is Declining” got noticed 
in China even before the pandemic. Chinese scholars began to discuss the 
concept at least in 2019 (Zhu 2019; Gao  2020; Wei  2021). It’s evident 
that this perception stems from China’s rapid economic growth over the 
past three decades. When simply comparing economic size, the relative 
“decline” of any country in the world in comparison with China can be 
observed. 

The pandemic dramatically popularized the term “the East is rising 
and the West is declining.” For example, Chinese President Xi Jinping
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mentioned this concept in a speech at the Central Party School on March 
1, 2022 (Xi 2023). China successfully controlled the virus within its 
borders during the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly in 2021 and 2022. 
In contrast, Western countries struggled with implementing strict soci-
etal controls, resulting in widespread virus transmission and much higher 
infection and mortality rates. This situation has ignited a debate in China 
about the governance system’s superiority or inferiority when compared 
to Western societies. 

However, toward the end of 2022, the global COVID-19 landscape 
was disrupted by the Omicron variant, posing significant challenges to 
pandemic containment. In 2023, China faced pandemic response diffi-
culties, culminating in a significant outbreak by year-end. The Chinese 
government subsequently adapted its pandemic prevention strategies, 
ultimately emerging from the shadow of the COVID-19 pandemic. In 
retrospect, it’s valuable to reevaluate the concept of “good governance 
in China and chaos in the West.” China’s political and social system 
initially demonstrated effectiveness against the Alpha variant but encoun-
tered challenges with the highly infectious Omicron variant, despite its 
lower fatality rates. Both China and Western countries grappled with 
containing the virus. Notably, Western countries’ governance models 
enabled more agile adjustments to pandemic policies, resulting in a swifter 
and smoother recovery compared to China. The governance models in 
China and Western countries are deeply rooted in their respective political 
and social traditions. Rather than debating the superiority or inferiority 
of these models in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, it may be more 
beneficial to assess their strengths, facilitate mutual learning, and address 
common challenges in areas like public health and artificial intelligence 
development. 

The concept of “the East is rising and the West is declining” requires 
a more nuanced perspective. Firstly, it lacks a clear time frame: Is it 
discussing past changes in global power dynamics or a concept for the 
future? Secondly, the terms “the East” and “the West” are not well-
defined. While “the West” generally refers to Western countries, including 
the United States, Canada, the European Union, Japan, and others, 
it is less clear what “the East” refers to. Does it encompass emerging 
markets and developing countries represented by BRICS nations, “Far 
East” countries like China, Japan, and South Korea, along with Middle 
Eastern nations like Saudi Arabia and Iran, or socialist countries like 
China, Vietnam, and Cuba? The concept’s lack of clarity complicates
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its interpretation. Lastly, “rise” and “decline” can pertain to changes in 
economic size or broader aspects of national power and authority, with 
the latter being a more complex and vague notion. While it’s easier to 
compare relative changes in economic size, there’s no universally accepted 
standard for gauging a country’s overall national power and authority 
in international discourse. Therefore, reaching a consensus on whether 
a country is rising or declining in these broader terms is quite tricky. 
Just like the “Peak China” argument, any assessment regarding long-term 
trends must be approached with great caution. Changes in a country’s 
relative position over the short and medium term can be relatively certain, 
but long-term trends are difficult to predict. Few scholars in the 1980s 
could anticipate Japan’s relative decline and the subsequent resurgence 
of the United States relative to Japan, highlighting the need for caution 
when making medium-to-long-term forecasts today (Table 8.1). 

If we simply use a country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a 
proportion of global GDP to measure its rise or decline, there is validity 
to the concept of “the East is rising and the West is declining” to some 
extent. If we consider developed countries as “the West” and developing 
countries as “the East,” over the three decades from 1992 to 2002, the 
share of global economic output represented by developed economies, 
typified by the OECD, decreased from 84% to less than 60%. Corre-
spondingly, the economic size of global middle-and low-income countries 
increased from 15% to 38.6%, representing a shift of more than 20% in 
each direction. This can be seen as compelling evidence for the concept of

Table 8.1 The share of some economies in global GDP (Unit: %) 

1992 1997 2002 2007 2012 2017 2022 

China 1.7 3.0 4.2 6.0 11.3 15.1 17.8 
U.S 25.6 27.1 31.3 24.8 21.5 23.9 25.3 
EU 29.0 24.5 23.1 25.2 19.4 18.1 16.5 
Japan 15.3 14.2 11.9 7.8 8.3 6.0 4.2 
India 1.1 1.3 1.4 2.0 2.2 3.3 3.3 
OECD 84.0 80.6 81.7 74.4 64.4 61.9 59.3 
BRICS (excluding China and India) 3.9 4.6 2.8 5.2 6.8 4.9 4.5 
Low- and middle-income countries 15.0 18.2 17.6 24.6 34.0 36.3 38.5 

Data Source World Bank Database, Author’s own work 
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“the East is rising and the West is declining.” However, middle-and low-
income countries form a highly diverse group and is not a meaningful 
international political player. When we examine individual countries or 
economic entities on a global scale over the past 30 years, only China and 
India have consistently expanded their economic size. While India is in the 
early stages of its rise, it is primarily China that has experienced a remark-
able ascent. It’s also hard to claim that other emerging major nations have 
seen similar growth. Excluding China and India, the combined economic 
size of the other three BRICS countries has grown over the two decades 
after the Cold War. However, their share has declined in recent years and 
is currently back to the level of 1997. Among developed countries, Japan 
and the European Union have experienced consistent declines over the 
past three decades. In contrast, the United States’ share of the global 
economy has fluctuated but eventually returned to historical norms after 
a significant post-Cold War increase. U.S. economic share peaked in the 
early twenty-first century, then declined in the first decade of the century, 
only to show noticeable growth in the past decade. By 2022, the U.S. 
economic share in the global economy had nearly returned to the level 
of 1992 when the Cold War ended. Over this thirty-year period, the 
United States has remained relatively stable, while China and India have 
continued to rise, and the EU and Japan have experienced continuing 
declines. This situation is intricate and cannot be simply summed up as 
“The East is rising and the West is declining.” 

Peak China? 

Over the past 20 years, the idea that China’s economic size will eventu-
ally surpass that of the United States is widely recognized. Scholars used 
to debate on when China will surpass the United States. This viewpoint 
also forms the basis of the “Thucydides Trap” (Allison 2017) concept 
proposed by Graham Allison. However, American scholars Michael 
Beckley and Hal Brands challenged this perspective in their book Danger 
Zone: The Coming Conflict with China published in August 2022. In 
their book, these scholars argued that China’s economic growth has 
already peaked, and that a slowing China may be more inclined to take 
risks, potentially leading to a conflict with the United States earlier than 
expected. This perspective quickly gained traction in the United States 
and the Western world, probably stimulated by China’s highly controver-
sial decision to lockdown major cities like Shanghai. By the end of 2022,
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the COVID-19 spread in the country with an extremely rapid speed, 
followed by social unrest in some parts of China. On May 11, 2023, The 
Economist featured “Is Chinese Power About to Peak?” as its cover story, 
bringing more attention to the concept of “Peak China” in the main-
stream media. China’s slowing economic growth might pose a greater 
danger to the international community than rapid growth. Concerns 
about China’s economy encountering significant trouble or even collapse 
have become quite prevalent in Western media in recent months. Pres-
ident Biden even referred to the Chinese economy as a “ticking time 
bomb” (Bose and Mason 2023). 

It’s obvious that China’s path to economic prosperity faces signifi-
cant hurdles. It’s widely recognized that China’s shrinking population is a 
substantial long-term challenge. Another issue in China’s economy is the 
challenge of making domestic consumption the main engine of growth. 
The specter of local debt looms large, potentially leading to debt crises 
for local governments and businesses, which could drag down the national 
economy. Moreover, during the fierce pandemic, the Chinese government 
implemented controversial economic policies that undermined confidence 
among private enterprises in the nation’s future. These factors influ-
ence the speed of China’s economic recovery, as well as its pursuit of 
accelerated growth. 

The criticisms aimed at China’s economy, as mentioned earlier, carry 
substantial validity. After 4 decades of rapid growth, it’s quite natural 
that China’s economic expansion gradually slow down. It’s fairly certain 
that China would not return to the previous era of high-speed growth 
exceeding 8%. However, whether these factors signify that China’s ascent 
has already “peaked” remains a subject open to debate. To find out 
whether China’s economy has reached its peak and if it’s larger than the 
United States’, we need to rely on long-term economic forecasts, not just 
recent yearly or quarterly data. 

One of the fundamentals of the Chinese economy is that China’s popu-
lation is over 1.4 billion, more than four times the size of the United 
States. The contraction in population size will be a long and slow process. 
According to the United Nations (UN 2022), regardless of whether we 
consider high, medium, or low scenarios for China’s future birth rates, 
the population is projected to remain above 1.2 billion by 2050, still 
about four times the size of the United States’ population. Moreover, 
a more significant decline in China’s population is foreseen in the latter
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half of this century. Furthermore, China’s adoption of artificial intelli-
gence, automatic manufacturing, policies like postponed retirement, and 
other measures have the potential to mitigate the pace of population 
decline. Moreover, China’s per capita GDP currently stands at around 
$12,000, which is approximately 20% of that in the United States. This 
statistic underscores that China still holds substantial potential for long-
term economic growth. Additionally, various challenges within China’s 
economic landscape can be effectively addressed or alleviated through 
prudent policy measures. While local government debt remains a pressing 
concern, the cautious monetary policies of the People’s Bank of China 
offer significant flexibility for the central government to manage this issue. 
Despite restrictions imposed by the United States and other Western 
nations on China’s high-tech sectors, it’s important not to exaggerate the 
impact of these restrictions in relation to the overall scale of the Chinese 
economy. Moreover, Western sanctions and constraints might even stimu-
late China to foster indigenous innovation in specific high-tech domains. 
In short, the long-term development trend of China’s economy is an issue 
that is difficult to judge now, and everything is far from certain. 

What’s more, whether China’s economic scale exceeds that of the 
United States is not a very meaningful topic of discussion in interna-
tional relations. If calculated based on purchasing power parity, China’s 
economic size actually surpassed that of the United States in 2014. Some 
scholars, such as Krugman (2023), have noted that the choice of stan-
dards for measuring a country’s economic size and how the results affect 
its international influence and war capabilities are quite complex. Like-
wise, shifts in GDP comparisons do not inherently lead to direct changes 
in the dynamics between nations. Calculated based on the current U.S. 
dollar exchange rate, China’s economic size is roughly about 70% of that 
of the United States. This is a number that has caused great concern in 
the U.S. strategic community. In other words, if China has a confronta-
tional and hostile strategy, maybe China’s capabilities is already enough to 
pose existential threat to the United States. Regardless of our outlook on 
China’s future economic growth, whether the ratio of China’s economic 
scale to that of the United States rises to 100%, 120%, remains at the 
current 70%, or falls to 50%, both China and the United States have 
the capacity to create challenges for each other. Therefore, in terms of 
the impact of national capabilities on state relations, whether China’s 
economic scale has peaked actually has not that big an impact on 
Sino-U.S. relations.



158 D. WEI AND L. HAIXUAN

Building upon the concept of “Peak China,” American and Western 
viewpoints often suggest that China’s foreign and military policies may 
adopt a more assertive stance (Brands and Beckley 2022). Furthermore, 
in recent years, there has been a prevailing belief in the Western world 
that China’s potential resort to military action to reunify Taiwan by 
2027 (Davidson 2021) is seen as another manifestation of “Peak China,” 
indicating increased assertiveness in China’s foreign policy. However, if 
we carefully read the various documents of the CPC and the Chinese 
government, there has never been a statement that the Chinese Mainland 
will reunify Taiwan in 2027. The CPC announced at the 20th National 
Congress that it would achieve the “centennial goal of PLA” by 2027, 
but the Chinese authorities have never announced the specific connota-
tion of this goal. Finally, the U.S. official (Lagrone 2023) also gradually 
adjusted his statement, indicating that the Chinese People’s Liberation 
Army aspires to have the capability to reunify Taiwan by force by 2027, 
without implying any intention or plans to achieve this goal. 

All of these statements are based on the premise that a weaker China 
might resort to external assertiveness or military actions to manage 
conflicts, potentially escalating the situation. However, there are two 
significant issues with this argument. First, it’s challenging to conclusively 
determine whether China will indeed become weaker. Second, even if 
China were to experience a decline in power, it doesn’t necessarily imply 
a more aggressive stance. Scholars like Taylor Fravel (2023) have noted 
that historically, while China may be more responsive to foreign chal-
lenges during domestic difficulties, it hasn’t shown a consistent pattern of 
using foreign conflicts to address domestic issues. Fravel argues that due 
to China’s unique political system, Chinese leaders don’t automatically 
employ external strategies to manage domestic conflicts. 

The Foreign Policy Influenced 
by the Echo Chamber Effect 

The echo chamber effect impacts people’s perceptions and naturally 
influences the foreign policies of various countries. 

The echo chamber effect reinforces attribution bias in both China and 
the United States. In international interactions, people and nations often 
explain their actions based on their circumstances while attributing their 
counterparts’ actions to inherent traits. For instance, one side’s policies
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are linked to their nature, such as viewing the United States as a hege-
monic power or China as a communist nation. Conversely, actions taken 
by one’s own side are typically seen as responses compelled by the situ-
ation, essentially reactions to the other side’s perceived aggressiveness. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, both China and the United States held 
a strong victim mentality, believing their policies were defensive reactions 
to the other’s perceived aggressiveness. The narratives of “Peak China” 
and “the East is rising and the West is declining” further solidify the 
perception that one’s own side is right and the other side is wrong, 
providing a more solid moral basis for attribution bias. 

When Chinese leaders perceive significant governance challenges and 
deep-seated issues within the United States’ political system, they natu-
rally assume that American policymakers have made numerous mistakes 
in recent years. This is particularly evident in their view of the policies 
pursued by the Trump administration during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which China regards as irrational and even absurd. For instance, the 
Trump administration made scientifically questionable statements about 
the pandemic and implemented policies like restricting the entry of the 
members of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) into the United States, 
which appeared irrational and ineffective. They also attempted to ban 
Chinese apps such as WeChat and TikTok in the United States. Based 
on these perceptions, Chinese government officials have urged the U.S. 
government to “change its approach” and “correct the wrongs.” Wang 
Yi, a member of the CCP’s Politburo, emphasized that “correcting the 
misunderstandings in Sino-U.S. relations requires dismantling the high 
barriers built by misguided perceptions of China.” This viewpoint is 
widespread in China. 

In recent years, the idea of “strategic stalemate” has gained acceptance 
in China. This concept is often viewed as a reflection of the “righting the 
wrongs” perspective within the context of “the East is rising and the West 
is declining.” The term “strategic stalemate” can be traced back to Mao 
Zedong’s wartime strategy during World War II, where he divided the war 
between China and Japan into three phases: “strategic defense,” “strategic 
stalemate,” and “strategic counteroffensive” (Mao 1952). Looking at it 
from this perspective, after the Trump administration initiated a trade and 
technology war against China in 2018, China can be seen as entering a 
“strategic stalemate” phase. As the United States gradually adjusted its 
policies, shifting from full decoupling to selective decoupling and risk 
reduction, China also moved progressively into this “strategic stalemate”
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phase. The current trajectory suggests that if China maintains its current 
approach, it may eventually transition into a “strategic counteroffensive” 
phase. 

On the other hand, U.S. government officials, as highlighted by Camp-
bell in 2022, believe that China should be the party to revise its policies, 
pointing to China’s flawed domestic and foreign policies. Furthermore, 
American decision-makers perceive the Biden administration’s “strategic 
competition” strategy against China as successful and advocate for main-
taining the current approach, which involves exerting pressure on China. 
This stance sharply contrasts with China’s expectations. In essence, the 
echo chamber effect may lead both sides to hesitate in taking proac-
tive steps in the bilateral relationship, instead favoring a wait-and-see 
approach. This reluctance arises from both sides seeing themselves as right 
and just, while perceiving the other side as being in a challenging position. 

When difficulties strain the bilateral relationship to a significant extent 
and compel one side to take measures to stabilize Sino-U.S. relations, 
the other side often interprets these actions as a sign of weakness and an 
admission of past errors. They may perceive these efforts to stabilize rela-
tions as indicative of the weaker side’s position. Within this psychological 
framework, even if one side observes the other taking such actions, they 
tend to adopt a wait-and-see approach. This implies that the other side’s 
actions haven’t yet fully reversed their prior policies and are unlikely to do 
so. However, this wait-and-see response can lead to frustration for the side 
that initiated proactive measures, possibly prompting them to discontinue 
their conciliatory actions. 

In summary, misperceptions between China and the United States can 
lead to a classic trap in international political psychology. This mechanism 
operates as follows: Initial confrontations heighten tensions in bilateral 
relations. In response, one side takes conciliatory measures, raising unre-
alistic expectations from the other side. When these high expectations 
aren’t met, it leads to even greater disappointment and anxiety for the 
proactive side. Faced with little response to their conciliatory efforts, the 
proactive side becomes vulnerable to criticism and attacks from domestic 
groups advocating a tougher stance. The challenging circumstances faced 
by both sides may drive them to adopt more confrontational policies. 

In November 2022, leaders from both China and the United States 
convened in Bali, Indonesia, where they jointly committed to stabilizing 
the bilateral relations. However, in February 2023, an unexpected inci-
dent involving balloons had a detrimental impact on U.S. efforts to ease
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tensions. This incident became the subject of intense political debate on 
social media, ultimately prompted the U.S. government to take an uncon-
ventional approach by shooting down the balloons. On the other side 
of the Pacific, the Chinese government, which had hoped for reconcilia-
tion, witnessed the U.S. side politicizing this accidental event, resulting in 
renewed anger and disappointment. The momentum for rapprochement 
between China and the United States was disrupted until the summer 
of 2023. This incident stands as a typical example of how the echo 
chamber effect can escalate tensions in the relationship. While Sino-U.S. 
relations have since entered a phase of reconciliation, these underlying 
psychological mechanisms persist and could continue to influence future 
reconciliation efforts. 

To address this issue, China and the United States must take action 
during the upcoming reconciliation period to mitigate the echo chamber 
effect and its impact on their foreign policies. They should prioritize 
increased official and scholarly exchanges. While both nations have already 
initiated joint working groups in diplomacy and economics since the 
summer of 2023, the specific operational details and meeting frequencies 
of these groups remain unclear. More frequent and institutionalized meet-
ings would enhance the effectiveness of dialogues. Scholarly exchanges 
between the two countries are gradually resuming, aiding in a more accu-
rate understanding of each other’s motivations. However, these exchanges 
face disruptions due to factors such as limited international flights and 
security concerns. It is imperative for both sides to take government-level 
actions to collaboratively remove these obstacles hindering people-to-
people exchanges. In summary, normalizing government and scholarly 
exchanges can help mitigate the echo chamber effect and align foreign 
policies with reality. While returning to a constructive path in their 
relationship may be challenging, both sides should work to prevent 
disruptions caused by misconceptions and allow policy flexibility for their 
respective governments. 
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Afterword: The Pathways 
to a U.S.-China Post-COVID-19 

Reconciliation 

Zheng Wang 

Although the impact of COVID-19 as a biological virus has been waning, 
its persistent effects as a ‘political virus’ continue to poison the well of 
U.S.-China relations. The far-reaching consequences of the pandemic’s 
damage to this vital bilateral relationship make the subject particularly 
important for research and discussion. 

If COVID-19 is likened to a war-like experience, can reconciliation 
between the U.S. and China occur, and if so, what could facilitate 
this reconciliation? This Afterword aims to provide further discussion 
regarding potential avenues and strategies for reconciliation between 
the two nations. It also presents various thoughtful and actionable 
suggestions and recommendations from the contributing authors of the 
book. 

Reconciliation refers to the process of repairing fractured relation-
ships and fostering peace, especially following a period of conflict or 
dispute. In the context of two nations, particularly after a significant 
conflict or war, reconciliation entails a range of mechanisms and processes 
aimed at addressing past grievances and atrocities. Its goal is to heal 
the wounds of the past and lay the foundation for a peaceful future. 
Reconciliation is a multi-faceted and often lengthy journey that demands
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commitment and collective effort from all involved parties. This process 
frequently unfolds at multiple levels—among leaders, within institutions, 
and between ordinary citizens—resulting in a comprehensive and lasting 
peace. 

Inspired by many great insights from the chapters of the book, I 
humbly provide the following thoughts, which I believe encompass 
several critical aspects and mechanisms essential for the future reconcil-
iation process and peaceful coexistence between these two great nations. 

Reopening Scholarly 
and People-to-People Exchanges 

There is a stark contrast in travel between China and the U.S. during and 
after COVID-19. While over 300 direct flights connected the two coun-
tries on a weekly basis pre-pandemic, only 48 per week were operational 
in October 2023 (Russell 2023)—a number that, while double that of the 
previous year, still marks a significant decrease. The pandemic has severely 
impacted travel between the two nations. Although a swift restoration 
of direct flights could mitigate airfare costs and enhance mutual visits, 
both countries also need to implement additional measures to alleviate 
concerns and fears related to visiting each other’s territories. Several 
practical steps could be considered: 

1. Establishing a Task Force to Facilitate Visits Between Policy 
Communities 

Historically, frequent interactions between the policy communities 
of China and the U.S. have served as a positive legacy, aiding in the 
management of numerous past crises. However, recent years have seen a 
substantial disruption in such exchanges. While the drastic decline in these 
interactions can partly be attributed to COVID-19 and China’s strict 
travel restrictions resulting from its zero-Covid policy, another crucial 
factor has been the rapidly deteriorating relationship between the two 
nations. Scholars from both countries, regrettably, find themselves on the 
frontline of these geopolitical tensions. The 2018 arrest of Huawei CFO 
Meng Wanzhou in Vancouver, followed by China’s subsequent detentions 
of Canadians Michael Spavor and Michael Kovrig, generated apprehen-
sion among scholars visiting each other’s countries. Furthermore, a “visa
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war” erupted between the two nations in Spring 2019. An in-depth report 
by Jane Perlez (2019) of  The New York Times, titled “F.B.I. Bars Some 
China Scholars from Visiting U.S. Over Spying Fears,” highlights how the 
U.S. State Department canceled the visas of Chinese scholars. Securing 
visas has evolved into a formidable challenge for individuals within the 
policy communities of both countries. 

My experience organizing bilateral dialogues on regional security issues 
between China and the U.S. over the years has afforded me firsthand 
knowledge regarding the difficulties of organizing face-to-face exchanges 
between the two policy communities. Particularly after 2018, scholars 
from each country have harbored significant concerns about visiting the 
other, predominantly out of fear for their personal safety. For example, 
two of China’s most prominent international relations scholars person-
ally conveyed to me their experiences of enduring lengthy and unfriendly 
inquiries upon entering the U.S. in 2022 and 2023. In a recent interview, 
a senior Chinese scholar expressed the belief that encounters involving 
additional questioning and unfriendly treatment at airport entry are 
very common for Chinese scholars and students, even more so than 
for their American counterparts entering China (Liu and Zhang 2023). 
Conversely, many American scholars harbor deep apprehension regarding 
potential detention as well as electronic surveillance and monitoring when 
visiting China. This leads to a widespread reluctance among scholars from 
both nations to visit each other’s countries. 

However, face-to-face interactions among policy researchers have a 
direct influence on bilateral relations, assisting in averting misunder-
standings and misjudgments. A joint task force committee ought to 
be established to explore avenues for reopening and endorsing mutual 
visits among foreign policy research scholars from both countries. This 
committee should encapsulate representatives from various government 
institutions on both sides, ranging from foreign service to border control. 
Practical measures ought to be instituted to streamline the process of visa 
applications and airport entry. A mutual understanding could be reached, 
stipulating that foreign policy scholars from recognized and mutually 
confirmed institutions, once they have obtained visas through standard 
channels, should not face unfriendly treatment or unexpected deten-
tions, and that all screenings should conclude during the visa application 
process. Implementing such a measure would practically facilitate the 
reopening of scholarly exchanges. It is imperative that both sides recog-
nize that reinvigorating people-to-people exchanges can play a pivotal
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role in reducing demonization and misunderstanding between the two 
nations. 

In Chapter 5, Margaret Lewis also puts forth thoughtful and action-
able recommendations for both governments to bolster People-to-People 
ties. I wholeheartedly concur with her assertion that the most urgent 
priority is to ensure the safety and legal protections of members of the 
scholarly community when traveling between the two countries. As she 
rightly points out, “Any ties requiring in-person experiences in the other 
country hinge on addressing personal safety, as well as legal protections 
when actions are taken against an individual perceived as a threat to that 
country’s safety.” 

2. Protecting Academic Freedom 

Increasingly hostile anti-China and anti-U.S. sentiments have escalated 
issues beyond mere visa wars and concerns about travel safety in both 
nations. While China has experienced a noticeable surge in nationalism 
and anti-Americanism in recent decades, the U.S. is undergoing an unex-
pected revival of McCarthyism. Former U.S. President Trump has openly 
alleged that “almost every student that comes over” from China “is a 
spy” (Karni 2018), while FBI director Christopher Wray has advocated for 
an “all-societal response” to China’s influence and activities in the U.S. 
(Kranz 2018). There are regular reports of scientists and professors in 
U.S. universities and research institutes being investigated for their collab-
orations with China. Meanwhile, in China, with the escalating tension 
with the U.S., any research on the U.S. has become sensitive. Possible 
applications of the Law on Foreign Relations of the PRC and the Hong 
Kong National Security Law, which took effect on July 1, 2023, and 
June 30, 2020, respectively, are notably concerning, as these laws raise 
the possibility that research on foreign policy issues, particularly U.S.-
China relations, could be tied to national security. This burgeoning trend 
toward securitization could potentially provide a legal basis for official 
investigation and interference into academic research. 

Navigating the complexities of rising nationalism and a resurgence 
of McCarthyism demands a comprehensive, nuanced, and multi-faceted 
strategy. Implementing policies that protect academic freedom and 
ensuring scholars can express their views without fearing retribution or 
scrutiny are pivotal. Several concrete steps might include:
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– Engaging in regular diplomatic dialogues to clarify misunderstand-
ings and align on sensitive issues such as national security and 
academic freedom. 

– Developing a bilateral agreement safeguarding scholars’ rights, 
ensuring that academic activities are not wrongly classified as espi-
onage. 

– Hosting joint academic conventions for scholars from both countries 
to share research and build mutual respect and understanding. 

– Forming support networks or associations that provide assistance and 
solidarity for scholars experiencing political scrutiny or accusations. 

– Encouraging balanced and objective media reporting, and 
promoting stories of successful collaborations and positive 
interactions in Sino-American academic relations. 

Implementing such diplomatic, institutional, and grassroots 
approaches might establish a framework where academic freedom is 
preserved and protected, facilitating healthy, constructive environment 
between scholars from both countries despite geopolitical tensions. 
It is crucial to implement these strategies sensitively, respecting each 
nation’s socio-political climate, and ensuring actions are constructive and 
conducive to lasting, peaceful collaboration and coexistence. 

De-demonization, Truth, and Acknowledgments 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, we witnessed a tragic process of mutual 
demonization between the U.S. and China. As discussed in Chapters 3 
and 6, both countries have engaged in a blame game and propagated 
conspiracy theories. This has led to accusations of disinformation, heated 
rhetoric, and the implementation of reciprocal measures. These actions 
collectively contributed to the rapid deterioration of their relationship. 

Accusations and conspiracy theories regarding the origins of the virus 
and the handling of the pandemic have created a hostile atmosphere. This 
has made it increasingly challenging for the U.S. and China to cooperate 
on global issues. Furthermore, demonization in the media and political 
discourse in both countries has significantly influenced public opinion. 
In the U.S., negative portrayals of China have fueled anti-Asian hate. In 
China, the government’s messaging has fostered nationalism and anti-
U.S. sentiment.
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In the post-COVID-19 era, efforts to improve U.S.-China relations 
will require both sides to tone down the demonization, engage in 
constructive dialogue, and seek areas of mutual interest where coopera-
tion is possible. This process of “de-demonization” involves transforming 
an image or perception of someone or something as evil, malevo-
lent, or threatening into one that is more neutral, human, or normal. 
In the context of post-conflict reconciliation, de-demonization entails 
various efforts to change negative perceptions, stereotypes, and animosi-
ties between conflicting parties. The aim is to restore a sense of common 
humanity and mutual respect. 

1. Strategic Approach to COVID-19 Origins and Future Pandemic 
Preparedness: 

Navigating through the controversy and misinformation about the 
origins of COVID-19, which have amplified mutual demonization 
between two nations, and executing a credible investigation is vital 
to dispelling rumors and conspiracy theories. Furthermore, under-
standing the virus’s origin is key to preventing future pandemics by 
addressing root causes and uncovering potential transmission pathways. 
As Chapter 3 outlines, however, the politicization of the origins of 
COVID-19 in both nations has significantly impeded scientific investi-
gation, making a joint inquiry nearly unfeasible. In the post-COVID-19 
era, especially following the reopening of certain collaborative areas and 
moderation of public opinion, both governments should contemplate 
resuming investigations into the virus’s origin, possibly alongside inter-
national institutions like the World Health Organization (WHO). For 
instance, for China, a comprehensive investigation might scientifically 
disprove the lab leak theory, while in the U.S., it could quash popular 
rumors in China relating to a supposed U.S. military lab origin. More 
importantly, both nations should prioritize establishing a solid collab-
orative framework for future pandemic preparedness and response. In 
Chapter 2, Joan Kaufman and Michael Gallo provide detailed sugges-
tions on how the two countries can collaborate in vital areas such as viral 
sample and genomic data sharing, joint research, and capacity building 
and training. Such collaboration could contribute toward a gradual 
de-demonization and normalization of Sino-American relations.
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2. Narratives Matter: Replacing Narrative of Hatred with Narra-
tive of Humanity 

President Trump ignited controversy when he referred to COVID-19 
as the “Chinese virus.” This term has faced criticism for stigmatizing 
individuals of Chinese and East Asian descent, perpetuating harmful 
stereotypes, and potentially contributing to a surge in anti-Asian discrim-
ination and hate crimes. It is not solely Donald Trump who has utilized 
these tactics; China has effectively become a convenient target to rally 
domestic support within the U.S. Adopting a firm stance against China 
has emerged as one of the scarce areas of bipartisan consensus on 
Capitol Hill. Consequently, numerous lawmakers and politicians utilized 
sharp language and polarizing discourse regarding China throughout the 
pandemic and into the post-pandemic era. 

What these lawmakers might overlook is the tendency of their rhetoric 
to inadvertently fortify Chinese propagandists. Although the Chinese 
government has consistently censored external criticisms, it has found that 
many such critiques can be skillfully repurposed for its propaganda needs. 
Some recent statements from American politicians concerning China have 
been notably emotional and, at times, mean-spirited and unsubstantiated, 
rendering them easily exploitable for propaganda aims. Comments from 
American political figures, such as Mike Pompeo, have frequently been 
translated and disseminated on Chinese social media. In a press confer-
ence in August 2020, Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao 
Lijian (2020) famously noted, “Every time Pompeo opens his mouth, the 
Chinese people support the Communist Party of China more and love the 
motherland more.” This highlights the potential for words and actions, 
initially intended for domestic audiences, to inadvertently fuel nationalism 
and anti-American sentiment, ultimately diminishing American soft power 
abroad. 

Additionally, it appears that many politicians have not taken into 
account the potential consequences of their extreme rhetoric toward 
China on Chinese Americans and Asian Americans residing in the U.S. 
The recent increase in anti-Asian prejudice and crimes in the country 
cannot be divorced from this rhetoric. Narratives matter, as they have 
the power to shape the social fabric in which they circulate, influencing 
both interpersonal and international relationships. Without shifting from 
a narrative of animosity to one of humanity, envisioning a path toward 
reconciliation becomes unlikely.
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Within the context of reconciliation, acknowledgment and apology can 
serve several crucial roles in repairing and rebuilding relationships. It is 
necessary to establish a task force to examine the increase of anti-Asian 
racism related to the pandemic. A national awareness campaign is needed 
to recognize the detrimental impacts of divisive rhetoric, notably from 
political figures. Inclusivity in language and narrative should be integral 
to educational and institutional training programs. Although it may be 
difficult to imagine former President Trump apologizing for using the 
term “Chinese virus” toward Asian Americans, acknowledging the effects 
of such language, or extending some form of apology and regret, could 
conceivably be advantageous for the post-COVID-19 reconciliation. 

Resuming Collaborations in Critical 
Areas of Global Responsibility 

In the aftermath of the trade war and the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
strains in U.S.-China relations are palpable. While steering the two coun-
tries back toward the close collaboration experienced during the “golden 
years” of 2002 to 2016 may seem unfeasible in the current climate, 
a pragmatic step forward is discernible. Critical arenas exist where the 
U.S. and China not only harbor mutual interests but also shoulder 
global responsibilities, providing a possibility for rekindling cooperative 
endeavors. 

1. Public Health: 

As underscored in Chapter 2, the U.S. and China have historically 
engaged in close and fruitful collaborations in the realm of public health. 
The bitter and instructive experience of COVID-19 has accentuated the 
necessity of foresight and preparedness for potential future pandemics, 
signaling that it is imperative for the two nations to rekindle and elevate 
their collaborative efforts from this moment forward. It is necessary to 
establish a bilateral task force dedicated to pandemic preparedness and 
response. Prioritizing the resumption of data sharing and joint research 
will also harness the collective intellectual and technological capabilities 
of both nations.



AFTERWORD: THE PATHWAYS TO A U.S.-CHINA … 173

2. Climate Change: 

The environmental endeavors of both the U.S. and China are crucial in 
shaping the trajectory of global climate action, making this arguably the 
most important area in which the two countries share responsibility. John 
Kerry and Xie Zhenhua have notably managed to sustain a dialogue on 
climate change during the pandemic, an effort that is highly praiseworthy 
and underscores climate change as a critical global issue that transcends 
even the immediacy of a global health crisis. Institutionalizing mecha-
nisms for dialogue and cooperation, which are somewhat insulated from 
broader geopolitical tensions and shifts in personnel, will be critical for 
maintaining and further strengthening collaborative climate action. 

3. Nuclear Non-proliferation and Arms Control: 

The rapidly increasing military budgets and modernization programs 
in East Asian countries have indicated a serious arms race. With rising 
concerns over potential military conflicts over Taiwan, North Korea, and 
the South China Sea, military confidence-building measures, including 
creating notification mechanisms for military exercises and establishment 
of communication hotlines, are vital for averting unintended conflicts and 
fostering an environment of strategic stability. In such a complex and 
sensitive geopolitical environment, U.S.-China collaboration on nuclear 
non-proliferation significantly impacts global security dynamics and can 
aid in averting potential threats and mishaps associated with nuclear 
materials, technology, and expertise. 

To resume collaborations in these critical areas that are less contro-
versial and hold mutual interests is both desirable and feasible. Ensuring 
sustained and effective collaboration demands a pragmatic institu-
tional framework. Therefore, instituting dedicated task forces, facilitating 
regular high-level dialogues, and establishing joint committees for each 
critical area become essential. Furthermore, contemplating the revival 
of the U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue (S&ED) platform, 
which has historically proven useful, could serve as a constructive mech-
anism in guiding and solidifying U.S.-China collaborations. The last 
S&ED took place in 2016. It may not be realistic for the resumption 
to be as comprehensive as its previous format, but a new S&ED could
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concentrate on several key issues in which both sides share interests and 
responsibilities. 

It is also vital to establish measures that protect these collaborations 
from intervention and interference by domestic politics. Although it 
is a two-level game, leadership from both nations must demonstrate a 
willingness and responsibility to propel collaborations forward without 
making any country’s participation conditional or using it as leverage in 
negotiating other issues. 

What Can Third Countries Do 
for Peacemaking Between the U.S. and China? 

The potent disruption in U.S.-China dynamics has reverberated glob-
ally, impacting economies, geopolitics, and global peace and security. The 
reconciliation of these two global giants transcends bilateral concerns; it 
symbolizes the linchpin for maintaining a stable global order. While much 
of the current discussion on the U.S.-China relationship focuses on a 
bilateral perspective, third countries can play positive roles in fostering 
an environment conducive to good U.S.-China relations. Peacemaking 
between the two superpowers is the most valuable job in the current 
world. 

1. Serving as Mediators: In numerous Shakespearean tragedies, the 
impending catastrophe could have been averted through third-party 
mediation or the revelation of truth. However, the indifference 
of bystanders invariably paves the way for the tragedy to unfold. 
We hope that a similar tragedy does not befall U.S.-China rela-
tions. Third countries can act as mediators to create a diplomatic 
link between the U.S. and China. By adopting a neutral stance, 
similar to the model of Norwegian role in the Oslo Accords, third 
countries can enhance dialogue. The goal is to enable construc-
tive dialogues that recognize shared global responsibilities, not 
necessarily to broker specific agreements. 

2. Becoming Truth-Tellers and Critics: In the shadows of U.S.-
China relations, third countries frequently dance a diplomatic waltz, 
oscillating between appeasement and discreet alliance-building. This 
often leads to a muddled international environment, where both 
superpowers might misconstrue global standings. Honest diplomacy
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is valuable. Countries can adopt models similar to Singapore, where 
Singaporean leaders have often conveyed unpleasant yet truthful 
perspectives to both nations, candidly asserting that certain behav-
iors are detrimental. Authentic, albeit diplomatically articulated 
criticisms toward both nations, when warranted, could nurture a 
more transparent and accountable international milieu. 

3. Forming Cautious Alliances: The historical precedent of alliances, 
particularly those forged against a single adversary, suggests a 
tendency toward escalating arms races and security dilemmas. Third 
countries should navigate with caution, ensuring that their alliances 
are not construed as aggressive posturing. All countries should 
understand that national security is tethered to global peace, and 
therefore, a more balanced and non-provocative approach to alliance 
formation is preferable. 

All things considered, third countries, wielding influence as mediators, 
critics, and non-aggressive entities in alliances, can potentially assuage 
tensions and nurture an environment conducive to reconciliation and 
cooperative global governance. 

It is a profound tragedy to witness two superpowers moving toward 
full confrontation during the COVID-19 period, despite still sharing 
significant common interests and responsibilities. For social scientists, 
this pandemic has presented unprecedented challenges that compel us 
to reevaluate established and enduring conceptual frameworks related 
to international relations, nationalism, and symbolic politics. This book 
strives to explore the complex impacts of COVID-19 on U.S.-China rela-
tions. It aims to shed light on the ways in which, and the reasons why, this 
significant relationship has been negatively influenced by the pandemic. 
It underscores the need for an objective and in-depth reflection on the 
pandemic and its far-reaching consequences, a crucial step toward healing 
and restoration in the post-COVID era. We sincerely offer this book as a 
dedicated starting point and effort in this critically important process of 
reflection.
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