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1. Introduction	
	
If	you	ask	Asians,	China	is	now	considered	the	most	influential	economic	power	in	the	region.	
Since	 the	 1980s,	 China’s	 economy	 has	 been	 growing	 at	 a	 spectacular	 average	 rate	 of	 10	
percent	every	year.	Asia	benefitted	too	from	this	growth,	with	China	serving	as	one	of	the	
biggest	markets	for	the	region’s	exports.	But	Asians	also	consider	China’s	growing	economic	
influence	 as	 one	 of	 the	 most	 pressing	 security	 concerns	 in	 the	 region.	 The	 Chinese	
government’s	behavior	in	the	South	China	Sea	is	one	of	the	most	obvious	reasons.	Despite	
unanimous	international	condemnation	and	with	total	disregard	with	competing	sovereign	
claims	of	neighboring	states,	it	continues	to	build	military	and	industrial	outposts	on	islands	
it	reclaimed	in	disputed	waters.	The	Chinese	government	has	completely	militarized	some	
of	 the	 contested	 island-territories	 including	Woody	 Island	where	 it	 has	 deployed	 cruise	
missiles	and	even	fighter	jets.		
	
So	 along	 with	 China’s	 economic	 growth	 is	 a	 marked	 increase	 in	 government	 resources	
dedicated	to	its	military	operations.	The	People’s	Republic	of	China	(PRC)	is	now	the	largest	
military	spender	in	Asia,	and	second	only	to	the	United	States	in	the	world1.	With	a	military	
budget	of	more	than	USD	240B	in	2019,	its	spending	is	now	almost	four	times	bigger	than	
that	of	 the	next	 largest	 spender	 in	 the	region	 (India)	and	 infinitely	bigger	 than	any	of	 its	
immediate	neighbors2.	The	growth	in	military	spending	has	translated	into	a	more	assertive	
and	confrontational	Chinese	military	demonstrating	its	enhanced	defense	capability	in	major	
flashpoint	areas	in	the	region	including	the	South	China	Sea	and	Taiwan	Strait.	Arguably,	the	
intentions	may	not	be	necessarily	hostile.	But	the	flagrant	display	of	unevenly	strong	security	
capability	has	made	many	Asian	states	insecure	about	China’s	military	might.	
	
China’s	security	threat	to	its	neighbors	is	neither	just	about	its	military	might	nor	economic	
prowess.	If	we	broaden	our	conception	of	security	to	include	non-traditional	security	issues	
such	as	climate	change,	infectious	diseases,	and	even	human	rights,	we	recognize	that	Asian	
insecurity	towards	China	go	beyond	military	and	related	geostrategic	considerations.	The	
best	 example	 is	 the	 currently	 raging	COVID-19	pandemic	which	has	 caught	 the	world	by	
surprise	 and	 caused	 countless	 deaths,	 widespread	 insecurities,	 and	 unprecedented	
disruptions	in	our	way	of	life.	The	consequences	of	a	virus	outbreak	would	not	have	this	been	
catastrophic,	 especially	 for	 China’s	 neighbors	 in	 the	 region,	 if	 not	 for	 the	 Chinese	
government’s	irresponsible	actions.	In	the	early	days	of	the	outbreak—	when	transparency	
and	cooperation	is	so	crucial	to	preventing	a	pandemic—	
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CCP	officials	concealed	information	about	the	nature	of	the	virus	and	the	health	workers	who	
did	 so	 were	 silenced	 and	 repressed.	 Without	 any	 changes	 in	 China’s	 unaccountable	
governance	of	public	health	emergencies,	a	pandemic	of	the	scale	of	COVID-19	is	just	waiting	
to	happen	again—	and	with	equally	debilitating	impacts	for	the	people	of	Asia.	
	
This	 chapter	 seeks	 to	map	 the	 implications	of	 China’s	 rising	 status	 to	 the	 security	 of	 the	
people	of	Asia.	Much	has	been	said	about	the	rise	of	China	from	the	perspective	of	“great	
power	competition.”	Many	analysts	have	devoted	 their	attention	 to	studying	how	China’s	
entry	to	great	power	status	may	affect	the	dominance	of	US	and	its	key	allies	in	the	Indo-
Pacific.	What	 has	 been	 sidelined,	 and	worryingly	 so,	 are	 conversations	 on	 how	 and	why	
China’s	strategic	ambitions	is	primarily	a	threat	to	Asia’s	security—	both	in	traditional	and	
non-traditional	 areas.	 China’s	proximate	 land	and	near	 seas	neighbors	 in	Asia	have	been	
bearing	 the	 immediate	 burden	 of	 insecurity	 from	 its	 military	 ambitions	 and	 autocratic	
governance.	Rather	than	privileging	US	dominance	or	Western	interests,	this	chapter	adopts	
the	gaze	of	 the	 small	 and	middle	power	 states	of	Asia	 in	discussing	 the	 implications	and	
challenges	of	a	stronger	and	aggressive	PRC	on	the	region’s	human	security.	Whether	the	
accelerated	 military	 expansion	 or	 withdrawing	 information	 from	 the	 international	
community	in	times	of	virus	outbreaks,	the	shared	implication	of	these	actions	of	the	Chinese	
government	is	a	greater	sense	of	insecurity	among	Asian	states.	
	
The	 discussion	 in	 this	 chapter	 is	 divided	 into	 three	 sections.	 	 The	 first	 section	maps	 the	
‘nationalist	 turn’	 in	 China’s	 global	 ambitions	 and	 its	 consequent	 effects	 to	 how	 the	 PRC	
maltreats	its	neighbors	in	the	region.	In	the	second	section,	the	chapter	focuses	on	Chinese	
military	behavior	in	the	South	China	and	East	China	Sea	to	demonstrate	how	and	why	China	
is	 a	 traditional	 security	 threat	 to	 Asia.	 And	 finally,	 the	 last	 chapter	 shows	 how	 the	 CCP	
mishandled	the	early	days	of	the	COVID19	in	the	province	of	Hubei	and	how	their	autocratic	
leadership	made	its	neighbors	in	Asia	less	prepared	than	they	could	have	been	against	the	
spread	of	 a	deadly	virus.	All	 these	discussions	point	 to	 the	 grim	 reality	 that	 the	 growing	
influence	of	China	have	been	contributing	to	the	rising	insecurity	in	Asia.		
	
2. The	‘nationalist	turn’	in	China’s	global	ambitions	
	
A	decade	ago,	the	Chinese	government	have	framed	its	global	ambitions	in	terms	of	‘China’s	
peaceful	rise’3.	Under	Hu	Jintao,	China	sought	to	convince	its	neighbors	and	the	world	that	
its	growing	economic	and	military	power	does	not	 seek	 to	upset	prevailing	 international	
peace	and	security.	A	response	to	the	supposed	malicious	 ‘China	threat	 theory’,	 it	recasts	
China	as	a	nonthreatening	global	power	which	rise	is	premised	on	the	use	of	non-aggressive	
soft	power	as	well	as	maintaining	good	relations	with	its	neighbors.	The	Chinese	Communist	
Party	(CCP)	even	revised	this	doctrine	to	‘China’s	peaceful	development’	on	the	basis	that	
the	use	of	the	term	‘rise’	may	be	wrongly	interpreted	as	threatening4.	But	the	recent	changes	
in	 the	 CCP	 leadership	 have	marginalized	 the	multilateralists	 and	 globalists	 in	 its	 foreign	
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policy	 community5.	 Under	 President	 Xi	 Jinping,	 there	 is	 a	 marked	 shift	 towards	 a	 more	
ambitious	role	of	the	Chinese	government	in	the	world.		
	
In	the	recent	years,	Asian	states	and	the	rest	of	the	world	have	noticed	a	more	assertive	and	
confrontational	presence	of	China	 in	 the	 global	 stage.	 	 Called	 the	 ‘China	Dream’,	 China	 is	
seeking	its	‘great	rejuvenation’	through	restoring	its	rightful	place	in	the	world6.		This	means	
using	 its	 economic	 and	 military	 musculature	 to	 pursue	 its	 so-called	 ‘core	 nationalist	
interests’	 including	 national	 reunification	 with	 Taiwan	 and	 gaining	 sovereign	 control	 of	
disputed	territories	in	East	China	Sea	and	South	China	Sea.	As	many	observers	have	noted,	
this	 ‘China	 Dream’	 doctrine	 represents	 an	 alarming	 ‘nationalist	 turn’	 in	 China’s	 foreign	
policy7.	The	nationalist	narrative	that	past	powers,	especially	the	West	and	its	allies	in	Asia,	
have	humiliated	China	by	unjustly	dividing	and	taking	advantage	of	 its	 territory	 fuels	 the	
dangerous	and	strident	global	ambition	of	the	Chinese	government8.	
	
Along	with	a	more	proactive	approach	to	international	diplomacy	and	expansion	of	foreign	
aid	and	overseas	investments	in	Asia	and	the	rest	of	the	world	is	the	marked	acceleration	in	
the	build-up	of	the	Chinese	military9.	With	Xi	leading	the	Central	Military	Commission,	the	
People’s	Liberation	Army	have	undergone	significant	structural	reforms	to	make	it	a	“world-
class	force”	capable	of	“fighting	and	winning”	global	wars	in	the	coming	decades10.	But	in	the	
last	two	decades	alone,	the	People’s	Liberation	Army	(PLA)	have	already	rapidly	modernized	
and	strengthened	 its	capabilities	not	only	 to	counter	any	 intervention	 in	 its	 territory	and	
periphery	but	to	also	project	its	power	regionally	and	globally.	With	a	total	force	of	more	
than	two	million	regular	personnel,	PLA’s	capabilities	have	already	achieved	“parity	with”	or	
“even	exceeded”	the	United	States	(US)	in	several	key	military	modernization	areas	including	
“shipbuilding”,	 “land-based	conventional	ballistic	and	cruise	missiles”,	and	“integrated	air	
defense	systems”11.	Presently,	the	PLA	Army	is	the	world’s	largest	standing	ground	force,	the	
PLA	Navy	the	largest	navy	in	the	world,	and	the	PLA	Air	Force	the	largest	in	the	region	and	
third	largest	in	the	world12.	
	
As	 expected,	 the	 ambition	 to	 reclaim	 control	 of	 Taiwan	 is	 a	 significant	 driver	 of	 Chinese	
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military	modernization	and	reform.	Xi	government’s	2019	defense	white	paper	revealed	an	
even	 more	 aggressive	 approach	 to	 the	 Taiwan	 conflict:	 it	 claimed	 that	 the	 PLA	 would	
“resolutely	defeat	anyone	attempting	to	separate	Taiwan	from	China”13.	Beside	the	Taiwan	
issue,	China’s	modernized	armed	forces	has	also	taken	a	more	active	role	in	advancing	CCP’s	
nationalist	foreign	policy	and	consequent	global	ambitions.	It	opened	its	first	overseas	base	
in	 Djibouti	 in	 2017	 and	 there	 are	 constant	 rumors	 that	 another	 one	 is	 forthcoming	 in	
Cambodia.	More	importantly,	observers	have	also	noted	how	the	military	have	increasingly	
marginalized	 even	 the	 Chinese	 Ministry	 of	 Foreign	 Affairs	 in	 the	 country’s	 foreign	
policymaking	 despite	 growing	 diplomacy	 troubles14.	 This	 strategic	 alignment	 in	 the	
country’s	 foreign	 and	 defense	 policies	 is	 a	 significant	 departure	 to	 PRC’s	 longstanding	
practice.	And	the	shift	in	the	practice,	as	the	consequence	of	a	‘nationalist	turn’	in	its	foreign	
policy	and	ambitions,	is	most	apparent	in	the	Chinese	military’s	provocative	actions	in	the	
South	China	Sea—	provocative	actions	which	have	become	worryingly	regular	by	now.	
	
Our	seas	under	siege:	Nationalist	China	as	a	traditional	security	threat	
		
A	 credible	 security	 threat	 stems	 from	 a	 combination	 of	 having	 hostile	 intentions	 and	
possessing	significant	capabilities	to	fulfill	belligerent	aims.	For	the	most	part	of	the	modern	
period,	 China	 have	 been	 seen	 by	 its	 neighbors	 as	 having	 hostile	 intentions	 against	 its	
neighbor—	its	past	actions	reflect	a	desire	to	challenge	their	territorial	integrity	and	national	
sovereignty.	During	the	long	Cold	War	period	in	Asia,	PRC	is	known	to	directly	and	indirectly	
aid	communist	movements	seeking	to	overthrow	the	governments	in	Indonesia,	Thailand,	
Malaysia,	 Singapore,	 and	 the	 Philippines.	 China	 also	 played	 a	 major	 role	 in	 the	 military	
victory	of	North	Korea	against	South	Korea	but	also	in	the	failed	coup	against	Kim	Il	Sung’s	
leadership15.	The	Sino-Indian	War	of	1962	traumatized	Indian	bureaucrats	 for	dismissing	
their	giant	neighbor	and	have	since	then	considered	China	as	a	Béte	Jaune16.	In	the	recent	
years,	 this	historical	hostile	 intentions	have	been	 coupled	with	marked	 improvements	 in	
China’s	 security	 capabilities—	 making	 the	 security	 threat	 even	 more	 considerable	 and	
credible	than	ever.		
	
This	is	most	apparent	in	how	China	has	increasingly	been	aggressive	and	confrontational	in	
key	 trouble	 spots	 in	 Asia	 especially	 the	 East	 China	 and	 South	 China	 Sea.	 An	 area	 that	 is	
potentially	rich	in	hydrocarbons	and	natural	gas,	and	more	importantly,	through	which	most	
of	the	global	trade	flows,	PRC’s	enhanced	military	capabilities	have	enabled	it	to	establish	
strong	presence,	and	in	some	areas	even	militarized	control,	of	the	shared	seas.	These	actions	
by	China	in	the	recent	years	is	at	the	risk	of	dangerously	upsetting	the	fragile	status	quo	in	
the	 contested	 waters,	 with	 unimaginably	 disastrous	 implications	 for	 regional	 peace	 and	
security	in	Asia.			
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The	‘nationalist’	turn	in	China’s	global	ambitions	is	manifested	in	PRC’s	zealous	claim	to	most	
of	the	South	China	Sea	as	its	sovereign	territory,	as	part	of	the	questionable	“nine-dash	line”.	
This	claim	dramatically	extends	China’s	territory	and	encroaches	on	the	200-mile	exclusive	
economic	zones	 (EEZ)	of	 its	neighbors	 Indonesia,	Malaysia,	 the	Philippines,	and	Vietnam.	
More	worrying	is	also	the	increasing	use	of	CCP	officials	to	refer	to	the	territories	in	the	South	
China	Sea	as	part	of	the	country’s	“core	interest”—	a	clear	expansion	of	the	term	from	what	
used	to	be	only	in	reference	to	Taiwan,	Tibet,	and	Xinjiang17.	For	more	than	a	decade	now,	
PRC	has	also	used	force	and	threatened	to	escalate	its	use	against	non-China	activities	in	the	
South	 China	 Sea	 including	 even	 innocent	 fishing	 by	 nationals	 from	 the	 other	 claimant	
countries.	China	has	repeatedly	used	its	well-resourced	coast	guard	and	armed	fishing	fleet	
and	militias	trained	by	the	world’s	powerful	PLA	Navy	to	bully	the	weaker	maritime	forces	
of	 its	neighbors	and	 impose	unilateral	control	of	 the	contested	areas.	Since	2010,	China’s	
coast	guard	has	protested,	warned,	harassed,	boarded	without	permission,	rammed,	sank,	
and	fired	on	several	Indonesian,	Filipino,	Malaysian,	and	Vietnamese	fishing	boats	and	other	
marine	vessels—	and	these	assertions	have	been	consistently	growing	over	the	years18.	Most	
of	the	victims	in	these	maritime	incidents	are	ordinary	fishers.	
	
In	addition,	PRC	has	also	increased	efforts	to	construct	artificial	islands	in	the	South	China	
Sea.	 In	 these	artificial	 islands,	China	has	built	ports,	military	outposts,	and	even	airstrips.	
There	are	now	PLA	Navy	and	Air	Force	units	and	equipment-	including	fighter	jets,	cruise	
missiles,	 and	 surveillance	 technologies-	 in	 some	 of	 the	 contested	 islands	 in	 what	 is	
considered	 international	waters.	 As	 a	 result,	 the	 Chinese	military	 has	 effectively	 blocked	
Vietnam	 and	 the	 Philippines	 from	 their	 own	 EEZs	 in	 the	 South	 China	 Sea	 including	 the	
Paracel	Islands,	Scarborough	Shoal,	and	Spratly	Islands.	Even	the	US	freedom	of	navigation	
operations	 have	 found	 it	 difficult	 to	 access	 the	 area.	 These	 actions	 by	 the	 Chinese	
government	are	in	clear	violation	of	international	norms	and	laws	most	especially	the	UN	
Convention	 for	 the	Law	of	 the	Sea	(UNCLOS)	which	guarantees	right	of	 innocent	passage	
even	 through	 territorial	 seas	 of	 states	 and	 prohibits	 limiting	 of	 navigation	 or	 exercising	
territorial	control	of	international	waters.	
	
Although	 less	 intense,	 the	 situation	 in	 East	 China	 Sea	 is	 no	 better.	 In	 particular,	 China’s,	
Japan’s,	and	Taiwan’s	rival	claims	of	sovereign	ownership	of	the	Senkaku/Diaoyu/Diaoyutai	
islands	is	a	cause	of	grave	concern.	While	Japan	have	been	in	control	of	the	islands	for	the	
most	 part	 of	 the	 past	 century,	 both	 China	 and	 Taiwan	 have	 asserted	 its	 claims	 over	 the	
territory	since	the	1970s	when	the	US	returned	control	of	the	area	to	the	Japanese.	Although	
neither	 Beijing	 nor	 Taipei	 have	 failed	 to	 take	 control	 from	 Tokyo	 over	 the	 disputed	
Senkaku/Diaoyu/Diaoyutai	islands,	there	is	a	dramatic	increase	in	military	and	paramilitary	
activities	 from	 all	 sides	 in	 the	 area.	 This	 was	 a	 result	 of	 the	 2012	 move	 of	 the	 Tokyo	
government	to	nationalize	the	islands	which	was	previously	privately	owned	by	its	citizens.	
The	result	is	an	aggressive	posturing	from	all	sides,	most	especially	China.	On	the	one	hand,	
operations	of	PRC	aircrafts	and	coast	guards	in	the	area	have	dramatically	increased.	On	the	
other	hand,	Taiwanese	government	ships	have	also	shoot	water	cannons	at	Japanese	patrol	
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ships	in	the	past	although	assertive	behavior	on	the	part	of	Taiwan	remain	substantively	and	
quantitatively	 less	 than	 China’s19.	 Both	 these	 operations	 have	 been	 met	 with	 a	 parallel	
increase	 in	 Japanese	 military	 activities	 in	 the	 area20.	 Japan’s	 Ministry	 of	 Defense	 have	
consistently	sent	its	jets	to	respond	to	air	incursions	of	non-Japanese	aircrafts	and	it	has	also	
built	military	new	military	bases	on	nearby	islands21.	Such	displays	of	hostile	intentions	and	
military	capabilities	especially	by	the	Chinese	and	Japanese	on	a	disputed	territory,	which	
appeals	 strongly	 to	 their	 respective	 nationalist	 constituencies	 at	 home,	 are	 prone	 to	
miscalculations	that	may	lead	to	unintended	escalation	of	hostilities	that	would	spill	over	to	
the	entire	region.	
	
3. Our	health	at	risk:	Nationalist	China	as	a	non-traditional	security	threat	
	
China	is	also	front	and	center	as	source	of	nontraditional	security	threats	to	Asia.	The	COVID-
19	pandemic	is	one	of	the	most	significant	contemporary	threats	to	the	human	security	of	
Asians.	As	United	Nations	Secretary	General	António	Guterres	claimed,	the	pandemic	is	“the	
gravest	 test	 since	 the	 founding	 of	 the	 UN”—	 posing	 significant	 risks	 of	 upsetting	
international	peace	and	security	and	of	increasing	social	unrest	and	violence	especially	in	
the	Global	South22.	Since	the	discovery	of	the	virus	in	Wuhan,	China	in	December	2019,	it	has	
infected	more	than	200	million	people	and	killed	almost	three	million	people	worldwide23.	
The	virus	outbreak	also	caused	unimaginable	suffering,	akin	to	a	slow-moving	disaster,	for	
millions	and	millions	of	people	who	had	their	 incomes	reduced	or	 their	 jobs	gone	due	 to	
economic	shutdowns.	The	International	Labour	Organization	estimates	that	COVID-19	has	
cost	ordinary	workers	globally	as	much	as	US$	3.7	trillion24.		
	
But	the	world	is	still	in	the	dark	as	to	how	to	prevent	a	new	pandemic	from	developing	again	
given	China’s	refusal	to	cooperate	which	only	allowed	the	investigation	by	the	World	Health	
Organization	already	a	year	after	the	start	of	the	COVID-19	outbreak25.	And	many	experts	
argue	 that	 there	 are	 reasons	 to	 believe	 that	 the	 pandemic	 would	 not	 have	 been	 this	
catastrophic—	 in	 terms	 of	 lives	 and	 opportunities	 lost—	 if	 the	 CCP	 had	 been	 more	
transparent	 and	 cooperative	 with	 global	 health	 authorities	 as	 well	 as	 respectful	 of	
international	 health	 regulations26.	 The	 pandemic	 revealed	 that	 what	 the	 PRC	 does	
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domestically	 in	 cases	 of	 virus	 outbreaks,	 and	 how	 it	 relates	 to	 international	 norms	 of	
cooperation,	pose	a	significant	threat	to	Asia’s	security.	
	
The	PRC	has	withheld	information	from	the	international	community,	especially	at	a	time	
when	 it	was	crucial	 to	controlling	the	spread	of	 the	virus	within	 its	borders	and	globally.	
China’s	first	case	of	COVID-19	appeared	in	Hubei	province	on	mid-November	of	201927.	By	
mid-December	of	2019,	with	doctors	and	nurses	also	getting	the	disease,	CCP	officials	were	
already	 aware	 that	 human-to-human	 transmission	 of	 the	 virus	 is	 possible.	 As	 should	 be,	
Chinese	doctors	around	this	period	have	tried	to	sound	the	alarm	by	alerting	their	fellow	
health	workers	inside	and	outside	China	but	the	government’s	response	is	to	silence	them.	
By	mid-January	2020,	China	have	been	misinforming	their	own	citizens	and	the	rest	of	the	
world	by	downplaying	the	human	transmissibility	of	the	virus.	Both	the	WHO	and	China’s	
Center	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention	advised	the	public	that	“that	Chinese	authorities	
have	found	no	clear	evidence	of	human-to-human	transmission”28—	information	that	CCP	
officials	knew	to	be	false.	The	consequences	of	coverups	and	misinformation	was	deadly:	a	
research	argues	that	initial	the	COVID-19	cases	might	have	been	reduced	by	almost	95%	if	
Beijing	acted	otherwise29.	
	
The	Chinese	health	workers	who	have	tried	to	share	timely	information	to	the	public	met	
repression	from	the	CCP-led	government.	This	includes	Dr.	Lei	Weinlang	who	sent	private	
WeChat	messages	as	early	as	December	2019	to	warn	other	doctors	of	a	highly	infectious,	
human	 transmissible,	 and	 pneumonia-like	 disease30.	 Days	 later,	 he	 was	 called	 in	 for	
questioning	by	the	Public	Security	Bureau	and	was	forced	confessed	that	he	made	a	 false	
statement	aimed	to	disrupt	public	order31.	On	early	February	2020,	Dr.	Li,	along	with	other	
unnecessary	 deaths,	 died	 of	 the	 same	 disease	 that	 he	 warned	 others	 of.	 Seven	 other	
individuals	who	blew	the	whistle	were	investigated	and	subsequently	punished	by	Chinese	
police32.	 Around	 the	 same	 time,	 Chinese	 authorities	 also	 began	 censoring	 coronavirus-
related	content	in	social	media33.	Censored	content	included	references	to	Dr.	Li,	criticisms	
of	the	government	handling	of	the	outbreak,	as	well	as	“neutral”	content	on	virus	information	
and	disease	prevention34.	
	
And	this	is	not	the	first	time	that	the	Chinese	government	repressed	those	who	attempted	to	
communicate	public	health	advisories	without	state	approval.	At	the	beginning	of	the	2002-
2003	SARS	outbreak,	CCP	officials	withheld	crucial	information	about	it	from	their	citizens	
and	the	international	public	for	several	months.	The	global	community	was	only	made	aware	
of	 the	 extent	 of	 the	 virus	 outbreak	 when	 Dr.	 Jiang	 Yanyong—	 former	 chief	 of	 People’s	
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Liberation	Army	General	Hospital—	wrote	a	 letter	 to	 the	 foreign	media35.	Many	ordinary	
Chinese	had	to	rely	on	circulating	anonymous	text	messages	to	assess	the	gravity	of	the	SARS	
situation	amidst	PRC’s	official	cover-ups,	denial,	and	silence36.	In	the	case	of	COVID19	as	in	
the	 case	 of	 SARS,	 state	 censorship	 and	 misinformation	 delayed	 timely	 public	 health	
responses	to	contain	the	epidemic.	
	
In	addition	to	health	workers,	Chinese	academics	were	also	barred	from	investigating	the	
origins	of	the	novel	coronavirus37.	The	government	issued	a	private	guidelines,	erroneously	
publicly	shared	by	Fudan	University	and	China	University	of	Geoscience,	warning	academics	
that	 any	 research	 on	 the	 topic	will	 be	 subjected	 to	 heightened	 scrutiny	 by	 China’s	 State	
Council38.	The	guidelines	also	state	that	papers	must	be	reviewed	by	a	task	force	appointed	
by	 Chinese	 authorities	 prior	 to	 submission	 for	 publication	 in	 scholarly	 journals39.	 The	
independent	investigation	by	the	WHO		on	the	same	matter	almost	suffered	the	same	fate	of	
repression.	After	a	grueling	year-long	negotiations	with	China,	the	Chinese	government	still	
refused	 to	 authorize	 the	 study	 mission	 even	 at	 the	 last	 minute40.	 China’s	 refusal	 of	
independent	probes	on	the	government’s	public	health	responses	is	longstanding.	It	did	so	
in	the	SARS	outbreak	in	2003	and	did	it	again	regarding	the	African	swine	fever	outbreak	in	
201841.	 These	 restrictions	 undoubtedly	 negatively	 impact	 the	 ability	 of	 the	 international	
community	to	gain	useful	insights	on	the	beginning	of	the	outbreak	and	consequently	how	
to	ensure	that	it	will	not	happen	again.	
	
On	the	second	year	of	the	COVID19	pandemic,	there	are	worries	that	China	is	again	repeating	
its	 past	 behaviors	 of	 withholding	 crucial	 information	 about	 Chinese-developed	 vaccines	
Sinovac	and	Sinopharm.	Despite	promising	results	in	its	clinical	trials	in	different	developing	
countries,	 there	 is	 a	 dearth	 of	 independently-vetted	 information	 on	 the	 efficacy	 of	 these	
vaccines42.	 Manufacturers	 have	 refused	 to	 disclose	 more	 information	 on	 their	 research	
methodology	and	trial	protocols43.	For	instance,	Sinovac	published	results	from	the	first	two	
phases	in	a	peer-reviewed	journal	but	it	has	yet	to	do	so	for	the	more	important	phase	three	
trials44.	 Despite	 its	 continuing	 rollout	 in	many	 countries,	 it	 is	 still	 unclear	 how	 safe	 and	
effective	 the	 vaccines	 are45.	 Bi	 Jingquan,	 former	 director	 of	 the	 China’s	 Food	 and	 Drug	
Administration,	have	called	on	the	vaccine	manufacturers	to	release	efficacy	information	to	
build	public	trust46.	As	China	expert	Eyck	Freymann	and	medicine	professor	Justin	Stebbing	
warns,	“Beijing	is	undermining	confidence	in	a	vaccine	the	world	desperately	needs.”47	And	
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it’s	difficult	not	to	agree	considering	CCP’s	mal-responses	to	public	health	emergencies	in	the	
past.	
	
Epidemics	are	notoriously	complex.	It	is	only	expected	that	authorities,	whether	in	China	or	
elsewhere,	 would	 have	 been	 similarly	 challenged	 to	 properly	 respond.	 Facing	 many	
unknowns	during	 the	 early	days	of	 a	 virus	outbreak,	 decisionmakers	 are	bound	 to	make	
mistakes.	 But	 despite	 great	 difficulty,	 withdrawing	 information,	 refusing	 cooperation,	
repressing	 whistleblowers,	 and	 censoring	 information	 amidst	 a	 pandemic	 are	 markedly	
different	 from	 what	 the	 international	 community	 would	 expect	 from	 a	 responsible	
government.	This	 is	what	the	Chinese	government	did.	PRC’s	nationalist	global	ambitions	
have	 clouded	 the	 judgement	of	 its	 leaders	on	how	best	 to	 respond	 to	 the	virus	outbreak	
putting	the	image	and	stability	of	its	country	ahead	of	any	shared	concerns	for	global	health.	
The	behavior	of	CCP	officials	reveal	how	and	why	an	unaccountable	government,	and	one	
with	a	marked	radically	nationalist	turn,	is	a	security	risk	both	for	its	citizens	and	the	rest	of	
the	international	community—	especially	in	times	of	global	health	emergencies.	
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