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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

What occurs when a purchase is labelled as a gift by the supplier? This Gift; mask diplomacy;
paper aims to unveil the dynamics of power relations enveloping gift pastoral care; discourse
exchange and monetary transactions in modern economies. It exam- analysis; COVID-19
ines the public media discourse around the presentation and reception

of surgical face masks from The People’s Republic of China, described

as a paid-for gift, during the initial wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in

2020. Using Foucauldian Discourse Analysis of dominant online media

in the Czech Repubilic, the article illustrates the public’s understanding

of the implicit meanings and commitments associated with a gift. It

also explores the enduring sensitivity to economic relationships

formed through gift exchange between two modern societies. The

interplay of the spirit of the gift, mask diplomacy, pastoral care, and the

varying acceptance or resistance to these concepts are central to our

analysis. Furthermore, the paper delves into the strategies used by

recipients to resist such influences, both internationally and in personal

resistance against domestic governance.

Introduction

Even though Western economies do not explicitly accept gifts as a valid form of payment,
the notions of power and the reciprocal relationship between the gift-giver and gift-
receiver are still visibly understood. This paper explores the topic of gift-giving at the level
of national importance around one particular event: the reception of the supposed gift
from the People’s Republic of China during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in
March 2020. It has already been established that the People’s Republic of China (China) is
the country of origin of the disease (WHO, World Health Organization 2020). Although
official statistics of infected and deceased people in China are not widely accepted as
accurate (Oliver 2021), and there are good reasons to believe the number of cases there
has been heavily understated (Editorial Board 2021), the country certainly experienced the
most severe hit during the first months of the year 2020. By the time the disease had
spread to the first European countries, China had claimed to be already back on its feet
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and offered surgical masks to help combat the disease outside its borders. In fact, their
first shipment to Italy in March 2020 received worldwide coverage (Sousa-Pinto et al.
2020). Some experts commented on the motives for this gesture and speculated why
China exported masks when its people experienced an acute shortage of this item.
Nonetheless, this medical help earned the Chinese government some extra credit from
their people. Chinese people claimed they perceived their country as big-hearted (Zhao
2021).

At the same time, China offered a helping hand to Europe and decided to choose the
Czech Republic, Slovakia, Serbia, Italy, and a few other European countries, to supply
surgical masks (Védeilhé et al. 2020). The masks - scarce goods at the time - were offered
to the governments for a set price, duly paid. At the same time, the promo information, as
well as the rhetoric of the Chinese government, labelled this exchange “a gift.” Such was
also the information that each box of surgical masks, shipped to the Czech Republic,
carried upon itself. As it would turn out later, China applied the same tactic to Argentina,
Italy, and other selected countries, claiming that the nations received a gift or help from
the People’s Republic of China, regardless of the fact that each government paid for the
mask supply (Garrison 2020).

Such behaviour on the part of the Chinese government has been identified by inter-
national scholars as “mask diplomacy” and has been received with varying levels of
resistance by national governments and the international community (Kowalski 2021;
Verma 2020). Be it a friendly gift, opportunistic business, or an elaborate power move, the
event provoked a wave of resentment in the countries in question. To illustrate the
situation, the particular case of public media discourse in the Czech Republic is presented
below, which shows well the ambiguity in the public attitude towards the Chinese help.
This paper takes the perspective of Maussian gift-giving (Mauss 1924) and Foucauldian
power structures (Foucault 1975) to look behind the motives for offering scarce goods to
foreign nations and to explore the reactions of the countries in question.

Theoretical background
Blind bargain leads to blind love: how economic acts build a relationship

Each economic relationship involves a specific range of obligations that are open to (re)
definition at the convenience of the two respective sides participating in the relationship.
However, tension may emerge as a by-product of these undefined arrangements, possibly
escalating to conflict. In this paper, we use the lens of economic anthropology (Hennink,
Hutter, and Bailey 2011; Wilk 1996) and argue that the ambiguous economic issue —
namely the gift-purchase and the subsequent ambiguous reception of surgical masks
from China, can be viewed as an event with subtle layers of forming power relations
between the two actors. Mutual collaboration - such as cooperation in times of crisis —
leads to increased mutual dependency but not necessarily to increased mutual under-
standing and solidarity (Sleeboom-Faulkner 2014, 334). Subsequently, the relations are
uniquely developed by the social and cultural notions in both countries, and their mutual
dialogue negotiates power arrangements.

A century ago, Marcel Mauss (1924) managed to capture the intriguing topic of gift-
giving practices, triggering a widespread fascination with gifts in foreign and domestic
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cultural environments. In this sense, Mauss viewed gift-giving as a total social fact,
a prototypical contract (van Baal 1975), and an embodiment of the relationship between
the creditor and the debtor. A gift is an invitation to partnership, and to refuse it means to
reject alliance or declare war. Gifts result in binding relationships, in a moral contract. Gift-
giving networks operate on the notions of mutual creditors and debtors, and this network
is perpetuated not only by the prestige and material value of the gifts, but also by the
relationships that are maintained mainly by obligations to give, receive, and reciprocate
gifts. Later, Lévi-Strauss (1955) further developed the idea of forming relationships via
gifts, claiming that gifts are instruments of realities of order. He theorized gifts as agents of
influence, power, hierarchy, and emotion, which are used to form and to secure alliances
or to articulate rivalry. As it will be shown later in the analysis section, there is an
interesting dissonance between accepting the surgical masks as a plain commodity,
while at the same time there is a strong resistance to accept the same shipment as
a gift. From this point of view, the idea of accepting and declining an invitation to
partnership and becoming a debtor is particularly strong.

As noted above, any gift implies consequential power relations for both the giver and
the receiver and the subsequent struggle of power and resistance against normativity
(Foucault 1975). The discussed topic, in particular, calls for a consideration of questions
regarding governmental decisions, the peculiarities of biopower, pastoral care, and forms
of resistance (Foucault 1976, 1978). To set these concepts into the course of recent events,
Colombo (2020) discovered how two governmentalities had monopolized the bio-
economic debate in Italy during the first wave of the COVID-19. He reports that the
voice of homo oeconomicus vividly exchanged opinions with the voice in defence of
biological life, but both forgot to highlight the social perspective in the debate. Expert
scientific as well as civil discourse voices are missing. This is particularly severe in Central
and Eastern Europe, where civil society has been decimated and uprooted during pre-
vious regimes (Marzec and Neubacher 2020). In this sense, Colombo (2020) argues, the
public has only a limited choice between defending life or defending economic interests.

Furthermore, Foucault identifies the concept of biopower that denotes the techniques
that governments use to gain and maintain control over the bodies of their population
(1976). The idea of biopower will shed light on the issues underlying our topic, wearing
masks, controlling the spread of the virus, making people live in hospitals and letting
them die at home, restricting public life to make and keep our bodies healthy. All strategic
interventions are carried out in the name of life necessity which characteristically entails
the specific measures taken to make life or let die. Similarly, exerting power goes hand in
hand with disciplinary techniques. In our context, enforcing discipline can be observed in
banning people without surgical masks from restaurants and shops, sending military and
police to oversee curfews, or imposing financial penalties on people and businesses
defying governmental rules.

In addition, Foucault deals with the idea of power centralization (1975). Within our
context, we can uncover two layers regarding the surgical masks from China: the central
purchase evaluating and choosing goods that will affect many people, and central
measures that will protect and restrict the bodies of the entire population. As Foucault
argues, centralized activities often provoke reactions. In his later work (1982), he acknowl-
edges the agency that people manifest in forms of subtle resistance. An individual is an
object as well as a subject of power simultaneously, and one simultaneously exerts and
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undergoes power in both positions (Heller 1996). Resistance presents itself as a valid
option to shift this power relationship and re-establish one’s position in that relationship.

However, resistance against the normative purchase and compliant use of surgical
masks could not be disputed openly since the centralized government also exerts
disciplinary control over whoever does not obey. Its disciplinary power became even
more remarkable when the country announced a state of emergency, in which both
legislation and public expenses conform to government decisions only. Under such
governmental authorities, people need to seek subtle ways to express disagreement
and to oppose centralized decisions, should they wish to avoid punishment. One of the
last resorts left for expressing resistance is the public discourse that can be traced in the
press. On the following pages, we will explore how gift-related discourse shaped and
determined practices related to the shared ideas about power and influence between the
Chinese, the Czechs, and their government. Although both nations claim to be capitalist
and commodity-based, both sides recorded great controversy when the exchange was
labelled as a gift. Therefore, it is crucial to answer essential inquiries about what role (if
any) gift exchange played in the event in question, why (if) Czech people refused to view
the exchange as a gift, and how (if) gift-giving practices related to the shared ideas about
power and influence.

Methodology and sample identification
Dissecting the meaning: what goes beyond words

Our research aims to provide insight into the underlying constructions in the public
discourse revolving around the shipment and reception of Chinese surgical masks during
the first wave of COVID-19 in the Czech Republic. The method of this inquiry employs
a qualitative approach, which does not strive to find an exact conclusion but instead aims
to understand how meanings are attributed and interpreted (Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey
2011). We have used Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) to examine how power
relations were built and responded to in public discourse regarding the reception of
surgical masks from China, labelled as a gift for the people of the Czech Republic.
Discourse analysis focuses on language and its relation to the external world, uncovering
the interplay between discourse, power, and human subjectivity (Antaki 2004; Arribas-
Ayllion and Walkerdine 2008; Willig 2008). This includes identifying key agents and
interpreting their communication through the lens of social theories. Recognizing dis-
course as a body of organized statements, the FDA further analyzes how those statements
are produced, what is said and what is left out, and how social space affects the produc-
tion of statements (Kendall and Wickham 1999). Thus, the analysis comprises five steps
that reflect discursive construction, identification of discourses, positioning of stake-
holders, social practice, and the subjective experience of participants. This method
enabled us to identify interpretative repertoires constructed on social and cultural levels,
discourses that flow around disguised as common sense, and ideologies that underlie
their meanings. Here, discourse denotes specific communication of worldviews and
understanding of the world (Jergensen and Phillips 2002). Language is perceived as
a subjective tool, which, however, constructs social reality. Thus, the FDA uses language
as a means of understanding how this construction of worlds manifests in everyday
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communication and power relations. Looking from a meta-perspective, we are suddenly
able to uncover a representation of the world that is negotiated in social interaction and
controlled by specific rules (Vasat 2009) that might not be apparent otherwise. As such,
FDA helps to understand the relationship between gift/giving and a time of crisis, as well
as what people have thought and felt and what actions that inspired.

Defining the field and data collection

The scope of the field was defined by the situation rather than time. Situational bound-
aries naturally formed around the event of the shipment, reception, and use of surgical
masks from China into the Czech Republic. As a result, the temporal boundaries of the
field are limited by the event itself, ranging from March 2020 to the date of analysis in
March 2021, peaking in the earliest months of late spring 2020. Although we can expect
that the highest peak of interest from media, public, and scholars was provoked by the
reception in March and fresh personal experiences with the masks in April, articles and
posts still covered the topic from different perspectives months later.

Within the situational and temporal boundaries, our scope of the field was further
defined by the means of communication. We decided to focus exclusively on the online
environment due to the increased use of online communication in times of mandatory
social isolation. In fact, social media consumption rose by 72% during the first months of
the COVID-19 pandemic (Wold 2020) and online news recorded an increase of 14%
(Newman 2020.). Thus, analysing online content seems a logical move to undertake, as
the majority of public discourse was temporarily limited to that environment.

In the online environment, we chose to focus on two major sources of public discourse
in audio-visual content: online news servers and popularization articles by academic
researchers. First, let us investigate the choice and reasoning behind online news services.
This category encompasses official press released by professional writers, that is, editors
who make a living from writing about recent developments in politics, economy, and
society, reporting on significant events domestically and abroad. This is where the main-
stream opinion is shaped and refined. We chose to analyse posts on three platforms with
the highest number of readers: Seznam Zpravy, Novinky, and Aktualne (Mediaguru 2021).
Within the situational, temporal, and spatial boundaries, we proceeded further to demar-
cate boundaries of the content. To filter out relevant articles, we searched for keywords
rouska/mask and Cina/China in the first step, gradually adding dar/gift and pomoc/help in
the next steps. From a total of 65 articles found on the three respective platforms, we
filtered out a third before reaching theoretical saturation.

As a secondary component of the analysis, we added articles posted on academic
blogs designed for (informed) readers of the public. We searched for articles published by
academic thinkers with the intention to reach a wider public. We focused on blogs that
include contributions from academics in Chinese studies, political science, social science,
and economic studies from three universities in the Czech Republic: Charles University in
Prague, Masaryk University in Brno, and Palacky University in Olomouc. It is important to
note that even though almost every school has its own blog, the space is used predomi-
nantly for posting news, and only a few schools cultivate blogs for public readers. We
found three sources that aim to shape public opinion in the respective fields: Sinopsis,
a public blog co-organized by the School of Sinology (Charles University), student media
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platform UPress (Palacky University), and e-zine Dalny Vychod published by the
Department of Asian Studies (Palacky University). Only three articles were relevant for
this study out of all the blog production of all three universities. Unfortunately, neither
UPress nor Dalny Vychod reacted to recent developments of COVID-19 in China and are
therefore not useful for our purposes.

As for filtering the material, we used relevancy and information saturation when reducing
the entries for analysis by two thirds. For example, entries related to the COVID-19 pandemic
but having no connection to face masks from China were ruled out. As a result, a total of 21
articles (7 articles for each medium) and one academic blog post were collected and
examined using FDA for the purpose of this paper. Academic blog posts did not go through
this reduction procedure since we had only one article to analyse.

All material was read in the first round to provide a sense of the topic and information
richness. Then, articles were subjected to the FDA procedure as described by Willig (2008)
and Siena (2023):

(a) Identification of discursive constructions: In the initial stage, we identified how gifts
and masks were referred to in each of the articles. Subsequently, the construction
of discourse (both explicit and implicit) was tracked down. For instance, Chinese
intervention was identified as an economic ability to create a surplus of masks at
the time of crisis. Other discursive constructions included mask diplomacy and
help. Much space was given to combating circulating disinformation, for example
regarding the effects and possibilities of wearing face masks or playing down the
effects of the pandemic.

(b) Identification of particular discourses framing more general constructions, the
grand narratives: At this point, discourses from stage a) were clustered into broader
categories. Through these, the trajectories and genesis of general ideas become
traceable and obvious. For example, several articles mentioned disinformation as
a disease comparable in possible damage to COVID-19 or a gift was referred to as
an instrument of propaganda and exercising power.

(c) Analysis of action orientation: Various grand narratives have different functions and
carry out different implications for action. At this stage, we concentrated on estab-
lishing the link between the narrative and its potential agency, such as reporting how
European legislation should reflect circulating disinformation, or how people should
take power into their own hands and stop relying on the government altogether.

(d) Identification of position repertoire, determination of practice: Discourses identi-
fied are performed by social actors (both individuals and institutions), who carry
out certain roles and symbolic values and have at their disposal appropriate
practices. At this stage, we identified the social actors and their roles, as well as
their practices, that are the direct outcomes of the clustered discourses. In our
example, doctors and government officials were the most prominent actors who
provoke or suggest action that the media reproduce.

(e) Capturing subjectivity and individual experience: At this last stage of the analysis,
the subjectivity of social actors present in the discourses (their feelings, emotions,
personal statements) was looked into and positioned within the analysis. However,
little subjectivity was found. This is in line with our expectation for the ethos of
established media channels: journalists strive for reporting objectively.
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Results and findings

Our findings suggest that the media debate over face masks from China was clustered
around three major discourses: the nature of the gift, resistance towards an external
pastor, and resistance towards an insufficient internal pastor. Initially, the nature of the
gift was disputed by the media. This sparked questions directed at the internal pastor
(the government) and provoked the public to demarcate the boundaries between
a purchase and a gift. In the second phase, resistance against the external pastor
(China) was openly declared. This was followed by the third phase, where the resis-
tance expanded to also include the internal pastor. The dynamics of these relation-
ships are illustrated in Figure 1.

The results of the analysis reveal the interplay of two modes of resistance: the first
being the resistance to labelling the reception of masks as a “gift” and thus resisting all the
relationships that emerge from such a transaction. China was identified as a colonizer,
disguised as an external pastor. The resistance directed towards an external stimulus, such
as the inscription on the boxes or the proclamations of Chinese diplomacy, was
a response to the suggested subservient role emerging through Chinese mask diplomacy.

The other branch of resistance was against the insufficient pastoral care of the national
state, where the shipment of masks from China became a symbolic manifestation of this
insufficiency. By portraying the event as a dishonest business or a fraud, we can observe
a strong critique of domestic governmental pastoral power, followed by a refusal to
oblige, manifesting in various manners. The topic of Chinese face masks provoked
a wave of resistance against the external pastor, but also against the national one,
where the dispute over the nature of a gift provided a magnifying glass to assess the
positions, despite the fact that mainly economic reasons (as opposed to ideological and
value-related) were raised by the public media discourse. The following text dissects more
nuanced features found in the analysis, while presenting excerpts, connections, and
detailed interpretations.

Nature of a gift

In the time of crisis during the pandemic, when masks were a scarce commodity
not only in the Czech Republic but also across the world, China’s economy was the

= gift Z transaction

resist

national government)

resist

( population (media discourse) )

Figure 1. Dynamics and outcomes of masks-as-gift discourse.
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fastest to produce a surplus, which could be allocated elsewhere. There were not
enough masks produced by China to satisfy all the sudden world demand. The
central government of China selected a few countries across the globe, made
contracts with them and sold the masks to them for a settled price. The Czech
Republic was one. The Chinese diplomacy labelled this transaction a gift and boxes
with face masks were decorated with banners, stating lasting friendship between
the Czech Republic and China. The whole event received a large media response.

China sends help against Corona virus to Europe. Czechia buys it. (527)
Aerial bridge from China comes to an end. Czechia bought material for 4 billion Crowns. (N7)

Despite Despite the fact that China’s action was acknowledged in a positive sense, since
this appreciation was labelled “a help’, the impact of the help was relativized by "being
paid for” and soon also by its questionable quality.

The office of the minister Adam Vojtéch found out that the Chinese respirators, which cost
about 230 million Crowns are not of efficient quality. (5Z72)

Given the world-crisis situation, despite its questionable quality, having face-masks at
disposal was an asset. At the same time, the media debate understood the decision to sell
masks to the Czech Republic was not to illustrate the altruistic nature of Chinese politics
but to single out a selected group of strategic indebted allies.

‘Noone else could deliver such a huge amount (of face masks). Of course, China uses the
advantage, as it shows it can handle a crisis that Western countries led by the USA cannot
manage,’ shared with server Aktualne sinologist Stanislav Mysicka from The University of Hradec
Krélové. (A1)

The purpose and the nature of transaction shifted soon from help to underlining influence
and power, which is connected to being a giver, while creating a feeling of commitment on
the side of the receiver. Even though the Czech market economy is based upon the Western
model of monetary exchange, sensitivity to the relationships formed by giving and receiving
gifts survives within the nation. This nature of the gift can be summarized and illustrated
upon three following qualities. First of all, as part of this understanding, gifts are free of
monetary transactions, which ruled out the Chinese face masks to be perceived as such:

Face masks from China are not a gift but a transaction, said the mayor Hfib and labeled
Prague lockdown a nonsense. (S27)

Second, for an object to be considered a gift, it ought to be of good quality, not a waste:

The most expensive face mask in the world, or a faulty respirator? . This crazy story is
excusable only by the fact that we were at the state of war. That we were desperately seeking
respirators and went on our knees to beg for them. (SZ3)

Third, gifts create mutual dependence and obligation, where the giver holds a superior
position, until the gift is returned. The media debate showed great resistance towards this
relationship.

Instead of being thankful, let us pose a question of how to avoid having to use
premium relationships with the Chinese Communist Party and its lobbyists in the future.
(Lomova 2020)



JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE . 157

The Czech society was not the only one refusing to grant immense gratitude for their
mask purchase. Czech media reported similar cases around the world, especially in South
America and Italy and worries about the Chinese influence were loudly voiced.

China as a new colonizer. China hands out “gifts” in South America, exchanges masks for
influence ... Now China is the new colonist, just as the ones before them. They destroy the
harmony of our country. (A1)

China the helper became China the threat through mingling the categories of help, gift
and purchase. As noted above, only one academic blog made its way into the set of
analysed data. This, however, does not mean that academics had nothing to say upon the
matter. Their expertise was called upon and intertwined into the main popular media,
using their statements as ‘proofs” or ‘explanation” of other parts of the text, typically
written by journalists, trained in communication rather than in international politics,
sinology or immunology. The researcher’s name, opinions, and photographs emerge
throughout the article, to give the text additional value:

Mysicka states that healthcare is the following (industry) sector that China will target. (A1)

The analysis shows the Czech nation was well aware of the kind of relationship they would
receive along with the gift and tried to resist it in the press. Although the Czech economy
is based on the Western model of monetary transactions, the sensitivity to gift and
reciprocal exchange on a national level perseveres in the society. One of the prominent
themes that emerged surrounded obligations and possible attachment in the future, as
suggested by Mauss (1924) and his successors (e.g. van Baal 1975). We can observe
politicians, media and academics refusing the gift narrative unanimously. At the same
time, the gift was depicted as a costly help: an economic transaction that was part of
a dishonest business in a state of emergency. Moreover, the media opposed the stream of
gratitude that was expected from the Chinese authorities. The most frequent actions of
the media were to discredit flawed information, voice disapproval, and search for the
guilty party. The actors involved in the gift-giving were painted as profit-oriented com-
panies, although their spokesmen positioned themselves as innocent mediators of the
deal.

Resistance towards external pastor

China was the first country to be hit severely by Covid-19. By the time the pandemic
spread across Europe, China already had its experience with it, which gave the country
seemingly the authority to give advice and help to others. However, this rhetoric was
widely questioned.

China labels this help Health Silk Road . .. Chinese president said: China purposefully supports
Italy and has full trust in its victory over the pandemic (N4)

China offers help, but it is really propaganda, experts proclaim. (A6)

China tries to appear as a country that won against the epidemic and is worth following.
China tries to persuade the world that they are victims and allowed to give advice. It is
important to remember that this is an attempt to rewrite the narrative. China tries to re-
narrate the story and convince their own national audience. (A6)
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Mask diplomacy, disinformation, propaganda and the new Silk Road are some of the most
prominent discursive constructions in the public space. Relating to Jaworsky and Qiaoan
(2020) analysis, we can observe battles over the COVID-19 narrative between two com-
peting powers: China and the USA. As soon as the pandemic spread into Europe, the EU
joined the battle later on too.

What are the greatest risks of Covid-197? Lies around it, says the EU ... Much too often are we
mystified with information, how good are Russia and China in conquering pandemics, while
some European countries are collapsing. (N1)

The meaning-making processes constructed the war of narratives, where China was a new
world colonizer, creating the new Silk Road of healthcare, thus supplying the goods
necessary not only for immediate health comfort of European people but also for their
future well-being, as it is evident from the following excerpt:

The flagship project of president Xi Jinping strives to convince states in Central and Eastern
Europe about the benefits of cooperating with China and connection to the new Silk Road.
(A3)

The Silk Road, a powerful symbol of Chinese political, economical, cultural, and spiritual
influence upon the regions through which it runs, evoked a powerful allegory with the
past, when China exercised strong economic and political influence over Europe. Taking
part in the Silk Road was never a matter of course, in the past, as well as during the
pandemic, it was considered a privilege, an advantage, a “gift” in a sense. Using this exact
symbol by the Chinese president triggered off resistance against the external new world-
wide pastor.

As a new colonizer, China is giving out “gifts” in South America ... Health help, called mask
diplomacy, could be, according to experts, the way through which China tries to strengthen
its position in Latin America. (A1)

Experts of the Ministry warn that China was withholding information about COVID-19 and the
pandemic and with the help of propaganda it tries to use it to divide the West and gain
dominance. (A3)

Attempting to disclose “the true face of China,” Czech media discourse abounded with
warnings against malintent and trickery, while reserving China’s role in COVID-19 to PR
exercise and referring to the offered help as a disguised business and self-promotion. It
reflected the global battle of narratives and tried to counterbalance the Chinese influence.
Questions regarding whom to blame and whom to follow became central to the global
battle of narratives and will be observed more closely in the final chapter of the analysis.
We can observe various tools that are deployed in the battles: disinformation, objects,
naming, diplomatic strategies, and media influence. Then, the purpose of these crafted
narratives is to influence their own nations as well as foreign audiences. The Czech media
responded to these tensions and tried to counterbalance the narrative that puts their
nation into an unfavourable position, thus clearly taking an anti-China stance.

We are not your guberniya, the Czech politicians are sending the word back to China ... Wang
(ambassador) says that doubting principles of a unified China means making 1.4 billion
Chinese enemies and that the Chinese government will not tolerate open provocation from
the Czech Senate and anti-Chinese parties that are behind it. (SZ5)
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The discourse of resistance towards the external pastor was illustrated as a threat to the
sovereignty of the country and included discourses of mask diplomacy and oppression.
The media actions were oriented to voice disapproval, warn against propaganda, and
disgust readers. Some statesmen, local governments, and experts were positioned to
warn against the chaos. Positions included diffusing propaganda and declining help. On
the other hand, China was depicted as helping but also profiting and colonizing and was
positioned as a leader who caught the West unprepared. The media described its actions
as selling success to the national public and diffusing propaganda.

Resistance towards insufficient internal pastor

The spread of the pandemic into Europe and the Czech Republic triggered chaos and fear,
where both the institutions and the people were caught unprepared, having no prece-
dent of the situation.

One kilometer long queue of doctors. This was the first day of distributing face masks in the
city of Olomouc. (N2)

All looked towards the government to provide security and care. It soon became obvious
that the situation is different.

Face masks will be available next week, the government promises ... “I believe the key
workplaces have enough of them and more will be delivered in the days to come,” says the
Minister of Health. (N1)

The good pastor ought to provide care and safety. In this particular instance, it failed
badly.

While on the 28th January, minister Adam Vojtéch assured the citizens that Czechia has about
a million face masks in store, today there are thousands of pieces missing most probably in
every health institution across the country. The government went from promises, to vague
reassurances and now, one and a half months later it has to acknowledge that safety gadgets
are completely missing. (N6)

Not only were the face masks not available. Those which were, came from external
sources, from China, a contract for billions of Crowns without competitive tendering. It
was possible due to the state of emergency of the Czech state but still arose speculation
of corruption. National government overlooked domestic possibilities, which was inter-
preted as another failure of a good pastor.

While the prime minister Andrej Babi$ and the minister of interior Jan Hamacek were
receiving the supply from China at the airport, costing billions of Crowns, a Czech producer
of top safety clothes and face masks complained that it still awaits the commission from the
Czech government. Hamacek says that the Czech state is interested in Czech products, the
producers are however not able to supply millions of masks fast enough. (A7)

The media acted as whistleblowers and investigated the deal. The Czech government was
depicted as declining help from Czech businesses and rather turning to external power.
The government was identified as a middleman between Chinese power and the Czech
people, and the media debate called for its acknowledged responsibility and/or the
revision of the deal.
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As announced recently by the Minister of Health Adam Vojtéch, the Ministry tried to complain
about the low quality of the face masks, but they were not successful. (SZ2)

Minister of Interior Hamacek: Somebody made a mistake in the contract. | can fire somebody,
itis nota problem...whatisimportant to me is, that | paid for face masks and that face masks
flew into the country. | have all the necessary documents to prove it. (SZ3)

The media argued with third-party analyses to show narratives and counter-
narratives. The identified practice was to shame the government and voice
a refusal to oblige.

The purchase of face masks from China was closely followed by the media. When - in
the course of events it became obvious that face masks are still scarce goods, regardless of
the billion Crown investments, the police and justice were called upon to investigate the
matter.

The police are trying to uncover the background of purchases of the Ministry of Health,
carried out during the state of emergency. ... It is long known that Recea Prague ordered
goods for 300 million. The fact that we actually paid more than a billion, as Seznam News has
pinpointed, was uncovered only recently. (5Z1)

The transaction was shamed across all media platforms as unjustified expenses, dishonest
business practices, and costly help. However, these notions emerge within the discourses
regarding centralization, (re)distribution, governmentality, and capitalism within the
domestic sphere. Simply put, the transaction was shamed for being a bad deal instead
of being harmful to society and the Czech people from the symbolic perspective of a debt
that accompanies a gift philosophy. At the same time, it was the dispute over the nature
of the gift, which triggered off the resistance against the domestic pastor.

This kind of economic reasoning was present in the discourse surrounding the cholera
epidemic in Venezuela in the 90s (Briggs 2004), suggesting that the narrative tended to
reduce to political and economic discourses. Similarly, Colombo (2020) notes that biome-
dical and economic governmentalities dominate the COVID-19 debate, offering justifica-
tions through careful cost-benefit analysis and monetary calculations while excluding the
human and social perspective from the discourse. Such reasoning was pervasive in our
analysed material as well. There are two possible topics related to homo oeconomicus
perspective, as discussed above: biological life and its saving vs. prosperity and econom-
ics, that have to step aside for the moment. The Chinese masks saved the first but were
a bad deal for the second.

Tightly related to governmentality, centralization, and economic reasoning, bio-power,
and pastoral power discourses were apparent. Moreover, the resistance to these powers
was evident in criticizing centralized purchase and distribution and voicing distrust of the
government and its institutions.

On Monday, the queue (for distributing face masks to healthcare professionals) was 1.5 — 2 km
long, and this opportunity did not repeat on Tuesday. So far, our surgery has received three
face masks as a gift from Avenier (company) and ten masks from the state. | have no idea if
there will be any other rations, so today, | ordered more face masks from a private company
on my own. (N3)

As illustrated with the excerpt above, a lack of trust in centralized pastoral care, embodied
in the purchase and distribution of the malfunctioning face masks, was compensated with
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personal strategies avoiding institutional help and relying on private companies. We can
observe that the next step after voicing disagreement is to take action privately and to
avoid institutional channels altogether. What followed was a massive DIY movement
across the country, where households, as well as schools and businesses, began to sew
textile face masks and distribute them for free to strategic positions and individuals.

Discussion

Expanding Mauss’ legacy to modern Western societies, Gregory (1982) and Strathern
(1988) contributed to the dialogue on gifts with their distinction between gifts and
commodities, where gifts occur on the grounds where relationships already exist and
therefore — where further action is required, while commodity exchange prepares no such
ground. Appadurai (1986) described how material objects fall into our social reality with
their particular and unique agency and power, such as the potential life-saving ability of
surgical masks in times of a pandemic and given their scarcity worldwide, which makes
them exclusive and desirable. Weiner (1992) contributes with the notion of inalienable
gifts. In this case, China might have secured the inalienability of the shipment with
a notice on each box: “The pandemic will end, but the relationship between Czechia
and China will last” (Epidemie skonci, cesko-Cinské pratelstvi pretrva, pise se na krabicich z
Cin 2020). Just as partners buy watches and bracelets with personal inscriptions that make
the objects practically impossible to re-sell, so did China inscribe the essence of the
relationship they wish to maintain for future times, preparing the ground for future action
(Strathern 1988). The transaction was personalized, thus inalienable and intentionally
binding on the side of the supplier. Moreover, the sentence structure referred to national
history, similar to Seneca’s poem in Italy or lyrics from a patriotic song in Argentina (Chen
2021). In economic science, personalized data-driven economy is an area with much
research attention, targeting marketing or consumer behaviour, with the aim to manip-
ulate consumption, increase the share of the market and maximize profits (Dawn 2014;
Morey and Krajecki 2016; Vesanen and Raulas 2006). Similarly, other social science
disciplines pay much attention to both costs and benefits of personalized data-
approach economy, spotlighting the issues such as power abuse and social incoherence,
well-illustrated when related to e.g. health and medicine policies (Bhui, Dein, and Pope
2021; Gibbon 2009; McClean and Moore 2013).

For our purposes, it is advantageous to ask questions about the moral justification and
ethical motives for each side: China labelling their masks as a gift, Czech people arguing
the price was paid and unfairly so. We identified three main discourses forming around
the purchase of the face masks: the nature of the gift, resistance towards an external
pastor, and resistance against an insufficient internal pastor. The resistance targeted two
clusters of subjects that could be called centralized government and China. In this sense,
resistance in public discourse was aimed at two influences, inner and outer stimuli. As was
already suggested by Foucault (1982) and Heller (1996), resistance does not have to be
violent or apparent; instead, forms of resistance can be varied across society.

Besides analysing media, we were also interested in the academic discourse.
Although we found only one article in one university news outlet, we found the
voices of the academia in the news articles. Dosing knowledge in small amounts,
the academic response seems to depend on individual actions instead of
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a coordinated body of researchers. In this way, the public does not have to visit
separate media for expert perspectives; rather, it is the national media that tracks
down the selected experts, extracts their knowledge, and presents its synopsis in
a readable manner to a layman. On the other hand, the researchers have less control
over the final narrative of the articles featuring their names, pictures, and ideas. Homo
academicus creates knowledge that is incorporated into articles in popular media
without being in full control of its use, misuse, and effects. Likewise, the content of
this knowledge is fully controlled by the author of the article, rather than the academic
themself. To use a theatre comparison - the author is the director, the screenwriter,
the sound master, and the promoter, while the academic is limited to more or less
space, presenting a much shortened version of a censored speech.

Drawing upon Mauss (1924), gift theoreticians observe hierarchical machinery underlying
gift-giving practices: accepting gifts makes one hierarchically inferior to the creditor, mean-
ing one needs to position as their subordinate (Homans 1961). The most expected way to
balance the debt is to accept commands from their superiors, whom one never forgives for
the degradation and dependency (Emerson 1936). In these bonding relationships, receiving
a gift means accepting the giver’s worldview and their idea about one’s identity, needs, and
desires (Schwartz 1967; Steidlmeier 1999). Thus, the principles of gift-giving may be used as
a tool to gain and maintain status and control. Schieffelin (1980) further develops this idea,
claiming that the gift exchange becomes a tool for social obligation and political control by
manipulating meaning. He makes a reference to symbolic interactionism, which recognizes
an individual interpretation of gifts that has a shared foundation in social meanings. As Rose
(1962) suggests, instead of analysing gifts as objects, we should view gifts as situational
definitions. The malleable situational fact leaves room for variability in individual interpreta-
tions formed based on cultural norms and shared reality. In this sense, a gift becomes
a rhetorical gesture of social communication (Schieffelin 1980). As argued above, gift-giving
can be viewed from the perspective of the process regarding the exchange, formed
relationships, and maintained hierarchy independent of the object in question. As demon-
strated, Czech reluctance to accept masks as a gift might be viewed as an act of resistance to
become subordinate and willing to receive commands from the creditors.

Throughout recent history, we can detect attempts by China to increase its
influence via economic routes in Europe (Ji 2020; Pepermans 2018). Through the
lens of moral economy, we can decode subtle hints about what each actor thinks
is right and fair in their economic activity. Following the footsteps of Thompson
(1971) and his work on the belly rebellion, Scott (1979) and Fassin (2009) see
legitimization of economic activity as a product of moral structures. Building on
this ground, Wiegratz (2016), views trade, fraud, and other economic activities as
integrated into the moral structures of society. A shared moral logic drives each
economic act, and it is helpful to analyse how the actors explain, legitimize, and
justify their motivations. Pipyrou (2014) shows how the notion of a gift is not
excluded from stances and obligations that accompany moral economy, not letting
the receiver run free from the gift obligations even in case of a free, anonymous
gift. All areas of productivity, including distribution, are based on collaboration,
which is rarely equal for all parties involved (Sleeboom-Faulkner 2014). In this
particular case, the transaction, accompanied by a monetary compensation but
nevertheless explicitly labelled a “gift” by the supplier, offers plentiful grounds
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for analysing the economic act of purchasing surgical masks from the view of
perceived legitimacy, morality, and opposing resistance.

Conclusion

What happens when you call a purchase a gift? This paper uncovers the subtle layers
in public media discourse surrounding the reception of Chinese face masks during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The Czech Republic, together with Italy, Argentina, and some
other countries, were chosen by China as strategic partners and as such, they were
provided with face masks at the time of its world-shortage, at the state of emergency,
at the state of war. The face masks were of low quality and they were paid for,
however, the privilege to have some, as opposed to none, was seen by the Chinese
government as a “gift” and was articulated as such.

The above mentioned set the scene for the concept of the gift to be accepted, disputed,
or even resisted by public media discourse. Conducting a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis
according to Willig (2008) and Siena (2023), we have examined written material from the
three most popular online news agencies and one topic-related academic blog. Predominant
discursive constructions were identified as gift-giving, power, centralization, and resistance.
We have discussed them in the theoretical part of the text. Resistance towards malfunction-
ing internal and external pastors were identified as more general constructions. We present
them in the analytical part of the paper. Resistance ranged from attempts to argue and
clarify terminology in order to avoid misinterpretation and misrepresentation, to public
appeal to shame the national government for being an insufficient pastor, or even rejecting
the pastor altogether and providing for oneself through private and DIY channels. Even
though the public discourse voiced a clear understanding of the moral and ideological
weight of gift-giving practices and the mutual consequences that are created by a gift,
economic grounds for resisting the purchase being labelled a “gift” prevailed over the moral
opposition to subordination and dependency. Rejection to call the purchase a gift was thus
not the end in voicing resistance but rather a means to voicing dissatisfaction with cen-
tralized power and insufficient pastoral care from the national government.
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