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1. What does the Military Takeover Mean for Myanmar going 
forward?

Ever since Myanmar became an independent nation in 1948, the military seized state 
power in two coups (in 1962 and 1988) and this current political episode starting 
early February is expected to deal a huge blow to the development of the country.

The former military junta of Myanmar handed over power to the U Thein Sein 
government after the election in 2010. Although the military retained significant 
privileges, the government was no longer headed by an incumbent soldier. Moreover, 
U Thein Sein carried out drastic reforms during his administration, including 
releasing the leader of the National League for Democracy (NLD), Aung San Suu 
Kyi, allowing the party led by the 1991 Nobel Prize winning laureate to appear in 
politics and take part in elections, lifting the government’s stringent control over the 
media and releasing political prisoners. The relationship between the U Thein Sein 
government and western countries such as the United States began to improve and the 
pressure placed by the international community lessened.

The U Thein Sein government and its military supporters accepted defeat in the 2015 
election and transferred power to the winning NLD which remained in  political 
power in Myanmar until the recent military takeover.

Regardless of the military’s so called “protest against frauds” in the election of 2020, 
the result was obvious, which was to deprive victory to the NLD and gave rise to a 

Flag of Myanmar
(source: Global Times)
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stagnant or even regressive democratic reform which was initiated by the U Thein 
Sein government and pushed forward by the NLD.

At the same time, the complex transition of power, political instability, centrifugation 
of society and the unpredictable future of Myanmar, caused by the military takeover 
is expected to further deteriorate Myanmar’s economic development and people’s 
livelihood, bringing about catastrophic effects onto Myanmar, a country still 
struggling with the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Will the Military Leadership Succumb to Pressure from 
Civil Society Groups and Release the Detainees?

It is possible that the military junta will release some of the detainees, but senior 
officials including Aung San Suu Kyi and U Win Myint are expected to remain 
incarcerated.

In fact, since February 1st, some leaders have been released successively. But the 
reason is definitely not that the military is yielding to pressure from civil society 
groups, but that it intends to leave room for future reconciliation with the NLD.

Here’s why:

First, the Myanmar military has experience in responding to the resistance of the 
people and will not bend under public pressure. The military forces has ruled 
Myanmar for more than five decades and during these 50 years, the NLD played 
a decisive role in what they called the democratic movement against the military 
dictatorship. However, such movements had been continually suppressed by the 
military forces. The military also dealt with major anti-government activities such as 
the Saffron Revolution in 2007. In fact, the military has a set of effective leverages, 
whether through military repression or negotiation.  

The current military commander-in-chief, 
Min Aung Hlaing, a Myanmar army general 
who has served as Chairman of the State 
Administration Council of Myanmar since 
February 2021, was an apprentice of Than 
Shwe, the former military government leader 
and a political powerhouse in Myanmar. 

Min Aung Hlaing (source: sputniknews)
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Second, at present, the military has not lost control of the situation, and is still 
advancing, step by step, according to a plan which includes the rapid formation of a 
national government and ensuring its operation, continuing to arrest individuals who 
form key positions within the NLD, incorporating participation from people within 
the NLD and other parties, and encouraging Min Aung Hlaing to make speeches 
praising the new government’s stability as the military may also use this “window” to 
step up negotiations with the leaders of the NLD.

Third, the Myanmar military’s position has always been tough. If the civil resistance 
remains intense, the military will most likely confront it head-on, or carry out extreme 
repression but is not going to back down. 

In fact, the NLD is well aware of the military’s stand. 

The NLD has not called on people to rebel against the provisional government 
established by the military, but only called on the military to release the detainees, 
accept the results of the 2020 election and hold the first conference of the third 
parliament for fear that excessive speeches and actions might provoke the military. In 
recent days there has been no large-scale organization and participation of the NLD 
as a political party in civilian demonstrations in the city streets. 

At present, the military may be fearful that external forces could instigate anti-
military forces to intensify domestic conflicts through social media, which is a new 
communications challenge never encountered by the former military government. If 
it is not remedied quickly, the military may face collapse and have to reach out to its 
many rivals for a political solution.

Aung San Suu Kyi (source: sputniknews)
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3. Does the Political Unrest Weaken Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
National League for Democracy Party (NLD)?

At present, the military takeover has not weakened the NLD.

The current NLD membership is different from the disorganized primary party that 
formed back in 1990. After five years in power, the party accumulated exceptional 
experience and is well-developed. Even if the military has detained high-level leaders, 
the NLD still has the ability to organize various protests. However, the NLD is still 
subject to the military’s next moves, especially those expected earlier next year. 

There are four possibilities: 

 ► First, after releasing the NLD leaders, the provisional junta could begin 
negotiations, seek consensus and reach a compromise with the NLD on power 
distribution. Such a scenario would not diminish the NLD’s power.

 ► Second, the temporary administration could reshuffle the election committee and 
hold a general elections within a year. During this period, the Union Solidarity 
and Development Party (USDP) could be reformed into a democratic (or at least 
superficial) organization to compete with the NLD in the next general election. 
Considering the high odds of election victory of the NLD, and if this is actualized 
and accepted, the provisional government will hand over its power to the NLD. In 
this case, the NLD will not be largely weakened, despite its struggle against the 
USDP.

 ► Third, the provisional government may learn from its counterparts in Thailand 
and work to alter election rules to reform the NLD and the electoral system. In 
this manner, the NLD would be weakened and could be defeated by the USDP in 
future general elections.

 ► At the extreme, the provisional junta may leverage the NLD’s alleged large 
number of fraud in the general elections and rely on judicial means to convict 
NLD’s breach of constitution so as to prevent its core party members from entering 
politics. Aung San Suu Kyi, 75, if sentenced, could be banned from politics which 
would end her political career, meaning she would no longer pose a substantial 
threat to the Myanmar military. The NLD forces, at last, would suffer a crushing 
blow and face a gradual decline.
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(source: Global Times)
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On January 20, 2021, Joe Biden was inaugurated as the 46th president of the United 
States amid his opponent’s calls of election fraud, the storming of the U.S. Capitol, 
nearly 470,000 deaths caused by COVID-19, and a devastated economy. 

The seven priorities of the new administration are dominated by domestic affairs, 
such as controlling the COVID-19 pandemic, providing economic relief, advancing 
racial equity and civil rights, and reforming the immigration system. The only two 
foreign-policy-related tasks he has mentioned are climate change and the restoration 
of America’s standing in the world. Overall this sends a clear message that this 
administration will mainly focus on domestic challenges, its grand strategy and 
foreign policy being designed to defend the interests of middle-class U.S. citizens.

Does this mean that China will stand on a secondary tier on Biden’s agenda? The 
answer is most likely no. Indeed, I argue that China will become the core of U.S. 
foreign policy and more broadly its grand strategy, with competition as the key 
theme.

For almost a century, the country’s grand strategy has consisted of maintaining its 
global leadership. It seems that it is impossible for any U.S. decision-maker to observe 
an emerging competitor without taking preemptive action. A year after China’s GDP 
surpassed that of Japan to become the second-largest in the world in 2010, the U.S. 
implemented its “Pivot to Asia” policy. President Biden and his close aides have been 
relatively cautious about their choice of language when speaking of China, which 
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is indicative of the complexity and sensitivity of the China challenge. Biden called 
China the “most serious competitor” to the U.S. in his first foreign policy speech at 
the U.S. State Department and vowed to confront Beijing on various fronts, including 
human rights, intellectual property, and economic policy.1 Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken has said: "It's not a secret that the relationship between the United States and 
China is arguably the most important relationship that we have in the world going 
forward […] and increasingly that relationship has some adversarial aspects to it. It 
has competitive ones. And it also still has cooperative ones."2

It is a bipartisan consensus in the U.S. that the country’s engagement policy, which 
underpinned the four-decade-long strategy towards China, has come to an end. 
However, the new strategy towards China is still under formulation—or at least the 
word “containment” has not yet been openly articulated among diplomats or policy-
makers. “Competition” is still the most frequently used word. In a 2019 article, 
Biden’s new Asian Policy Czar Kurt Campbell and National Security Advisor Jake 
Sullivan argued that “a failure to connect competitive means to clear ends will allow 
U.S. policy to drift toward competition for competition’s sake and then fall into a 
dangerous cycle of confrontation.”3 Biden is aiming to prevent the brewing “New 
Cold War” between the U.S. and China from transforming into a catastrophic global 
conflict. “Competition without catastrophe, ” as Campbell and Sullivan put it—to 
challenge and coexist with China—is the thus best option for U.S. policy makers at 
present stage.

1　Churchill, Owen. “Joe Biden calls China the ‘most serious competitor’ to the US, in first foreign policy 
speech”,South China Morning Post, February 5, 2021, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/
article/3120618/first-foreign-policy-address-president-biden-calls-china-most
2　Blinken, Antony. “Secretary Antony J.Blinken at a Press Availability”,U.S. Department of State, January 
27, 2021, https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-at-a-press-availability/
3　Campbell, Kurt M. and Sullivan, Jake. “Competition Without Catastrophe, How America Can Both 
Challenge and Coexist With China”, Foreign Affairs, September/October 2019, https://www.foreignaffairs.
com/print/node/1124523

The White House  (source: sputniknews)
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The competition is a long-term game

In an article published in spring 2020, “Why America Must Lead Again: Rescuing 
U.S. Foreign Policy After Trump,” Biden made it clear that China represents a 
special challenge. He saw China as playing the long game by extending its global 
reach, promoting its own political model, and investing in the technologies of the 
future. This is why he filled his national security and foreign policy team with a 
young generation of strategists and experts: National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan, 
Under-Secretary of Defense Colin Khal, Deputy UN Ambassador Jeffery Prescott, 
and Principal Advisor on China Matters to Secretary of Defense Ely Ratner are all 
in their forties. Biden promoted these relative youngsters into the top positions with 
an eye to maintaining a continuity in U.S. foreign policy for at least twenty to thirty 
years. 

It seems fair to surmise, then, that we will witness a marathon-style great-power 
competition between the U.S. and China for around thirty to fifty years. The 
outcome, whatever it is, will be the result of strategic planning, patience, and careful 
statesmanship.

President Donald Trump and his extremely hawkish team did tremendous damage to 
the U.S.-China relations, and appeared to be planning to lead the world into another 
“cold war” by inciting total political confrontation and economic decoupling with 
China. Fortunately, Biden’s triumph over Trump stopped that dangerous attempt. The 
Biden administration might win the world another four years of peace and security, 
but the threat of a bumpy ride or even head-on conflicts between the U.S. and China 
still looms. The future of the world and humankind is, as ever, undecided and most 
likely depends on the next U.S. president, who will be elected in 2024. The long cycle 
of the U.S. presidential election is no mere domestic issue. If American voters choose 
an extreme right-wing president who is as combative and bellicose as Trump, the 
vicious spiral will continue. 

I predict that, to win the competition, 
the U.S. will increase focus on 
enhancing its domestic strengths by 
promoting democracy at home and 
abroad, and maintaining its economic 
and technological advantages over 
China.

(source: CGTN)
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(1) Enhancing domestic strengths

The out-of-control death toll of the COVID-19 pandemic and the outbreak of Black 
Lives Matter movement, together with the dramatic outcome of 2020 presidential 
election, revealed the side that is often hidden—the vulnerable, split, furious dark 
side—of the United States of America.

The key to winning the competition therefore lies in enhancing America’s domestic 
strengths, especially in investing more on the U.S. itself. As Sullivan puts it, the U.S. 
national security community is right to insist on making investments in infrastructure, 
technology, innovation, and education in order to ensure the country’s long-term 
competitiveness vis-à-vis China. Biden recognizes that under-investment is a bigger 
threat to national security than the U.S. national debt.

(2) Promoting democracy at home and abroad

The U.S. believes in its exceptionalism and deems itself the world’s brightest 
beacon of democracy. Biden has vowed to repair and reinvigorate democracy and 
strengthen the coalition of democracies that stand with the U.S. around the world. 
He has promised to rebuild confidence in U.S. democracy by remaking the country’s 
education system, reforming its criminal justice system, and restoring transparency 
and accountability of its government.4

Biden has expressed belief that democracy 
strengthens and amplifies U.S. leadership 
in the world and can be used as a tool of 
coalition-building in the competition against 
China. He has promised to repair U.S. 
relations with its allies and host a global 
Summit for Democracy during his first year 
in office.5 This emphasis on democracy could 
be a double-edge sword for the U.S., for it 
excludes those traditional U.S. allies which 
are labeled authoritarian and non-democratic. 

4　Biden, Joseph R. Jr. “Why America Must Lead Again, Rescuing US Foreign Policy After Trump”, Foreign 
Affairs, March/April 2020, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-01-23/why-america-
must-lead-again
5　Biden, Joseph R. Jr. “Why America Must Lead Again, Rescuing US Foreign Policy After Trump”, Foreign 
Affairs, March/April 2020, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-01-23/why-america-
must-lead-again

Flag of the United States of America
(source: Global Times)
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Biden has said that the most effective way to meet the China challenge is to build 
a united front of U.S. allies and partners to confront China’s abusive behaviors 
and human rights violations.6 “Human rights” issues may therefore lead to conflicts 
between the U.S. and China.

Past experience suggests that the U.S. Democratic Party uses the tool of "human 
rights" more frequently than the Republican Party in relation to Hong Kong, Tibet, 
Xinjiang, and other areas related to China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. 
Considering that the U.S. Senate has recently passed bills involving Uyghur human 
rights, Tibetan human rights, and democracy and human rights in Hong Kong, the 
space for negotiations over those issues is limited; the Biden administration will 
likely take a tougher attitude toward them. He has already warned, during his first 
“Town Hall,” that China will pay a price for its human rights abuses.7

(3) Utilizing multilateral mechanisms as leverage to compete with China

The biggest difference between the Trump and Biden administrations lies in the 
choice of unilateralism or multilateralism. 

Some in the foreign policy establishment interpret Biden’s policies as a repudiation of 
Trump’s “America First” isolationism and as an attempt to return to normalcy. The U.S. 
will re-enroll in a large number of international institutions, strengthen the role of 
U.S.-led international organizations, and resume its leadership in global governance. 
It will rely upon multilateral mechanisms and institutions to see out its competitive 
strategy toward China. 

On his inaugural day, Biden rejoined the Paris Climate Agreement, and then returned 
to the World Health Organization and the World Trade Organization. He may also 
consider rejoining the Japan-led Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP). 

(4) Maintaining economic and technological advantages over China

U.S. foreign-policy-makers now face a world in which power is increasingly 

6　Su, Alice, Wilkinson, Tracy, et al. “China can expect Biden to keep pushing for change, with help from U.S. 
allies”, Los Angeles Times, November, 11, 2020, https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-11-11/
what-approach-will-joe-biden-use-for-dealing-with-u-s-rival-china
7　Mason, Jeff. “Biden says China to face repercussions on human rights”, Reuters, February 17, 2021, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-biden-china/biden-says-china-to-face-repercussions-on-human-
rights-idUSKBN2AH0AC 



Competition—the Key Word 
for Biden’s Policy towards China

12

TI Observer · Volume 05

measured and exercised in economic terms. Economics, at least as much as anything 
else, will determine a country’s success or failure in geopolitics.

For the near future, the main arenas of China-U.S. competition will be in economics 
and technology. This is why National Security Advisor Sullivan invoked investment 
in infrastructure, technology, innovation, and education as determining the long-term 
trajectory of the competition with China. 

Trump’s stormy trade war with China was unsustainable and received broad criticism 
from economists and business leaders, for it focused too much on taxation and missed 
other important aspects of economic competition. The U.S. government has a diverse 
toolkit. The Biden administration might build an invisible “protective wall” against 
China's high-tech sector by means of intellectual property rights, technological 
blockade, or international rules in its favor. We are very likely to witness the 
relocation of supply chains or even whole industries.

The Biden administration will carry out a “whole-of-government” approach in 
dealing with China, combining various economic and technological tools together 
with diplomacy.

Cooperation is possible and cooperation is crucial

The Biden administration will still seek to cooperate with China on issues where 
interests converge, such as climate change, nonproliferation, and global health 
security. Many global problems exist that cannot be solved without the concerted 
efforts of all countries. 

(source: CGTN)
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(1) Climate change

China has been positive in responding to climate change since the Copenhagen 
Climate Change Conference of 2009. President Xi Jinping has called for a “green 
revolution,” aiming to reach peak carbon emissions by the end of the decade and 
carbon neutrality in forty years in order to fulfill China’s promise under the Paris 
accord. Meanwhile democrats, especially progressive democrats in the U.S., are 
actively pushing forward a climate agenda too. Biden has created two new posts in 
his White House, Gina McCarthy as National Climate Advisor and Former Secretary 
of State John Kerry as special envoy for climate change, which is a clear message that 
Biden will invest heavily in climate change.

Taking on the climate change issues has three benefits for the U.S.: (1) it will help 
protect the environment and the earth which is home to every human being; (2) it will 
be the next economic growth point after the Internet, as it can enable investment in 
infrastructure, enhancement of resilience, and create new cutting-edge industries and 
millions of jobs; (3) it will help the U.S. formulate global standards on climate change 
and clean energy, and elevate U.S. leadership for generations to come. 

When both the U.S. and China realize the significance of climate change, there will 
be much to cooperate in this regard. 

(2) Nuclear non-proliferation

The U.S. cannot solve the nuclear non-proliferation problem without cooperation 
from China. The Biden administration wants to rejoin the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action signed with Iran in 2015, which however, was abandoned by Trump in 
2018. Biden wants to relaunch the negotiations on condition that Iran proves willing 
to resume its nuclear obligations and give up reactivating its nuclear program. French 
President Emmanuel Macron has already offered to be an “honest broker” in U.S.-Iran 
talks in order to revive the 2015 deal, but the U.S. also needs support from countries 
such as Russia and China.

(3) Pandemic relief

The biggest “black swan” of 2020 was the COVID-19 pandemic, which not 
only intensified domestic conflicts in the U.S. and influenced the outcome of the 
presidential election, but also had a far-reaching impact on the world. Because of 
Trump’s lack of knowledge and his anti-scientific approach, as of February 23, 2021, 
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the U.S. is the most seriously affected country in the world, with more than 28 million 
diagnosed cases and over 500,310 deaths.8 

COVID-19 has forced the U.S. economy into a crisis. More than 10 million U.S. 
citizens are unemployed, 14 million renters are behind on payments, and 29 million 
adults—and at least 8 million children—are struggling with food insecurity.

In his first two days in office, Biden signed ten executive orders to combat the 
pandemic, mandating masks on public transport and directing agencies to use the 
Defense Production Act to make N95 masks, swabs, and other equipment. I would 
like to point out here that China is the world’s major manufacturer of those supplies 
and has never stopped providing them to the U.S., even on the most difficult days 
itself endured back in China. 

Nearly 100 U.S. experts recently issued a joint statement, supported by the two 
main political parties, calling on the U.S. and China to strengthen anti-epidemic 
cooperation. This certainly seems like a good idea. Nations working together is 
no longer enough. However, technological, social, and geopolitical changes are 
combining to expand the power and influence of non-state and sub-national actors, 
making their views on a wide range of national security and foreign-policy issues 
important and cooperation with them essential. The U.S. and China should also work 
together in facing challenges from non-state actors. 

The U.S. strategy toward China is essentially clear. China-U.S. relations have been 
on a descending spiral and that will not be reversed by the Biden administration. The 
relationship will probably not go back to how it was in the “good old days” but be 
dominated by competition. One of the defining features of our time will be long-term 
turbulence in the China-U.S. relations and thus in the world order.

8　COVID-19 Map. Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center, accessed February 23, 2020, https://
coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html.
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Diplomacy amidst Pandemic: 

1. Introduction

The Western press has continually criticized the People’s Republic of China since 
the PRC’s founding in 1949. But starting in 2016, when Donald Trump was elected 
president of the United States, China has had to contend with unusually high volume 
of hostile misinformation about itself. These narratives spun for book and press sales, 
which have damaged relations, are largely disconnected from the diplomacy that 
continues to take place behind closed doors. 

Diplomacy for China has not fared well in recent years either, however. Many 
Western politicians, experiencing trouble in their own lands, have unfairly targeted 
the Chinese State and Communist Party on matters that neither the state nor the party 

(source: ihsmarkit.com)

Rebuilding Bridges in a Post-COVID-19 World
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can control. Exacerbating sensitive issues and denying opportunities for the Chinese 
side of the debate to be heard has soured relations.1 Rumors and borderline racist 
rhetoric from the Trump administration, for example, negatively impacted its relations 
with both China and Asian Americans.2 With the advent of COVID-19, a magnet for 
conspiracy theories, the U.S. and China have grown more distant from each other, and 
international diplomacy has been challenged in new ways.  

China’s foreign policy, designed by late Premier Zhou Enlai, follows the tradition 
of “meeting half way,”3 with a mutual respect for others’ sovereignty, systems, and 
economies, that has been vital for Chinese diplomacy since the early 1950s. Likewise, 
Western engagement with China, including study of its history and diplomatic 
culture, are extremely important to rapprochement. Yet the barrage of negative press 
has increased the barriers around and within sinology, or Chinese studies.4 During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, fighting over masks, blame around shortages of personal 
protective equipment (PPE), and vaccine nationalism have also widened international 
chasms. Ultimately, many Western confrontations with China during the pandemic 
have not been based on information-based reasoning but rather on populism, and 
China has responded by taking a more assertive foreign policy stance. Trump’s 
“America first” policy backfired, in fact: China made leaps and bounds during his 
tenure. 

Many agree that it is not ideal for the world to have a single hegemony, and a more 
level playing field can clearly be achieved. If left unchecked, global competition in 
the wrong areas can have disastrous consequences. The early stages of the pandemic, 
for example, saw a global scramble for masks and medical supplies. Since then, 
China, Russia, the UK, and the U.S. have all produced vaccines, and a scramble for 
vaccines has commenced. Some nations have hoarded supplies, others charge a profit 
when selling to poor nations without the necessary medical infrastructure. Like the 
COVID-19 blame game, these unfair economic practices need to be reduced as soon 
as possible. Otherwise we risk a political vacuum and a further deepening of political 
crises, especially between the Western powers and China.

1　Ross, John, “Fear of Hearing the Truth about China Is Why Ofcom Banned CGTN.” CGTN, 7 Feb. 2021, 
news.cgtn.com/news/2021-02-07/Fear-of-hearing-the-truth-about-China-is-why-Ofcom-banned-CGTN-
XF89O7bqXS/index.html. 
2　Fang, “Trump Is The Biggest 'Superspreader' Of Anti-Asian Racism, Advocates And Scholars Warn, 
Huffington Post.” 21 October 2020, https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/trump-anti-asian-racism-
covid-19_n_5f905c0fc5b62333b24133f5?ri18n=true.
3　Brunnstorm, “China will 'eat our lunch,' Biden warns after clashing with Xi on most fronts,” Reuters, 
February 11 2021, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-idUSKBN2AB06A.
4　Chaguan, “As China’s power waxes, the West’s study of it is waning” The Economist, November 28, 
2020, https://www.economist.com/china/2020/11/26/as-chinas-power-waxes-the-wests-study-of-it-is-waning.
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2. A New Chinese Diplomacy during COVID-19 and China’s 
Mask Diplomacy

2.1 A Summary Overview of Diplomatic Relations before the Pandemic

Since Deng Xiaoping launched the era of Reform and Opening Up in 1978, China has 
tried to positively shape its global image and its diplomatic relations. With the help 
of numerous economic reforms, it has attempted to present itself as a peaceful and 
economically reliable partner to the rest of the world.5 In the past decade in particular, 
China has considerably increased its use of soft power through public diplomacy, 
the mass media, and a development strategy. While helping to form a more positive 
image abroad, this has also provoked political, economic, and ideological tensions 
with some partner countries.6

In the West especially, China has been accused of promoting alternative models to 
liberal values. China, however, sees itself as offering new solutions for the globalized 
world based on the national realities of developing countries, rather than on so-called 
universal standards (such as democracy and human rights).7 This is happening against 
a backdrop of financial, political, and, more recently, health crises in the West and the 
world at large. In large part it was the Trump administration’s increasingly isolationist 
policies that created greater space for Chinese leadership in the international sphere. 
The dwindling international role of the U.S., as seen in its withdrawal from the Paris 
Climate Accord8 and the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP),9 allowed China to increase 
its economic influence.10 During his election campaign in 2016, Trump had made 
challenging China a key argument in debates,11 and the Trump administration became 
5　Mierzejewski, Dominik and Kowalski, Dominik. China's Selective Identities: State, Ideology and Culture. 
(Springer International Publishing, 2018), 157; Wang, Jian. “Introduction: China’s Search of Soft Power” in 
Wang, Jian (eds.). Soft Power in China: Public Diplomacy through Communication. (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2011), 8.
6　Ferdinand, Peter. “Westward Ho—the China Dream and ‘One Belt, One Road’: Chinese Foreign Policy 
under Xi Jinping.” International Affairs, vol. 92, no. 4, 2016, 942; Le Corre, Philippe and Alain Sepulchre, 
Offensive in Europe. (Brookings Institution Press, 2016), 143.
7　“'China solution' is diversified solution." China Daily. January 19, 2018. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/
a/201801/19/WS5a613485a3106e7dcc1352f4.html.
8　Friedman, Lisa, "U.S. Quits Paris Climate Agreement: Questions and Answers," The New York Times. 
November 04, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/04/climate/paris-climate-agreement-trump.html.
9　"The United States Officially Withdraws from the Trans-Pacific Partnership." United States Trade 
Representative. https://ustr.gov/about-us/policy-offices/press-office/press-releases/2017/january/U.S.-
Withdraws-From-TPP#:~:text=WASHINGTON, DC – The Office of President of the United States.
10　"Trump Withdrawal from Asia Trade Deal a Boon for China," South China Morning Post. January 24, 
2017. https://www.scmp.com/news/world/united-states-canada/article/2064927/why-trumps-withdrawal-tpp-
boon-china.
11　Toosi, Nahal, "In Response to Trump, China Gets Mean." Politico. December 09, 2019. https://www.
politico.com/news/2019/12/08/china-trump-twitter-077767.
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increasingly hawkish towards Beijing. Unsurprisingly, China’s view of the U.S. and 
the U.S. view of China worsened sharply after Trump became president in 2017, 
and declined even more drastically in 2019—a year characterized by trade wars, 
cybersecurity disputes, and the extradition bill in Hong Kong.12

For its part, the European Union started facing up to the growing influence of Chinese 
public diplomacy in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis. Messages have been mixed. 
In 2018 an EU joint statement promoted a “European way” of connecting Europe 
and Asia,13 for example, but in 2019 the European Commission framed China as a 
“systemic rival promoting alternative models of governance.”14

2.2 The Pandemic and the Rise of Mask Diplomacy

Collaboration on fighting epidemics has been an element of China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) since its launch in 2013. Beijing has tried to strengthen its 
soft power by developing cooperation priorities that will advance connectivity 
and mutual understanding and trust with the world. The “people-to-people bond” 
priority includes, among several aims, “strengthening cooperation with neighboring 
countries on epidemic information sharing, the exchange of prevention and treatment 
technologies and the training of medical professionals, and improving our capability 
to jointly address public health emergencies.”15 This aim was developed by the 
Chinese government in 2015 with epidemics and accompanying communicational 
problems such as the SARS crisis of 2003 in mind. It appears more relevant today 
than ever before.

Indeed, China has been on the medical frontline since the World Health Organization 
(WHO) officially declared COVID-19 a pandemic on March 11, 2020. It has donated 
and sold masks and medical supplies, exporting 224 billion masks between March 
and December 2020.16 Such donations were at the core of its international solidarity 
12　Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada, "U.S.-China Public Opinion Growing Mutually Negative Amid 
Pandemic." Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada. https://www.asiapacific.ca/asia-watch/us-china-public-
opinion-growing-mutually-negative-amid.
13　“Joint communication to the European Parliament, the Council, The European Economic and Social 
Committee, the Committee of the Regions and the European Investment Bank: Connecting Europe 
and Asia—Building blocks for an EU strategy.” European Commission. 2018. https://eeas.europa.eu/
sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_
strategy_2018-09-19.pdf.
14　“EU-China Strategic Outlook.” European Commission. March 21, 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/info/
publications/eu-china-strategic-outlook-commission-contribution-european-council-21-22-march-2019_en
15　“‘Tuīdòng gòng jiàn sīchóu zhī lù jīngjì dài hé 21 shìjì hǎishàng sīchóu zhī lù de yuànjǐng yǔ xíngdòng’ 
quánwén (Full text: Vision and actions on jointly building Belt and Road)." China.org.cn. September 15, 
2015. http://www.china.org.cn/chinese/2015-09/15/content_36591064.htm.
16　“China Made 40 Face Masks for Every Person Around The World." Bloomberg. January 14, 2021. 
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campaign, particularly in March and April as the pandemic was reported in other parts 
of the world; in the U.S., Chinese donations of medical supplies for those two months 
are estimated to have been worth 12 million USD.17 It has also sent medical experts to 
countries in need.18 This came after China itself was supported by numerous countries 
when the crisis initially broke out, but it can be said that Chinese donations are 
especially well-publicized. Embassies, officials, and private actors have pointed out to 
the world China’s active participation in the fight against COVID-19. Since her first 
tweet on February 14, 2020, China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson has often made 
use of the international social media platform to challenge U.S. tweets and assertions 
against China, as well as to advertise Chinese donations and sharing of expertise.19

By being vocal about its support to countries in need, it appears that China is trying 
to shape its image as a helping hand despite many accusing it of poor communication 
about the virus in the early phases of the outbreak and of violating its citizens’ 
fundamental rights in an attempt to contain information.20 In this sense, China’s “mask 
diplomacy” can be analyzed as part of its broader public diplomacy toolkit and as an 
element of soft power targeting both domestic and foreign audiences—to reshape its 
national and international image, and present an alternative model of governance. This 
model for a “new era” inspired by socialism with Chinese characteristics is upheld by 
the “centralized, unified leadership of the CPC” and aims at familiarizing the world 
with China’s norms and counterbalancing Western influence; it is not new, but has 
been thrown into sharp relief at a time when liberal democracies struggle dealing with 
the pandemic crisis.21

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-01-14/china-made-40-face-masks-for-every-person-around-
the-world
17　“China sent masks, gloves and gowns to many U.S. states. Here’s who benefited." The Washington 
Post. January 29, 2021. https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/01/29/china-sent-masks-gloves-
gowns-many-us-states-heres-who-benefited/
18　“Chinese Government Sends Medical Team of COVID-19 Experts to Sao Tome and Principe.” Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. June 01, 2020. https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/
xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/2535_665405/t1784808.shtml; “Chinese Government Sends Medical Team of 
COVID-19 Experts to Sudan." Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Republic of Serbia. May 29, 
2020. http://rs.chineseembassy.org/eng/fyrth/t1784635.htm
19　Hua, Chunying. Twitter. 2021. https://twitter.com/SpokespersonCHN.
20　“Explainer: Seven ways the coronavirus affects human rights.” Anesty International. February 5, 2020. 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/02/explainer-seven-ways-the-coronavirus-affects-human-
rights/; “Mask diplomacy: China tries to rewrite virus narrative.” France 24. March 20, 2020. https://www.
france24.com/en/20200320-mask-diplomacy-china-tries-to-rewrite-virus-narrative.
21　“A “China Model”? Beijing’s Promotion of Alternative Global Norms and Standards." The National 
Bureau of Asian Research. April 27, 2020. https://www.nbr.org/publication/a-china-model-beijings-
promotion-of-alternative-global-norms-and-standards/; “Following Xi Jinping Thought on Diplomacy to Build 
a Community with a Shared Future for Mankind Through International Cooperation Against COVID-19.” 
Ministry of Foreign Affaires of the PRC. April 16, 2020. https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/
kjgzbdfyyq/t1770240.shtml; “China’s post-covid propaganda push.” The Economist. April 18, 2020. 
https://www.economist.com/china/2020/04/16/chinas-post-covid-propaganda-push; “China's governance 
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Support from China has undoubtedly been a precious help for many countries 
underprepared to manage the crisis. But its mask diplomacy, although framed by 
the government as selfless aid, met with mixed responses. Negative reactions arose 
especially when donations did not meet quality standards or were perceived as having 
hidden political motivations.22 However, for the Chinese newspaper Global Times, 
the way European media and governments exaggerated and politicized the issues 
on quality standards to arouse public reaction was “immoral” as for some, “China is 
doing a hard but thankless job to assist Western countries.”23

2.3 The Effects of the Mask Diplomacy in the U.S. 

The Trump administration was quick to criticize Beijing from the beginning of the 
pandemic and often referred to COVID-19 as the “Chinese virus” or the “Wuhan 
virus.” Tensions between the two countries escalated quickly. Despite this, the U.S. 
itself became an early recipient of Chinese masks and PPE shipments, receiving 180 
million tons of medical supplies in late March 2020.24

 
The U.S. absence on the international stage became even more pronounced during the 
early days of the pandemic. In mid-April the U.S. faced widespread criticism after 
halting funding to the WHO, having historically been its largest donor with more than 
400 million USD per year.25 While China began sending masks and PPE to European 
countries on March 13, the U.S. did not announce any international COVID-19 
assistance until late March.26

According to polls conducted by the Washington-based Pew Research Center (see 
figure 1), EU countries’ opinions of the U.S. underwent a marked downward trend 
beginning with the election of Trump in 2016, but then decreased drastically from 
2019 to 2020. Notably, within traditional U.S. allies opinion dropped over 15% 
between the two years. In France, for example, approval decreased from 48% in 2019 
system offers wisdom to the world.” Xinhua. November 21, 2019. http://english.qstheory.cn/2019-11/21/
c_1125256482.htm.
22　“Faulty masks. Flawed tests. China’s quality control problem in leading global COVID-19 fight.” Los 
Angeles Times. April 10, 2020. https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-04-10/china-beijing-supply-
world-coronavirus-fight-quality-control.
23　“Don’t sensationalize mask quality dispute: Global Times editorial.” Global Times. March 29, 2020. 
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1184121.shtml.
24　Northam, Jackie, "U.S. Buys Masks From China While Criticizing It For COVID-19." NPR. April 01, 2020. 
https://www.npr.org/2020/04/01/825056981/u-s-buys-masks-from-china-while-criticizing-it-for-covid-19.
25　Ollstein, Alice Miranda, "Trump Halts Funding to World Health Organization." Politico. April 15, 2020. 
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/04/14/trump-world-health-organization-funding-186786
26　“America First versus Wolf Warriors: Pandemic Diplomacy in Southeast Asia.” America First versus Wolf 
Warriors: Pandemic Diplomacy in Southeast Asia | Center for Strategic and International Studies, 12 Feb. 
2021, www.csis.org/analysis/america-first-versus-wolf-warriors-pandemic-diplomacy-southeast-asia.
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to an all-time low of 31%. In Germany it dropped from 39% to 21%. Among the EU 
countries polled over the past two years, the average decrease in public opinion was 
14.86%.

Figure 1: EU countries’ favorable opinion of the U.S. according to Pew poll data27

2.4 The Effects of the Mask Diplomacy in the EU

As Euroscepticism is growing in countries particularly targeted by China’s public 
diplomacy, such as those of Central and Eastern Europe,28 the pandemic has 
spotlighted numerous internal problems inherent in the functioning of the European 
Union. The EU institutions have responded with intensive media communication 
about their positive involvement in the crisis, the importance of European solidarity, 
and the dangers of disinformation.29

Denouncing a “global battle of narratives” over geopolitical influence, High 
Representative of the EU and Vice-President of the European Commission Josep 

27　“Global Indicators Database.” Pew Research Center's Global Attitudes Project, Pew Research Center, 
23 Mar. 2020, www.pewresearch.org/global/database/indicator/1.
28　“Beyond Pandemic: China, 17+1, and the Influence Competition in the CEE Region.” The American 
Institute for Contemporary German Studies. May 28, 2020. https://www.aicgs.org/2020/05/beyond-
pandemic-china-171-and-the-influence-competition-in-the-cee-region/;
China’s influence on the EU in the era of masks, spies, and disinformation.” New Europe. June 1, 2020. 
https://www.neweurope.eu/article/chinas-influence-on-the-eu-in-the-era-of-masks-spies-and-disinformation/.
29　“Coronavirus response.” European Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/health/
coronavirus-response_en.

(Source: provided by the author)
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Borrell publicly accused China’s Communist Party of having hidden important 
information regarding the transmission of the virus. He also accused Beijing of 
aggressively pushing its message by sending medical support to Europe as part of 
a “politics of generosity.”30 But even as Borrell denounces an “extreme dependence 
on China” in terms of medical resources,31 this past decade has seen many observers 
on both sides highlight an increasing economic interdependence between China and 
the EU.32 This can be seen in the text of the recent Comprehensive Agreement on 
Investment, despite EU concerns regarding the human rights situation in China.33

Figure 2: EU countries’ favorable opinion of the U.S. according to Pew poll data

Meanwhile public opinion of China has also dropped among the EU population, but 
not nearly as much as its approval of the U.S. (see figure 2). French approval of China 

30　“EU HRVP Josep Borrell: The Coronavirus pandemic and the new world it is creating.” European 
External Action Service. March 24, 2020. https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/china/76401/eu-hrvp-josep-
borrell-coronavirus-pandemic-and-new-world-it-creating_en.
31　“The post-coronavirus world is already here.” European Council on Foreign Affairs. April 30, 2020. 
https://ecfr.eu/publication/the_post_coronavirus_world_is_already_here/.
32　Reiterer, Michael. “The Role of Culture in EU-China Relations.” European Foreign Affairs Review, vol. 
19, no. 3. 2014. P. 143; “‘Yīdài yīlù’ yǔ ōuzhōu ‘róng kè jìhuà’ de zhànlüè duìjiē yánjiū (Research on the 
strategic docking between "One Belt One Road" and European "Junker Plan"). Chinese Social Sciences 
Net. November 27, 2015. www.cssn.cn/zzx/gjzzx_zzx/201511/t20151127_2716066.shtml; “Xi Jinping tong 
Oumeng lishihui zhuxi Fan Longpei juxing huitan (Xi Jinping talks with European Council Herman Van 
Rompuy).” Xinhuanet. March 31, 2014. http://www.xinhuanet.com/world/2014-03/31/c_1110032444.htm.
33　“China-EU Investment Deal Sparks Backlash Over Rights Concerns.” The Diplomat. January 13, 2021.
https://thediplomat.com/2021/01/china-eu-investment-deal-sparks-backlash-over-rights-concerns/; “EU, 
China make progress on investment deal despite human rights tensions.” Euractiv. September 14, 2020. 
https://www.euractiv.com/section/eu-china/news/eu-china-make-progress-on-investment-deal-despite-
human-rights-tensions/.

(Source: provided by the author)
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fell from 33% to 28%, and German approval from 34% to 25%. Notably, the only 
country whose favorable opinion of China increased was Italy (up 1% from 2019). 
Out of the EU countries polled in both 2019 and 2020, the average drop in opinion 
was 7.71%, almost half of the drop in approval of the U.S. at 14.86%. To be fair, 
average opinions of the U.S. were higher than those of China in 2019 (55.71% and 
39.07% respectively), so opinions of the U.S. had further room to fall. Still, their fall 
was proportionally greater than the drop in opinions of China.

2.5 From Mask Diplomacy to Vaccine Diplomacy

Now that the battle against COVID-19 has transformed from a scramble for masks to 
a fight for vaccines, China remains on the medical frontline. Because many vaccines 
from leading companies, such as U.S.-based Pfizer and Moderna, have been pre-
brought by the U.S. and the EU, developing countries in South America, Africa, and 
Southeast Asia are left looking for alternative vaccine providers.34 Although COVAX, 
a global effort co-led by the WHO, has announced support for vaccine distribution 
to developing countries, it has only pledged to vaccinate the most vulnerable 20% of 
the population in each country.35 To meet the 60% target needed for herd immunity, 
Beijing announced that it would make vaccines “a global public good” by promising 
accessible and affordable vaccines to countries in need.36 This promise, if successfully 
realized, would be a huge win for China’s diplomatic relations and world image. 
As learned from the mask distribution initiative, however, should the quality of 
the vaccines be subpar or create unexpected health consequences, this “vaccine 
diplomacy” will likely suffer. Still, this high-risk, high-reward venture is a bet Beijing 
seems willing to wager. 

3.The Way Forward

3.1 Washington-Beijing at Crossroads

In the lead-up to the 2020 election in the U.S., one of the most prominent issues 
presented for debate, and by far the most important issue in foreign policy discussions, 
was the future of U.S.-China relations. During his administration, Trump put China at 
the center of his economic policy in order to exploit the anger of working-class U.S. 

34　Mardell, Jacob, "China's Vaccine Diplomacy Assumes Geopolitical Importance." Merics. November 24, 
2020. https://merics.org/en/short-analysis/chinas-vaccine-diplomacy-assumes-geopolitical-importance.
35　"Vaccine Diplomacy: China and SinoPharm in Africa." Council on Foreign Relations. https://www.cfr.org/
blog/vaccine-diplomacy-china-and-sinopharm-africa.
36　"Chinese Vaccines Will Be Made Global Public Good, Says Xi." https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-05-
19/Chinese-vaccines-will-be-made-global-public-good-says-Xi-QCpFSGlL2g/index.html.
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citizens who had seen their jobs offshored and that of corporate giants facing “unfair 
business practices.” Trump’s position was almost always clear, but determining the 
current U.S. president’s position has been and continues to be a challenge.

During the presidency of Barack Obama, from 2009 to 2017, the U.S. prioritized the 
construction of positive relations with China. Obama once stated that “the relationship 
between the U.S. and China is the most important bilateral relationship of the 21st 
century.”37 Over that tumultuous decade, however, that relationship declined from 
“friendly” with the intent of engaging in deeper cooperation to what some critics have 
called a “new cold war.”38 Now, with members of both major U.S. political parties 
backing anti-China policies, many have asked: will President Joe Biden return to 
Obama’s policies, maintain the efforts of Trump, or seek a third approach?

It is too early to fully determine Biden’s perspective on China, but early signals 
indicate that strict U.S. policies against China will continue. Several of Biden’s 
key cabinet members are opposed to the policies of the Chinese government. In his 
confirmation hearing, current U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken stated that 
Trump was right about taking a tougher approach to China. Blinken also expressed 
support for former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s labeling of China’s actions 
in Xinjiang as “genocide,” saying “that would be my judgement as well.”39 Biden’s 
Press Secretary Jen Psaki has repeated rhetoric similar to that of the previous 
administration.40 In January 2021 Psaki described U.S. competition with China as “a 
defining feature of the 21st century” and added that “China is engaged in conduct that 
37　 Li, Cheng, “Assessing U.S.-China Relations under the Obama Administration.” Brookings Institution. 
Brookings Institution, September 5, 2016.
38　Rachman, Gideon, “A New Cold War: Trump, Xi and the Escalating U.S.-China Confrontation.” Financial 
Times. Financial Times, October 5, 2020.
39　Brunnstrom, David, and Humeyra Pamuk, “U.S. Secretary of State Nominee Blinken Sees Strong 
Foundation for Bipartisan China Policy.” Reuters. Thomson Reuters, January 19, 2021.
40　Fontaine, Richard, “Why Biden Won’t Reset on China.” Australian Financial Review. Australian Financial 
Review, January 28, 2021.

(source: Global Times）
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hurts American workers, blunts our technological edge, and threatens our alliances 
and our influence in international organizations.”41

Biden’s Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin also has expressed distrust towards China. 
During his Senate confirmation hearing, Austin stated that “China presents the most 
significant threat going forward.”42 In describing the 2018 National Defense Strategy 
published by the Trump administration, which presents China as a serious threat, 
Austin has said that it is “absolutely on track for today’s challenges.”43 Both Psaki 
and Austin have indicated that China’s innovation in Artificial Intelligence and other 
emerging technologies pose further threats. 

Yet certain key differences can be identified between the approaches of Trump and 
Biden. Trump was known for impulsiveness; at times, it was simply impossible 
to predict which actions he would take. Despite maintaining many of Trump’s 
policies, Biden has stated that he intends to approach Chinese affairs with patience.44 
According to his press secretary, Biden wants to address China with bipartisan 
support in Congress, as well as with the support of international allies and partners. 

Climate change may offer an opportunity to improve relations between the U.S. 
and China. This is an issue that Biden campaigned on, and he signed an executive 
order for the U.S. to rejoin the Paris Climate Accord during his first days in office.45 
Partnering with China on tackling climate change would benefit both the relations 
between the two countries and the environment. According to a 2017 report by the 
Center for Strategic and International Studies, China is the global leader in renewable 
energy production, being “the world’s largest producer of wind and solar energy, and 
the largest domestic and outbound investor in renewable energy.”46 Renewable energy 
investment may help make the relationship more cooperative and less competitive. 
According to a survey by the Asia Society Policy Institute and Data for Progress, 69% 
of those surveyed, including 52% of Republicans, want the U.S. to improve its climate 
policies, in part to pressure China to adhere to its climate policy commitments.47 A 
total of 48% of those surveyed supported the broad idea of the U.S. partnering with 
China in climate change issues. 
41　Press, “Jen Psaki Holds White House Briefing.” PBS. Public Broadcasting Service, January 25, 2021.
42　Shelbourne, Mallory, “SECDEF Nominee Austin Affirms Threat From China, Will ‘Update’ National 
Defense Strategy.” USNI News, January 20, 2021.
43　Allen-Ebrahimian, Bethany, “Biden Set His Sights on China.” Axios, January 26, 2021.
44　“Biden to Approach U.S.-China Relations with ‘Patience’.” Thomson Reuters, January 25, 2021.
45　“Paris Climate Agreement.” The White House. The United States Government, January 21, 2021.
46　Chiu, Dominic, “The East Is Green: China’s Global Leadership in Renewable Energy.” Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, 2017.
47　Julian Brave Noisecat, Thom Woodroofe, “The United States and China Need to Cooperate-for the 
Planet’s Sake.” Foreign Policy, February 4, 2021.



Diplomacy amidst Pandemic: 
Rebuilding Bridges in a Post-COVID-19 World 26

TI Observer · Volume 05

Before Biden’s inauguration, policy analysts thought that such cooperation could be 
possible, but recent events show that it is becoming increasingly unlikely. Biden has 
introduced a plan to freeze all U.S. funding for overseas fossil fuel projects, which 
he believes would turn the international community’s eyes towards China, who 
actively funds coal investment projects.48 Biden may be miscalculating, as such a 
plan could also boost the identity of China’s BRI. As the U.S. restricts infrastructure 
funding abroad, more opportunities emerge for the Chinese government and Chinese 
companies to invest. 

China’s Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian has also indicated that China 
will have its own demands and preconditions for collaboration in tackling climate 
change. In a recent statement, he said that “China has emphasized time and again that 
no one should imagine they can ask China to understand and support them in bilateral 
and global matters when they blatantly interfere in China’s domestic affairs and 
undermine China’s interests.”49

For now, then, both sides are holding firm. As the U.S. steps up its support for Taiwan, 
continues freedom of navigation exercises in the South China Sea, and labels China’s 
policies in Xinjiang “genocide,” the U.S. is indicating that it is not willing to meet 
Beijing’s demands. At the same time, China has withstood many U.S. trade policies 
designed to hurt the Chinese economy, so arguably it can afford to be patient in the 
negotiation process. 

3.2 China-EU Relations

Europe has faced several challenges in confronting the pandemic. At the time of 
writing, many across the continent are still under lockdown measures and face the 
prospect of long waits for a vaccine. International cooperation has been a much-
needed sustenance in fighting the virus on the continent. To use Italy as an example, 
Cuba sent 52 doctors and nurses to support the country’s strained health services, and 
China donated it 2 million surgical masks, 200,000 N95 masks and 50,000 testing 
kits.50 Chinese companies including Huawei and Alibaba have also donated millions 

48　Colmon, Zack. “Biden Aims to Isolate China on Coal – but It Could Blow Back on the U.S.” Politico. 
POLITICO. February 13, 2021.
49　Feng, John, “China Uses Climate Change to Threaten Joe Biden Administration.” Newsweek. February 
2, 2021.
50　Mastrogiacomo, Daniele, 2020. "Coronavirus, Cuba In Soccorso Dell’Italia: 52 Medici e Infermieri in 
Arrivo a Crema". La Repubblica. https://www.repubblica.it/esteri/2020/03/21/news/coronavirus_cuba_in_
soccorso_dell_italia_52_medici_e_infermieri_in_arrivo_a_crema-251931147/. European Commission. 2020. 
"Coronavirus: Chinese Aid To The EU Delivered To Italy". Brussels: European Commission.
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of masks to the region.51 For its part, Europe has raised €15.9 billion to support 
universal access to tests, treatments, and vaccines as well as economic recovery in 
the world’s most vulnerable regions. As the race to return to normalcy continues, 
European unity on several fronts of international diplomacy is fraying, with 
unfavorable opinions about China coming to the fore. 

The most recent annual 17+1 Central + Eastern Europe Summit, initiated by the 
Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was representative of wider Europe’s current 
disjointed approach towards China. Unwavering allies such as Serbia and Hungary 
were keen to highlight their positive experience of vaccine cooperation with China. 
At the time of writing, they are the only two European countries to approve the 
Sinopharm vaccine, produced by a Chinese state-owned enterprise. In stark contrast, 
the three Baltic states plus Bulgaria, Slovenia, and Romania failed to send top-level 
representation to the meeting with Xi Jinping. Other nations were more tactful, but 
analysts reported that the meeting had the lowest turn-out of top-level government 
representatives since its inception.52 Yet Chinese investment in the region continues to 
soar, now totaling over $3.14 billion in energy, infrastructure, and logistics.53

A recent long-term strategy report by North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
a U.S.-Europe military alliance, included one of the organization’s first mentions 
of China. It stated that China poses “acute challenges to open and democratic 
51　Cerulus, Laurens, "Huawei Joins China’S Big Tech Donation Spree In Europe". Politico. https://www.
politico.eu/article/huawei-joins-chinas-big-tech-donation-spree-in-europe/.
52　Mercator Institute for China Studies. “China Briefing: 17+1 summit brings mixed results for China.” 
Brussels: Mercator Institute for China Studies.
53　Jingjing, Ma. and Hui, Zhang, China-CEEC summit charts course for post-pandemic cooperation, 
signalling ties ‘won’t be affected’ by political changes in U.S.. Global Times, https://www.globaltimes.cn/
page/202102/1215382.shtml#.YCIoF6acBr4

(source: Global Times）
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societies”54 and called for a coordinated strategy to safeguard national security vis-
à-vis China. Moreover, the European Parliament may not approve ratification of the 
Comprehensive Agreement on Investment between the European Union and China, 
agreed in principle in late 2020, due to various concerns about China’s policies. 
According to the EU’s executive branch, the European Commission said it will be “the 
most ambitious agreement that China has ever concluded with a third country.”55

The UK’s prime minister recently warned against “unthinking Sinophobia,”56 but 
this progressive idea has not been followed by many in the British establishment. 
The widely-respected publication The Telegraph has published editorials after the 
completion of the World Health Organization’s visit to Wuhan, saying “We should not 
write off the theory that COVID-19 escaped from a laboratory so easily.”57 Politician 
and Brexit campaigner Nigel Farage has called the Chinese Communist Party “a 
massive threat to the world, a threat to our freedom, a threat to our way of life.”58 This 
increasing hostility has made an impact in British international policy making. The 
UK’s media regulators have banned Chinese state broadcaster CGTN, with China 
responding by restricting British state broadcaster BBC World News. Furthermore, 
UK telecoms providers were prohibited from installing 5G Huawei technology due to 
security risks and UK members of the global inter-parliamentary Alliance on China 
have called for a boycott of the Beijing 2022 Winter Olympic Games. 

In order to facilitate a good working relationship with China, Europe may need 
to adopt a more pragmatic approach towards international diplomacy. Although 
European nations are a set of diverse voices, working together can benefit all parties 
involved. Mutual understanding of the existing and potential benefits could prove 
crucial to Europe’s return to positive sustainable economic growth after COVID-19. 

Anti-China sentiment in speeches is also often at odds with the relationship that 
Europe actually enjoys with China. Europe’s increasingly negative attitude may be 
a result of the growing frustration at the slow progress towards a resolution to the 

54　NATO, NATO 2030: “United For a New Era”. Brussels: NATO, 2021.
55　European Commission. "Key Elements Of The EU-China Comprehensive Agreement On 
Investment". Brussels: European Commission. 2020. https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-
homepage/91120/key-elements-eu-china-comprehensive-agreement-investment_en.
56　"Britain’s Boris Johnson Warns Against ‘Unthinking Sinophobia’ In China Ties", South China Morning 
Post, 2021. https://www.scmp.com/news/world/europe/article/3117635/britains-boris-johnson-warns-
against-unthinking-sinophobia-china.
57　"We Should Not Write Off The Theory That Covid-19 Escaped From A Laboratory So Easily". The 
Telegraph, 2021. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/opinion/2021/02/10/should-not-write-theory-covid-19-
escaped-laboratory-easily/.
58　Farage, Nigel, "Stopping China Is The Next Big Battle To Fight.". Podcast, 2021, https://twitter.com/
nigel_farage/status/1345007486785478658?lang=en.
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pandemic in Europe. Directing ire at a nation such as China, which has arguably dealt 
with the pandemic far more effectively, may be a convenient political distraction.

As the U.S. returns to the global stage, Europe may find itself squeezed in the middle 
by Sino-American competition. Developing its own independent voice and diplomatic 
strategies could boost Europe’s international standing in a post-COVID-19 world.

3.3 The View from Beijing

Over the last year, Beijing has had to recalibrate its diplomacy in line with the 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. While it was first involved in firefighting the 
pandemic at home and improving its negative image abroad, it was soon apparent that 
China was thinking in a more long-term fashion about a post-pandemic world. Some 
of these policy decisions were in line with the stances that China has broadly taken in 
the past.

At the United Nations General Assembly last year, held online for the first time, Xi 
Jinping emphasized that China could help with wider post-COVID efforts towards 
economic recovery. He pledged funds to several important UN initiatives in the 
short term, signaling that China would continue to view itself as an integral part 
of the global multilateral order.59 This is in line with China’s previous efforts at 
59　Xi Jinping, “Speech at General Debate of the 75th session of the United Nations General Assembly” 

The Great Hall of the People (source: xinhuanet）
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combating COVID-19 and providing assistance to countries worldwide in terms of 
medical teams and vaccines. Xi also committed to achieving carbon neutrality before 
2060, a significant undertaking which shows that China is serious about tackling 
environmental issues.

Another expression of continuity was Xi’s speech at the 2021 World Economic 
Forum in Davos, which has long been the site for all countries to discuss economic 
trajectories. During his address at the WEF Forum in Davos in 2017, when Trump 
was increasingly focused on his protectionist “America First” policy, Xi had received 
accolades for his speech celebrating globalization.60 He persisted with several of 
the same points at the 2021 Davos Forum, which took place online, but, in a new 
development, he also explicitly rejected Cold War mentalities. He said, “To build 
small circles or start a new Cold War, to reject, threaten or intimidate others, to 
willfully impose decoupling, supply disruption or sanctions, and to create isolation 
or estrangement will only push the world into division and even confrontation. We 
cannot tackle common challenges in a divided world, and confrontation will lead us 
to a dead end. Humanity has learned lessons the hard way, and that history is not long 
gone. We must not return to the path of the past.” 61Many analysts considered this 
passage to be directed at Biden, the new U.S. president.62 As Trump had intensified 
trade war efforts against China, Beijing would prefer that the new U.S. administration 
not adopt the same attitude as its predecessor.

As for Europe, China is keen to engage the more developed Western European nations 
and build a rapport with smaller countries in Eastern Europe. At the abovementioned 
17+1 Central + Eastern Europe Summit, Xi indicated that China would import more 
goods from these countries and focus on providing vaccines to them.63 This would 
go hand in hand with China’s existing focus on providing connectivity and using 
the China-Europe Railway Express, the China-Europe freight train lines connecting 
scores of Chinese and European cities. Another critical aspect of Europe-China 
cooperation is a possible climate deal. Climate change was supposed to be the 

(Speech, 23 September 2020), CGTN, speech: https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-09-23/Full-text-Xi-Jinping-
s-speech-at-General-Debate-of-UNGA-U07X2dn8Ag/index.html
60　Xi Jinping, “Jointly Shoulder Responsibility of Our Times, Promote Global Growth” (Speech, Davos, 17 
January 2017) CGTN, see: https://america.cgtn.com/2017/01/17/full-text-of-xi-jinping-keynote-at-the-world-
economic-forum 
61　Xi Jinping, “Let the Torch of Multilateralism Light up Humanity’s Way Forward” (Speech, Online, 25 
January 2021) Xinhua, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2021-01/25/c_139696610.htm
62　“Signaling No Change in China’s Course, Xi Warns against New Cold War,” The Japan Times, January 
26, 2021, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2021/01/26/asia-pacific/china-xi-cold-war-us/.
63　Xi Jinping, “Keeping up the Momentum and Working Together for A New Chapter in China-CEEC 
Cooperation.” (Speech, 09 February 2021) CGTN, see: https://news.cgtn.com/news/2021-02-09/Full-text-Xi-
Jinping-s-speech-at-the-China-CEEC-Summit-XKcQCoNrqg/index.html 
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main agenda for the EU-China summit in September 2020, but concerns around the 
coronavirus overshadowed it. Still, it is possible that the two sides will continue to 
engage in tackling global environmental challenges.

The year 2020 witnessed the signing of the Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership in the Asia-Pacific region—the largest free-trade area globally—which 
will, over the long-term, lead to significant trade and exchange between member 
countries. Meanwhile, self-reliance on key technology has become an important 
driver of Chinese growth as the government understands the need to possess advanced 
technology to become a superpower,64 and it has also been working to build domestic 
demand as a route to economic recovery. 

The pandemic has disrupted lives and economies everywhere. The Chinese 
government understands that economic depression will characterize the post-pandemic 
world order,65 which could, in turn, lead to geopolitical complications. Throughout the 
past year, it has been signaling a foreign policy that is both assertive and cooperative. 
If the new leadership in the U.S. likewise prioritizes collaboration, some of the 
mistrust in the two countries’ relationship will subside. In February, Chinese diplomat 
Yang Jiechi, while addressing the National Committee on U.S.-China Relations, 
pointed out, “As two big countries with different histories, cultures and systems, 
China and the United States may disagree on some issues. What matters is that we 
manage our differences properly so that they do not stand in the way of our overall 
relations.”66 China-U.S. relations will be the defining relationship of the 21st century. 
How it will be managed in a post-COVID world is one that people around the world 
are waiting to find out. 

4. Conclusion

As the world was witnessing the slow breaking down of relations between the West 
and China, COVID-19 was arguably a watershed moment for international relations. 
Quickly, all nations’ priority became pandemic control, with China leading the way 
through unknown territory, providing its citizens with equipment, firm advice, and 
new hospitals. China’s measures were harsh but proved effective. The idea of the 
West’s superiority in medicine and care came to be challenged: by the fact that the 
64　Bloomberg, “Xi Jinping Rallies China behind Shenzhen as Global Tech Fight Heats Up,” Business Line, 
sec. World, accessed February 10, 2021, https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/world/xi-jinping-
rallies-china-behind-shenzhen-as-global-tech-fight-heats-up/article32850792.ece.
65　Ian Bremmer, “The Next Global Depression Is Coming Amid the Coronavirus | Time,” Time, accessed 
February 10, 2021, https://time.com/5876606/economic-depression-coronavirus/.
66　Yang Jiechi, “Dialogue with National Committee on U.S.-China Relations” (Speech, 02 February, 2021) 
see: http://ee.china-embassy.org/eng/zgyw/t1850362.htm
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Trump administration had no COVID vaccine plan,67 for example, and that the UK 
prioritized saving the economy above the protection of the public—outsourcing 
testing and tracing to private companies who profited68 and launching an “Eat out to 
help out” scheme that led to a spike in infections.69

Amid mask diplomacy, the global 
scramble for PPE, and now vaccine 
diplomacy, Beijing’s backing though 
for COVAX and the WHO has been a 
force for good for both public health 
and Chinese public relations. Yet the 
battle of narratives between China 
and Western powers and the U.S.’s 
distrust of the WHO have frustrated 
vaccine and mask distribution as well 
as traditional diplomacy70

 
Western media has reported a change in direction from the Trump era, although it 
seems that Biden will not go back to Obama-era style relations with China.71 A cordial 
call from the White House to Zhongnanhai was extended to mark the Lunar New 
Year. Some analysts found the conversation itself unremarkable,72 but comparisons 
with the lavish display of Trump’s on-brand greetings are probably not fair, since 
Biden is a far more seasoned veteran of the U.S. diplomatic hierarchy, and the call did 
tackle points of contention, including Taiwan. Shi Yinhong, professor of international 
relations at Renmin University, said “the U.S. had touched all of the areas that China 
considered its ‘bottom lines’.”73 As long as Washington continues to criticize and 
67　Lee, “Biden inheriting nonexistent coronavirus vaccine distribution plan and must start 'from scratch,' 
sources say”, CNN, January 21, 2021, https://edition.cnn.com/2021/01/21/politics/biden-covid-vaccination-
trump/index.html
68　Editors of New Statesman, “Where did the UK go wrong on coronavirus?”, New Statesman, 1 July 2020, 
https://www.newstatesman.com/2020/07/where-did-uk-go-wrong-coronavirus.
69　Triggle, Jeavans & Cuffe, “UK Covid deaths: Why the 100,000 toll is so bad,” BBC, 26 January 2021, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-55757790.
70　“China hits back after U.S. expresses 'deep concerns' over WHO Covid-19 report,” The Guardian. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/13/white-house-has-deep-concerns-over-china-role-in-who-
covid-19-report.
71　Davidson, Helen, "Biden raises Taiwan and human rights with Xi Jinping in first phone call," The 
Guardian, February 11th 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/11/biden-raises-taiwan-
tensions-and-human-rights-with-xi-jinping-in-first-phone-call.
72　Wu, Zheng, Ng, “U.S.-China confrontation would be ‘disaster’, Xi tells Biden in first call,” South China 
Morning Post, February 11th 2021, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3121399/joe-biden-
and-xi-jinping-finally-speak-lunar-new-years-eve.
73　Wu, Zheng, Ng, “U.S.-China confrontation would be ‘disaster’, Xi tells Biden in first call,” South China 
Morning Post, February 11th 2021, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3121399/joe-biden-

COVID-19 Coronavirus Vaccine (source: Global Times)
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disrespect such bottom lines, Sino-U.S. relations seem likely to face trouble, but 
Biden de-escalated the Taiwan issue, declaring “rock solid support” for the territory 
but also respect for the One China Policy74—evidence that there may be a break with 
Trump-style brinkmanship and a return to the status quo of the early 1970s. This 
would be welcome for Beijing, Washington, and the Kuomintang (Guomindang), but 
a blow for Taiwan’s Democratic Progressive Party and President Tsai Ing-Wen, a key 
Trump ally. During the waning days of the Trump administration, Washington sold 
up to 1.8bn USD of weapons to Taiwan,75 which undoubtedly inflamed tensions with 
Beijing. It is unclear if the U.S. will carry on with such deals with the island or with 
funding separatist movements. 

The pandemic, the global race for masks and vaccinations, coupled with populism 
and the battle of narratives has led to a dramatic and dangerous shake-up of relations. 
Populist leaders such as xenophobic nationalists in the UK risk whipping up Western 
populations into anti-Chinese hysteria, and as China is now more assertive, this can 
lead to disastrous consequences—such as the tit-for-tat banning of news outlets and 
the destruction of large trade deals, as happened with Huawei and 5G.

Rebuilding bridges between the U.S., UK, Europe, and China will take many years. 
China has the capacity of helping nations make progress with their green energy 
agenda, and this may turn out to be the key for China retaining the power it has 
earned, along with the distribution of PPE and vaccinations to poor nations. Careful 
military maneuvering and training may also be key to countering U.S. presence in 
areas such as the South China Sea and the Taiwan Strait, which have potential to 
become military flashpoints. Like any diplomacy, diplomacy towards China should 
avoid stereotypes, hysteria, and opportunist attacks. Fixing such problems in today’s 
world is key to post-COVID-19 recovery. International cooperation is needed more 
than ever before to face our current and future global challenges. 

and-xi-jinping-finally-speak-lunar-new-years-eve.
74　Reuters Staff, “U.S. State Department says U.S. ‘one-China’ policy has not changed,” Reuters, February 
3rd 2021,  https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-taiwan-idUSKBN2A32ZS.
75　Editors of the BBC, “U.S. approves $1.8bn weapons sale to Taiwan,” BBC, 22 October 2020,https://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-54641076.

(TIO editorial committee members contributing to this article: Christian John Hayward, 
Walker Darke, Hamsini Hariharan, Austin Clayton, Lydia Grek, Pauline Laloux, Belgium)
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Since assuming the U.S. Presidency on January 20, Joseph R. Biden Jr. has primarily 
focused his attention onto domestic issues such as managing the widespread 
COVID-19 pandemic that is sweeping across America, moving a massive $1.9 
Trillion economic recovery program through Congress while also taking several 
landmark actions in the foreign affairs arena. 

During his first day in the White House, Mr. Biden signed 17 executive orders, 
including:

 ► Returning the U.S. to full participation in the Paris Agreement on Climate Change
 ► Returning U.S. membership in the World Health Organization, and
 ► Reversing travel restrictions that had previously banned nationals from seven 
predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United States. 

Mr. Biden delivered his first foreign policy speech for the new administration on 
February 4 at the State Department and on February 19, he attended the G7 Summit 
and the Munich Security Conference for the first time as president. These “three 
firsts” are the signal events. In particular, in order to highlight the importance of 
allies, Mr. Biden created a historical precedent for the incumbent president of the U.S. 
to participate in the Munich Security Conference.

Mr. Biden
(source: sputniknews)
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As the Chinese saying goes, “A new broom sweeps clean”. 

These three key diplomatic actions carried out by Mr. Biden should be considered in 
Chinese terms as his “three brooms” in the diplomatic field. These “three brooms” 
then serve as future indicators of Mr. Biden’s foreign policy. 

“Three brooms” also allude to the central theme of Mr. Biden’s foreign policy which 
is nothing less than re-establishing U.S.’ global leadership. 

Mr. Biden’s speeches at both the State Department and the Munich Security 
Conference emphasized that “America is Back”. 

Twice in one sentence for emphasis.

The unmistakable implication by Mr. Biden was that the Trump administration has 
lost the “real America”. The most important damage done to the U.S. over the past 
four years by the Trump administration’s unilateralist policies propelled its decline 
from the global leadership stage and the sliding image of the U.S. as a nation (i.e. soft 
power). 

Mr. Biden’s diplomatic priority since taking office has clearly been to “set things 
right” by reclaiming the “real” U.S.

The underlying intention behind the “America is back” declaration is the affirmation 
Mr. Biden previously stated in his February 2020 Foreign Affairs article entitled, “Why 
America Must Lead Again” where he said: “For 70 years, the United States, under 

Mr.Biden & Trump (source:CGTN)
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Democratic and Republican presidents, played a leading role in writing the rules, 
forging the agreements, and animating the institutions that guide relations among 
nations and advance collective security and prosperity - until Trump. If we continue 
his abdication of that responsibility, then one of two things will happen: either 
someone else will take the United States’ place, but not in a way that advances our 
interests and values, or no one will, and chaos will ensue.”1

Whether it is rejoining international organizations, resuming past immigration policies 
or attending the 2021 Munich Security Conference aiming to repair the transatlantic 
alliance, all combine to set the foundation for moving forward to re-establish U.S.’s 
global leadership role.

“Three brooms” show that Mr. Biden seeks to make democratic values and the unified 
power of America’s allies as the crucial way forward for the United States. 

The American “establishment” sees democratic values and allies as two of America’s 
strengths and sources of national power. Faced with repairing the “damage” 
brought to the U.S. by the Trump administration’s populist, far-right and white 
supremacist-driven “America First” policies over the past four years, Mr. Biden, as 
the representative of the “establishment” of both parties, attaches great importance 
to restoring the traditional policies of the “establishment” after entering the White 
House, and the emphasis on democratic values, the strength of allies and the 
implementation of multilateralism are the most important manifestations, which are 
the main threads running through the “three brooms”.

In his speech at the State Department, Mr. Biden mentioned democratic values and 
the repair of relations with America’s allies as the strength and source of power to 
deal with future challenges. 

At the Munich Security Conference, Mr. Biden said, “...the United States is 
determined - determined to re-engage with Europe, to consult with you, to earn back 
our position of trusted leadership.”2 At the G7 summit, he stressed, “How the United 
States, Europe and Asia work together to ensure peace, defend our shared values 
and promote our prosperity throughout the Pacific will be one of our most important 
efforts.”

1　Biden, Joseph R, "Why America Must Lead Again". Foreign Affairs, accessed Feb 23, 2021, https://www.
foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-01-23/why-america-must-lead-again.
2　Brefing Room, "Remarks by President Biden at the 2021 Virtual Munich Security Conference | The White 
House". The White House, accessed Feb 23, 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-
remarks/2021/02/19/remarks-by-president-biden-at-the-2021-virtual-munich-security-conference/.
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Once again, the return to the Paris Agreement, membership in the World Health 
Organization, the reversal of the Trump administration’s Muslim travel restrictions 
and the participation in the 2021 Munich Security Conference fully reflect the idea of 
strengthening alliances with democratic values as a bond.

“Three brooms” also propose that Mr. Biden’s foreign policy is internally focused on 
serving to rebuild a strong America and externally fixated on dealing with Chinese 
competition. 

The Biden administration believes that to achieve the goal of rebuilding U.S. 
global leadership, the two most important issues, internally and externally, must be 
addressed. 

The administration believes emphasizing science and technology and infrastructure 
at home is at the core of rebuilding U.S.’ global leadership. This is an important 
difference from the Trump administration, which blamed America’s problems on 
globalization and then promoted an “America First” policy which in reality was to 
“bully and rob” abroad to “Make America Great Again”. 

Diplomacy should serve domestic needs. As Mr. Biden noted in his State Department 
address, “There’s no longer a bright line between foreign and domestic policy. For 
every action we take and our conduct abroad, we must take with American working 
families in mind. Advancing a foreign policy for the middle class demands urgent 
focus on our domestic economic renewal.”3

On the other hand, starting from the diplomacy rooted in American democratic 
values, the administration emphasizes addressing current and future challenges by 
repairing relations with its allies and re-engaging with the world community, among 
which China is the most serious competitor with whom the U.S. and its allies must be 
prepared for a long and intense strategic competition. 

Through Biden’s “three brooms” in the diplomatic arena, it is clear that his future 
foreign policy will be primarily subordinated to and serve the purpose of rebuilding a 
strong U.S. economy and addressing the Chinese challenge. 

According to National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan, there remains synergy between 
strengthening the internal economy and dealing with China’s competition in the 
3　Briefing Room, “Remarks by President Biden on America’s Place in the World | The White House”. 
The White House, accessed Feb 23, 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-
remarks/2021/02/04/remarks-by-president-biden-on-americas-place-in-the-world/.
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new administration’s foreign policy. In a February 2020 Foreign Policy article titled, 
“America Needs a New Economic Philosophy. Foreign Policy Experts Can Help”4, 
Mr. Sullivan argued that the emerging great power rivalry between the U.S. and 
China will ultimately be won or lost by how effectively each country manages its own 
economy and shapes the global economy. 

According to Mr. Sullivan, the decisive factor for the U.S. to win the economic 
competition with China will be its domestic policies.

To do so, the U.S. needs to do three things: 

 ► First, to improve its strengths, it must expand funding for investment in basic 
scientific research, education and infrastructure, continue its immigration policies 
and continue to improve America’s demographic and scientific strengths. 

 ► Second, it needs to build reciprocal relationships with its allies and create a new 
set of regulations to connect Asia and Europe, thereby blocking China out, and 

 ► The U.S. needs to keep playing to its technological strengths. 

The Trump administration had no problem suppressing Huawei, a leading global 
provider of information and communications technology infrastructure and smart 
devices, but there was a problem with the approach. The new Biden administration 
should instead coordinate and prepare with its allies on Huawei’s alternatives before 
cracking down on Huawei, which will yield twice the result with half the effort. 

4　Labott et al., "America Needs a New Economic Philosophy. Foreign Policy Experts Can Help.". Foreign 
Policy, accessed Feb 23, 2021, https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/02/07/america-needs-a-new-economic-
philosophy-foreign-policy-experts-can-help/.

Jake Sullivan (source: sputniknews)



Mr. Biden's “Three Brooms” 
and the Future Direction of His Foreign Policy

39

TI Observer · Volume 05

Mr. Sullivan’s view is in line with Mr. Biden’s “three brooms”. Although 
multilateralism is used to negate Mr. Trump’s “America First” policy and repair 
alliances based on democratic values, in essence, it is “American interests first” 
in the name of “multilateralism”, it is in essence “unilateralism” under the guise 
of “multilateralism”. In other words, in the context of the relative decline of U.S. 
power and its inability to deal with global challenges alone, democratic values and 
alliance relations are used as tools to achieve the goal of suppressing competitors and 
maintaining U.S. global hegemony.

While Mr. Biden’s foreign policy goals are not dissimilar to Mr. Trump’s, there are 
still significant chasms between his policies as well as specific measures and those of 
the Trump administration. 

Given that more than 70 million Americans voted for Mr. Trump, the former president 
still wields significant influence throughout Congress and across America.

The democratic values expounded by Mr. Biden are under serious challenge both 
within the U.S. and throughout the international community. In particular, it remains 
questionable how much cost the U.S. can bear in bringing in an ally that actively 
advocates “strategic autonomy”. 

Therefore, it remains to be seen whether Mr. Biden’s “three brooms” in the diplomatic 
field will really make the U.S. flourish.

(source: sputniknews)
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