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MASK DIPLOMACY

Prof. Dr. Barış ÖZDAL1

Coronavirus (Covid-19) epidemic, which started in Wuhan, China in December 2019 was defined as a pandemic 
shortly after its outbreak by the World Health Organization (WHO); and has taken world by the storm. As of 
April 4, 2020, the total number of cases has exceeded 1 million and the number of people who lost their lives 
has exceeded 60.000.

During the process in which Coronavirus ep-
idemic affecting all actors of the international 
system, the sharing of medical aid materials 
with other states has come to the fore and 
emerged as a new type of diplomacy. Whilst a 
number of states including Turkey are sending 
medical aid supplies to Spain and Italy that have 
become the new epicenters of the Coronavirus 
pandemic, the EU’s failure to provide (or be able 
to provide) aid at the first stage opened itself to 
criticisms. Based on these criticisms, the Pres-
ident of the European Commission, Ursula von 
der Leyen wrote an article in La Repubblica, an 
Italian newspaper on April 1, admitting that they 
failed to provide solidarity to Italy early on and 
apologized for that. 

The concept of Mask Diplomacy was first used 
in the article titled “Mask diplomacy: How coro-

navirus upended generations of China-Japan antagonism” written by Cheng Li and Ryan McElveen on March 
11, 2020, and published in the Brookings; which concentrated on the medical assistance made to China by 
Japan. The core element emphasized in this article is that Mask Diplomacy can overturn the historically rooted 
hostilities between China and Japan in a short span of time, setting an important example for the possibility 
that both countries could seek for mutual solutions to regional crises. In this context, if the relations between 
China and Japan can get better that rapidly, it then can be possible to overhaul many relations which had been 
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defeated by worldwide enmities.2

The first development that led to the use of the concept of Mask 
Diplomacy by Western public opinion was the aid provided by 
China soon after the  epidemic was taken under control to the 
states in need.

China did not have a direct impact on these aids in the first place. 
Whilst the state of China officially did not send large quantities 
of aid until mid-March, this role was taken upon by China-based 
multinational companies and non-governmental organizations. 
To illustrate, Jack Ma, the founder of the world-famous shopping 
company, Alibaba, sent 1 million masks to Japan and South Ko-
rea, and then announced that he donated 1.8 million masks and 
100 thousand virus detection kits to European countries.

The incident that accelerated the delivery of the medical aid 
supplies by China to combat with the Coronavirus epidemic was 
the use of the term “Chinese Virus” by the US President Donald 
Trump on his Twitter account on March 17 and his accusation 
against China for not bringing the world up to speed about the 
virus. Trump did not hesitate to emphasize this term in every 
speech he made after his first tweet; and has transformed per-
ceptions on China into a critical form.

In other words, with these statements of Trump, China has lost 
a great deal of reputation and suddenly has become a target of 
all criticisms. Nonetheless, the bringing of the epidemic under 
control at the national level has provided opportunity for China; 
as  the Beijing administration started to send masks, personal 
protection equipment, medical aid materials and medical staff to 
many states including Italy, Spain, Iraq, Iran, Cambodia, Philip-
pines, Czech, Slovakia, Hungary, Poland and Serbia.

What does China aim with Mask Diplomacy?

China’s first goal is to improve its global negative image that 
emerged at the earlier stages of the Coronavirus epidemic; 
and gain the hearts and minds particularly of the Western Eu-
ropean people. This change of image can undoubtedly amend 
the pre-epidemic perception that some Chinese goods are low 
quality. Besides, it is also foreseen that China’s share in the 
medical equipment market both during and after the epidemic 
will increase.

The second goal is to change decision makers’ view on China 
rather than real persons. As it is known, China’s strategies with-
in the scope of Belt and Road project and its financial supports 
to various states often aroused suspicion. On the other hand, 
Mask Diplomacy can undoubtedly reinforce the credibility and 
presence of pro-Chinese groups in many countries and European 
states.

The third goal is to show that China is an effective global power 
that can play a crucial role in crises affecting the international 
system. As it is known, it has been long debated whether China 
has been a superpower rival to the USA for a long time.

2 For the full text of the article, see; https://www.brookings.edu/blog/
order-from-chaos/2020/03/09/mask-diplomacy-how-coronavirus-u-
pended-generations-of-china-japan-antagonism/ (Date of Access: 
01.04.2020)
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Today, in the context of combating with the Coronavirus epidemic, China wants to create a perception that 
it is a responsible actor who can supply aid during the crisis, as it was the case with the Marshall Plan put 
forward by the USA in 1948. Even so, the comparison of the USA’s policies aimed to prevent events leading 
up to the World War II with China’s policies as a state that kept the epidemic under wraps for nearly one and 
a half months, and that failed to internationally cooperate, concisely making it as the main cause of the crisis 
creates a sort of dilemma.

Although Josep Borrell, the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, defined 
China’s supply of medical aid to mainly European states and all others seeking for support, as “generosity 
policy”, it is a fact that through Mask Diplomacy Beijing follows a strategy that increases its soft power.

Only time will tell us exactly what China is aiming for by using “Mask Diplomacy” as a foreign policy tool. For 
as much as the example of “Panda Diplomacy” followed successfully by China for a long period of time re-
mains as a reference data in the minds of diplomatic historians.

Another fact that should be emphasized in this context is that actors who believe in the common good of hu-
manity and take responsibility in global crises have a great influence on the transformation processes of the 
international system. Undoubtedly, this phenomenon will help us whilst analyzing China’s strategy.




