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FOREWORD

Just a few months ago, no one could have foreseen the 
immense changes the world has undergone. Now, not a single 
nation has been spared and COVID-19 has infected millions 
of people while claiming hundreds of thousands of lives so far. 
Furthermore, human interaction across borders and within 
countries has come to an almost complete standstill. Even 
though some countries, including Turkey, have managed to 
bend its curve downward, the overall number of active cases 
has unfortunately continued to rise. One way or another, 
COVID-19 has impacted the lives of each and every one of us 
across the world and affected everything we can think of. All 
countries are in this together and we need global cooperation 
now more than ever. Indeed, while the pandemic has revealed 
some serious deficiencies in the international system, we should 
be spending this critical time working together to overcome the 
crisis, and defer any discussions that would disrupt our mutual 
fight against the virus. It is time to set aside our differences and 
put our heads together focusing on cooperation rather than 
competition for the common good. 

Turkey, under the leadership of President Erdoğan, 
has been taking all the necessary steps to contain the virus 
and minimize its effects on the Turkish people. Thanks to the 
tireless efforts of all our institutions and the invaluable support 
provided by our citizens, we managed to pass the pandemic’s 
peak and are heading toward normalization. We have been 
coordinating our efforts and sharing our experience with other 
countries and relevant international organizations since the 
outbreak of the pandemic. In addition, we have been assisting 
other countries and contributing to global efforts. 

The Turkish Foreign Ministry has been playing a 
distinctly important role in this process. Our dedicated 
diplomats in Turkey and all around the world have been 
working around the clock to engage with Turkish citizens 
and their foreign colleagues. While the newly established 
Coordination and Support Center orchestrates our COVID-
19-related operations, our 24/7 active Call Center has been 
effectively processing thousands of requests from our citizens 
in need of assistance. So far, over 85,000 Turkish citizens have 
been brought home from 130 countries and we are making 
the necessary arrangements for the safe return of more in the 
coming weeks. 

We give priority to our people’s health and carry out 
consular work accordingly. Yet at the same time, we must be 
ready for the new geopolitical environment that is already 
taking shape. How is COVID-19 affecting the global political 
and economic order? What will the post-COVID-19 world 
look like? What opportunities and threats will be presented 
by the new international environment? As we have been 
brainstorming and considering these questions, we also sought 
out exceptional experts and academics so that we might also 
benefit from their assessments of these issues. The Foreign 
Ministry’s Center for Strategic Research (SAM), acting as 
a bridge between our Ministry and the academic world, has 

Foreword
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As Turkey’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Mevlüt 
Çavuşoğlu highlights in the Foreword, Turkey, under 
the leadership of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 

has successfully completed the first phase of its fight against 
the coronavirus pandemic and has entered the second phase. 
This can be described as “regulated social life,’’ starting a 
gradual process of returning to “a new normal.” The extent 
of this challenging task and our success story so far is a clear 
demonstration of Turkey’s organizational and operational 
capabilities.

Turkey’s inclusive health system, well-equipped 
hospitals and health workers have been instrumental in 

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs
Republic of Turkey 

International Cooperation, 
Competition, International  
Organizations, Multilateralism

THE POST-COVID-19 ERA: 
WILL THERE BE MORE COMPETITION 

OR MORE COOPERATION?

Yavuz Selim 
KIRAN

Keywords

been actively bringing outside thinking to our organization. A 
few weeks ago, SAM published an edited book, titled The Post-
COVID-19 Global System: Old Problems, New Trends, which 
included articles from 26 distinguished Turkish scholars. We 
are glad that this timely, thought-provoking and enlightening 
book has already found a place on the desks of policy makers 
and thinkers in our country. 

SAM then asked the same questions to a group of 
prominent intellectuals from different parts of the world. The 
World after COVID-19: Cooperation or Competition? is the 
result of harnessing all of this brain power. It is no stretch of 
the imagination to see this book as one of the most important 
academic works that will assist policy makers in a time of 
significant geopolitical uncertainty due to this pandemic. I 
would like to thank them for sharing their visions with us. I 
would also like to thank Deputy Foreign Minister Yavuz Selim 
Kıran and the SAM team members for their diligent work 
as well as the Antalya Diplomacy Forum for the significant 
contribution provided in the realization of this collection of 
works. I am confident that the ideas put forward in this book 
will help us in our collective attempts to secure a better future 
for all. 

                Mevlüt ÇAVUŞOĞLU 
                                          Minister of Foreign Affairs
                                                          Republic of Turkey
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successfully tackling the pandemic. The country’s success lies 
in the comprehensive transformation of Turkey’s health system 
and investments in hospitals over the last 18 years under the 
leadership of President Erdoğan. 

Since the beginning of the crisis, the Turkish Foreign 
Ministry, with 246 missions in 145 countries, has been playing 
an active role. Our Ministry has been especially instrumental 
in assisting Turkish citizens abroad and coordinating Turkey’s 
COVID-19 related efforts with other countries and relevant 
international bodies.

To tackle the challenges of the pandemic, we have 
mobilized our resources, established a Coordination and 
Support Center (CSC) and refocused the work of the Consular 
Call Center according to the instructions of Minister Çavuşoğlu.

The CSC is equipped to carry out multiple functions, 
such as bringing back our citizens from all corners of the world, 
supporting Turks abroad whose lives have been disrupted 
by the pandemic, overseeing Turkey’s medical aid to other 
countries and communities and solving problems related to 
border crossings and the flow of trade. The CSC serves as the 
hub of the multi-agency work that has resulted in the largest 
evacuation operation in the history of our Republic.

While over 85,000 Turkish citizens have been brought 
back from 130 countries since the beginning of the pandemic, 
a total of 1,120 foreign nationals have been assisted in reaching 
their home countries on board Turkish repatriation flights. We 
have also helped 90 countries repatriate over 36,000 of their 
citizens from Turkey.

We are dispatching air ambulances free of charge for 
our nationals who have fallen ill and bringing them back to 
Turkey for medical care. Wherever conditions prevent one of 

The Post-COVID-19 Era: Will There Be More Competition or More Cooperation?

our citizens from being repatriated, we support every single 
one of them.

Guided by its enterprising and humanitarian foreign 
policy, and recognizing the need for cooperation and solidarity, 
Turkey has extended medical assistance to 102 countries and 
three international organizations.1 This has made Turkey 
the 3rd largest provider of medical aid and assistance in the 
world. The medical equipment that we have provided includes 
Turkey’s domestically produced ventilators, which are vital 
for saving lives in Intensive Care Units. Turkey is also actively 
participating in international efforts to find a vaccine for 
the virus. In short, Turkey has once again proven that it is a 
global player and a reliable partner for the common good of all 
humanity.

In addition to logistical undertakings for the welfare, 
safety and security of our citizens, the Turkish Foreign Ministry 
has also been engaged in strategic thinking to ensure Turkey’s 
safe navigation through these rough waters. International 
relations experts have been sharing their opinions and the 
literature regarding global politics in the face of COVID-19 has 
been building up fast. We have been following and benefiting 
from these analyses, as well as actively contributing to the 
newly emerging literature.

Today, governments all over the world are overburdened 
with the substantial responsibility of protecting their citizens 
from a highly contagious, deadly virus. We have no choice 
but to restrict human interactions and redesign our daily 
lives accordingly, regardless of any social and economic 
repercussions. International relations are not immune to 
the virus either. Indeed, the level of uncertainty in today’s 
international environment is unprecedented. COVID-19 has 
already affected nation states, international organizations, 

1 Turkey received requests for assistance from 135 countries, approximately 2/3 of all countries globally.
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global governance and great power rivalry, among other 
things. What will the world be like after COVID-19? Will there 
be more competition or more cooperation?

It is not an easy task to seek an answer to this question, 
as we are still going through the pandemic and no one can tell 
for certain when we will leave it behind. Nonetheless, early 
signs unfortunately indicate that the pandemic is reinforcing 
previously existing competitive trends in international 
relations. Before COVID-19 arrived, states, especially richer 
ones, had grown more self-centered and less inclined to take 
responsibility on global issues. Global governance was already 
under strain. International organizations had already been 
struggling to stay relevant. Decreasing global cooperation had 
coupled with increasing nationalism and great-power politics. 
Deglobalization had intensified, universalism and the rule-
based international order had been struggling. COVID-19 has 
highlighted and accelerated these developments.

It is now clear that the current international system has 
proven ineffective in assisting the international community to 
overcome the COVID-19 crisis and deal with its social, political 
and economic effects. What remains unclear is what we will 
do about it. There are two alternatives: increased isolationism 
where states go their own ways or fostered multilateralism in 
which states reform international organizations and pool their 
resources to find global solutions to global issues. We need 
international organizations with ample abilities, resources and 
a strong will to tackle not only global political and economic 
problems, but also environmental, cultural and health-based 
issues. The pandemic has made this necessity crystal clear. 
Reflecting on institutional approaches that would enable all 
countries to work together in accordance with their needs and 
capabilities could be a good starting point.

COVID-19 has already caused tragic losses of human 
lives, global economic recession, soaring unemployment rates 

and rising levels of poverty in the developing world, and more 
difficulties lie ahead. However, it is not the first crisis of this 
scale. Humanity has already suffered several other pandemics. 
The good news is that we have managed to recover and emerge 
stronger from each crisis. So there is no reason to be overly 
pessimistic this time and abandon what we have collectively 
built. It is in every country’s interest to help reform and 
strengthen international institutions. With the world heading 
toward further uncertainty, the need for countries to work 
together is urgent. The initial task is to wipe out COVID-19. 
Then we should focus on reforming the international system 
to ensure that we will be sufficiently prepared to face future 
global challenges, including health emergencies, provide 
humanitarian and development assistance, deal appropriately 
with migration and refugees and attend to conflict resolution.

It has become obvious to everybody once again that 
we need a just world order, recalling President Erdoğan’s apt 
remark that “the world is bigger than five.” The pandemic has 
demonstrated that humankind is in the same boat and that it is 
our duty to safely bring this boat to a harbor of health, justice 
and prosperity. Given its successful track record in dealing 
with the COVID-19 health crisis and its active role in the 
international coordination efforts, Turkey is ready to bring its 
contributions and expertise to this endeavor.

Like every major global crisis, the pandemic has 
generated certain threats and has presented new opportunities. 
We must be prepared for the risks and seize the opportunities 
so that the international community does not suffer again in 
the future as it does today, and states do not need to fight the 
next pandemic on their own. Cooperation and solidarity are 
therefore indispensable. 

The Post-COVID-19 Era: Will There Be More Competition or More Cooperation?
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Since the early days of the COVID-19 outbreak in China, 
the international community has been discussing the 
potential impact of the pandemic on international affairs. 

As the outbreak extended well beyond China’s borders and 
reached Western heartlands, cautious forecasts suddenly turned 
into hasty conclusions, according to which the pandemic would 
trigger systemic shifts and leave a major impact on the global 
system. In that scenario, the West loses, while China gets the 
upper hand. Major institutions of the global system crumble 
and pave the way for the establishment of new ones. Later on, 
these early conclusions regarding the pandemic’s scope and 
staggering impact on the global system were replaced by yet 

PhD, Chairman, Center for Strategic 
Research, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of the Republic of Turkey 

US-China Rivalry, Economy,
Nation-States, International 
Organizations, Multilateralism

EDITOR’S NOTE
COVID-19: WHAT TO EXPECT?

Ufuk ULUTAŞ

Keywords

another set of cautious analyses that first and foremost adopted 
a “wait and see” approach and argued that the pandemic would 
have a transformative effect on several areas in international 
politics, yet that it would be wrong to expect more than that. 
There is ample space in between “nothing will be the same” and 
“not much will change” due to the pandemic, and mainstream 
thinking revolves around that space. 

It is extremely difficult to make predictions during 
the pandemic. One difficulty arises from the fact that we are 
dealing with an ongoing crisis. We have yet to see to what 
extent the pandemic will depress the global economy, how 
it will transform different societies and institutions, and 
what steps states will take to recover. It is even more difficult 
to compare states that are at different phases of their fight 
against the virus. For example, China had an early start and 
has brought the pandemic under control as the virus hit China 
first. The outbreak arrived in Europe and the U.S. months later, 
and both are still trying to win the battle against COVID-19. 
Notwithstanding the difficulty of making predictions for the 
post-virus era, there are already strong signs that the pandemic 
will strengthen several global trends.

Although we have already been talking about it 
for some time, there are strong signs that the U.S.-China 
rivalry will escalate, if it has not already started to escalate. 
Existing competition between the two superpowers, lately 
exemplified by trade wars, will have new dimensions due to the 
conflicting claims about the source of the virus and the Trump 
Administration’s will to make China pay for its “early negligence” 
with regard to the pandemic. As much as it is impossible to 
decouple China from the global economy as some in the U.S. 
have suggested, it would be wrong to imagine that the U.S. will 
not use the pandemic as leverage against China, probably by 
teaming up with other like-minded states. China, on the other 
hand, seems to be quite adamant in its position that the virus 

Editor’s Note COVID-19: What to Expect?
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did not originate from its territory, while benefitting from the 
West’s “mismanagement” of the outbreak. While China started 
a charm offensive in Western cities by sending medical aid, 
the U.S. has been criticized by many for abandoning global 
leadership during the pandemic. It is difficult to determine 
which one of them will have the ultimate upper hand against 
the other, but it is safe to argue that the U.S.-China competition 
will likely manifest in many issues in international relations in 
the post-virus era. 

The pandemic will also underline the idea of strong 
states. As COVID-19 and similar pandemics come to be 
viewed as a fact of life and become incorporated into national 
security doctrines as perceived threats, there will be more need 
for the state as a central and unique element in the fight against 
pandemics. As a provider of healthcare services, security and 
welfare, the state alone comes to the forefront during global 
pandemics and national epidemics alike. Keeping in mind 
the inefficient and ineffective role that the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and supranational organizations like the 
European Union (EU) have played during this period, the links 
between ideas of self-sufficiency and strong states will become 
stronger. Some of the leading or relatively powerful players 
in the pre-COVID-19 international system found themselves 
in a difficult position due to the pandemic and became world 
leaders in a negative sense. The pandemic has demonstrated 
that existing tools for gauging state power fall short in 
determining actual state power. While assessing state power, 
one must take into account healthcare systems, supply chains 
and emergency response capabilities in addition to military 
power, economic power and population, among others, on 
which the realist approach frequently concentrates. Strong 
states, contrary to what some early analyses suggested, do not 
have to be authoritarian; the argument that authoritarian states 
fight against COVID-19 more efficiently than democratic ones 
is simply wrong, as countries such as Turkey, Germany, South 
Korea, Japan, etc. have proved. 

Not many would argue that international organizations 
performed well during the pandemic. This is one of the 
reasons why the idea of self-sufficient nation-states has gained 
prominence during the pandemic. From the WHO to the 
European Union, multilateral institutions fell short in meeting 
the expectations of the international community. This fact 
will be utilized as a campaigning chip by many nationalist 
movements across the globe, especially in Europe, to question 
multilateralism and to propagate nationalist, unilateralist and in 
some cases isolationist agendas. This is apparently a misreading 
of the crisis at hand, as the pandemic did not expose the futility 
of multilateralism; to the contrary, it stressed that global crises 
require global responses, i.e. multilateral approaches, and 
the problem is not with multilateralism itself, but with the 
inefficiency of existing multilateral mechanisms. Therefore, in 
theory, the pandemic should create a fertile ground for efforts 
to reform multilateral institutions to make them more efficient 
and responsive to the ills of our age. In practice, however, these 
institutions may prove to be more resistant to reform than we 
would expect them to be. 

The economic impact of the pandemic could prove 
to bear more significance than everything else, second only 
to the tragic loss of human life, as many economists predict 
a deep recession with the world economy shrinking in 
considerable numbers. According to the World Bank Group, 
for example, 60 million people could fall into extreme poverty, 
while developing economies could be severely afflicted by the 
health and economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Unemployment is on the rise, even in developed economies, 
and countries with weak welfare systems are failing to heal the 
economic wounds of their citizens during these extraordinary 
times. A global recession would almost surely have political 
consequences in many countries, as it will multiply the already 
existing social, economic and political problems. Hence, the 
world economy will require a recovery program similar to 

Editor’s Note COVID-19: What to Expect?
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that of the post-WWII era; actors with the means to lead the 
recovery program will increase their spheres of influences. An 
alarming trend to watch here will be the rise of nationalist, 
xenophobic and racist movements exploiting the socio-
economic impacts of the pandemic and the ensuing economic 
recession. Economic recovery therefore will not only prevent 
economic collapse in some countries, it will also protect social 
harmony and political stability.

                                    ***

When we as the international community see the light 
at the end of the tunnel with regard to the ongoing pandemic, 
we will be better placed to undertake a more realistic damage 
assessment. We will then be able to gauge the real impact of the 
pandemic on major and rising trends in international affairs. 
However, it is equally important to do some preliminary 
assessments, as the steps that states and global organization 
do (and do not) take today determine—and will continue to 
determine—the opportunities and challenges that they will 
encounter in the future. As such, there is a strong link between 
states’ performance in the fight against the pandemic and the 
analysis of post-COVID-19 global politics. At the same time, 
it is crucial for states to develop a sustainable vision for the 
pandemic’s aftermath and to garner support for that vision 
locally and globally. The states’ self-identified roles within the 
global system and their capacities will have a significant impact 
on their future positions.

This book, the second in the series published by the 
Center for Strategic Research and Antalya Diplomacy Forum, 
was written at a time when the international community has 
yet to see the light at the end of the tunnel. It is comprised 
of assessments and analyses by respected scholars, global 
thinkers and experts on the potential impact of COVID-19 
on the international system, states, people, great power 
rivalry, international organizations, security, globalization 

and conflicts. Although the outbreak has been brought under 
control in some states, a vaccine has not yet been found, 
lockdowns of varying intensities are ongoing, shops and 
production facilities have not been fully reopened in many 
states and there are still heavy restrictions on international 
travel. Yet, each and every article brings valuable insight into 
the matter at hand, offering various perspectives and lines of 
thinking. The authors hail from different corners of the world, 
and bring in their own unique backgrounds and experiences. 
The list of respected authors from all around the world was 
determined to ensure that the book offers a global perspective 
on a global crisis. 

Aizaz Ahmed Chaudhry, from Pakistan’s Institute of 
Strategic Studies, calls upon the international community to 
stick together and work to build a global system that is based on 
cooperation, akin to the end of WWII. Teressa Coratella of the 
European Council for Foreign Relations’ Rome Branch argues 
that Europe has to decide whether it wants to be regarded as a 
Great Power to accomplish a new start based on new values, 
solidarity and ambitious social and economic initiatives. 
Michael Doran from the Hudson Institute in the U.S. predicts 
that U.S.-China rivalry will intensify; however, since the two 
economies are deeply intertwined, the competition will have 
limits and make the U.S. strengthen its ties with allies, including 
Turkey. Former President of Argentina Eduardo Duhalde 
argues that COVID-19 has exposed the extraordinarily 
dramatic situation of the world economic order and has 
created inequalities unprecedented in history. Ehud Eiran from 
the University of Haifa and MITVIM in Israel joins others in 
their readings that the pandemic may deepen the great power 
rivalry between the U.S. and China, and that under current 
conditions confrontation rather than cooperation is a likely 
scenario. Afyare Elmi from Qatar University and Abdi Hersi 
from Griffith University in Australia argue that the pandemic 
will exacerbate the already dire economic situation in Africa, 
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triggering waves of migration and great power competition, but 
at the same time, the co-authors write, it may positively impact 
collaboration and integration within the continent. Richard 
Falk of Princeton University and the Orfalea Center for Global 
Studies projects alternative futures for global governance in 
the post-COVID-19 era, drawing clear lines between what is 
expected, what seems necessary and what is desirable. 

Ibrahim Fraihat from the Doha Institute of Graduate 
Studies and Georgetown University in Qatar predicts that the 
pandemic is unlikely to lead to the demise of the pre-pandemic 
order; rather it will reinforce the already existing paradigm 
and create further power diffusion on the world stage. George 
Friedman of Geopolitical Futures in the U.S. forecasts that 
the world is moving from recession to depression, which 
could be followed by massive social instability, economic fear 
and political tensions. Governments, according to Friedman, 
will focus on maintaining national security by reducing 
dependence on other countries. Yuichi Hosoya of Keio 
University in Japan argues that an internationalist policy may 
help to contain the spread of future waves of the coronavirus. 
According to Wolfgang Ischinger of the Munich Security 
Conference and Hertie School, the pandemic is a catalyst that 
has accelerated the already existing trends in international 
politics, such as declining U.S. leadership, strained transatlantic 
relations, decreasing global cooperation and the resurgence of 
nationalism and great power politics; it is also a stress test for 
the European project. Ammar Kahf from the Omran Center 
believes that the “new normal” will be determined according to 
the duration and severity of the pandemic and global powers’ 
policies. Andrey Kortunov from the Russian International 
Affairs Council lists threats and opportunities for Russian 
foreign policy, and argues that the current crisis is a solid 
reason for shaking up one’s old foreign policy wardrobe. 

Galia Lindenstrauss from the INSS in Israel answers the 
question to what extent the pandemic will have an impact on 

diasporic communities, considering the expectations that the 
pandemic will slow down and even reverse some globalization 
processes. According to Raja Mohan of the Institute of Asian 
Studies at the National Singapore University, the world may 
be inching toward an era of intensive competition to shape 
multilateral institutions, and the challenge coming from China 
to the U.S. may prove to be tougher than Soviet Russia’s challenge 
at its peak. Joseph S. Nye Jr. of Harvard University argues that 
unless President Trump pursues cooperation and soft power, 
the existing policies will foster nationalist populism and 
authoritarianism. Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik’s Volker 
Perthes believes that the catchphrase “nothing will ever be the 
same again” after the pandemic is overly ambitious, and at this 
phase of the pandemic only provisional assumptions rather than 
definitive answers can be expected. Richard Rubenstein from 
George Mason University writes that the COVID-19 outbreak 
will very likely weaken the American empire with respect to 
China and possibly other competitors as well. According to 
Richard Sakwa of Kent University, the pandemic has reinforced 
the weakness of international governance, the primacy of state 
action, the entrenched character of great power rivalries and 
the overall impasse in post-Cold War international politics. 
Samir Saran from the Observer Research Foundation in India 
underlines the absence of American leadership during the 
COVID-19 outbreak, sees China as the leading contender, and 
critiques a world disorder in which most communities have to 
deal with the dire consequences of the pandemic on their own 
while the great powers look away or follow their self-interests. 
Nathalie Tocci from the Istituto Affari Internazionali in Italy 
sees the COVID-19 pandemic as a defining moment for the 
European Union’s internal cohesion and global role; while Jose 
Ignacio Torreblanca from ECFR’s Madrid Office predicts that 
the crisis may lead to the strengthening of multilateralism, the 
capabilities of the EU and democratic politics at the national 
level. Rigoberta Menchu Tum, a Nobel Peace Prize Laureate 
from Guatemala, writes that the pandemic should force us to 

Editor’s Note COVID-19: What to Expect?
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reevaluate ourselves both materially and spiritually, rethink 
our individual and collective way of life and produce radical 
changes in international organizations. Marton Ugrosdy 
from the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade in Hungary 
argues that COVID-19 will lead to two short-term outcomes: 
the UN system will be more irrelevant and the usefulness of 
large multilateral organizations will be undermined. Yiwei 
Wang from Renmin University in China calls for going 
beyond ideological constraints and promotes innovation to 
open the global scientific system to tackle such global crises 
as COVID-19. According to Joshua Webb and Ronja Scheler 
of the Körber Foundation in Germany, the pandemic has 
underlined major cracks in Berlin’s three pillars of foreign 
policy: European integration, transatlantic cooperation and 
an export-driven economy model. Last but not least, Mahjoob 
Zweiri from the Gulf Studies Center defines the COVID-19 
pandemic as a shifting-of-sands event rather than a major 
earthquake, noting that major changes do not occur because 
of one event.

The Center for Strategic Research  and Antalya 
Diplomacy Forum are indebted to Turkish Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu and Deputy Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Yavuz Selim Kıran for their guidance and support, 
without which this book would not have been possible. 
Ambassador Burak Akçapar also contributed greatly at every 
phase of the book. A particular debt is owed also to the Turkish 
Embassies abroad who helped gather some of the articles in this 
publication. Special thanks go to the hardworking personnel 
of the Center for Strategic Research, who worked extra hours 
during the days of the pandemic to prepare this book, which is 
one of the first contributions to the literature on COVID-19’s 
impact on global politics. 

The world order that has ruled the globe since the end 
of the Second World War has been under severe stress 
for some years now. The growing challenges to the 

supremacy of the United States as the sole super-power, the rise 
of China on the world stage and the emergence of multiple power 
centers have irreversibly impacted geo-politics worldwide. 
Coupled with that, the rise of narrow nationalism, laced with 
xenophobia, anti-immigrant sentiment and Islamophobia have 
catalyzed strategic shifts in the global governance system. The 
principles of inter-state conduct enshrined in the UN Charter—
most notably respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, 
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non-interference and non-intervention have been trampled 
upon with impunity, all the while leading to a disarray in the 
world order. With Donald Trump assuming presidency of the 
United States, the unilateralism epitomized by the ‘America 
First’ approach has further undermined the spirit of globalism 
and multilateralism. Protectionist trends have come to impede 
free international trade, while economic coercion rather than 
cooperation has become the norm for inter-state conduct. 

It is in these changing times that the challenge of 
COVID-19 has emerged; within months, it has brought 
further unprecedented strain to global governance. It is not 
unprecedented in the sense of pandemics, but rather in terms 
of the enormous speed with which it has engulfed countries 
far and wide. The reality is that humanity has already suffered 
many such pandemics, and in each case, it went on to recover 
and surge ahead with even more robust economic growth 
and development. However, today, as a consequence of the 
globalized world in which we live, no society is beyond the 
reach of the virus. The coronavirus pandemic poses a ubiquitous 
challenge because of its cross-domain impact on every facet of 
human activity, from politics to economy to sociology. 

The question arises, whether we are able to calculate the 
scale of the damage that this virus could cause before it recedes. 
Analysts of the world are struggling to find an answer to this 
question. However, there is consensus that a multi-directional 
challenge of such enormity will require a multi-dimensional 
global response. To better understand the direction toward 
which the world will likely move in the post COVID-19 era, we 
would first need to accurately assess the trends in every major 
domain that has been impacted by this deadly virus.

The most glaring victim of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
second only to the tremendous and tragic loss of human lives, 
is the global economy. Fate would have it that global economy 
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was already ailing when the virus hit, and the pandemic has 
made matters worse. According to the IMF, it is projected 
that global growth in 2020 will fall to -3 percent.1 The Asian 
Development Bank estimates that the global economy 
could suffer up to USD 8.8 trillion in losses as a result of the 
pandemic.2 Unemployment rates are soaring in nearly every 
country, bringing anxiety, uncertainty and suffering. The rising 
levels of poverty and malnutrition in the developing world are 
wiping out decades of work that had been done painstakingly 
to bring poverty levels down. The World Bank estimates that 
nearly 23 million people are at risk of being pushed into 
poverty, mostly in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.3 With 
a lull in manufacturing, global demand for oil has plummeted, 
pushing the world economy even further toward a massive 
global recession. The figures emerging out of the U.S., the 
largest world economy, are particularly worrying. A recession 
looms over Europe, Japan and other leading economies as well. 
Some economists are predicting a depression of a scale even 
bigger than the world witnessed in the late 1920s.

Geo-politics too is scaling new heights of complexity 
and uncertainty. With the U.S. and China on the cusp of a Cold 
War, new alignments are shaping up around the world. In Asia, 
for instance, the U.S. has deepened its strategic partnership 
with India as a counter-weight to China, and is teaming up with 
other allies in the region to contain China’s rise. The advent 
of COVID-19 and the blame game that ensued between the 
U.S. and China has intensified their major power competition, 
moving them further away from the globalism that is needed 
more than ever to fight this menace.

Multilateralism, which was already under challenge 
from unilateralism, is losing relevance. The United Nations, the 
World Health Organization and scores of other international 
organizations are struggling to stay relevant to this fast-
changing world. Regionalism, conversely, is gaining traction. 
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China, which had emerged as the icon for globalism thanks 
to its Belt and Road Initiative, may focus even more on its 
contiguous regions. Another mega project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor, is a case in point; this venture links up 
Pakistan’s shores on the Indian Ocean with the Eurasian 
landmass through Central Asia and Russia. Such connectivity 
would continue to drive regional cooperation. 

While it is never easy to predict the future, there are 
self-evident trends that are likely to shape global governance 
in the post-COVID-19 era. First is the singular importance 
that technology has assumed in all that we do. Knowledge 
economies, with innovation through research and development 
as their central pillar, will determine the status of each state 
in the comity of nations. As every country is likely to become 
even more dependent on the use of technology, those that form 
a well-developed technological base will have an edge. Since 
every country would be on its own, a competition to acquire 
cutting-edge technologies would set in. It would be in every 
country’s interest to develop a technological base that is self-
sufficient and self-reliant. 

Countries with a strong agricultural base, both in 
agricultural produce and agri-based industry, would be 
better positioned to survive the anticipated long periods of 
low economic growth and drop in international trade during 
the times of recession. Already, developing countries might 
be inclined to revive economic concepts such as import 
substitution, which had long been abandoned in favor of free 
international trade. 

Biological threats have come into renewed focus. With 
conventional wars already replaced by hybrid fifth-generation 
wars, biological warfare could emerge as an important tool 
in the armory of those engaged in conflict. The nature of 
conflict too is changing, with intra-state chaos becoming far 

Global Governance in the Post-COVID-19 Era

more lethal than inter-state confrontations. The Arab Spring 
of 2011, which soon turned into Arab Autumn and later Arab 
Winter, showed that hybrid warfare and implosion from within 
societies has left conventional warfare far behind in the annals 
of history. Will deadly viruses like COVID-19 and its mutations 
become another weapon in the hybrid warfare of the future? 
One sincerely hopes not, as that would be a lose-lose option for 
not only the aggressor and the victim but the world as a whole. 

Perhaps it would be prudent for the world to strengthen 
the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC); 183 state parties to 
it have already committed to not develop, stockpile or acquire 
biological agents or toxins other than for peaceful purposes, 
or use such agents or toxins for hostile purposes or in armed 
conflict.4  Furthermore, there are fears that terrorists and non-
state actors could get hold of viruses and deadly biological 
agents to carry out bioterrorism or biological warfare. The 
world must come together to ensure a renewed commitment 
by all states to not indulge in biological warfare, and to prevent 
non-state actors from gaining access to deadly biological 
agents from labs. Sustained support for conventions like the 
BWC could help control the emergence of biological threats 
and accidental or intentional, illicit spread of such biological 
threats in future. 

With the world heading toward a period of phenomenal 
uncertainty, economic recession and possibly even depression, 
the need for the world to come together is ever more urgent 
today. The leaders of major powers have a special responsibility; 
within that context, the United States, being the pre-eminent 
power, must not shy away from its global responsibilities. The 
people of the United States must reject isolationism because 
the world would be better off with a U.S. that is engaged 
constructively in making the world a better place to live. 
China too must maintain the zeal for globalism that it has 
already amply displayed. Other major powers must resist 
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the temptation to pursue narrow nationalism based on faith 
or ethnicity. All the nations of the world have an enormous 
task to do together—first to fight the menace of COVID-19, 
a common enemy, and then, to stitch together a global system 
that is based on the cooperative spirit that we witnessed after 
the end of the Second World War.
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The COVID-19 crisis is now entering its third phase. The 
first was the medical emergency phase, with Europe 
and other world powers dealing with an invisible but 

powerful threat affecting the population with no distinctions and 
unfortunately no rules. Then came the economic crisis phase, 
with worldwide governments dealing with an unprecedented 
situation whose long-term effects are gradually showing their 
features and for which a recovery plan is still quite blurry. The 
third phase is that of political crisis, with worldwide leaders 
trying to set a new strategy for their countries to survive this 
process politically, namely, to find a new role and raison d’état 
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in the new global order the COVID-19 crisis is already setting 
up.

This new global order sees a new and reshaped U.S. vs. 
China narrative based on Washington accusations of Beijing’s 
alleged responsibilities for the virus spread; a new role for 
Russia, weakened by COVID-19 with an already unstable 
political domestic and economic situation, without mentioning 
the effects on energy markets and supplies; an affected African 
continent on which the consequences of the virus are yet to 
come; and weakened Asian powers that now see their economic 
plans for expansion frozen.

Where does the EU stand in all this? Europe is now 
looking for its geopolitical megaphone, lost somewhere 
between economically urgent recovery plans and initiatives 
and deep political divisions. As is happening within many 
EU member states, the COVID-19 crisis is exposing all the 
weaknesses and fault lines that have been put under the carpet 
and covertly hidden until today.

The unique political momentum of strong Europeanism 
pushed forward by the new European ‘geopolitical’ 
Commission seems frozen today, now replaced by strong 
political confrontation and lack of unity and solidarity. Most 
Europeans had thought and hoped that the South-North 
European divide was over, that it had been locked down with 
the end of the economic and financial crisis in 2011. However, 
after almost a decade and now with COVID-19 fully in place, 
we are experiencing a revamping of the traditional divides, 
accusations and lack of dialogue typical of those times. Indeed, 
we have already gone beyond the North-South divide and 
have entered a new kind of narrative that sees confrontation 
between East and West, North and East, East and South and, 
paradoxically, even within both North and South. 

COVID-19 and Europe: Looking for a Geopolitical Megaphone

The lack of solidarity within Europe and among the 
EU’s founding members and biggest economies is now leading 
to a new scenario that is even worse, namely the lack of vision 
for the nearest future and for the future of the European 
political project. How does Europe want to stand domestically, 
regionally and globally? 

First, domestically, we are already experiencing a 
sort of ‘controlled anarchy’ with some member states already 
undergoing their own democratic deviations, as in the case 
of Orban’s Hungary and Kaczynski’s Poland, toward which 
the EU’s public approach could be considered too shy. We are 
also experiencing a new geographical division, with the most 
affected COVID-19 countries, namely Italy, Spain and France, 
already economically weaker and paradoxically positioned 
at the south of the EU, a feature that will further deepen the 
traditional North-South divide. On top of that, the Northern 
countries are pushing for economic solidity instead of political 
and social solidarity. 

Second, looking at the EU’s closest neighborhood, the 
Southern European border represented by the Middle Eastern 
and North African shores is currently frozen in Brussels’ eyes, 
although all of the key and unresolved crises are still there: 
the migration dossier, the Yemen humanitarian disaster, the 
Syrian civil war, the war in Libya, the Iran file and the fragile 
new North African democracies and consolidated autocracies. 
When Europe does finally wake up from the COVID-19 
medical emergency nightmare and begins to properly manage 
the economic recovery plans, it might risk seeing that someone 
else has taken its place and influence in the region, along with 
that of the U.S.

The same goes for the Southern-Eastern dimension, 
with the Western-Balkans, already the protagonists of 
European history, seeking their proper recognition as reliable 
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candidates to join the EU community, and Ukraine still 
politically vulnerable and disappointed by Europe’s uncertain 
strategy and vision.

Third, globally, the current multilateral order seems 
unable to move further and take those common actions and 
decisions so badly needed to overcome the COVID-19 crisis 
and effectively tackle its social, political and economic effects. 
In this global scenario, Europe is stuck and immobile, like any 
other great power. If European leaders won’t take the necessary 
measures and actions to show their citizens that a concrete plan 
is on the table, the consequences will be quite easily predictable.

First of all, European citizens might lose faith in the 
European project altogether and go back to pure nation-state 
settings, today characterized by strong sovranist and anti-
European political sentiments. What happened with Brexit 
seems so remote today, however it is an easily repeatable 
process, especially in those EU countries where citizens feel 
abandoned by EU institutions and political leaders. No one 
will straightforwardly forget Madam Lagarde and President 
Von der Leyden’s first reactions to the plight of Italy, in the 
frontline of the COVID-19 spread and the first affected country 
in Europe. On the level of nations-states, we might see member 
states going back to privileging bilateral relations to replace 
shared strategies and plans when dealing with global powers, 
suppliers and partners. 

Second, the risk is that Europe might decide or be forced 
to put aside, temporarily, those courageous and counterintuitive 
plans announced by the new Commission, among them the EU 
Green Deal, an innovative and ambitious plan not only aimed 
at setting deadlines and standards but above all at radically 
changing the current European environmental framework and 
its long-term objectives, practices and infrastructures.

COVID-19 and Europe: Looking for a Geopolitical Megaphone

Third, the EU might risk losing vital geopolitical 
momentum. The COVID-19 crisis is the worst crisis Europe 
has experienced since the end of the Second World War. The 
European project was launched to guarantee peace and to make 
sure war, internal disruptive confrontation, discrimination 
and inequality would never happen again. European leaders 
and policy makers succeeded in achieving this, not always 
proactively, but they did. If Europe does not finally take a 
courageous and ambition stand, we could easily see internal 
disruptive confrontation, discrimination and inequality back 
on our table. 

The COVID-19 crisis might paradoxically represent 
a new start for Europe, based on new values, solidarity and 
ambitious social and economic initiatives. However, to 
accomplish this, Europe needs first of all to decide if it wants to 
be considered a Great Power. Then, once this decision is made, 
it must take all of the concrete steps necessary to reaffirm 
its role as a credible and solid interlocutor able to engage in 
dialogue, but also to negotiate for the sake of its political and 
economic interests—above all for the sake of its citizens. A new 
megaphone is badly needed to empower Europe to make its 
message heard across the current reshaped multilateral order.

                                        ***

Note: Of course, everybody should avoid making the case only 
for Europe. All world players and global protagonists are facing 
and will face the same challenges and difficult times.
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How will the world look after the COVID-19 crisis? 
Even though much is uncertain, there are four features 
that will clearly figure in the post-COVID-19 world. 

The first and most indisputable is that we will see the rivalry 
between the United States and China intensify. In recent 
decades, American statecraft was guided by the unrealistic 
expectation that China’s economic integration with the West 
would lead it to pursue political reforms and make it a non-
challenging partner for liberal democracies. Even before the 
current crisis, the American foreign policy elite increasingly 
recognized that this expectation was just a wishful thinking. 
However, after the COVID-19 crisis the debate will move to an 
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entirely new stage. In the coming years, the question will be not 
whether to pursue an aggressive competition, but how.

That said, the U.S. and Chinese economies are deeply 
intertwined. This co-dependency will limit the bounds of the 
competition between Washington and Beijing, since each 
country can only go so far before hurting the other amounts 
to self-harm. Unlike the struggle with the Soviet Union after 
WWII, the competition between the U.S. and China is between 
two forms of capitalism: democratic and authoritarian. The 
overlap between the two also means that they cannot simply 
organize rival blocs of states that will peer warily at one another 
across a fortified frontier.

Together with their allies, the Americans will have to 
devote themselves to the difficult intellectual task of sorting 
out the exact parameters of the competition with China. In 
which arenas is Washington engaged in a zero-sum game with 
Beijing? In which arenas is the competition of a limited nature? 
And in which arenas is there no competition at all? None of 
these questions have yet received clear answers. 

 
America’s understanding of its vital interests is foggy, 

not least because it has grown uncertain of its role in the world. 
A reluctant superpower, it is forever tempted to abandon the 
leadership position that it built during the Cold War, while 
also being hesitant to give in to the temptation. Nowhere is its 
ambivalence more apparent than in the Middle East, which 
President Trump is inclined to keep at arm’s length. While the 
COVID-19 crisis will not lead the United States to abandon 
the Middle East, it will—and this constitutes the second major 
feature—heighten America’s ambivalence about the region. 
The domestic economic dislocations generated by the crisis, 
and the massive increase in the national debt, will strengthen 
the voices of those in Washington who urge the president to 
avoid Middle Eastern entanglements and instead focus on 
problems at home. 

How Will the World Look after the COVID-19 Crisis?
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 America’s ambivalence seemingly offers an opportunity 
to its primary adversary in the region, Iran. But the Islamic 
Republic will not have the capabilities necessary to fill the 
vacuum. In the third major development, Iran will emerge 
from the coronavirus crisis in very severe decline. Even 
before the pandemic, the regime was suffering from a crisis 
of legitimacy, thanks both to President Trump’s “maximum 
pressure” campaign and to the wave of political unrest that 
washed over the country last November. However, the regime’s 
botched response to the coronavirus outbreak has further 
eroded the regime’s legitimacy. Tehran’s growing weakness will 
allow the United States to put it on the defensive even without 
a major commitment of American forces. 

 
Finally, the COVID-19 crisis will lead to a reinvigorated 

nationalism and will diminish the influence of transnational 
organizations such as the European Union. For several years 
we have seen in Europe the rise of populist movements calling 
for greater autonomy from Brussels. The pandemic will only 
strengthen this trend. In the continent’s response to the crisis, 
the transnational technocrats were of little use. When it counted 
most, each country was forced to rely on its own resources. And 
this trend is hardly limited to Europe. One also sees it in the 
politics of Modi’s India, Xi’s China, and Netanyahu’s Israel—to 
name just three examples.

 
These four trends taken together produce the possibility 

of a fifth feature of the world after COVID-19. The rise of this 
fifth feature is by no means a certainty, but it is highly desirable 
and worth aspiring to: namely, a major improvement in U.S.-
Turkish relations. 

 
In the post-9/11 era, American foreign policy had a 

tendency to fixate on non-state actors, such as al-Qaida and 
DAESH, which managed to carve out spaces in the American 
strategic imagination as the primary threats in the Middle East. 

How Will the World Look after the COVID-19 Crisis?

This fixation distracted the United States from its traditional 
role of maintaining a coalition of allied states dedicated to 
creating a stable regional order. No relationship suffered more 
from that development than the U.S.-Turkey alliance. In its 
narrow fixation on non-state actors the United States moved 
much closer to the PKK than was wise.

 
The crisis in U.S.-Turkish relations, however, need not 

be permanent. As the United States comes under growing 
pressure to decrease its footprint in the Middle East, while 
simultaneously seeing competition with China as increasingly 
important, Washington may rediscover the value of building a 
stable order. And it will likely recognize that it cannot achieve 
that goal without working closely with its Turkish ally. Ensuring 
that this rediscovery happens and exploiting its full potential in 
a timely fashion, however, will take very hard diplomatic work 
both in Washington and in Ankara. 
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The first thing I want to say is that the pandemic has not 
really added to the existing problems that the world has 
already been facing since the last decades of the 20th 

century.

In any case, it has served, in a painful way, to expose the 
extraordinarily dramatic situation of the world economic order 
that—just to give one example—has brought inequality among 
countries and among peoples to an extent unprecedented in 
the entire history of humanity.
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In this sense, let’s reflect upon this warning made long 
before the appearance of COVID-19 by Zigmunt Bauman: “We 
must be prepared for a long period that will be marked by more 
questions than answers, more problems than solutions, and in 
which we will have to advance through the edge of a very equal 
probability of success and failure.”

Or the following words of Pope Francis when he lists 
the issues that, according to his point of view—with which I 
agree—must be dealt with urgently at a global level: 

…the intimate relationship between the poor and the 
fragility of the planet, the conviction that in the world everything 
is connected, the criticism to the new paradigm and to the forms 
of power that derive from technology, the invitation to seek other 
ways of understanding economy and progress, the value of each 
creature, the human sense of ecology, the need for sincere and 
honest debates, the serious responsibility of international and 
local politics, the culture of disposability and the proposal of a 
new lifestyle.

In 2019, the Turkish authorities were kind enough to 
invite me to present my ideas at the TRT World Forum in 
Istanbul, with the topic “The Crisis of Globalization: Risks and 
Opportunities.” There, in the discussion that I initiated, I found 
myself forced to disagree with the prestigious participants who 
stated that, in general terms, the world was better. I said what 
I always say: “We are not better. We are worse. The world, 
especially young people, are showing us clear signs of alarm 
and disagreement. We are facing a change of era and paradigms. 
And the sooner we accept, the better.” All this introduction 
serves to say that if the pandemic forces us to accelerate the 
inevitable transformations that are looming, perhaps so much 
pain and so much desolation will have made some sense.

Today, everyone seems to agree that the post-pandemic 
era will require what has come to be called ‘a new normal,’ and 

The Coming Metamorphosis
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here and there various ‘changes’ are listed, according to the 
opinion of the speaker. I believe that thinking about ‘changes’ 
is not assessing a real sense of what is to come. According to 
Ulrich Beck’s classic definition: 

Change brings a characteristic future of modernity 
into focus, namely permanent transformation, while basic 
concepts and the certainties that support them remain constant. 
Metamorphosis, by contrast, destabilizes these certainties of 
modern society. (…) Metamorphosis… means simply that what 
was unthinkable yesterday is real and possible today.

That is why it is almost impossible to handle what is to 
come with certainty. We do know, however, what things would 
be desirable to happen, for humanity to come out of this crisis 
in better shape than when it entered into it.

An incomplete but useful agenda would include the 
certainty that, in the absence of metamorphosis, the losers 
will inevitably be, in the first place, the same as usual: the 
poor, those marginalized from opportunities, the digitally 
marginalized and the migrants. They will be joined, as the 
most disadvantaged, by the emerging middle classes, which 
are precarious today but struggling to advance, leveraged 
with a more universal and accessible education as well as 
some opportunities enabled by public welfare policies and an 
incipient growth in employment thanks to international trade.

Assuming this reality, the governments of the world 
should commit to generating instruments that avoid or at 
least soften the impact such as financial aid to ensure at least 
the survival of the most disadvantaged people, the creation of 
health systems that reach all the inhabitants of a country or 
region without exceptions, firm protection of the environment 
and natural resources, emphasis on the use and development 
of renewable energies, transformation of the world economy 
with a prioritized focus on production, abandoning usury 

The Coming Metamorphosis

as an international method of appropriating other people’s 
resources and compulsive consumption as a tool for expansion. 
Obviously, this would entail flattening the social pyramid, 
elevating the quality of life of the world’s dispossessed—the 
“disposables” in Pope Francis’s words of admonition— and 
bringing them closer to the privileged minority.

Of course, a metamorphosis of these dimensions is 
not possible without a profound change in global governance, 
which would require, among other things, a reform in the 
UN, an effective integration of Latin America, as well as the 
integration of other regions, including a review of European 
integration and, on that basis, the definition of a new paradigm 
of international cooperation.

Strong support for the existing commitments proposed 
by the international community, such as the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Agenda or the Addis Ababa Action Plan on 
financing for development, and others that will emerge as a 
result of these transformations is also essential. All this should 
bring us closer to the birth of a ‘global political society,’ an 
essential step to building a new global governance, and to 
global solidarity, which is evidently the only guarantee for the 
future to face dramas of this magnitude.

Can we do it—or will we take the easy drift of ‘changing’ 
things so that nothing changes? The crossroad is clear. To put 
it one more time in the words of Bauman: “We, the human 
inhabitants of the Earth, find ourselves (more than ever in 
history) in a situation of real dilemma: we either join hands or 
join the funeral procession of our own burial in the same and 
colossal mass grave.”
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The COVID-19 global public health crisis that began 
in early 2020 hit the international system at a time 
of transition. China’s economic rise and its assertive 

policies in arenas such as the South China Sea, are challenging 
U.S. global dominance. Liberal democracy is further being 
tested by setbacks in the EU, including Brexit and the rise of 
non-liberal regimes at its periphery. All three regions are at the 
heart of the global public health crisis. The virus hailed from 
China, while the U.S. and Western Europe suffered (as of early 
May 2020) the largest numbers of fatalities. Only a few weeks 
into the public health crisis, it is too early to ascertain the long-
term effects of the crisis on great power rivalry. However, we 
can identify the variables that will determine them.
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Effect on Raw Power 

A strong economy is the foundation of the American 
rise to global power starting in the late 19th century, as well 
as China’s rise nowadays. The public health crisis is wreaking 
havoc on both economies. U.S. GDP for the first quarter 
of 2020 decreased by almost 5%, while the Chinese GDP 
decreased 6.8% in the same period. The U.S. is further suffering 
from almost 15% unemployment; China reported 6.2% urban 
unemployment, although the real figure is probably higher. Both 
countries took steps to keep their economies going, including 
an American commitment to spend $2.4 trillion dollars in key 
sectors, including areas the government has never supported 
before, such as high-yield corporate debt instruments. As a 
result, both great powers are expanding their national debt. 
In the U.S., the debt to GDP ratio is above 100% for the first 
time since WWII. In assessing the effect of the crisis on the 
economy, we should also consider the ability of China and the 
U.S. to bounce back. Both governments responded vigorously; 
their structural features, such as labor force flexibility (greater 
in America) and the state’s ability to command the economy 
(greater in China) will play a crucial role in determining the 
final outcome. China’s reliance on exports may have adverse 
economic effects. Many countries, including the U.S., want to 
avoid the risks that the crisis has exposed in the global supply 
chain. Such concerns are expected to revive local production 
and decrease the export markets for Chinese products globally. 
In turn, China may strive to develop an internal consumer 
society and invest more in the Belt and Road Initiative, possibly 
leading to a spheres of influence division.

Effect on Great Power Interactions 

While it is too early to determine if the global 
economic crisis will alter the economic power balance between 
Washington and Beijing, it is already clear that it has had an 
adverse effect on their interactions. They entered the crisis 

COVID-19 and Great Power Rivalry
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with strained relations, and the crisis has created a further 
incentive for conformation rather than cooperation. President 
Trump is China-bashing ever more vigorously, as he is nearing 
the November elections with wide-spread unemployment 
and criticism of his handling of the crisis. The President had 
made a point of describing the illness as a “Chinese virus” 
and suggesting that it originated in a state-run laboratory in 
Wuhan. His administration is looking into the possibility of 
allowing lawsuits in the U.S. against the Chinese government. 
The Chinese leadership, for its part, may fear that the end of 
decades-long economic expansion will weaken its internal 
legitimacy. Nationalism would be an obvious strategy to regain 
legitimacy. Indeed, some Chinese officials had already criticized 
the U.S., and at least on one occasion outright accused the U.S. 
of spreading the virus in China. 

 U.S.-Chinese trade—the material reality that helped 
safeguard great power cooperation—decreased dramatically, 
with the decline of both supply and demand. From January to 
February 2020— even before the crisis peaked—monthly U.S.-
PRC trade decreased by $10.9 billion. 

Effect on Third Party Support 

Great powers of the modern era also compete for the 
support of other states in the international system, through 
participation and leadership in global institutions, alliances, 
bilateral relations and soft power. Under President Trump, the 
U.S. has generally decreased its international commitments. 
Its soft power has further suffered blows due to President 
Trump’s stance on global issues, and to an extent, the way he 
comes across. The PRC, a latecomer to the game of great power 
influence, has been making great strides in the international 
arena. The crisis, for now, seems to favor China. The U.S., which 
had led global efforts to contain the Ebola outbreaks earlier in 
the decade, has abandoned any global leadership presence on 
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this front in the current crisis. Moreover, its soft power has 
declined as it has come across as far less effective, compared to 
China, in getting control over the virus. 

Indeed, the public health steps taken in numerous 
countries, including democracies, have glaringly compromised 
civil liberties, thus providing further legitimacy to systems 
of government—such as China’s—that give preference to 
security over liberty. The swift roll-back of core principles 
of the EU, such as easy mobility across borders—serves as a 
further reminder of the limits—perhaps even the failures—of 
the liberal model the U.S. has traditionally advocated. China’s 
image, on the other hand, suffered a blow when it emerged that 
officials in Wuhan had suppressed information about the early 
phases of the pandemic. Soft power gains will continue to be 
affected by the effectiveness of each great power in shaping and 
communicating a narrative that supports its positive image. 

As Churchill famously suggested, we are perhaps at 
a phase that “is not the end… not even the beginning of the 
end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.” Much in this 
crisis is ahead of us. Yet there are least two developments that 
can change the analysis presented above. First, the specific 
manner in which this crisis will end. For example, if one of 
the great powers becomes the first to develop a vaccine or an 
effective treatment, and then offers it to the rest of the world, 
or conversely, if it charges other users exorbitant amounts for 
it. Second, a change of leadership in the White House could 
reinvigorate U.S. leadership. A President Biden would be more 
likely to hold onto more traditional Post-WWII American 
foreign policies, including the centrality of allies, alliances and 
global leadership in the face of a crisis of this scale. 

Elizabethan poet, Thomas Nash, started his 1600 poem 
“A Litany in the Time of Plague” by exclaiming: “Adieu, farewell 
earth’s bliss/This world uncertain is.” The poem reflects on our 
inability to avoid personal demise. Read in the days of the 2020 
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Corona crisis, the poem is a reminder that this pandemic is 
exacerbating a moment of strategic uncertainty as a rising 
China challenges a declining U.S. The analysis presented above 
suggests that while strategic uncertainty is indeed added to the 
personal uncertainty that many of us—much like Nash—feel 
these days, we can at least understand the variables that will 
determine the direction of the U.S.-PRC rivalry; perhaps then, 
decreasing at to a degree Nash’s ageless cry. 

Africa, as a continent, consists of 55 countries at different 
stages of development. Yet overall, the continent has 
been rising for the past three decades. Countries such 

as Rwanda, Ethiopia, Ivory Coast, and Senegal have all reported 
impressive economic growth. Moreover, there has been a 
significant reduction in inter-state and intra-state conflict, 
while many countries have democratized politically. However, 
like the rest of the world, Africa will experience the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The World Health Organization warned 
that more than 44 million people could be infected with the 
coronavirus, while up to 190,000 people might lose their lives 
in Africa. Fortunately, at the time of writing this article, the 
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COVID-19 infection rate on the African continent is relatively 
low compared to Europe, Asia and North America. To date, 
according to the African Union’s Centre for Disease Control 
Dashboard, there have been 2,293 recorded fatalities out of 
the 64,241 cases on the continent. Although it is too early to 
predict Africa’s post-COVID-19 outlook accurately, we think 
that the pandemic will negatively impact the economy, cause 
a possible increase in irregular migration, and complicate 
the ever-present challenges of managing the great power 
competition. COVID-19, on the other hand, will positively 
impact collaboration and integration within the continent, 
particularly in terms of the prioritization and expansion of 
health-care services, and improve the democratization process. 

 
Negative Impacts: Economy, Migration and the Great Power 
Contest

While the COVID-19 health crisis in Africa appears 
comparatively limited, its economic impact on the continent 
is devastating. Early estimate figures released by the African 
Development Bank (AfDB) indicate $500 billion in economic 
loss and still counting. Economists argue that the African 
states’ initial lockdown of their businesses and limiting of 
trading activities for fear of the rapid spread of the virus will 
have a substantial economic cost. The oil and gas production 
and tourism sectors of the continent’s economy face greater 
risk. Unlike the United States and other developed nations, 
the continent does not have the luxury of pumping trillions 
of dollars into its economy. According to the president of 
AfDB, Akinwumi Adesina, there is so far a $10 billion loan 
facility available for countries on the continent. The World 
Bank (WB) predicts that the sub-Saharan Africa region will be 
hit the hardest as economic growth is predicted to fall from 
2.4% in 2019 to between -2.1 and -5.1% in 2020. The gloomy 
WB predictions even go further, forecasting that sub-Saharan 
Africa will experience its first recession in 25 years. 

Post-COVID-19 Africa Outlook

 Moreover, remittances are a major lifeline for the 
African continent, and they account for significant investment 
and employment generation. The pandemic is having a 
devastating impact on remittance money from the African 
diaspora around the globe. As millions of African diaspora 
members lose their jobs, their capacity to support their family 
and loved ones back home is reduced. According to WB 
figures, remittance flow will fall in 2020 by about 23.1% in sub-
Saharan Africa alone, the second biggest fall after Europe and 
Central Asia. The absence of remittance money worsens the 
living conditions and nutritional levels of millions of Africans, 
and it may make Africa even more prone to food shortage. 

 
Besides the economy, Africa is a major source of 

migration and displacement to the rest of the world and the 
continent hosts a substantial volume of the world’s refugees 
and displaced persons. In these rather unprecedented times 
of the coronavirus pandemic, many donors will likely face 
extra pressure from their citizens to cut the aid budget and 
concentrate instead on looking after the wellbeing of their 
citizens. For this reason, we believe that an extreme nationalist 
stance on the part of rich donor countries may negatively affect 
the most vulnerable populations on the continent including 
refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs). The World 
Food Program predicts that famine will follow the pandemic, 
affecting the lives of hundreds of millions of people, including 
many Africans. 

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
recently reported a period of low irregular migration in Africa 
due to border closures and tightened border crossings. In 
particular, numbers were lower in the last three months for 
the world’s busiest migration route from the Horn of Africa to 
the Middle East. Policymakers and politicians should not take 
comfort in the temporary period of low irregular migration, as 
mobility in a post COVID-19 environment with no restrictions 
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and relaxed borders will be starkly different from the current 
reported low numbers. Proactively, public policymakers and 
politicians should turn their focus to addressing the potential 
challenges faced by the youth of the continent in the post 
COVID-19 setting. We believe that the above-mentioned 
economic crisis stemming from the global pandemic is likely to 
have far-reaching social implications for the African continent. 
The pandemic also has the potential to lower rates of regular 
migration flow, especially labor migration to destinations such 
as the Middle East. The industries of labor-importing countries 
are equally struggling to recover from the economic impact of 
COVID-19, and as a result are not hiring as many people as 
they used to.

 
Finally, amid the renewed great power competition, 

COVID-19 has created a new, uncertain era for the African 
states. China has established itself in Africa with much larger 
investments on the continent than those of the United States. 
For many African leaders, China has delivered tangible 
development and infrastructure, while the West has remained 
stuck in the outdated thinking of aid and high-interest rate 
loans. On the other hand, taking advantage of longstanding 
political, economic and cultural relations with Africa, the 
United States-led Western democracies have become more 
assertive in recent years. For example, the Horn of Africa is a 
contestation site for these great powers. We think that many 
African countries will struggle in managing this competition, 
thus leading to a limited instability in some countries.

 
Positive Impacts: Increased Collaboration, Continued 
Democratization and Health-Care Prioritization

 Unlike the predictions of protectionism and nationalism 
in other parts of the world, we anticipate that COVID-19 will 
advance the African continent’s collaboration and integration 
process. Two factors could contribute to this trend. First, 
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many ethnic groups are trans-national, despite the artificial 
boundaries introduced by the colonial administrations. Second, 
the new realities of slow economic growth and a threatening 
transnational pandemic would speed up collaboration among 
the continent’s states. The fact is that few African countries 
control their borders.

In addition, Africa has adopted the slogan of “silencing 
the guns,” indicating its commitment to ending the intra-state 
and inter-state conflicts. COVID-19 will surely have varying 
impacts on the different states and regions of the continent. 
While some autocratic rulers will try to use COVID-19 as a 
pretext to stay in power longer, we believe that Africa’s vibrant 
civil society will maintain and improve the democratization 
process across the continent. Of a dozen elections scheduled 
for 2020, only Ethiopia has officially delayed the dispensation 
for about six months. Other countries, such as Tanzania and 
Burundi, are determined to organize elections on time. We 
think that even if there are delays in some of the fragile states, 
Africa’s march toward democracy is irreversible. Because of 
Africa’s numerous political conflicts in the recent past, the civil 
society and the young population will defeat any opportunistic 
dictator.

Africa has experienced several health crises (HIV-
AIDS, TB, and Malaria), and it has successfully contained 
the Ebola endemic. While the people who suffered from 
these diseases are more vulnerable to the coronavirus, the 
crisis has developed the resilience of many African states. 
Despite apparent institutional weaknesses, the unique skills 
and experiences gained during these crises will surely help 
the continent. Additionally, we think the African states will 
prioritize healthcare and education services and, therefore, will 
significantly increase their budget. 

In short, we understand the challenges associated with 
the prediction of the ongoing coronavirus phenomenon. Yet 
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we think that while the immediate post-COVID-19 impacts in 
Africa might be painful, the future outlook of the continent is 
one full of hope and optimism. 

Introductory Observations

In making conjectures about global governance in the 
post-COVID-19 era, it is important to be both cautious and 
clear. Cautious because there are many uncertainties, inclu-

ding when we will know that the coronavirus pandemic is over. 
Is it when the economy is fully reopened? When a successful 
vaccine is developed and available for widespread distribution? 
When the pandemic is declared over by national governments, 
the WHO, or the UN Secretary General? When the economy 
and societal patterns seem normal again?
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Clarity is equally important when projecting alternative 
futures for global governance, especially drawing clear lines 
between what is expected, what seems necessary and what 
is desirable. A second type of clarification relates to global 
governance, distinguishing between the contingent and 
structural deficiencies of the state-centric world order as it 
now functions. For instance, the quality of global leadership 
is clearly a significant dimension of world order, contingent 
on the behavior and governmental priorities of the United 
States and China, and secondarily on the influence exerted by 
moral authority figures such as the UN Secretary General and 
powerful private sector interests. In contrast, the dysfunctional 
failures to achieve sufficient levels of global cooperation to 
solve common challenges extending beyond the COVID crisis 
to include climate change, global migration and prolonged 
civil strife reflect a combination of contingent and structural 
limitations on problem-solving. States, especially the larger and 
wealthier ones, seem preoccupied with satisfying self-serving 
definitions of national interests without exhibiting much 
willingness to take account of global and human interests, and 
so governance responses to planetary challenges have been 
overall disappointing. 

The mismatch between the non-territorial 
interconnectedness of digitalization and the territorial mentality 
of nationalism is another source of tension. And perhaps the 
most serious tensions pertaining to global governance arise 
from the interplay between the geopolitical maneuvers of a 
few political actors (for example, the permanent members of 
the Security Council that enjoy a right of veto) and normal 
states that are rendered more accountable to law. These factors 
were present long before COVID-19 suddenly emerged as the 
greatest governance challenge since World War II.

Global Governance in the Post-COVID-19 Era

Governance Lessons of COVID-19

Against this background, it seems rather obvious that 
the most poignant governance lessons are the precariousness 
of world order at a time of radical uncertainty with respect to 
challenges of global scale, and the unevenness of preparedness 
for threats whose reality was established even as their timing 
was unknowable. There are two distinct lines of plausible 
response. The first is that there will be a widespread appreciation 
by governments and the public that more centralization of 
health policies and capabilities is needed to respond more 
effectively in the event of future pandemics, while ignoring 
the governance implications of the pandemic for non-health 
issues on the global horizons of the future. Such a foreclosure 
of learning would be in line with the historical recognition that 
generals correct mistakes of the last war rather than making 
plans for future wars. Further disorientation occurs because in 
the context of global governance, political leaders of sovereign 
states are judged by their short-term performance and tend 
to assume that their tenure will end before future dangers 
materialize.

Positive adjustments with respect to global health 
would mean greatly expanding the budget, independence 
and authority of the World Health Organization (WHO) to 
provide warnings, guidelines for treatment and trustworthy 
information regarding disease outbreaks. It would also mean 
taking parallel steps, especially among more economically 
challenged countries, to develop cooperative procedures and 
capabilities, and share knowledge, capabilities and costs in 
ways that heed warnings and minimize economic and social 
dislocation to the fullest extent possible. In effect, it would 
mean an adequately funded global capability to identify and 
implement good governance practices with respect to global 
health policy with an emphasis on crisis management.
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If such positive adjustments were forthcoming, 
they would reveal an encouraging compatibility between 
strengthening international institutions, enhancing the 
capabilities of sovereign states and recognizing the need for 
advance preparation and cooperative arrangements at all 
levels of social interaction. In this respect, the adaptive policy 
potential of the state-centric world order would be mobilized 
without requiring any fundamental changes in the structures 
of global governance. The success of this policy-oriented 
approach would depend on the quality of global leadership 
exercised by prominent countries, especially the United States. 
A basic concern would be whether the global influence of the 
U.S. would be internationalist in spirit and commitment as 
after World War II or remain inward-oriented and nationalistic 
as it has been during the Trump presidency. In this respect, 
such contingent factors as whether Trump is reelected for 
another four years in 2020 could be decisive in determining the 
direction of global leadership after the COVID-19 crisis ends. 
There is also the possibility that if the nationalistic orientation 
persists or even intensifies as the pandemic subsides, it might 
stimulate other political forces to fill the leadership gap, 
including coalitions in Africa and Asia, and lead to powerful 
de-globalization trends in the world economy with many 
unpredictable consequences.

Beyond the Health Sector

The most haunting question is whether the COVID-19-
inspired and widely shared sense that ‘we’re all in this together’ 
will facilitate more globally oriented responses with respect to 
climate change, nuclear weaponry, global migration, extreme 
poverty and biodiversity loss. As with the pace and depth of 
changes in the health sector, the applications of lessons beyond 
health would depend, in the first instance, on whether more 
global and future-oriented leadership emerges, but even this 
may not be sufficient to overcome the opposition of entrenched 
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special economic interests pressing for a return to business 
as usual. Although resistance would be encountered with 
respect to reforming and internationalizing the health sector, 
it would likely be much stronger with respect to regulating 
fossil fuels, the defense industry, robotics and automation. For 
this reason, it seems that heeding the COVID-19 experience 
with respect to policy formation in relation to the non-health 
agenda will depend not only on enlightened leadership at the 
level of the state, but on mounting social pressure from popular 
movements seeking a longer term, human-interest approach 
to global threats. If effective, a new political atmosphere 
favoring internationalism and multilateral agreements could 
emerge that would facilitate the restoration and enhancement 
of such cooperative approaches as were heralded by the Paris 
Climate Change Treaty (2015) and the Iran Nuclear Program 
Agreement (JCPOA) (2015).

In essence, post-COVID-19 prospects hinge very much 
on whether the potential for policy adaptation can be increased 
sufficiently to mitigate the most threatening global challenges, 
and thereby restore confidence in state-centric global 
governance. In other words, these prospects do not presume 
to transform global governance by creating such strong 
mechanisms for cooperation and control as to justify using an 
innovative world order vocabulary such as ‘world government’ 
or ‘post-statist world order.’ It is possible, especially if other 
global threats encroach more directly on affluent societies, that 
a more geopolitically guided approach to global governance 
could emerge either under a revamped U.S. internationalism 
or a new coalition that would bring together China and the 
U.S. or China, Russia and the U.S. to address an ecological 
or economic emergency. This, too, would not represent a 
structural modification of global governance as geopolitics—
or the role of the so-called Great Powers that have always 
pursued their grand strategy outside the framework of inter-
state diplomacy and the constraints of international law. The 



The World after COVID-19: Cooperation or Competition?62

United States, and to a lesser extent China, are more accurately 
perceived as ‘global states’ with a presence and leverage that 
extends far beyond their borders, yet the political framework 
remains predominantly ‘state-centric.’

In this central respect, plausible scenarios for the 
post-COVID-19 era have no present grounds for anticipating 
a structural challenge to the state-centric world (including 
its geopolitical dimensions). The two most controversial 
structural features of global governance in its current forms 
involve: 1) the allegation that neoliberalism, the recent phase 
of capitalism, has dangerously accentuated both inequality 
and global warming; 2) the claim that ultra-nationalism is a 
regressive form of state behavior given the realities of the 21st 
century.

Concluding Note

Just as the COVID-19 pandemic hit the global scene 
as a shocking surprise, the post-COVID-19 era is likely to 
present major surprises reminding us once again that the 
human condition is one of radical uncertainty. With this 
awareness, the most sensible approach to global governance 
is one that invokes prudence. The best guide to prudence is 
the precautionary principle that takes account of future risks 
without first demanding certainty as to their degree of threat, 
while heeding scientific knowledge and relevant experts. If our 
leaders learn to guide policy by applying the Precautionary 
Principle, we might someday conclude that it was the greatest 
lesson learned from the COVID-19 experience.

Since the coronavirus pandemic broke out a few months 
ago, there have been numerous speculations about the 
impact this pandemic will leave on the world order when 

the crisis is finally over. For example, some arguments have 
emerged that China and/or Asia could lead the new world 
order, given their victorious policy against the pandemic. By 
the same token, others have argued that the European Union 
could disintegrate, given its failure to effectively deal with 
the crisis. This paper argues that despite the massive impact 
the COVID-19 pandemic is having on the international 
community, it is unlikely to lead to the demise of the pre-
pandemic world order and the birth of a new paradigm that 
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would reshape the relationships between countries. The impact 
of the pandemic will most likely reinforce the already existing 
paradigm and its momentum toward a lack of leading global 
power and further power diffusion on the world stage. 

Why will there be no birth of a new paradigm? 
Historically, the events that have led to fundamental changes 
in the world order have been large-scale and decisive wars, not 
viruses. Westphalia, WWI and WWII were milestones that 
were followed by the birth of new world orders. A change of 
world order is usually caused by a change in the global security 
architecture, not changes in health situations.

Pandemics are not necessarily game-changers in world 
politics. Unlike wars, pandemics are not zero-sum battles 
that necessarily end with unchallenged winners that set up 
the rules for how world actors will interact with each other 
in the aftermath. On the contrary, pandemics, like that of 
COVID-19, involve collaboration even between traditional 
rivals. Current examples include China offering help to Europe 
and the U.S., and the U.S. offering help to Iran. It is true that 
the international response has been disappointing to many 
in terms of states acting individually rather than as a global 
community, but nonetheless the process is not shaped by 
competition that would eventually lead to a winner setting up 
rules and regulations and imposing them on others.

Accelerating the Declining Role of the U.S.

The decline in American leadership and the tendency 
toward relative isolation is a trend that started long before 
the coronavirus pandemic. President Barack Obama initiated 
talks with the Taliban in Afghanistan with the goal of signing 
a security agreement and eventually leaving the country. This 
initiative was completed by Donald Trump, who officially 
signed a peace agreement with the Taliban in Doha in February 
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2020 and agreed to leave Afghanistan. Obama withdrew 
from Iraq, Trump withdrew from Syria and both presidents 
abandoned Libya. In other words, the U.S. disengagement 
from global leadership has been practiced by both Democrats 
and Republicans, which indicates an existing paradigm of 
disengagement already in place before the outbreak of the 
pandemic.

The primary impact of COVID-19 has exacerbated the 
decline of America’s leadership role in the world order. The 
pandemic is reinforcing the paradigm, not changing it. The 
impact can be seen in what Stephen Walt calls the “death of 
American competence,” where “Washington’s reputation for 
expertise has been one of the greatest sources of its power” and 
that “the coronavirus pandemic may end it for good.” By the 
same token, Richard Hass reaches a similar conclusion, arguing 
that there is a “decline in the American appeal” where what 
America once represented in the past has grown “increasingly 
unattractive to many.”

It should be noted that even if Joe Biden is elected 
in November, it is unlikely that the trend of decline in U.S. 
leadership will change. It is true that Biden would aim to reduce 
the damage that Trump created, for example by rebuilding 
relationships with Europe and NATO, but it is very unlikely 
that he would be able to regain the unchallenged leadership 
role that the U.S. once enjoyed.

However, one should be careful about jumping to the 
conclusion that the role of the U.S. will be significantly reduced 
in world politics. Superpowers do not collapse abruptly. On 
the contrary, their decline is shaped by a tectonic movement 
that takes decades, if not centuries, to change their position 
in world politics. The U.S. will remain a key player in world 
politics despite the decline in its leadership role.
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China’s Rise

China, on the other hand, had one of the highest growth 
rates in GDP in the world prior to the outbreak, scoring 6.6% 
in 2018 compared to only 2.9% for the United States according 
to World Bank data. With the development China was making 
before the crisis, its resilience in fighting the pandemic and 
eventually containing the spread of the virus was not surprising, 
regardless of the way Beijing accomplished it. COVID-19 is 
therefore unlikely to induce a paradigm shift that would alter 
the rising role of China in the world order.

However, that does not in any way suggest that China 
is going to lead the world order in the post COVID-19 crisis, 
as some predictions suggest. Leading the world order requires 
more than high growth rates or declarations of victory against 
a virus. There are at least three reasons that would prevent 
China from becoming the leader of the post COVID-19 world 
order. First, the lack of a political will to do so. In almost all of 
the discussions we have had with Chinese officials and scholars 
in the past years their answer to our question as to why China 
does not play a role in the security architecture of the Middle 
East was always, “we have neither the capabilities, nor the 
interest to do so.” Second, lack of a model that appeals to the 
world community. Communism is not an ideology that most 
people have the desire to embrace at this time, unlike the U.S. 
ideology of democracy and human rights, which together stand 
as a universal theory regardless of the degree of authenticity the 
U.S. has displayed in adhering to these principles, especially in 
its foreign policy. Third, lack of a solid network of international 
alliances: the U.S. has traditionally led not as a single player 
in world politics, but with the support of allies, such as those 
who fought the former Soviet Union, including NATO. It was 
the Twins Pillars policy of Iran and Saudi Arabia that the U.S. 
established in the Gulf region to stop the expansion of the 
USSR. That is definitely not the case for China today.

No Paradigm Shift in Post COVID-19 World Order

There will be no paradigm shift in globalization 
movements in post-COVID-19 times either. The terms could 
differ, but globalizations itself is still going to prosper after 
COVID-19, as it did before the pandemic. It is true that 
individual countries are likely to be more driven by nationalist 
agendas on the world stage, as the Trump administration 
demonstrates, but they are still going to engage globally and 
reinforce the globalization movement. There are already calls in 
the U.S. to end offshoring policies and bring American factories 
back to the U.S.1  However, offshoring and other trends of 
globalization never started as top-down approaches on the part 
of governments deciding to move companies overseas in the 
first place. Globalization developed as a bottom-up approach 
as a result of advancements in communications technology in 
addition to other forms of development in the world economy; 
it is not going to be rolled back by a decision from the White 
House regardless of who is in power there.

Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic will certainly have 
some impact on world politics by the time it is over, but this will 
likely be limited to the domestic policies of individual nation 
states. However, COVID-19 is not going to induce change in 
the structure of the world order, which is going to continue to 
develop in the way it was shaping up before the pandemic. The 
coronavirus will likely lead to acceleration in the evolution of 
existing paradigms, particularly in further power diffusion, but 
it will not change the paradigm itself.

Endnotes

1. Robert E. Lighthizer, “The Era of Offshoring U.S. Jobs 
is Over”, The New York Times, May 11, 2020, https://www.
nytimes.com/2020/05/11/opinion/coronavirus-jobs-offshoring.
html?action=click&module=Opinion&pgtype=Homepage
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In our 2020 Forecast published in late December 2019, we 
saw the coming year as being framed by three major forces. 
First, we expected there to be a cyclical recession that would 

affect all nations but particularly countries that depend heavily 
on exports. Second, we expected to see a rise in nationalism 
and a growing distrust of multinational organizations. This 
would be especially apparent in Europe, where the recession 
would generate different interests and divergences between 
individual nations and regions. Brexit, in that sense, was not 
the conclusion of the drama unfolding in the European Union 
but merely the first act. Third, we forecast that the United States 
would accelerate the process by which it had shifted its national 
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security focus to China and Russia and decrease its military 
presence elsewhere. In addition, the U.S. would increasingly 
harness its economic power in place of military power to shape 
the global environment. Since many nations are dependent on 
the U.S. for capital and trade, this would become an important 
tool as it already has in China, Iran and Russia. Shifts in the 
economic and military power of leading nations always affect 
the global system more than shifts in other nations.

This forecast is not fundamentally in error, save that 
it failed to address a small outbreak in China that would 
later become the coronavirus pandemic. The pandemic has 
deepened the recession, aggravated existing tensions in places 
like Europe, and expedited changes in U.S. military strategy. 

The key issue with the epidemic is whether this is 
simply a bad recession or a depression. A depression differs 
fundamentally from a recession. The latter is a cyclical event 
that is necessary for the functioning of the business cycle. It 
is primarily a financial challenge that imposes efficiency on 
the economy by forcing weak businesses to fail and allows for 
the reallocation of capital. A depression is more than financial. 
It involves the destruction of key elements of the economy 
that can be repaired only over an extended period of time. It 
shrinks the economy dramatically and just as dramatically 
raises unemployment. A depression, therefore, has substantial 
political consequences. A recession might cause shifts within 
the framework of the economy. A depression can cause regime 
change. It is therefore a completely different event, rooted in 
economics but evolving into a geopolitical event.

The world has experienced two major depressions since 
1920. The first followed the end of WWI and included most 
of Europe and, in time, the United States as well. The drivers 
behind the first depression were the destruction of Europe’s 
physical economy, the destruction and disruption of the labor 
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force, the conversion of European industry from civilian to 
military use and the lack of the capital and manpower needed 
to convert it back. This resulted in massive unemployment, 
particularly of demobilized soldiers.

The interwar crisis destabilized both the defeated and 
the victorious and caused the emergence of radical political 
forces. In the victorious countries, these forces were contained. 
In the defeated countries, like Germany and Russia, and other 
countries such as Spain and Italy, the depression generated 
internal regime shifts, along with a focus on mobilizing support 
by blaming other countries. Hitler and Lenin emerged from 
the deep European economic destruction caused by war.

A second depression emerged after WWII. From 
Britain to Japan, the destruction of the economy and the 
diversion of production to war created a massive social and 
political catastrophe. This was contained in two ways. First, the 
U.S. and Soviet Union suppressed instability, the Soviets by the 
threat of force, the Americans by an infusion of capital into a 
system that employed well-developed workforces. The nature 
of depression is determined by whether overwhelming outside 
power is imposed, or if such power doesn’t exist.

The coronavirus pandemic differs from wars in three 
ways. First, it is a biological event not intended to achieve a 
military end. Second, it involves virtually every nation in the 
world. Third, it is a unique form of destruction. Since it is not a 
politico-military act, it cannot be solved through negotiations, 
as the nuclear threat of the Cold War was handled. And because 
it is global, there is no stable platform from which to act as 
there was during previous depressions.

There is no medical mitigation or means of prevention. 
The only available strategy is to isolate people from one 
another. This deprives the economy of labor, damaging it in a 
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unique way. A lack of labor and a lack of customers causes the 
economic system to decline suddenly, as happened in the 1929 
crisis in the United States. As the economy shrinks, businesses 
fail and the sequestered become unemployed. After 1929, the 
American economy contracted by about 30 percent. In March 
2020, when sequestration began, the economy contracted by 5 
percent. By the end of this quarter, it is likely to have contracted 
by another 15 percent. If the pandemic continues into the third 
quarter, the economic outcome will mirror that of 1929. Given 
the global infusion of capital by governments able to take 
such measures, the likelihood of a capital shortage will make 
reviving the system difficult. It is possible that this process will 
be aborted by a medical solution, but even if one were to appear 
in June, the time required for production and distribution 
would push us into the third quarter. The world has not yet 
arrived at the first global depression, but it is heading there.

We are moving from the recession we predicted to a 
depression. What follows from that is massive social instability 
and economic fear. This will lead to political tensions within the 
framework of regimes and beyond. Governments will be forced 
to focus on their own national interests, making collaboration 
difficult. And national strategy will focus on maintaining 
national security by reducing dependence on other countries 
for the benefit of cheaper production as countries understand 
the danger of foreign supply chains and depending on imports.

When we look around the world, we notice China 
already staggered by reduced exports and by U.S. tariffs, and 
Hong Kong now dealing with domestic uncertainty and the 
decline of both foreign consumption and aversion to China’s 
supply chain. Russia is now dealing with a collapse in oil 
prices (oil accounted for about 30 percent of its gross domestic 
product) triggered by the decline in productivity. The friction 
we saw in the EU has intensified as Germany and Northern 
Europe confront Southern Europe, which has different needs, 
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and as Eastern Europe keeps its distance. As for the United 
States, it is shifting the role it plays in the world, avoiding 
involvement in peripheral areas and focusing on existential 
threats such as China and Russia. Above all, it wants to deal 
with its own economic crisis and avoid getting drawn into 
responsibility elsewhere.

The first depression ended in WWII. The second segued 
into the Cold War. If this turns out to be a depression rather 
than a deep recession, we can expect each national government 
to focus on its national interest. And, as we have already seen 
between the U.S. and China, suspicion long held can become 
more intense. In a world where no government wants to appear 
weak, foreign policy is an asset unto itself.

Turkey is a unique case. Its activities in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and Libya were part of its long-term evolution 
into a major regional power. Obviously, Turkey has been struck 
by the pandemic, as all countries have. But the U.S. interest 
in the region is declining, and Russia is badly weakened. 
The maintenance of the status is likely. Just as the U.S. has 
an opportunity to weaken China by stopping investment 
and imports, Turkey has the opportunity to use the crisis to 
restructure the region. But for the U.S., Turkey and others, 
the issue will be to manage internal stress while using foreign 
policy to help manage it.

Even if this turns out to be only a recession, and 
everything goes back to the way it was prior to the pandemic, 
the fracture lines within countries and between countries 
have been strained. We might avoid depression, but not the 
deepening focus of countries on their own interests, nor 
the suspicion of excessive dependence on others. What has 
happened is that the world’s self-confidence has been put to 
the test. Now we have discovered that the choices we thought 
we had can be taken from us by greater powers.

Japan’s Place in the Post-COVID-19 World

Having seen the rapid spread of COVID-19, the ‘novel’ 
coronavirus, political leaders of the major power as 
well as leading strategic thinkers have begun to argue 

how the world will be transformed by the current pandemic 
crisis. The arguments seem to be centered upon the future di-
rection of the relationship between the U.S. and China, the two 
giants in world politics. While the infection of the novel coro-
navirus was first found in Wuhan, the most populous city in 
Central China with a population of 11 million, the U.S. now 
has the largest number of both confirmed cases of, and deaths 
from, COVID-19.  
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Both the U.S. and China will inevitably be influenced 
by the direction of the spread of COVID-19. Some argue that 
China will be more powerful, as the U.S. military has been 
severely impacted by the spread of the coronavirus among those 
who are in charge in U.S. naval ships. However, more countries 
are now critical of Chinese initial responses to the spread of 
the coronavirus, as the Chinese government allegedly did not 
report the finding of the infection of the novel coronavirus 
in Wuhan. Having allowed Chinese travelers to fly to foreign 
countries, including Japan, the Chinese government is now 
being largely criticized for not prevent the coronavirus from 
spreading beyond its own borders. The Trump administration 
is particularly angry about the current situation, as the support 
rate for President Donald Trump has been reduced in the 
middle of the presidential election campaign.

Seen from Japan, we can note several important trends 
in the current pandemic crisis. Japan is the most powerful ally 
of the U.S. in the Indo-Pacific region, while China values Japan’s 
business investments in China which include a variety of vital 
industrial components without which China cannot produce 
its major products such as smartphones. As the world’s third 
biggest economy next to that of the U.S. and China, Japan’s 
foreign policy can have some influence in shaping the future 
direction of the post-COVID-19 world order. 

Great Power Rivalry Between the U.S. and China Intensifies

Since Vice-President Mike Pence’s historic 2018 speech 
at the Hudson Institute in Washington, D.C., it has become 
clearer that the Trump administration is taking a tougher 
stance towards China. The New York Times reported on this 
speech with the title, “Pence’s China Speech Seen as Portent of 
‘New Cold War.’1 A leading foreign policy expert in the U.S., 
Walter Russell Mead, called it “Cold War II;” Mead wrote in his 
column for the Wall Street Journal that Pence’s speech was “the 
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biggest shift in U.S.-China relations since Henry Kissinger’s 
1971 visit to Beijing.”2

 Therefore, it would be more appropriate to argue that 
the so-called “Great Decoupling” had already begun before 
the spread of COVID-19 in early 2020. However, we need to 
stress that this trend has now become irreversible and has even 
accelerated. According to a public opinion poll conducted by 
the Pew Research Center in March 2020, 66% of Americans 
have negative views of China, while only 26% answered that 
they have positive views.3  The negative views of China in the 
U.S. have gone up significantly, from 29% in 2006 to 66% in 
2020. In the last two years, the negative views have increased 
by around 20%.  

 This trend toward negative views shows that people in 
the U.S. now feel that China brings more risk than opportunity. 
The situation in Japan is slightly different. In April, the 
Japanese people expected to welcome President Xi Jinping as 
the first visit of a Chinese president in 12 years. Therefore, in 
the early months of this year, the Japanese government seemed 
to be sensitive to the coming success of President Xi’s visit to 
Japan. It is often said in Japan that Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s 
approach to China has become softer in recent years, due partly 
to China’s anxiety over the growing tension with the U.S. 

After the two governments decided to cancel President 
Xi’s state visit to Japan in April, both governments began to 
take a slightly different stance over the future direction of 
Sino-Japanese relations. In April, the Japanese government 
announced that it would be compiling an extra budget of 
2 billion dollars for companies shifting production back to 
Japan.4

In the meantime, the Chinese government decided to 
increase the number of Chinese government ships that could 
enter the disputed territorial waters near the Senkaku islands 
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after the cancellation of President Xi’s visit was announced. It is 
generally regarded in Japan that China is now testing the degree 
of the preparedness of the American military to intervene in 
this region after the spread of COVID-19 in the U.S. military 
was widely reported.  

All of these events culminated in the deterioration of 
the U.S.-China relationship. Furthermore, the 2020 American 
presidential election makes the politicization of the coronavirus 
issue much harder. President Trump has repeatedly criticized 
China in an attempt to diminish his own responsibility in 
inefficiently responding to the spread of the coronavirus in the 
U.S.

After the cancellation of President Xi’s visit to Japan was 
announced, it seems that Japan has sided with the U.S. more 
than before, though Japan’s attitude toward China is softer, and 
Japan’s government has shown no strong will to distance itself 
from the World Health Organization, which President Trump 
has attacked repeatedly. Japan must take the harsher U.S.-
Chinese confrontation into account more than before, and it 
is becoming more difficult to assume that the two giants will 
soon begin to collaborate on important international issues, 
including tackling with the coronavirus. 

American World, Chinese World, Other World

It is now probable that we will soon see a greater divide 
between the America-centric world and the China-centric 
world. Both sides are competing to attract the international 
community in different ways. However, it is thinkable that both 
the U.S. and China will become losers in the post-COVID-19 
world. Both sides are failing in attracting the world, as they are 
both suffering from severe criticisms from within. Besides, the 
spread of populism has made the politics of major powers more 
prone to appealing to emotion and nationalism. Therefore, 
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international cooperation to fight against the coronavirus is 
now more unlikely than before.

Which country, then, will become more important in 
shaping the post-COVID-19 world order? The key to answering 
this question might be that the countries that are able to contain 
the spread of the coronavirus effectively will reboot their own 
economies earlier than others. In this case, East Asian powers 
such as Taiwan, Hong Kong, South Korea, Singapore and Japan 
are among the best at containing the spread of COVID-19. They 
took different measures, but they seem to be better prepared 
for the coming of a new pandemic, partly because they had 
experienced SARS in 2003 which began in Hong Kong.  

The death rate in Japan is one hundred times smaller 
than in the UK, and forty-four times smaller than in the U.S. 
The number of confirmed cases, as well as the death rate, is the 
smallest in Japan, and Japan’s government did not need to start 
a lockdown. Although the Japanese economy is being damaged 
severely, Japan’s medical system did not collapse.

We need to remember that Japan’s government had 
promoted a new diplomatic initiative, called the “Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific” vision, when Vice-President Pence began 
to take a much more confrontational stance toward China. 
Japan can continue this foreign policy vision by consolidating 
both the rules-based international order and the cooperation 
among like-minded countries.  

 
Japan can advance this foreign policy vision by 

consolidating the CPTPP and the EU-Japan EPA/SPA. These 
two mega-FTAs will become important barriers for maintaining 
free trade in the post-COVID-19 world. Besides, Japan can 
continue to support both multilateralism and international 
organizations such as the WHO. 
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We also need to recall that the Japanese public health 
system has been one of the most effective in the world in 
the last century. This means that, together with other East 
Asian powers, Japan can provide important information and 
equipment, as well as effective anti-flu drugs such as Avigan. 
Indeed, Japan has begun providing Avigan for free to 38 
countries. A large number of Japanese people infected with 
COVID-19 have already used Avigan, and they recovered 
much earlier than expected with the help of this drug. 

 
 Even though Japan cannot become a global leader, nor 

can its national power equal that of the U.S. or China, Japan can 
lead by enhancing cooperation in the ‘other world.’  Naturally, 
these countries can welcome both the U.S. and China when 
they are more willing to present an internationalist policy. This 
internationalist policy may possibly help to contain the spread 
of the second and the third waves of the coronavirus. 
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The consequences of the pandemic caused by the novel 
coronavirus are being felt on a global scale. Never before 
have we been confronted with a threat to international 

security of this magnitude. More than any other conflict or 
catastrophe in living memory, COVID-19 is endangering the 
lives and livelihood of millions – if not billions – of people 
all around the globe. But even though the pandemic itself is 
a new phenomenon, its effects are not. Rather, COVID-19 
is accelerating and exacerbating the multitude of security 
challenges that confronted the international community well 
before the virus broke out. As I point out in my book World in 
Danger, the background for this outbreak is a world that was 
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already out of joint and characterized by growing uncertainty. 
What will change is not the fact of uncertainty but the extent.

The pandemic and the different responses to it have 
put the state of today’s geopolitics under a magnifying glass. In 
my view, when we look back at this moment in world history, 
we will probably see that COVID-19 was less a turning point 
than a catalyst that accelerated the already existing trends of 
international politics: Declining American leadership and 
strained transatlantic relations, a stress test for the European 
project, decreasing global cooperation, and a comeback of 
nationalism and great-power politics. 

First trend: The European Project Under Pressure 

The spread of COVID-19 to and through Europe has 
become yet another litmus test for already strained European 
cohesion. When the outbreak started, countries reflexively 
turned to predominately national responses to the pandemic 
and its economic effects. Despite the single market being a 
cornerstone of the EU, both Germany and France blocked the 
export of medical equipment to other EU members. It took 
intense lobbying and pressure from their European neighbors 
to effect a lifting of those export restrictions.

But countries defaulting to national measures merely 
reflects the European integration process running out of 
steam, which was already happening long before this crisis 
hit—as Brexit demonstrated especially clearly. The principal 
question is just how far the pendulum will continue to swing 
from Brussels to national capitals, as countries ask themselves 
whether control over their own borders could have slowed the 
virus’s spread.

COVID-19: Deepening the Fault Lines of Geopolitics

Second Trend: Loss of the Nation-State’s Monopoly on Power

The pandemic is ultimately proving the extent to which 
we live in an interdependent world. This interdependence goes 
hand in hand with the loss of the nation-state’s monopoly on 
power. When the German Empire was founded in 1871, the 
new state may have been capable of providing for its external 
and internal security and prosperity. Today’s small European 
nation-states can no longer make such a promise. Indeed, as 
the pandemic clearly shows, the solution to nearly all of the 
difficult questions we face today transcends the capacity of 
individual nation-states. Only global approaches to problem-
solving have any prospect of success. When authoritarian or 
populist leaders tell their supporters the opposite—namely 
that the nation-state that forged national identity is alive and 
well and potent—they are deceiving them.

Third Trend: Deepening Rifts in Transatlantic Relations

If transatlantic relations were in a bad position before, 
the coronavirus pandemic has poured oil onto the fire. 
Arguing over questions of trade, the right amount of defense 
spending or the role of NATO laid the foundation for tensions 
and complaints concerning the right response to this latest 
crisis. When push came to shove and medical supplies were 
in short supply, both Europe and the United States turned 
inward. To meet domestic demand, Washington ordered a 
domestic company producing face masks to halt its shipping 
abroad. Likewise, the EU stopped its export of critical medical 
equipment to satisfy consumer demands in its own market first. 
Only in the face of intense public criticism did the U.S. and the 
EU loosen their restrictions. This zero-sum game threatens to 
make the virus’s toll even worse: both for the people being cut 
off from supplies and for the U.S. and the EU. 

The shortsightedness of national responses to the 
pandemic and the failure to act jointly and shape the global 
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agenda became evident when other countries filled the 
vacuum. China and Russia have both attempted to take center 
stage and win “the battle of narratives.” Both countries are using 
the crisis for so-called “mask diplomacy” while disseminating 
disinformation about the Western crisis response.

Fourth Trend: Intensified Great-Power Competition 

Both in Washington and Beijing, advocates of 
confrontation between the two powers had been gaining 
strength. The crisis has further thrust them into the spotlight. 
Will either gain a relative advantage through the pandemic? 
Both the U.S. and China have mishandled the crisis in their 
own way and neither country has stood out as a role model. 
China may recover more quickly economically than the U.S. or 
Europe, but it has not made a case for itself as a real source of 
global leadership. The U.S. still has the advantage over China 
in soft and hard power, and that will remain the case after the 
crisis. 

However, the trend toward ‘decoupling’ China and the 
U.S. will gain momentum. Due to the crisis, the healthcare 
industry has been recognized as a strategically critical asset, so 
countries could try to de-globalize production. Further, great-
power competition will increasingly disrupt the multilateral 
system: The controversy around the World Health Organization 
highlights the danger that multilateral institutions will be 
further weakened as they get caught in the crossfire between 
the U.S. and China. 

Depending on one’s point of view, the acceleration of 
these trends can be construed to support either of the two 
narratives that have emerged about the state of world affairs 
after the pandemic. In the first narrative, COVID-19 acts as 
proof that globalization and open borders make countries 
vulnerable to viruses and other threats, and that each country 
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must first take care of itself—by securing its supply lines and 
access to life-saving resources. Nations will retreat into their 
national borders and cooperate less—and on balance, the 
world will be worse off for it. In the second narrative, the world 
has learned a different lesson from the pandemic: COVID-19 
highlighted the need for multilateral cooperation and exposed 
the limitations of go-it-alone nationalism and isolationism. 
With that in mind, we will “build back better” as we address 
and recover from the crisis—and, in theory, the international 
community will emerge stronger than before. 

Which of these narratives will come to define the world 
after COVID-19 depends in large part on Europe and the 
transatlantic partnership. Finding common responses to the 
pandemic will be a severe test of their geopolitical relevance. 
For Europe, the pandemic is even more: a question of survival. 
But it also presents a unique opportunity to show that the EU 
can fulfil the promise of “a Europe that protects.” Doing so will 
require some of the most ambitious measures the Union has 
ever taken, including unprecedented financial instruments 
to support its hardest-hit member states, as well as efforts 
to strengthen the states in its neighborhood. As for the EU’s 
transatlantic partners: Now is the moment for the United States 
to exercise its immense global leadership potential. The United 
States and its European counterparts urgently need to stop 
squabbling and work together as allies not only to tackle the 
coronavirus but to form the core of a global response. The goal 
must be to ensure that the world does not face a recurrence of 
COVID-19 and that each country does not have to fight the 
next pandemic on its own. In the midst of global turbulences 
accelerated by COVID-19, the current crisis may yet act as 
a catalyst for the EU and its transatlantic partners to emerge 
stronger than before. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the fault lines in 
global political and economic structures. It has proven 
to not only be a health and an economic crisis but one 

that calls into question several global governance structures 
and mechanisms. One can claim that this pandemic constitutes 
a pivotal point in global governance and economics of a 
magnitude unseen since WWII both in terms of its impact and 
scope. Economically it has surpassed the 2008–2009 economic 
crisis, and politically it has called into question the benefits of 
globalization and the interdependencies of the supply chain 
versus more protectionist measures. What will determine the 
“new normal” rests upon several factors, including how long 
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the pandemic will last and how severe it will be, but also how 
global powers will navigate the road ahead—toward further 
fragmentation and rivalries, or toward cooperation and 
collaborations. Assessing short-term and long-term changes 
to the economic system, including global supply chains, 
interdependencies and protectionist measures will help draw 
a clearer picture of the “new normal” in addition to the shaken 
roles of international organizations. This pandemic will have a 
profound impact, not necessarily because of the crisis itself, but 
because of the geopolitical and economic preconditions that 
were exacerbated by the pandemic.

A “New Normal” in Global Governance

In 1944, world leaders came together at Bretton Woods 
to put together the “rules of the game” for a global order 
that would prevent wars and regulate the functioning of the 
economic system. In 2001, post-September 11, then U.S. 
President George W. Bush declared a “new world order” as a 
result of newly globalized terrorist networks. The digital world 
and artificial intelligence, in a globalized borderless world, 
created interdependencies that no longer fit the previous 
design and governance framework. As we emerge from another 
period of global destabilization, we are similarly in need of a 
new governance framework.

It may be too early to predict the future of global 
governance, but one can identify trends and tendencies at this 
stage. The failure of international and regional organizations 
to provide early warning systems has left countries to go 
at it alone. The European Union itself fell short of quickly 
responding to the needs of its member states both technically 
and economically. The United States was in a world of its 
own and quickly reverted to the populist and protectionist 
measure of closing its borders while becoming embroiled in a 
challenging battle between the federal government and states. 

The “New Normal“ Global Governance Post COVID-19



The World after COVID-19: Cooperation or Competition?86 87

The World Health Organization also provided conflicting 
messages not based on technical evidence but on information 
provided by governments, hence falling into the trap of 
being perceived as politicized and inefficient in providing 
much needed recommendations and aid. This was clear, for 
example, in its initial response of sending 300 kits to northwest 
Syria where about 4 million residents and displaced persons 
reside. The fragmented and chaotic scene of countries closing 
borders and hospitals crowded with few supplies called into 
question the feasibility and efficacy of both international and 
regional organizations and led to a rise in nationalism and 
even xenophobia. This also left a power vacuum that is being 
exploited by China to appease countries that are unhappy with 
Western economic abandonment.

The real threat to the EU is not its collapse, but public 
perception of its irrelevance and incapacity and a popular 
lack of confidence in its ability to act cohesively on the global 
stage. Additionally, with a more visible U.S.-China rivalry, 
the EU’s perceived irrelevance poses a threat to its ability to 
keep the balance and enforce stabilizing policies that could 
mitigate the negative impacts of such rivalries. This vacuum 
in global governance creates cracks in the system that allow 
countries such as Turkey to have more influence as mitigating 
actors promoting further cooperation between like-minded 
countries.

Whether global leaders and their constituencies 
recognize the gravity of this unprecedented crisis and its 
impact on global governance will determine whether the trend 
will move toward further isolation and protectionist measures 
or toward an evolution of a new “rules of the game” based on 
collective action and a unified technical approach to dealing 
with any future crisis. 

This starts with a shift in the approach and support 
to scientific institutions and research in a collective manner. 

The “New Normal“ Global Governance Post COVID-19

Investing in the health sector is not bound by borders and clearly 
requires collaboration. Investments ought to be shifted toward 
scientific and innovative infrastructures. This will have a great 
impact on future governance and responses to such challenges. 
What has been lacking in the responses of many governments 
and on the global level is informed political decision-making 
based on reliable scientific evidence. This is not only needed on 
the nation-state level but on the global level. 

It is noteworthy that this crisis has highlighted the 
relevance of the nation-state as the main responsible actor. 
No international organization or governing body has been 
able to prevent the spread of the disease or show leadership in 
combatting the pandemic, and states had to take matters into 
their own hands when this became apparent as a global problem. 
This led to a fragmented response that is limited in scope and 
impact. The health and economic tools needed are beyond the 
capacity of a single nation-state and have put unprecedented 
pressures on local economies and trade. Globalization has been 
called into question as a result of the COVID-19 crisis, thus 
pushing the discourse toward more protectionist measures, 
and motivating countries to secure their supply chains and 
essential sectors domestically. This trend will have an impact 
on the post-COVID-19 global governance approach as well as 
on the role of international organizations and the resurgence 
of nation-states’ legitimacy. Many countries have shifted their 
economies toward securing essential services and goods and 
ending dependency on imports. Moreover, the U.S. decision to 
cut funding from WHO and the criticisms against Washington’s 
lack of guidance and leadership is significant. Similarly, the 
lack of intervention by the EU to aid some of its member states 
has left a perception of irrelevance. 

Future Economic Trends

The stability of the international economy and 
community is dependent on scientific infrastructure and 
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governance mechanisms to prevent, manage and contain 
global pandemics. The global economic growth rates are 
expected to be in the negative, and unemployment rates are 
heading to their highest levels in the U.S. since WWII (15%) as 
well as in Europe (6–7%). The international system will witness 
governance changes as seen with the G20 and G20 plus, and 
there are economic challenges ahead as recovery is expected 
to take several years. This is especially true as many countries 
have realized the fragility of the international system and the 
risk of dependency, especially in the food and health sectors. 
China will approach countries from this perspective to compete 
with western influence by seeking infrastructure investments 
in countries within its region and along the Belt and Road 
Initiative. Beijing promotes international relations based on 
“harmony” and collaboration, but that are hierarchical and 
serve the “center,” i.e. China. 

The road ahead will witness further economic 
deterioration, along with a U.S.-China geopolitical rivalry and 
economic war. The chances for a collective global approach 
remain viable but unlikely in the short term. Each will present 
its model of global governance and economic recovery in the 
post-COVID-19 era. Whether the “new normal” will lean 
toward a China-centric model of globalization or a U.S.-centric 
one will depend on the speed and depth of their economic 
interventions in global markets. Additionally, opportunities 
exist for countries such as Turkey, which has shown itself as 
a capable actor by exporting much-needed medical supplies 
to several countries, in addition to its unique geopolitical 
positioning as a mediator between Russia, Europe and the 
West.

Like every major global crisis, the coronavirus pandemic 
both generates additional risks, challenges and threats to 
every state’s foreign policy and opens up new opportunities 

and prospects. Russia is no exception in this. The specific nature 
of Russia’s case lies, we believe, in its opportunities being mostly 
tactical and situational, while the threats it faces are strategic 
and systemic. The balance of opportunities and threats depends 
on many variables, but primarily on how Russia ultimately 
copes with COVID-19 compared to other states, particularly 
its international opponents. Any comparative advantage 
that Moscow has in fighting the virus, be it in reducing the 
numbers infected and lost to COVID-19 or the relative scale of 
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economic losses, will expand Moscow’s range of opportunities 
in the post-virus world. Any failure will increase foreign policy 
threats and curtail opportunities. Let us compile a preliminary 
list of these opportunities and threats.

Opportunities 

Confirming Russia’s Perspective of the World

Over recent years, Russia’s leadership has insistently 
advanced its own “Westphalian” picture of international 
relations, emphasizing the priority of national states and the 
importance of sovereignty, and questioning the stability of 
Western solidarity and the effectiveness of Western multilateral 
diplomacy. Thus far, the epidemiological crisis is bearing out 
the Russian perspective: the crisis is bolstering national states, 
demonstrating the helplessness of international organizations 
and generating doubts as to whether the West does, indeed, 
follow its own declared values and principles. This development 
both opens up a huge number of additional opportunities for 
Russia’s domestic and foreign propaganda and justifies the 
Kremlin’s ambition to be one of the principal architects of the 
post-crisis world order.

The Possibility of the West Adjusting its International 
Priorities

The global pandemic has delivered a particularly 
grievous blow to the leading Western states and may well 
result in them revising their hierarchy of external threats 
and, accordingly, adjusting their system of foreign political 
priorities. In recent years, the established idea has been that 
Russia is the ‘main problem’ in global politics and the ‘main 
threat’ to the interests of the West; COVID-19 is rapidly 
eroding this perception. Such a mental shift is unlikely to result 
immediately in practical positive shifts in Moscow’s relations 

COVID-19 and the Russian Foreign Policy

with its Western partners, but we do believe that it will open up 
opportunities for a ‘mini-reset’ of these relations. At the very 
least, we might expect increasing pressure from the West on 
Moscow, as well as further escalation of the confrontation, to 
be averted.

The Expanding Global “Power Vacuum”

Proposals for curbing international commitments were 
popular in developed states, primarily the U.S., long before 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic will, however, be 
a powerful catalyst to such sentiments, which will have an 
increased effect on foreign political practices. This development 
will manifest, in particular, in a possible curtailing of bilateral 
and multilateral financial and economic aid programs for the 
global South and in reduced military and political commitments 
to developing partner states. The expanding ‘power vacuum’ in 
the Middle East, Africa, South Asia and the post-Soviet space 
can create additional opportunities for Russia’s foreign policy.

                                  Threats

Deterioration of Russia’s Global Economic Standing

The experience of the last global financial and economic 
crisis of 2008–2009 allows us to conjecture that, in the new 
upheaval, Russia will be hit harder than other countries. The 
prospects of even a partial recovery of global oil prices are 
dubious, accumulated financial reserves will be shrinking 
rapidly, the timeframe for Russia’s economy returning to the 
global average growth rate will be revised and the threat of 
Russia being pushed to the periphery of the global economy 
will remain. Accordingly, there is an emerging threat of 
Russia’s defense and foreign policy resource base shrinking; 
that includes support for Russia’s allies and partners, funding 
for international organizations and Russia’s participation in 
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cost-intensive multilateral initiatives (such as implementing 
the Paris Climate Agreement). If the country’s current socio-
economic model remains unchanged in the post-crisis world, 
the consequences for Russia’s ‘national brand’ will be no less 
significant. 

The Rise of Isolationism in Russia

Russian society’s initial reaction to Moscow’s efforts 
to assist several foreign states (from Italy to Venezuela) was 
mixed. In general, however, the pandemic is certainly boosting 
isolationist sentiments and reducing public support for an 
active and energetic foreign policy. Previously, the public 
saw demonstration of Russia’s presence in the Middle East, 
Africa and Latin America as an affirmation of its status as a 
‘superpower,’ which was perceived in a solely positive light. 
Now, this presence is, with increasing frequency, viewed as an 
unfounded waste of shrinking resources. It may be concluded 
that, given the pandemic, the so-called ‘Crimean consensus’ 
is becoming entirely ineffective, and it is becoming harder 
and harder to justify Russia’s foreign policy in the eyes of the 
country’s population.

The Harsh Bipolarity of the Post-Virus World

The COVID-19 pandemic has evidently accelerated the 
shaping of the new U.S.-China bipolarity. The recently-launched 
electoral campaign in the U.S. is marked by Trump and Biden 
outdoing each other in demonstrating their harsh attitude 
toward Beijing. The confrontation between the two states is 
undermining the effectiveness of the UN Security Council, 
the WHO, the G20 and other international organizations. 
The emerging, rigid bipolarity carries systemic risks for all 
participants in global relations; Russia, additionally, faces other 
specific threats. The growing asymmetry between Moscow and 
Beijing is becoming increasingly visible, and cooperation with 
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China’s real or potential opponents (such as India, Vietnam or 
even Japan) more and more problematic.

Post Script

“Never waste a good crisis.” This paradoxical adage 
attributed to Winston Churchill is relevant today as never 
before. Neither Russia nor any other state should waste the 
opportunity of the systemic global crisis triggered by the 
coronavirus pandemic. A crisis does not give anyone grounds 
for crossing out their past mistakes or forgetting their past 
achievements. Yet a crisis is not just a convenient pretext but 
also a solid reason for shaking up one’s old foreign policy 
‘wardrobe.’ Close scrutiny is certain to reveal things that are 
moth-eaten, no longer fashionable, or simply outgrown. 
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Transnational actors, such as diasporas, are not a 
new phenomenon in the international system, but 
their importance has increased in the 21st century. 

Globalization has contributed to the fact that there are more 
diasporic communities worldwide and that it is easier than at 
any time before for them to maintain contact with their state 
of origin. The existence of diasporas has been linked to issues 
such as prolonged conflicts in the state of origin on the one 
hand, and peace initiatives on the other hand.1 Many states of 
origin have also seen benefits in enhancing their relationship 
with respective diasporic communities in the last decades.2 As 
the COVID-19 pandemic is expected to slow down and reverse 

PhD, Senior Research Fellow at 
the Institute for National Security 
Studies, Israel

Diaspora, Globalization, 
Remittances

Gallia 
LINDENSTRAUSS

Keywords

TRANSNATIONAL ACTORS AND 
PANDEMICS:

THE CASE OF DIASPORAS AND THE 
COVID-19 DISEASE

some globalization processes, this will likely also affect many 
diasporic communities. In addition, the economic and political 
repercussions of the pandemic will affect both the states of 
origin and the host states of many diasporic communities. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has hurt certain diasporic 
communities disproportionally to their size in the general 
population of their host state. Examples are the Jewish diasporas 
in France and New York and the Greek Cypriot diaspora in 
the UK.3 Diasporic institutions, meant to help maintain ethno-
national identity, have become for some communities a source 
of temporary danger as a venue for contagion. The social circle 
of many diaspora members is wider than that of their fellow 
citizens in the host state, putting them in greater danger, at 
least before practices of social distancing were established. 

As a result of the economic repercussions of the 
pandemic, many members of diasporic communities have lost 
their source of living and thus cannot transfer remittances to 
relatives in their state of origin. This is not only a problem for 
individuals and their families but for the economies of some 
weak states that are partially dependent on these remittances. 
Remittances from the diaspora are also an important source 
of foreign currency in certain states. Moreover, because some 
diaspora members (especially new migrants) are employed in 
high-risk jobs that cannot be performed remotely, they have 
a greater chance of contracting the disease. The COVID-19 
pandemic has thus highlighted the danger and personal price 
some diaspora members have paid and continue to pay while 
working in order to continue sending remittances to their 
relatives in the state of origin. COVID-19 outbreaks in the 
residences of foreign workers in countries such as Singapore 
are grim examples of such dangers.4

 
As in other times of need, such as wars or natural 

disasters, some diasporas have tried to assist the state of 
origin by sending funds or medical equipment.5 Certain 

Transnational Actors and Pandemics: The Case of Diasporas and the COVID-19 Disease
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states of origin, such as Turkey and Israel, have made efforts 
to help diaspora members return home during the pandemic, 
while others, such as Romania, have cautioned their expats 
to remain in place so that they do not endanger citizens in 
the state of origin.6 While it is still too early to conclude, the 
pandemic may have also altered the balance between some 
diasporic communities and their states of origin in cases 
where the diaspora was relatively strong and the state of origin 
relatively weak.7 The disproportionate blow to some diasporic 
communities on the one hand and the resilience of the nation 
state during the pandemic on the other may have affected this 
balance. 

Diasporas, as transnational actors, are relatively 
accustomed to the use of digital means in order to maintain 
their connections with relatives and friends in the state of 
origin and in other locations of the diaspora. Still, the effects 
of the COVID-19 pandemic have accelerated the use of digital 
means. Practices that were not common, such as live streaming 
funerals and condolence sessions online, and worldwide zoom 
celebrations of people who were less likely to sit together in 
normal circumstances, will probably not disappear. The 
accelerated use of digital means may also translate into less need 
to travel abroad for the purposes of education and networking 
and thus help reduce problems such as “brain drain” in certain 
countries.

Despite the wide use of digital means, visits to the 
state of origin are a prevalent practice for diasporic members, 
many of whom assumed that they would be able to come and 
go to the state of origin whenever they wished, especially 
if family occasions (whether happy or sad) or bureaucratic 
matters deemed it necessary. Travel restrictions following 
the COVID-19 pandemic have put question marks on these 
assumptions. In addition, air travel, even if it will resume in a 
substantial manner, will be much costlier.

Transnational Actors and Pandemics: The Case of Diasporas and the COVID-19 Disease

The COVID-19 pandemic in the short run has 
changed the decisions of people both in the state of origin 
and in the diaspora regarding whether to stay or leave their 
current whereabouts. While it seems unlikely that in the long 
run people will refrain from moving to improve their living 
conditions, even a period of a year or two in which people alter 
their plans can have a notable impact on how certain diasporic 
communities evolve, especially small communities. Countries 
that will be hit comparatively harder than others by the 
pandemic may impose stronger restrictions on the immigration 
of foreigners, and this will also influence how certain diasporic 
communities evolve. The pandemic and its economic impact 
have already caused a rise in xenophobic attitudes, and people 
who hold such views find it more acceptable to voice them 
out loud—a development that causes concern among certain 
diasporic communities. People considering migration tend to 
go where there is already some level of diasporic presence, and 
thus big cities, also because of the scale of economic activity 
within them, have traditionally been a popular choice for new 
migrants. The pandemic is expected to cause changes in the 
development of cities in many places and thus is likely to affect 
diasporas in this respect. 

Diasporas are only one type of actor in a complex 
international system and there are significant variations among 
different diasporas and within the diasporas themselves. Still, 
following the effects that the pandemic has had and will continue 
to have on this type of actor can help in assessing some of the 
changes in the international system that have occurred and will 
persist because of the pandemic. Newer diasporas, comprised 
of recent migrants, might prove especially vulnerable because 
of their relatively poor living conditions. Established diasporas, 
which include numerous elderly people, will be negatively 
affected because of the possible loss of many lives. Still, the 
sense of community, even if translated at present mostly to 
virtual connections, will likely be a source of resilience for 
diaspora members to overcome the current difficulties. 
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There are several reasons to be anxious about the 
deepening crisis in multilateral institutions, just when 
the world needs them most. After all, challenges like 

climate change or pandemics like those triggered by the 
COVID-19 virus demand that we act together. But pursuing 
collective action in a world of sovereign states has never been 
easy. It becomes even harder when great power rivalry envelops 
the world.

As the U.S. and China struggle for the domination 
of the global order, other nations must prepare for the 
deconstruction and reconstitution of many multilateral 
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institutions. Competitive multilateralism is not a new feature 
of the international system. Nor are we at the end of the golden 
age of multilateralism. 

The First World War led to the creation of the League 
of Nations in 1919. Mainstream political science, however, has 
forgotten that there was another institution founded in the 
same year—the Comintern or the Communist International. 
Communist Russia, which was refused entry into the League 
of Nations, established the Comintern to promote world 
communism and global cooperation on a very different 
political basis. 

 
Both the League and the Comintern were built on the 

emerging institutions and movements for cooperation among 
the peoples of the world. Both also sought to transcend the 
state system—one through liberal internationalism and the 
other through socialist solidarity. It did not take long for both 
to collapse.

 
The United Nations, arising from the ashes of the 

Second World War, learnt the lesson from the League and 
discarded the illusion of collective security. It was designed on 
another familiar concept—a “concert” of major powers that 
would stand up for victims of aggression and punish those who 
violate the established rules.

 
A concert, by definition, operates by consensus. That 

is also a concert’s big weakness. As the alliance that won the 
Second World War fell apart immediately afterward, it became 
difficult to sustain the UN Security Council as a concert. Allies 
turned rivals—Washington and Moscow rarely agreed on 
anything at the UNSC during the Cold War. Their competitive 
multilateralism was reflected in the rival institutions that the 
two powers set up. 

Towards Competitive Multilateralism

If Europe had hoped for a cooperative security order 
after two devastating wars, what it got was the remilitarisation 
of the region as the U.S.-led North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
locked horns with the Soviet-sponsored Warsaw Pact. 

 
Competition was not limited to security institutions. It 

extended to the economic front. The U.S. established the Bretton 
Woods institutions and the General Agreement on Trade and 
Tariffs. The Soviets built the Council for Mutual Economic 
Assistance for socialist nations. Beyond the institutions, the 
U.S.-Soviet rivalry was rooted in very different philosophical 
assumptions about the best possible organization of human 
societies.

 
Amidst this competitive multilateralism, the UN 

became an arena in which the rivals could score political points 
against each other. It was only when one side broke down that 
the UN appeared ready to redeem the promise of its founders. 
Russia, enthusiastic about integration with the West, was open 
to cooperation. China, emerging from destructive internal 
conflicts, was prone to keeping a low profile in the United 
Nations.

 
A triumphal West sought to develop a radically new 

agenda for the UN system in the 1990s. Liberal internationalists 
across the Atlantic wanted to transform the UN from a concert 
of major powers into a supra-national organization that would 
fix any problem anywhere, including the internal affairs of so-
called failing states. 

 
On the economic front, the drift toward capitalism 

in Russia and China meant there was no more challenge to 
the Western model of development. America and Europe 
focused on expanding into the markets of China and Russia 
and integrating them into the Western economic order. New 
technological developments in the digital domain reinforced 
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hopes for a borderless world of limitless freedoms and a steadily 
diminishing role for states that had no choice but to adapt to 
the new circumstances. 

 
The illusions of a supra-national world, however, did 

not survive the 20th century. As the U.S. overreached with 
its unilateralism in the first decade of the 21st century, other 
powers, especially Russia and China and occasionally Europe, 
began to squirm. Fault lines among the great powers began to 
remerge as Russia shed its hopes of integrating with the West 
and China became more determined than ever to protect its 
domestic political order from the feared external intervention 
by the U.S. Both were reluctant to cede their equities around the 
world to the U.S. and joined hands in the existing multilateral 
institutions and set up their own. The differences among the 
U.S., Russia and China turned into full-blown tensions in the 
2010s, making it harder for the UNSC to act either as a concert 
or as a collective security system. 

 
In the commercial domain, the rise of China and its 

growing trade surpluses with the U.S. produced a political 
backlash within the U.S. The argument that China had gamed 
the global trading system to its advantage gained ground in the 
U.S. This perception fused with emerging fears in Washington 
that Beijing was undermining American alliances in Asia and 
threatening its global primacy. 

 
The circumstances for cooperative multilateralism 

that emerged in the 1990s have long ceased to exist. Instead, 
we have strong conditions for competitive multilateralism. 
Russia and China promoted the BRICS forum to blunt 
America’s unipolar temptation. They also jointly promoted the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization to prevent the extension 
of American hegemony over Eurasia. Russia set up its own 
Collective Security Treaty Organization to bring the former 
Soviet republics under one ambit. 

Towards Competitive Multilateralism

 The U.S. too is developing new mechanisms like the 
“Quad” that bring four major democracies (U.S., India, Japan 
and Australia) together. As Trump quarrels with his NATO 
partners on the unequal burden of the military alliance, the 
Europeans are talking about “strategic autonomy” and trying 
to enhance security cooperation under the EU umbrella. 

 
China has had more success in building new multilateral 

mechanisms. If the Russian focus was on the political, the 
Chinese have concentrated on the economic—a decision that 
is yielding considerable strategic benefit to Beijing today. 
BRICS’ New Development Bank is based in Shanghai. The 
Asian Infrastructure Development Bank is in Beijing. China’s 
massive Belt and Road Initiative is probably the single biggest 
economic framework outside the Bretton Woods Institutions 
and the UN system. 

 The U.S. establishment, which was arguing with itself 
over the balance between unilateralism and multilateralism, has 
now figured out that China has rapidly advanced its position 
in the existing international institutions and is building new 
mechanisms outside of them. As some in Washington talk of 
building an alternative to the WHO, Beijing is flaunting its 
significant influence in this UN Agency and developing a new 
initiative: the “Global Health Silk Road.”

 
As it pushes back, Washington believes it still has the 

power to rearrange the terms of the older institutions—from 
the WTO to WHO and NAFTA to NATO. But success is by no 
means guaranteed. For the divisions are deep within the U.S. 
political system on how to deal with the security threats posed 
by China and the merits of economic decoupling from Beijing. 

Nevertheless, the world may be inching toward an era 
of intensive competition to shape the multilateral institutions. 
But the U.S. will find China a far tougher challenge than the 
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Soviet Union at the peak of its influence. Beijing runs the 
world’s second largest economy; it has been more effective than 
Soviet Russia in probing the cleavages in the West and has built 
effective leverages in large parts of the non-Western world. The 
expanded Sino-U.S. rivalry certainly puts pressure on other 
nations, but it might also open up space for middle powers to 
influence outcomes in multilateral institutions.

We should not to be easily convinced by the assertions 
that COVID-19 will bring about a new reality, where 
China will rise at the expense of U.S. leadership. 

Geopolitics will not be the same after the coronavirus 
pandemic. Yes, there will be a change, but to what extent? We 
know from history that big causes do not necessarily have big 
effects. The Spanish flu of 1918, for example, had devastating 
effects, especially in terms of deaths. Yet it was the First World 
War that determined the course of events in the following 
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decades. Is coronavirus ushering us to a new era where China 
replaces the United States as world leader? I do not think so. 

Advances in transportation and communication 
technologies paved the way for globalization. These advances 
will not disappear in the face of the virus. Indeed, the pandemic 
will upset economic globalization. International trade will 
slow down, but financial interactions will continue without 
significant interruption. While economic globalization is 
subject to our regulations, we cannot control certain aspects 
of globalization such as pandemics or climate change. Our 
traditional defense structure is irrelevant in the fight against 
global natural calamities, but profound and constant economic 
stagnation would curtail them. 

Indeed, global environmental and health issues affect 
everyone. No single country can deal with them alone. 
Therefore, all countries should work together, set rules and 
create international bodies to overcome common threats and 
challenges. Environmental globalization has been growing and, 
as COVID-19 demonstrated, transnational interdependence 
has also been increasing consequently. It is time for the U.S. 
to provide leadership to the world and cooperate more with 
others, especially with Europe, China, Japan and Australia. 

We have encountered three crises in the first two 
decades of the 21st century: the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the 2008 
financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. The number of 
people killed in the 9/11 terrorist attacks was comparatively 
low, but the trauma the attacks created led U.S. policy makers 
to take hasty decisions in panic, such as invading Afghanistan 
and Iraq. The 2008 financial crisis, on the other hand, resulted 
in the Great Recession, heightened populism in the West and 
fostered autocracies in different parts of the world. Compared 
to the West, China responded well to this crisis, which 
encouraged many to speculate that China was becoming the 

world’s new economic leader.   

The third crisis, caused by coronavirus, was initially 
addressed by Chinese and U.S. leaders with denials, 
misinformation, delays, confusion and lack of international 
cooperation. Besides, Xi Jinping and Trump immediately 
started a blame game to hold the other side responsible. In the 
meantime, the European Union was struggling to display unity 
and take any decisive step. 

While the U.S. lost credibility due to its poor handling 
of the situation, China focused on manipulating the narrative 
to its advantage. By sending humanitarian aids, concealing 
facts and circulating wide-ranging propaganda, China aims 
to divert attention from its initial blunder, present itself as a 
constructive member of the international community and 
repair its soft power. No one will buy that. Because, soft power 
rests on attraction and the best propaganda is not propaganda. 

  
Notwithstanding its sustained attempts to boost its 

soft power, China has been unable to progress in that front. 
Hence, it is low in the Soft Power 30 ranking, where democratic 
countries occupy top positions. Considering its ongoing 
territorial disputes with its neighbors and the heavy-handed 
domestic policies of the Communist Party, China’s current 
international standing in terms of its soft power is hardly 
surprising. 

In the post-coronavirus period, there will not be a shift 
in hard power balance favoring the U.S. either. The pandemic 
has been equally detrimental for the economies of the U.S. and 
China. The Chinese economy, which was two-thirds of the U.S. 
economy in size, had already been suffering from decreasing 
growth rate and exports before COVID-19 arrived. Regarding 
military power, China was far from closing the gap with the 
U.S., and its current financial troubles due to the virus may 
restrain China’s aggressive military spending. In addition, as 
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the pandemic revealed, a sizable portion of China’s budget 
needs to be reserved now to upgrade its ineffective health 
system.

Moreover, the U.S.’ geopolitical advantages over China 
will not be lost as a result of the pandemic. First, protected 
by oceans on both directions and neighboring two friendly 
countries, the U.S. enjoys a better geography than China. Second, 
while the U.S. is an energy exporter, China is in desperate need 
for imported energy resources. The third advantage involves 
demography. According to research by Stanford University’s 
Adele Hayutin, within the next fifteen years the U.S. workforce 
is expected to increase by 5 percent. The Chinese workforce, 
in contrast, will likely decrease by 9 percent. Finally, thanks to 
its outstanding universities and firms, the U.S. will continue to 
lead technological advancement.

In view of all these points, the COVID-19 pandemic 
is unlikely to prove a geopolitical turning point. Nonetheless, 
despite its superior position, if the U.S. continues to adopt 
wrong policies like alienating alliances, degrading international 
organizations and curbing immigration, the country may not 
fully benefit from its advantages. World politics, shaped by 
the information revolution and globalization, does not allow 
even the strongest country to attain all its international goals 
by itself. The Trump administration does not seem to grasp 
this and continues to follow a national security strategy strictly 
based on great power competition, especially with China.

Former Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew 
once told me that he did not see Chinese global leadership 
coming, at least in the near future. To justify his prediction, Lee 
compared the U.S. and China in term of attractiveness. The U.S. 
could attract exceptional people from all around the world and 
give them the opportunity to expand the limits of knowledge 
in every field. In contrast, China, with its own limitations could 
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not offer such attraction. However, confronted with COVID-19, 
the U.S. may follow populist policies, abandon openness and 
sideline its friends, which could prove Lee’ assessment wrong.

A new U.S. administration, instead, could learn from 
the post-1945 U.S. presidents whose successes are described 
in my book Do Morals Matter? Presidents and Foreign Policy 
from FDR to Trump and initiate an enormous COVID-19 aid 
program similar to the Marshall Plan. Former U.S. Secretary 
of State Henry Kissinger rightly argued that leaders should 
cooperate and strengthen the international community. Power 
needs to be treated a positive-sum game and countries must 
prioritize ‘power with’ instead of “power over” others to achieve 
mutual goals. When other countries are empowered and share 
the burden effectively, the U.S. can better accomplish its own 
goals. In today’s world, connectedness increases relevant 
power. Trump persistently defines U.S. interests narrowly, 
ignores the significance of “power with” as well as “power 
over,” treats international relations as a short-term, zero-sum 
game, overlooks international organizations and subsequently 
diverts the U.S. from its tradition of long-term enlightened 
self-interest.

Developed countries should recognize that COVID-19 
might have severe repercussions on developing countries. New 
waves of pandemic could develop in these countries and hit 
the developed countries again. Remember, the second wave 
of Spanish flu killed more people than its first wave in 1918. 
Therefore, the G-20 countries led by the U.S. should contribute 
generously to a new COVID-19 fund, not only to serve their 
own interests but also to extend helping hands to those 
countries in need. 

A positive result from the pandemic could be achieved 
if a U.S. President pursued policies based on cooperation and 
soft power. Otherwise, the existing policies will only foster 
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nationalist populism and authoritarianism. Nonetheless, it is 
still much too early to predict a geopolitical turning point that 
would fundamentally alter the power relationship between the 
United States and China.

Every global crisis so far has had an impact on the 
international system, its structures, norms and 
institutions. No need to mention the world wars and 

the subsequent founding of the League of Nations and the 
United Nations, respectively. In this century, so far, the attacks 
of September 11, 2001 changed international law and state 
practice in dealing with non-state actors; with the financial 
crisis of 2008, the G20 was transformed from a club of finance 
ministers into a body of chiefs that has taken on a soft steering 
role in some of the less controversial areas of international 
politics.
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It is too early to make definitive statements about the 
time after the corona crisis. The catchphrase that “nothing will 
ever be the same again” has been used and stated repeatedly, 
but it is almost always wrong. It makes sense to ask what may 
change in international politics with and “after corona.” At this 
stage, however, only provisional assumptions can be expected, 
rather than definitive answers. 

It is probable that the corona crisis will act as a multiplier 
for U.S. efforts to ‘decouple’ from China, and thus promote 
tendencies towards a sectoral de-globalization. In certain areas 
of international relations, however, forms of a new ‘globality’ 
could also emerge. The broader geopolitical impact of the 
crisis—its effect, that is, on the development of the international 
order, inter-state rivalries, conflict and cooperation—are 
unlikely to produce a uniform overall picture. The shape of 
the world after the pandemic remains subject to political will, 
leadership, and the ability of international actors to cooperate.

Will the pandemic, as some commentators imply, 
reduce multilateral cooperation and further weaken the rules-
based international order? Most states indeed initially reacted 
unilaterally to the crisis and may continue to do so. As the crisis 
has also underscored the need for effective global cooperation, 
inconsistent and contradictory developments are therefore 
more likely than a consistent pattern. Even nationalist leaders 
don’t dispute the relevance of the World Health Organization 
(WHO), or the importance of cooperation in the exchange of 
information or research on vaccines. It is therefore conceivable 
that the United Nations and regional organizations will pay 
more attention to health systems and public health care in the 
future, and that this will be accompanied by a strengthening 
of the WHO, more binding rules and the generation of more 
resources. After all, weak health systems in some countries 
clearly pose a threat to others.

The Corona Crisis and the International Relations: Open Questions, Tentative Assumptions

We should not expect any significant initiatives to 
strengthen multilateral cooperation among the G7 or G20 
under their current presidencies. It is possible, however, that it 
will become easier to place topics dealing with public health on 
the agenda of the UN Security Council, even without linking 
them to classic security issues. There should no longer be any 
doubt that global health is directly related to international 
peace and security.

Will the corona crisis have an impact on great power 
conflicts, especially on the rivalry between the U.S. and 
China—a rivalry that I have previously characterized as the 
new guiding paradigm of international politics? The pandemic 
will certainly not mitigate such rivalries. Cooperation and open 
conflict between great powers in general, and between the U.S. 
and China in particular, are likely to go hand in hand rather 
than being completely separate modes of international politics. 
We can assume that the ideological dispute between China and 
the Western states will become sharper. At its core it is about 
the competition between different systems of government and 
the relationship of state and society. After initially coming 
under criticism for concealing the epidemic, China is now 
presenting its authoritarian system as a model that is better 
suited to deal with such a crisis than that of democratic states. 
China is also gaining ‘soft power’ through its well-staged aid 
deliveries to Italy and other severely affected states. The United 
States, in contrast, is further downgrading its image as a benign 
superpower. Washington did not even try to use its clout to 
coordinate an international response to the pandemic. Rather, 
President Trump presented his country as a nationalistic loner. 
This included the attempt to buy a German pharma company 
in order secure the production of a vaccine “only for the U.S.A,” 
as well as the refusal to at least temporarily ease unilateral 
sanctions on Iran.

Will the virus help to contain wars and civil wars? 
Probably not. Countries with ongoing violent conflicts and a 
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high proportion of vulnerable population groups will also be 
hit hard by the pandemic. At worst, internal conflict lines in 
highly fragmented states will be drawn even more sharply. The 
appeal of the UN Secretary-General to “put armed conflict 
on lockdown” and focus on fighting COVID-19 instead has 
so far only received a positive response in the Philippines. In 
Libya, Yemen and Northern Syria, as well as the “Islamic State” 
of Boko Haram it has gone unanswered. And North Korea 
continues to test missiles. 

The impact of the pandemic on regional power conflicts 
is likely to remain similarly negligible. Governments with a 
sense of responsibility can, however, use the current situation 
for confidence-building measures. Thus, the United Arab 
Emirates and Kuwait have sent aid shipments to Iran. This 
was not a one-off, a high-ranking Emirati official explained 
to me: “We have helped Iran before in emergencies, and Iran 
would certainly do the same for us. But we have not managed 
to translate such actions into political reconciliation.” The 
international community as a whole is likely to devote less 
time and attention to crisis diplomacy or efforts at conflict 
resolution. This is clearly so today, with the pandemic as the 
most urgent issue, but it is also likely to be the case afterward, 
when governments will try to cope with the consequences of 
the crisis and recession. At the same time, many already poor 
and weak states are likely to slip into economic crises without 
even having contained the health-related ones. It is conceivable 
that richer states will agree to relieve the debt of poorer states. 
But we will probably see a reduced willingness to mobilize aid 
for humanitarian emergencies and stabilization measures, to 
support the UNHCR in helping refugees, or to provide money 
and personnel for UN missions.

And Europe? Neither Washington nor Beijing 
will devote much energy to finding common solutions to 
global problems. Thus it falls upon the EU and like-minded 
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multilateralists such as Canada, Korea, Indonesia, Mexico and 
others to take the initiative. China, the U.S. and Russia may 
cooperate if others come up with workable proposals—on 
global health policies, for example—but are unlikely to lead 
inclusive multilateral efforts.

It is possible, but not at all guaranteed, that the crisis 
will eventually strengthen the cohesion of the EU and its 
members. After all, and after some delay, the EU has rather 
swiftly enacted support measures for its own severely affected 
member states. For its international posture, the EU will still 
have to re-learn the language of power as Josep Borrell, the 
EU’s High Representative, has put it. This remains true. One 
should add that Europe’s power, and the power of attraction, 
also rest on the practice of solidarity. Particularly in times like 
these. 
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What will be the likely effect of the current COVID-19 
pandemic and the related economic crisis on 
U.S. foreign policy—that is, the policy aims and 

methods of the American empire?

  The word ‘empire’ is used here not to provoke, but as 
a description based on common sense. Leading analysts of all 
political schools agree that any nation that operates military 
bases in some 130 other countries, has intervened militarily 
beyond its borders on at least 150 occasions since 1945, and 
maintains the world’s sole reserve currency is an empire, even if 
it does not formally colonize territory. Moreover, it is important 
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to consider the effect of major social crises on empires, 
especially when the result may be a dangerous escalation of 
inter-imperial conflict. A question of particular note in the 
U.S. case is whether the current crisis and coming period of 
recovery will intensify hostilities between the American and 
Chinese empires.

 
To begin with, it is useful to distinguish between the 

short-term and longer-term effects of the pandemic, since 
major environmental and economic crises have contradictory 
effects on governments. In the short run, responding to their 
challenges absorbs most of the public authority’s energies 
and financial resources and tends to turn government’s 
focus inward. The immediate signs of this are restrictions on 
travel, the closure of borders, a severe drop in international 
trade, and the diversion of political attention to domestic 
concerns. Over time, however, crises of the dimensions of the 
COVID-19 pandemic shake up existing relationships between 
governments and their subjects, between social groupings and 
between states, forcing a revision of preexisting relations. This 
revision does not necessarily create new forms of conflict, but it 
often inflames existing struggles, opening up new possibilities 
for both destructive and creative change.

 
With regard to empires, historical precedents are 

suggestive, even if not decisive. When empires are already 
declining or experiencing growing internal conflict, serious 
environmental crises have tended to weaken them fiscally, 
militarily and, in a broad sense, politically: i.e., in terms 
of their ability to maintain public support and loyalty. The 
Antonine and Justinian Plagues (165–180 C.E. and 541 C.E. 
onward), which together killed some 90 million people in the 
Mediterranean world, are thought to have damaged Rome’s 
economy and military organization seriously enough to speed 
the Western empire’s decline and gravely weaken the Byzantine 
regime. By contrast, the Black Death of the 14th and 15th 
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centuries appears to have inspired officials of the younger, 
more vital Ottoman Empire to develop a public health system 
and modernize their administration. 

All plagues have economic effects, of course, but 
outbreaks in earlier eras tended to exacerbate endemic poverty 
rather than to expose workers and traders to dramatic new 
hardships. The COVID-19 outbreak is the first pandemic in 
the modern era to generate a global economic crisis entailing 
large-scale business failures and mass unemployment. It is 
worth noting in this regard that the last downturn of such 
dimensions, the Great Depression of the 1930s, was followed by 
an inter-imperial world war that caused immense destruction 
and significantly altered the balance of power between 
competing empires. Of course, the extent and duration of the 
current recession is not yet clear.

       
 In any case, the effect of the current combined crises 

on the American empire is likely to be quite serious, for several 
reasons:

 (1) The United States has become the epicenter of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, suffering almost one-third of the 
world’s total deaths from the disease, and experiencing very 
serious economic consequences, with bankruptcies, layoffs, 
and unemployment moving toward levels not seen since the 
1930s.

(2) The U.S. public is aware that other nations were better 
prepared to respond to the pandemic than they were, and that 
effective government action and habits of social discipline in 
locales such as China, South Korea and Germany have resulted 
in mass testing for the virus, rigorous social policies to prevent 
its spread and economic protection for major groups affected 
by the crisis.
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(3) Under intense political pressure, the U.S. Congress 
has allocated some $3 trillion in emergency aid to impacted 
workers and businesses, raising the national debt to a level 
almost equaling the nation’s GDP, and this at a time when 
government revenues have fallen precipitously. This emergency 
aid is scheduled to run out quite soon, a prospect generating 
bitter debate about the need to extend aid to vulnerable groups 
and the wisdom of  ‘restarting’ the economy before mass testing 
and tracing techniques have been implemented. 

(4) The overall effect of the continuing crisis in the 
U.S. has been to dramatize and exacerbate existing social and 
political differences among various sectors of the population, 
intensifying internal conflicts based on socioeconomic status, 
race, ethnicity, geography, religion and political affiliation. 
The far greater death rate of African-Americans and Hispanic 
people affected by COVID-19 is a matter of common 
knowledge, while intensified conflict between political parties 
has provoked fears of electoral malfeasance and even of civil 
violence in connection with the forthcoming presidential 
election.

(5) Finally, outbreaks of COVID-19 on naval vessels 
and in other military installations may have affected the 
preparedness of U.S. military forces to engage in overt 
hostilities, although the extent of these difficulties is presently 
unknown.  Further increases in the military budget are highly 
unlikely under present circumstances, and possible cutbacks 
in military spending—long a subject considered politically 
taboo—are now considered discussable by certain political 
leaders. 

 How, then, to assess the likely impact of these factors 
tending to weaken the American empire? The answer is 
complicated by the unusual incoherence of U.S. foreign policy 
in the era of Donald Trump. On the one hand, Trump has 
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foresworn continued involvement in “endless wars” as well 
as commitments to many multilateral agreements, and has 
declared himself the apostle of a nationalistic ‘America First’ 
approach to foreign affairs. On the other hand, he has taken 
significant steps to strengthen the military backbone of empire. 
For example, he has greatly increased U.S. military spending, 
expanded U.S. covert operations in the Middle East, Central 
Asia and Africa, and multiplied drone strikes against targeted 
‘enemy’ leaders such as Iran’s General Qassem Soleimani.  

Equally important, Trump has moved with increasing 
bellicosity to threaten Chinese ambitions and interests in Asia. 
As Kevin Rudd has written, “the multilateral [U.S.-China] 
system and the norms and institutions underpinning it are 
beginning to falter.”  Rudd worries that:

A decision in Washington to end U.S. pension-fund 
investments in China, restrict future Chinese holdings 
of U.S. Treasury bonds, or start a new currency war 
(exacerbated by the recent launch of China’s new digital 
currency) would quickly remove the financial glue that 
has held the two economies together; a decision in 
Beijing to increasingly militarize the BRI would raise 
the risk of proxy wars. 

This threat of escalation is intensified by the President’s 
apparent determination to blame China for the COVID-19 
virus as a method of exculpating his administration from 
responsibility for its lack of preparedness and its disorganized 
response to the crisis. The fact that 2020 is a U.S. presidential 
election year adds fuel to the fire, but it is also important to 
note that Trump’s putative opponent, Democratic Party leader 
Joe Biden, has also taken a hard line against China, bitterly 
criticizing that nation’s policies with regard to trade, military 
activity in the South China Sea, intelligence practices, cyber-
warfare and human rights. 

A Crisis of Empire? The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on U.S. Foreign Policy

 Are we to expect a further escalation of conflict 
between the two empires?  One factor increasing the risk of 
confrontation is what one might call the “wounded beast” 
syndrome.  The American Colossus, which had already been 
showing signs of strain and fatigue in its role as the world’s 
dominant superpower, has clearly been damaged by the crisis, 
and empires experiencing sudden reversals of fortune are 
not famous for their rationality or forbearance.  Fortunately, 
Premier Ji Jinping and other Chinese leaders appear to be taking 
the long view of America’s malaise, and do not seem inclined 
to twist the tiger’s tale at a moment when it is experiencing 
unprecedented difficulties and embarrassments. One can only 
hope that they will continue to ignore Mr. Trump’s election-
year tantrums.

 To summarize: the consequences of the COVID-19 
outbreak will very likely include an overall weakening of 
the American empire with respect to China, and possibly 
with respect to other competitors as well.  Unless a global 
economic collapse takes place, however, one would not expect 
a precipitous decline in U.S. power, or the sort of convulsive 
struggles that wracked the world in 1939–1945.

Empires tend to decay rather than collapse, but decay 
they do, at a rate that may be accelerated by events like the 
Antonine and Justinian Plagues. An unknown factor, of course, 
is the possibility that American citizens experiencing the brunt 
of the current crisis will decide that the benefits of maintaining 
U.S. global hegemony are not worth the costs, and opt to play 
a more modest role in the world. In a hazardous and uncertain 
time, one may, perhaps, be forgiven for nurturing such hopes 
of rationality and renewal.  
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The disruption afflicting the modern world is a ‘perfect 
storm’ combining a deadly and highly infectious 
virus, a global economic recession, an erosion of 

global governance and a failure to mobilize a coordinated 
global response. This was not a ‘black swan’ event, something 
unpredictable but with enormous ramifications, but a ‘grey 
rhino,’ something both predictable and predicted. The 
devastating effect of the COVID-19 pandemic is magnified by 
its specific characteristics, including ease of transfer, delay in 
the appearance of symptoms, lethality and the lack of vaccines 
and adequate testing facilities. 
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The coronavirus crisis has turned into a moment of 
truth in which the presumptions, prejudices and processes 
of the post-Cold War era are exposed in a harsh light. The 
COVID-19 pandemic accelerated long-term changes and 
revealed some underlying truths about our societies and 
patterns of international relations. No new global and regional 
balance of power will emerge as a result of the pandemic. 
However, trends that have already been visible for some time 
will emerge with greater clarity. 

The crisis once again brought the nation state to 
the center of social life as the only force with the power 
and resources to deal with the epidemiological and health 
consequences as well as the management of populations and 
economies. By the same token, the crisis revealed the weakness 
of certain states with a low level of trust between the center and 
the outlying regions and the inadequacy of public health and 
welfare provisions. Other states, with a healthy relationship 
between the central government and the regions and between 
state and society, have emerged with great credit. 

In other words, the crisis was a test not only for states 
and the instruments of international governance, but also for 
types of state management. Extended welfare states tended 
to manage the pandemic better than those with fragmented 
and financialized health systems. There was no immediate 
correlation between crisis performance and regime type. In 
other words, the measure was not so much democracy or 
authoritarianism, but state capacity and leadership competence.

The crisis also highlighted the importance of 
international cooperation agencies. The G-7 once again 
proved itself too narrow a body to have a significant impact on 
managing the crisis, while the G-20 group was unable to assume 
the leadership role that it had adopted following the financial 
collapse of autumn 2008. No new balance between nationalism 
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and multilateralism is apparent. Instead, the weakness of global 
governance in the present era has become all too clear. 

The conduct of international politics has become even 
more state-centered than before. Globalization had earlier 
suggested that certain economic imperatives transcend state 
policies. However, when urgent action was required it was the 
state that acted. The problems may well have been global in 
scale, but national responses were crucial. The importance of 
national welfare and health provision was reinforced, which 
years of austerity since the economic crisis of 2008–09 followed 
by the Eurozone crisis of 2011 had reduced to a parlous state in 
a number of European countries. 

Responses to the Great Pandemic became a new 
proxy for measuring the adequacy of government, with the 
U.S. scoring badly, while China’s early mismanagement of 
the health crisis amidst attempts to suppress information 
was offset by the timely sharing of the genetic structure of 
the novel virus and resolute action to suppress its spread. In 
Germany the combination of effective central policy, strong 
federal governance and high societal trust mitigated the crisis, 
throwing into stark light the absence in the U.S. of an inclusive 
public health care system and social safety net. 

The pandemic accelerated the decline in influence 
of both the United States and Europe. The crucial role of 
multilateral agencies and problem sharing was demonstrated, 
but longstanding American ambivalence about global 
governance institutions was taken to a wholly new level. At the 
height of the crisis, the Trump administration even withdrew 
funding from the UN’s World Health Organization. However, 
it soon became clear that no country, even one as powerful as 
the U.S., could deal with the crisis and its various economic, 
health and social ramifications in isolation.

The Pandemic and the International Politics 

The already visible tendencies toward deglobalization 
intensified, accompanied by a repudiation of some of the 
universalism of the liberal global order. This was accompanied 
by a strengthening of anti-democratic trends, isolationism 
and growth in the appetite for strong-hand authoritarianism. 
There were also countertrends, with the EU hosting a donors’ 
conference on April 4, 2020 to gain funds for vaccine research 
and dissemination, and in many countries opposition political 
forces cooperated to provide bipartisan support for public 
health responses.

The pandemic struck at a time when the balance of 
forces and ideological commitments was already in flux. 
There is an intensifying crisis of world order marked by the 
re-emergence of great power conflict and a nascent return to 
a bipolar structure in international politics, with the U.S. and 
its allies on the one side, and China and those who align with 
it on the other. 

Trump’s rejection of the universalism of the liberal 
order, as well as its hubristic ‘humanitarian’ and regime change 
interventions, was welcomed by many as an essential rebalancing 
of U.S. foreign policy toward greater concern for domestic 
development. However, this turn has been accompanied by 
the exacerbation of long-term conflicts. This in particular 
concerns relations with China. The trade war launched in 
late 2018 was resolved in early 2020 with the signing of part 
one of a deal. However, as the U.S. was gripped by the most 
extensive outbreak of the pandemic, accompanied by a high 
death toll, Trump’s early nonchalance about the virus came to 
haunt him. The crisis magnified and exposed the drawbacks 
of his governance style and the larger failings of the American 
healthcare and crisis management system. Attention turned to 
China, blaming it for early failings to contain the outbreak in 
Wuhan, but then seeking reparations for the enormous damage 
the crisis caused to the U.S. and global economy.
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Even before the outbreak, Russia had been subject 
to escalating sanctions, with the latest imposed against the 
completion of the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline under the Baltic 
Sea to Germany. Despite Trump proclaiming in 2016 that it 
made sense to ‘get on’ with Russia, the allegations of Russian 
electoral interference stymied moves toward rapprochement. 
Trump’s friendly words towards Putin may have been 
motivated by a grudging respect for his power, but above all 
by the strategic goal of peeling Russia away from alignment 
with China. The latter alignment had been developing since 
the 1990s; it greatly accelerated after 2014 and the onset of the 
Second Cold War. There is no chance now Trump achieving a 
Kissingerian maneuver in reverse and winning Russia (rather 
than China) over to the U.S. side.

There is no reason to expect a new ‘reset’ in relations 
between Russia and the U.S. The long-term deterioration in 
relations was interspersed by periods of cooperation, as after 
the September 2001 attack on the U.S. The present crisis has 
provided an opportunity to reset ties. Trump is a transactional 
president who favors great power deals and personal relations, 
so the Great Pandemic has provided scope for a new opening. 
There were more telephone calls between Putin and Trump in 
spring 2020 than in the whole previous period of his presidency. 
However, Trump’s room for maneuver to strike a ‘grand bargain’ 
is extremely limited. The Democrats in Congress are resolutely 
opposed to any concessions to Russia, and a large part of the 
traditional Republican Party does not share Trump’s view that 
Russia is a potential ally in the struggle against China. 

This means nothing less than the division of the 
world into two opposing poles. However, the new version of 
bipolarity has little in common with the one that predominated 
in the first Cold War between 1945 and 1990. The international 
system is far more integrated and has created a single, global, 
multilateral governance regime. There is also now a single 
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global market economy, and with it extensive supply chain 
economic interdependence. Today the two poles are deeply 
entwined. However, rather than diminishing conflict, this may 
well provide new terrain in which the struggle can be waged—
through sanctions, financial pressure and the like. 

The coronavirus crisis proved a stress test for the 
deepening Sino-Russian relationship. As the outbreak in Wuhan 
spiraled into a global pandemic, Russia closed the border on 
January 31. Later, Russia became one of the main sources of 
renewed infection as Chinese citizens returned home. However, 
Russia is one of the few countries to stand firmly with China. 
Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov argues that calls for 
China to pay compensation are ‘unacceptable and shocking.’ In 
a call with Xi Jinping on April 16, Vladimir Putin condemned as 
‘counterproductive’ criticism that China did not act fast enough 
to contain the pandemic. He argued that the crisis served as 
‘further evidence of the special nature of the Russian-Chinese 
comprehensive strategic partnership.’ China came to Russia’s 
rescue as oil prices plunged and producers looked to dump 
surplus output. China’s imports of Russian crude increased and 
threw a lifeline to Russian companies hit by falling demand in 
Europe. The Great Pandemic demonstrated to both Moscow 
and Beijing the strategic importance of a common front in the 
face of shared challenges. 

The Great Pandemic has also highlighted the need 
for multilateral cooperation and the strengthening of the 
international organizations dealing with its consequences, but 
the trend has instead leaned toward the ‘renationalization’ of 
international politics. While there were cooperative initiatives, 
above all centered on the EU, the crisis exacerbated and 
deepened existing tensions. There is little sign of the pandemic 
bringing nations together. 
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The Great Pandemic has reinforced the weakness of 
international governance, the primacy of state action, the 
entrenched character of great power rivalries, and the overall 
impasse in post-Cold War international politics. However 
enormous the social and economic effects of the Great 
Pandemic, in terms of international politics all that it has done 
is demonstrate the problems rather than opening a path toward 
their resolution. 

Nearly three decades ago, Francis Fukuyama argued 
that the imminent collapse of the Soviet Union and 
the universalization of liberalism would mark an end 

to the historical struggle over ideology and political models. 
His thesis was, by his own recent admission, overly optimistic. 
The resurgence of strong identities and nationalist leaders has 
given rise to the politics of resentment and tribalism. Coupled 
with new shifts in the global balance of power and disruptive 
technological and industrial processes, it’s clear that a new 
world is upon us. The onset of the novel coronavirus at the turn 
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of this decade has accelerated many of the processes that were 
already in a process of compelling change and has compressed 
timelines for governments, businesses and communities to 
make crucial decisions about the future.

Perhaps the most significant of these shifts is the 
unmistakable demise of Pax-Americana. The COVID-19 
outbreak is the first global challenge that has witnessed the 
complete absence of American leadership. It has also thrown 
into sharp relief the social and governance vulnerabilities of 
the West more broadly. Even the EU has struggled to equitably 
distribute resources between its member states amidst this 
pandemic, with many now openly expressing their reliance 
on China—a result of expediency and naivety. The divisions—
between Northern and Southern Europe over economics, and 
between Western and Eastern Europe over values—seems likely 
to widen. The weakened transatlantic core of the international 
liberal order is likely to slip further in relevance in the post-
COVID-19 world.

Even so, it is not immediately obvious that any new 
leadership will take charge in the future. China, which by 
most estimates is a leading contender, has drawn the ire of 
the international community for several interrelated reasons, 
beginning with its missteps in containing the virus. Despite 
efforts to launder its own image through the WHO and the 
provision of public health goods to various regions, its efforts 
to sow discord among EU member states and its muscularity 
in dealing with Hong Kong, Taiwan and the South China Sea 
littorals is not winning it any friends. China’s documented 
racism toward its African diaspora has added to the list of nations 
and communities that are re-evaluating their dependence and 
relationship with the middle kingdom.

Most nations are struggling to adjust to the fast-changing 
and evolving balance of power equations between China and 
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the Western hemisphere. East Asian democracies, which have 
arguably responded most effectively to the outbreak, have 
watched these goings on with anxiety. It is clear that they will 
continue to play one against the other and carve for themselves 
room to maneuver. Russia, which was amongst the first to 
limit travel to and from China, is now being threatened by 
an outbreak in its own cities. It will nonetheless continue to 
bolster Beijing’s agenda as long as it undermines what Moscow 
has always believed to be a fundamentally undemocratic world 
order managed under U.S. hegemony. It would be interesting 
to see how Russia—under its presidency—steers the BRICS 
countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) to 
respond to the series of disruptions with which the world is 
grappling.

These interrelated disruptions in various geographies 
also dovetail into another, broader trend: the return of the 
strong state and the normalization of nationalist leadership. 
The coronavirus outbreak will act as a catalyst for this process. 
Some governments will use emergency and national security 
measures to consolidate power, as Hungary’s Orban has 
already done. Others may use the pandemic as an excuse to 
blame and undermine international institutions—the preferred 
bogeyman of the Trump Administration. And many will enjoy 
the popular support of their citizens as they do so.

The most obvious impact of these developments will 
be the end of globalization as we know it. Most states will 
aggressively move to reduce their interdependence, especially 
with those regions where political trust is limited. Japan’s 
efforts to incentivize its industry to diversify supply chains 
away from China through a stimulus package is indicative of 
this trend. But the ripple effect of these decisions will be felt 
across geographies—from the Gulf states, which are struggling 
to maintain a supply of oil and manage flows of labor, to the 
ASEAN, which will see enormous disruptions to its trade flows 
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that are deeply intertwined with both China and the U.S.

Indeed, a shift from a global village of relatively deeply 
integrated communities to a form of “gated globalization” 
based on political and economic familiarity appears inevitable. 
The digitization of the global economy will only accelerate this 
process and, perhaps, technology tools may well aid in this. As 
governments take advantage of digital and surveillance tools 
to combat the COVID-19 outbreak—in societies both liberal 
and illiberal—a new ‘technophobia’ will begin to affect foreign 
technology platforms and businesses. With nearly all social, 
economic and strategic interactions moving to the virtual 
and digital realm, states will race to ‘encode’ their political 
values and technology standards into the algorithms and 
infrastructure that will govern our societies. This will certainly 
be a competitive process that will give birth to a persistent 
‘code war.’

Most worryingly, the international community’s ability 
and willingness to tackle collective challenges through global 
efforts will be irredeemably harmed. From the G20 to the 
UNSC, few international institutions have proven capable of 
responding to the pandemic with any level of speed or efficacy. 
Other institutions, like the WHO, have been subject to political 
capture and manipulation, adding to the waning global trust in 
these bodies. There is a dangerous fragility now to global co-
operation—with uncertain implications for future challenges 
of this scale. What will this mean, for instance, when climate 
change begins to redraw coastal lines, cause food shortages, 
exacerbate inequality and strain national resources like never 
before? If the global response to the COVID-19 outbreak is any 
indication, it will be every nation for itself, with many suffering 
horrible consequences as a result.

The coronavirus may have heralded the sudden onset 
of what Ian Bremmer calls a “G-Zero” world—one that is at 
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once multipolar, leaderless and likely besieged by renewed 
geopolitical conflict. It will be a world where the West has lost its 
‘moral’ authority and one that Beijing seeks to reshape through 
its muscular and expansive Belt and Road Initiative; one where 
the Kremlin will see an opportunity to expand its geopolitical 
ambitions in East Europe, West Asia and the Arctic; and one 
where nations without geopolitical or geo-economic prowess 
will have to ‘pick sides,’ either by constraint or compulsion.

The coronavirus has certainly shone a torch on a 
disordered world, one where most communities are likely to 
be plagued by poverty, conflict, unemployment and inequality, 
while great powers either look away or cast their material 
resources toward their own populations and self-interest. 
Plurilateral efforts such as at the G20, G7, BRICS, the OSCE 
and the SCO, among others, may become the only viable 
venues where key global actors coordinate and convene with 
purpose, and the arenas where actors who are unable to engage 
in meaningful conversations can speak through proxies. Will 
these become the norm builders for ‘gated globalization’ or 
can we find it within us to repurpose, resuscitate and radically 
reform the UN as it turns 75 to help shape a common future?
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Prior to the outbreak of COVID-19, European leaders 
were keen to use the language of geopolitics and power: 

• High Representative and Vice President of the 
Commission Josep Borrell stressed the need for the European 
Union to “learn to use the language of power.” 

•   Commission President Ursula von der Leyen defined 
hers as a “geopolitical Commission.”

•  French President Emmanuel Macron declared that 
the Union will disappear altogether unless it understands itself 
as a global power.
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Behind this rhetoric was a political intuition: in the 
21st century, the rationale for the European project is a 
profoundly global one. The EU exists not only to secure peace 
on the continent and to enhance European prosperity through 
the benefits of the single market; the EU is also necessary if 
Europeans are to rise to the major global challenges of our age. 

Prior to COVID-19, it was already clear that addressing 
all such challenges would require critical mass which, on the 
European continent, can only be provided by the European 
Union. All Member States, including the largest ones, are 
simply too small to count in 21st century world affairs. Be it 
in the domain of technology, climate or demography, all major 
global challenges are transnational in nature: they cannot be 
tackled effectively only through the nation-state. The EU has 
the critical mass to address these challenges by working with 
partners across the globe. 

A global pandemic like COVID-19 highlights this 
reality even further. Just as individual Member States cannot 
chart their separate paths out of the health and consequent 
economic crisis alone, Europe will not emerge from the crisis 
strong and healthy if the world in general and our neighbors in 
particular are unable to see the light at the end of the tunnel. 
In a world torn by an escalating confrontation between the 
United States and China, in which COVID-19 wreaks havoc 
in the Union’s fragile surrounding regions, and multilateralism 
risks collapsing precisely now that it is most desperately 
needed, hibernation is not an option for European foreign 
policy. COVID-19 is a defining moment as much for the EU’s 
internal cohesion as for its global role. In the medium-term, 
both challenges are equally existential. 

True, enveloped in its internal battle for survival, 
Europe missed the start in addressing this multifaceted crisis. 
However, the underlying principles guiding the EU’s role in 

Europe’s Global Role Post COVID-19
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the world as stated in the EU Global Strategy, such as security, 
resilience, an integrated approach to conflicts and crises, 
and regional cooperation and multilateralism, have been 
vindicated by COVID-19. Commitment to these principles 
provide opportunities for Europe take action and to make up 
for lost ground. 

Amidst a sharpening U.S.-China strategic competition, 
Europeans must redouble their quest for strategic autonomy, 
enabling them to triangulate between the two rather than 
being forced to choose between or to succumb to either one of 
them. Such autonomy is necessary to shield Europeans from 
the nefarious effects of asymmetric interdependence aimed at 
making the continent simply another terrain of the crystallizing 
global confrontation. 

But the EU’s purpose is not just defensive. The COVID-19 
crisis highlights more than ever the need for European 
leadership in sustaining and upgrading the multilateral rules-
based system – an existential interest for the Union. Globally, 
COVID-19 has laid bare the limits of a governance architecture 
that merely monitors and suggests rather than enforces. 
Nowhere is this clearer than in the World Health Organization. 
The present crisis suggests that what Europe and the world 
need is more international cooperation, rules, norms and 
institutions, not less. As the staunchest supporter of the United 
Nations, the onus is on Europe to make the post-COVID-19 
world one inaugurated by a renewed UN moment. Work must 
be done to ensure a transparent exchange of information 
and best practices in confronting a crisis such as COVID-19 
using standardized methodologies for the collection of data. 
Likewise, cooperation in the supply of medical equipment is the 
minimum requirement for an effective international response. 
No less important is the need to mobilize multilateral forums 
like the G20 to alleviate the global economic impact of a crisis 
which, unlike that of 2007–2008, began in the real economic 
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sphere but could spill into financial markets too. Also, COP26 
represents the opportunity to ensure that an eventual restart of 
global growth is a green one. With two European countries – 
the UK and Italy – chairing COP26 and the 2021 G20, elevating 
these two global governance platforms is an opportunity that 
Europeans cannot miss. 

Just as important will be European leadership in 
revamping, rather than side-lining, the sustainable development 
agenda, notably in fragile and conflict areas in our surrounding 
regions. Ethiopia’s Prime Minister, Abiy Ahmed, has warned 
about the dire consequences if the coronavirus is not defeated 
in Africa, not only because of the devastating human and 
economic impact on the world’s most vulnerable regions, but 
also because of the risk of a rebound of the pandemic to Europe 
and the rest of the world. The onus is on Europeans not only to 
mobilize immediately existing resources to bolster the fragile 
health sectors in these countries, but also to ensure that the 
guiding principle of the 2021–2027 Multi Annual Financial 
Framework involves as much internal as international 
solidarity. COVID-19 should galvanize a final push toward a 
more coherent European international financial architecture, 
in which the both the European Investment Bank and the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, as well 
as member state development agencies coordinate to jointly 
mobilize funds. 

As Europeans struggle with the grim daily count of 
their dead and infected, the social anxiety of their lockdown 
and the economic catastrophe it is bringing about, lifting our 
gaze is not intuitive. But much like Europeans now see how 
there is no way of defeating this virus by standing alone, we 
must also recognize that we are, as Pope Francis put it, globally 
on the same boat. 
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The COVID crisis has three impacts. The first one is 
on global order. COVID-19 reveals the necessity of 
improving multilateral cooperation by strengthening 

the institutions that can fight against the pandemic. The main 
organization in question is the World Health Organization 
(WHO). Global order also depends upon institutions that 
maintain trade flows and international financing institutions 
that are necessary to help the least developed countries and 
those most affected by the crisis. The COVID-19 crisis has 
highlighted once again the debate regarding deglobalization. 
Some people believe that this crisis proves that globalization has 
gone too far and has placed states in a more vulnerable position. 
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However, the call for deglobalization points to a preexisting 
political preference rather than a logical consequence of this 
crisis. States are going to look at the issue of strategic reserves 
and crisis and pandemic management capability differently, 
since some of them are too vulnerable, too very scattered and 
too open to supply chains, but this does not mean that we are 
going to head toward reversing the globalization process. On the 
contrary, multilateral institutions are more necessary than ever 
in order to fight against the pandemic and its consequences.

The second impact is the effect of the pandemic on 
European Union governance and the European integration 
process. The crisis is highlighting both the strengths and 
weaknesses of the governance systems. At the European level, 
competences, although in the hands of states, are exercised in 
a top-down and bottom-up decentralized multilevel system 
of government, which means that states might be exposed as 
inefficient or vulnerable. This is why the crisis not only represents 
a risk of economic and social setback for many EU countries, 
but also questions the capacity of European institutions to be 
efficient and help states respond to this crisis. In this regard, 
the debate about the coronavirus and the reappearance of the 
old North-South divide from the 2008 crisis is not a good sign. 

However, to be fair, we have to admit that the European 
institutions’ response to the present crisis has been swifter and 
more efficient than it was in 2008. The European Central Bank 
and the European Commission have become aware of the need 
for early intervention to assist states and create stability. The 
European Union still has a long and difficult way to go in order 
to implement the necessary mechanisms to aid economic 
recovery. We do not yet know how it will perform this task 
and how many internal divisions it will need to tackle, but EU 
states do know that they need each other. If we take a look at 
the internal market, the Italian and Spanish economies are the 
most damaged: this affects all Europeans in a very negative way. 

The Impact of COVID-19
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The third field of impact is that of internal politics. 
The debate on whether authoritarian regimes are more 
efficient than democracies in the fight against the pandemic 
is a self-interested debate mainly aroused by China and other 
authoritarian states that have taken advantage of the slow 
reaction of many democracies, including the United States 
and United Kingdom, to relaunch their narrative of the failure 
of democracy and the success of the authoritarian measures 
they intend to impose. But democracies are neither weaker 
nor less efficient than authoritarian systems. Very efficient 
democracies, such as those of Taiwan, Japan or South Korea, 
have proven themselves able to fight efficiently against the 
coronavirus without sacrificing their citizens’ freedom. It is 
true that this crisis represents an additional temptation for 
authoritarian leaders to centralize power even further, to 
persecute the opposition, to suppress dissent, to attack the 
media and, ultimately, to strengthen their personal power, but 
the COVID-19 crisis is an excuse, not a cause.

This crisis does not require more authoritarianism. 
It does require a better and greater authority and a lot of 
flexibility. The strategy to fight against the virus in big cities is 
not the same as the strategy best used in rural areas. Central 
authorities need to engage in dialogue with local and regional 
authorities and with economic and social sectors to ensure that 
both the health-focused and economic phases are efficient. 
Those who intend to centralize authority and suppress 
dialogue will probably fail. Therefore, this crisis should lead to 
the strengthening of multilateralism, the strengthening of the 
capabilities of the European Union and the strengthening of 
democratic politics at the national level. 

COVID-19 represents for our humanity a historical 
crossroads and an enormous universal challenge to 
human life that marks a before and after for the nations 

and for the configuration of the world at the peak of the 21st 
century. It will leave indelible marks that force us to revalue 
ourselves both materially and spiritually and to rethink our 
individual and collective way of life, to reconfigure and produce 
radical and fundamental changes in the organization, structure 
and functionality of economic, social, political and cultural 
relations both within our states and in the connections and 
international relations between nations.
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Literally, the way in which COVID-19 invades our 
health and threatens life affects our personal feelings of spiritual 
peace, of internal peace, and replaces them with conflicting 
feelings of anxiety, anguish, fear and uncertainty; from the 
individual point of view, these effects have also damaged 
our social and community fabric, and the strong economic, 
political, social and cultural repercussions of both a national 
and regional nature are increasingly visible.

Some interpretations describe the COVID-19 pandemic 
as the absolute cause of the global economic recession. Previous 
studies indicate the opposite and show that the major effect 
of the pandemic is to precipitate the crisis and to hide its real 
structural and historical causes and consequences. Independent 
analysts relate this crisis to the worldwide collapse and end of 
neoliberalism, which is responsible for irreversible damage to 
our economies, our republican political systems, our public 
institutions and our democratic powers. This is especially due 
to unchecked corruption, synonymous with the dismantling of 
the social scaffolding in health, social security and education 
systems, evidenced today with the inability to efficiently and 
comprehensively address this pandemic, which makes it clear 
that health has not been the priority in the comprehensive 
development of states worldwide.

Before COVID-19, this model was strongly questioned 
as the paradigm that justified and was of great influence in 
dismantling the social market economies and the strength 
of the flourishing nation-states of the European powers after 
WWII. 

The way in which COVID-19 is impacting and 
deepening the world economic crisis and recession shows 
that new theories and paradigms will be necessary in the 
reformulation of a new theoretical and practical body of 
the world political economy, which is a task for experts and 
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decision makers. The truth is that the recovery and growth of 
the world economy cannot be achieved without deep doctrinal 
and scientific changes in social sciences.

It is not possible to predict how long the COVID-19 
pandemic will continue, and what conditions and characteristics 
may configure a return to ‘normality.’ It is speculated that the 
progressive start of the lifting of health restrictions could 
begin in the second half of this year, and conversely that it 
could begin to be significant starting in the year 2021. There 
are no exact times; the process is complex and unequal within 
countries, between regions and worldwide. For this reason, it is 
also difficult and premature to situate ourselves objectively in a 
post-COVID-19 era and to anticipate contexts for which we do 
not have clear indicators or variables.

According to the current trends, the national, regional 
and global situation at the beginning of the process of return to 
‘normality’ will unfold in the midst of strong scenarios of crisis 
and deep economic recession, with millions of companies closed 
and bankrupt, with billions of unemployed, synonymous with 
hunger and poverty, with governments strongly questioned, 
general weakness of the institutionality of the three branches of 
the state and a further loss of confidence and credibility in the 
political parties and electoral systems, in the midst of which 
social upheavals and strong political confrontations over the 
control of political power and democratic governance with 
serious operational difficulties are likely to occur. 

At the global level, old and new rivalries between the 
great powers and their allies are likely to take on new levels 
of confrontation due to regional control of strategic geo-
economic and political areas, which will add tension to the 
conflicts and wars that were already going on in some areas 
before the pandemic, today apparently in truce. In the same 
way, the dispute over markets under the new conditions will 
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open competitions and tensions that are still unknown.  

The most affected by more than 50 years of neoliberal 
rule are the nation states, permanently subject in the last decades 
to strong pressures due to their thinning and institutional 
weakening; as well as international organizations and the 
United Nations System, already exposed in the last decades to 
a remarkable deterioration and loss of legitimacy and capacity 
to influence the course of world events. 

There are signs, some worrying and others encouraging, 
that the way out of the deep post-pandemic world crisis will 
be discussed in a context that includes the rise of neo-fascist 
tendencies, the resistance to change and persistence to maintain 
neo-liberal models, the return to strengthening the national 
states and the re-establishment of social market economies.

Personally, I believe that nothing will ever be the same 
again, but we must uphold the universal proverb of turning this 
crisis inherited from COVID-19 into a great opportunity for 
change.

It will not be the end of ideologies and history, as 
apocalyptic minds have tried to claim in order to confuse 
us. It is, on the contrary, the revival of ideologies and history 
that must be reinvented, with the wisest, most positive and 
powerful legacies of humanity. Political philosophy and 
universal ethics must re-dimension and recreate the best of 
their essence for the new paradigms, which take up again with 
wisdom and knowledge of the experiences, the best courses 
and contributions of history, to strengthen new scenarios of 
regional and world peace.

Today is the time to open up new spaces for dialogue and 
negotiation between state and society, between government and 
social sectors, and share new social, national and international 
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pacts. Nothing should be done for the future that is decided 
solely by the elites without the sovereign participation of the 
people.

A social transition pact is a priority in order to 
overcome this crisis and be prepared for the possible scenarios 
of reconstruction of the crisis with the greatest citizen 
participation, as something that concerns everyone. Our 
common purpose is to manage this crisis in solidarity, to 
emerge from and overcome this pandemic with the lowest cost 
in human lives and social and productive infrastructure. New 
rules have to be established for the subsequent political debate, 
in order to restructure and rebuild national states that are more 
supportive, humane and representative.

Likewise, it is necessary to initiate the path of 
multinational dialogue, to restructure covenants, treaties and 
international institutions. The United Nations system cannot 
and should not be the same, because its concerted weight in 
the new directions of politics and the world economy will 
be decisive in introducing major corrections in the culture 
of production, distribution and consumption, to stop global 
warming and save the planet and mother earth from collapse. 
There are principles of International Law that cannot be 
renounced in this process, such as sovereignty, autonomy, the 
self-determination of peoples and nations, and the theoretical 
and practical legacy of Human Rights, which have made great 
multilateral contributions in the last 75 years.
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It would be tempting to say that humanity has not seen a 
challenge like the current novel coronavirus pandemic 
yet, but that statement would not be true altogether. First 

of all, major pandemics have swept the Earth many times 
before the current and trending one, and second, in the case 
of COVID-19, the self-inflicted economic damage of the 
virus will have a much graver impact than the disease itself. 
Globalization is a can of worms that once opened cannot be 
unopened, and humanity will clearly not give up the desire to 
possess more and rise higher on the global ladder of wealth 
just because of loss of lives.
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Did the U.S. Shoot Itself in the Foot?

Global governance and the future of international 
organizations go hand in hand in the post-COVID world. It 
has been assumed for at least a hundred years now that the 
decline of the West is inevitable, but how the United States 
has reacted to the current crisis is clearly stunning and against 
all expectations. While the U.S. should be trying to preserve 
its remaining control over the world order, we see the United 
States dismantling or circumventing the institutions of the 
so-called rules-based international order. Nothing is more 
corrosive to a system than its main guarantor bluntly and 
arrogantly disregarding its own rules. Not as if this has not 
happened before, but now not even U.S. President Donald 
Trump is trying to pretend that the U.S. is acting in the interest 
of a so-called “greater global good.” Furthermore, how the U.S. 
is mismanaging the disease is further eroding the image of the 
U.S. as a potent power that can manage even its own business 
properly. The propaganda war that has erupted between the 
U.S. and China about the disease turned to a shameless blame 
game with no end or value in sight.

This situation leads to at least two short-term outcomes: 
first, the UN-system will become even more irrelevant, and 
second, this will further undermine the usefulness of large 
multilateral organizations, as the U.S. and China will use them 
as alternate theaters in which to compete for influence. On the 
other hand, the blocking of global multilateral organizations 
might open space for smaller “minilateralisms,” like the 
Turkic Council, the GCC, or even larger but thematically or 
geographically more focused formats like the SCO, ASEAN or 
RCEP. 

One caveat about the decline of U.S. global influence: 
as one of my professors used to say, the world loves to hate 
Republican U.S. presidents. If President Trump loses the 

After the Pandemic: Time for More Minilateralism?
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election this November, it is not unlikely that the global 
mainstream will fall in love with a Democratic president just 
as they did with Barack Obama after George W. Bush in 2008, 
and all the talk about receding U.S. influence might disappear 
overnight. The main challengers of U.S. hegemony, especially 
China, are just not there yet, as Beijing is not yet ready to take 
on the role of the rule-maker and pay the costs associated 
with that. Chinese diplomacy uses the existing frameworks 
and exploits the already existing ruptures, controversies and 
opportunities, but it does not yet want to come up with real 
alternatives as China has neither the military might nor the 
money to run a Chinese World Order. The ambition is there, as 
we have seen in President Xi’s plans for 2049, but even the CPC 
admits there is still a long way to go.

The Contenders Are Having Their Issues Too

While the U.S. is having its own issues with the 
pandemic, its competitors are not faring well either. China, 
which has declared itself the victor in the fight against the 
virus, is losing its appeal quickly. Reports about “mysteriously” 
multiplying numbers of victims in Wuhan and beyond, sub-
standard medical equipment and the useless test being sold by 
Chinese companies, combined with unsophisticated Chinese 
state propaganda are raising alarms in the West and alienating 
China from the European Union, the last major Western 
economic power that really meant business in its relations with 
Beijing. The perception of China in the U.S. is getting worse 
every day, and despite Beijing’s declaration that the pandemic 
is over, we are still waiting for reliable data on how serious the 
Chinese economy was hit during the lockdown earlier this 
year, and what that will mean for global value chains. China 
wanted to get ahead of the pack using its two-month advantage 
over the West, only to learn that if Chinese companies do not 
have any buyers upstream in the value chains, there is no point 
in getting them back to full production. No wonder many 

After the Pandemic: Time for More Minilateralism?

Chinese companies got into the medical equipment business—
but would you trust your life to a ventilator made in China by 
a company that manufactured truck tires up until two weeks 
ago?

Russia, which even sent a military medical team to Italy 
during the darkest days of Lombardy, is now entering the worst 
phase: the prime minister self-isolating due to infection and 
Moscow residents facing a digitally enforced curfew due to 
the skyrocketing number of victims. The pandemic, combined 
with oil prices that fell through the floor, calls into question 
whether Russia will have the ways and means to finance its 
great power ambitions, not to mention the image problem that 
comes with the government’s inability to handle the situation.

The European Union fared very badly in controlling the 
disease, as public health interventions were introduced on the 
national level in all members states (even in those that always 
preach about “joint European action”), and the EU was written 
off by most commentators. However, even when people were 
dying by the thousands every day, the single market continued 
to function, goods were shipped across the otherwise closed 
borders, and it was still possible to buy Italian broccoli and 
Spanish strawberries in German-owned supermarkets in 
Hungary. The only real issue when the European Commission 
spoke was when they called to preserve the free movement 
of goods – and member state governments happily obliged. 
But despite its economic success, the victims of the Bergamo 
hospitals will continue to haunt the EU as a sure signal of its 
impotence for the next couple of years – despite the fact that 
the fiasco was the Lombardy regional government’s fault and 
not the EU’s.

It’s the Economy, Stupid

It is amusing to read the dire predictions about how 
globalization will end after the pandemic is over, especially as 
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the entire world is buying medical equipment – from China. 
Even our reactions to the crisis are global: we are buying all 
things from China, looking at how other countries are coping, 
trying to emulate best practices, and waiting for global value 
chains to restart. The web of the global economy has become 
so dense that it is impossible to untangle. Who would pay 300 
U.S. dollars more for a new iPhone just to know that it was 
not only designed but made in California? Would we accept 
that we cannot buy any bananas in the nearest grocery store? 
Could you give up going on a holiday to Thailand? And would 
hundreds of millions of tourists from the ranks of the affluent 
Chinese middle-class refrain from buying Gucci in Ginza? 

Once you let the genie out of the bottle, it’s nearly 
impossible to put it back. Of course there will be minor 
adjustments; transnational companies will allow for a bit more 
float and hence higher costs in their supply chains, and move 
production closer to their main markets, but Daimler will 
not pull out from the Chinese market because that’s the place 
where it makes most of its profits. Audi engines manufactured 
in Hungary will still end up in Lamborghinis sold in Shanghai, 
and vice versa: we will continue to buy Korean smartphones 
made by Foxconn in Shenzen on the cheap, so we can complain 
about the unbearable personal costs of globalization on 
Facebook. In the early stage of the COVID-19 outbreak, Bruno Le Ma-

ire, French Minister of Economy and Finance, argued that 
the coronavirus would change the rules of globalization. In 

fact, globalization itself will change in the post-COVID-19 era. 
There are three new outlooks.

First, we are stepping into the globalization of people. 
Previously, globalization was motivated by capital and oriented 
to profits. But now the health and security of people are 
highlighted in globalization so it is related to everyone. In the 
context of the epidemic, international relations are no longer 
simply the relations between ‘you and me’ or the relations 
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between countries, but the relations between human beings 
and viruses. Only by overcoming the epidemic together can 
human beings be safe, because we are in a community of a 
shared future.

Second, more attention needs to be paid to countries 
with relatively weak capacities in the global crises, because they 
are the weak links and hence determine the ultimate result. 
International aid plays a crucial role in solving the crisis as the 
security of countries are interdependent. China has already 
provided necessary aid to the areas in need. 

Third, global coordination is required to address global 
challenges. At present, the world is facing both a global public 
health crisis and the great risk of a global recession. As a result, 
global cooperation is imperative. 

All in all, the globalization of people calls for building 
a community of shared future for humankind. We need an 
inclusive and effective global governance system that serves 
everybody and puts people at the core. In this regard, the WHO 
will be as important as the IMF. Declines in capitalism follow 
from the U.S. hegemony.

Against such a trend, the West, particularly the U.S., 
has not learned the lessons from COVID-19 but is just playing 
the game of great power politics and directing stigma towards 
China. Historical studies of the Black Death in Europe show 
that people do two things in plague scares: one is to dance to 
death together, and the other is to condemn Jews for bringing 
the virus. The same thing is being repeated now. Research 
conducted by Cambridge University scientists shows that 
the coronavirus has three models, A, B and C. They did not 
originate in Wuhan.

Future of the Global System in the Post-COVID-19 Era

Global efforts to combat the virus is a mirror, reflecting 
the sinister face of some politicians. The Secretary-General 
of the United Nations and the Director-General of the World 
Health Organization have both stated that the greatest threats 
the world faces today are not the virus, but fear, rumors and 
stigmatization. For example, U.S. President Donald Trump has 
called coronavirus a “Chinese virus” in an attempt to shirk his 
leadership responsibilities and shift the blame onto China in 
order to look better for the upcoming election. The tariff war is 
still being utilized by the U.S. and Europe is also a target.

In contrast, learning from Confucius’ saying, “While 
achieving one’s own success, one should also help others 
achieve success,” China is actively helping others after having 
gained control of its domestic situation. The foreign policy 
behind China’s anti-virus battle can be summed up as: help 
both itself and others. Chinese president Xi Jinping reiterated 
the necessarily of building the Community of Shared Future 
for Humankind and underlined that the COVID-19 outbreak 
is a fresh reminder that humankind rises and falls together 
when he talked with UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres 
on the phone on the evening of March 12.

Some developed countries lack sympathy for China’s 
suffering and think that they will be safe. Hence, they adopted 
wrong governmental policies, did too little, and are reluctant 
to change their lifestyles. Some aged infected people have died 
without help in some countries, which is imaginable in the 
East Asian countries. Capitalism serves capital, not people of 
different ages.

Thomas Friedman, author of The World is Flat, wrote an 
op-ed in The New York Times, saying that the global epidemic 
would be epoch-making, and we will have pre-epidemic and 
post-epidemic eras: “In the days to come, we need to adjust 
our cultural structure, which emphasizes liberty, not order.” 



The World after COVID-19: Cooperation or Competition?154 155

This is a great irony in a capitalist system that advocates 
liberal democracy. Yet this is not an isolated example. Take the 
European Union for instance. The EU began to label China an 
institutional rival last year, moving from a rule-based political 
system to a system that is able to handle specific issues, and 
the political culture behind it is beginning to change. In the 
past, the EU insisted on the need to comply with uniform rules, 
but now it is beginning to adapt these rules to the needs of 
specific issues. For example, the easing of the constraints of 
the Stability and Growth Pact and the relaxation of standard 
requirements for state aid herald a further shift in the EU. The 
EU’s relaxation of member states’ compliance with the EU’s 
uniform rules means that the EU has taken an important step 
from a rules-based club to a community of values.

The COVID-19 pandemic reminds us that we should 
go beyond ideology, establish an open global scientific system 
and promote the innovation of human civilization. We should 
believe and hope that in the future there will be a human 
Renaissance, not World War III. Misfortune tests the sincerity 
of friends. 

 Nowadays, China and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
countries, including Turkey, are the solid foundation for a New 
Globalization driven by the needs of people rather than that of 
capital. China has put high-tech industries in a very important 
position. Because of the virus, a ‘non-contact business model’ is 
becoming popular in the world, which brings a new opportunity 
for China and Turkey to speed up their existing cooperation in 
5G, AI, digital economy and big data. The application of non-
contact technology in the public health sector, in such forms 
as smart medical treatment, shows the next potential area of 
cooperation. In a nutshell, promoting the New Globalization 
driven by the needs of people and handled through high-tech 
industrial cooperation is the most important way to nurture 
and maintain our strategic partnership.

Future of the Global System in the Post-COVID-19 Era

Indeed, the outbreak has affected more than just 
China’s diplomatic agenda, including the China-EU leaders 
meeting, the 17+1 meeting in Beijing, and some exhibition 
programs have to be held online. But China is trying to 
transform this into an opportunity. The impact of the epidemic 
on China’s economy and society is temporary. The epidemic 
should be considered as an episode whose impact is not 
irreversible. In fact, the pandemic has promoted China’s digital 
transformation: digital health care, digital education, digital 
office, digital communication, digital transactions, digital 
logistics and digital entertainment have become a common 
trend. The national governance of China is becoming more 
modern, digital and smart. Alibaba Group’s “E-World Trade 
Platform” (eWTP) has been released to help China and the 
EU cooperate to fight the epidemic and to support China-
EU cross-border e-commerce in overcoming the crisis. The 
epidemic has forced China to promote the transformation 
of its manufacturing industry, accelerate the innovation and 
application of artificial intelligence, the Internet of Things, 
5G technology and biomedicine. This proves the saying that 
“anything that does not destroy us will make us stronger.” 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated many of the 
trends and dynamics underlying the geopolitical shifts 
we have seen over the past decade. From a German 

point of view, the virus has underlined major cracks in each 
of the three pillars that have underpinned Berlin’s foreign 
policy almost since WWII: European integration, transatlantic 
cooperation and its export-driven economic model. Common 
to each of these pillars is a dependence on an open and rules-
based order that is increasingly under threat. Recognizing these 
challenges, Germany has gone to great lengths to promote a 
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renewed commitment to international cooperation: From new 
initiatives in the UN Security Council, where the country took 
up its seat as a non-permanent member in January 2019, to the 
launch of the Alliance for Multilateralism, Berlin has placed 
multilateralism at the front and center of its agenda. 

But how are these challenges, and their purported 
solutions, viewed by the public, particularly in the context 
of the pandemic? First things first: However geopolitical 
realities may be changing, Germans continue feeling rather 
comfortable in a deeply interconnected world. A majority 
of them (59 percent) believe that globalization has benefited 
their country and them personally (52 percent, compared to 
47 and 49 percent, respectively, in the United States, as data 
gathered by the Pew Research Center shows). In a similar 
vein, Germans remain staunch supporters of international 
cooperation: 89 percent favor cooperating with other countries 
to solve global challenges (notwithstanding a minor decrease 
from 96 percent in 2019). There are limits to the support for 
global interconnectedness: A strong majority of 85 percent 
would like to see the production of essential goods and critical 
infrastructure—5G, anyone?—returned to German soil, even 
at the risk of higher costs. Notwithstanding, when it comes 
to international challenges, clearly Germans do not like to 
go it alone. So how do these preferences relate to their views 
on European integration, the transatlantic partnership and 
relations with China?

On Europe, Germans appear rather conflicted: A 
plurality of 38 percent say that their view of the EU has 
deteriorated amid the COVID crisis, compared to 33 percent 
whose view of Europe has improved. While nearly three quarters 
agree that, given its status as a relatively wealthy country, 
Germany should contribute more than other countries toward 
solving global problems, it is not clear how this would pan out 
in Europe: A majority of 59 percent comes down against so-
called corona bonds, among the most controversial topics over 

Adapting to a New Normal: German Foreign Policy and Public Opinion in Times of COVID-19
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recent weeks. Support for European integration becomes less 
ambiguous where tangible benefits are at stake: for instance, 
an emphatic majority of 85 percent favors a return to the 
Schengen Agreement, which stipulates an absence of border 
checks among participating states, once the virus is defeated. 

Compared to the European project, German attitudes 
toward transatlantic cooperation have taken a significant dive. 
While skepticism toward Washington predates the pandemic, 
America’s response to the virus has clearly accelerated a feeling 
of estrangement on the German side: 73 percent of Germans 
say that their opinion of the U.S. has deteriorated—more than 
double the number of respondents who feel the same way 
towards China. And despite the close security cooperation 
between Washington and Berlin, merely 10 percent of 
Germans consider the U.S. their closest partner in foreign 
policy, compared to 19 percent in September 2019. The trend 
of transatlantic estrangement is further underlined by the fact 
that the number of Germans who prioritize close relations with 
Washington over close relations with Beijing has decreased 
significantly, from 50 percent in September 2019 to the current 
number of 37 percent, almost equal to the number of those 
who see it the other way around (36 percent).

So out with the U.S., in with China? Not quite: Yes, the 
fact that the public is leaning toward a position of equidistance 
between Washington and Berlin should worry policymakers. 
However, this is not to say that Germans are uncritical towards 
the People’s Republic. Over 70 percent believe that the Chinese 
government could have mitigated the pandemic by being 
more transparent in its handling of the coronavirus. Neither 
do Chinese propaganda efforts appear to resonate with many 
Germans. In contrast to Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić, 
who in March declared that, given a lack of European solidarity, 
he was directing all his hopes to Beijing, 87 percent of Germans 
believe that the EU is contributing more to the fight against the 
pandemic than China.

Adapting to a New Normal: German Foreign Policy and Public Opinion in Times of COVID-19

So what does all of this mean for the future of German 
foreign policy? The benefits of EU membership remain popular. 
However, our results suggest that the pandemic’s net effect 
on the image of the EU among Germans has been negative. 
Looking west, the Atlantic seems wider than ever. Data from 
previous surveys suggest that German perceptions of the 
U.S. closely correlate with their perceptions of the incumbent 
president. Notwithstanding, the growing gap between public 
opinion and a foreign policy that heavily relies on close relations 
with Washington may well provide parties on both ends of the 
political spectrum with a welcome target. To this end, Social 
Democrats’ recent demand to remove U.S. nuclear weapons 
stored on German soil in the context of NATO’s nuclear sharing 
scheme—a policy that is essential to Germany’s role within the 
alliance—may be but a taste of the debates to come. And China? 
A number of German policymakers have repeatedly warned 
that, wherever democratic states retreat from the international 
stage, authoritarian states will be quick to fill the resulting gaps. 
In terms of public opinion, the People’s Republic appears to be 
on the cusp of filling the vacuum resulting from the waning 
of U.S. popularity. As experts and politicians alike predict that 
Germany eventually will be forced to choose sides should the 
Sino-American rivalry continue on its current trajectory—and 
there is little to suggest it won’t—Beijing’s growing popularity 
will undoubtedly complicate such a decision.

As the corona pandemic underlines the urgent need 
for international cooperation, multilateralism appears to 
be faltering in both spirit and practice. Germans for one 
remain staunch optimists about the future of international 
collaboration, with 42 percent believing that the pandemic will 
lead to an increase in international cooperation. Let us hope 
that they aren’t in for a rude awakening.
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As we witness the pandemic of COVID-19, we are also 
observing a rising trend that is becoming a scholarly 
pandemic. It is the pandemic of overstating the current 

moment of COVID-19 as a cause of global transformations. 
It is more cliché than reality to portray COVID-19 as a 
history-defining moment. It is rather more accurate to say that 
COVID-19 is the first event in a series of changes. In addition 
to human beings, many ‘matters’ can be considered victims 
of COVID-19, especially on the political level. Perhaps we 
can call the political consequences that occur as a reaction to 
COVID-19 ‘the political side-effects’ of COVID-19.
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On an international scale, agencies and institutions 
have turned out to be increasingly irrelevant; the UN Security 
Council has shown an ineffectual response and the World 
Health Organization (WHO) has become a mockery. Both 
have faced acute criticisms. Donald Trump blamed the WHO 
for “severely mismanaging and covering up the spread of the 
coronavirus,” while warning that the US would end its annual 
contribution to the organization, which he did.

No one can yet predict the regional repercussions 
of COVID-19. Will it represent a slap in the face to remind 
states of their deep interdependence and mutual need, or will it 
cause an inclination toward strengthening fragmentary efforts, 
especially with unilateral measures prevailing during the crisis 
and with regional unions and leagues being severely criticized 
for their passivity in dealing with the pandemic and for their 
shameful abdication of responsibility? Both sentiments have 
manifested themselves in several statements and declarations 
by state officials in Italy, Spain, Portugal, France, Serbia, the 
Czech Republic, Austria and many other countries. For 
instance, Serbian president Aleksandar Vučić denied European 
solidarity, describing it a “fairy-tale on paper.” From another 
side, French President Emmanuel Macron warned of the 
collapse of the European Union as a “political project” unless 
it supports devastated economies and helps them recover 
from the pandemic. In Austria, chancellor Sebastian Kurz was 
quoted as saying: “After the crisis is over, there will have to be 
tough discussions within the EU.” Today, the European Union 
is divided and more selfish; disappointingly, its individual 
countries were unable to provide help to their neighbors, with 
whom they share mutual values. Moreover, EU leaders failed to 
employ their cumulative knowledge and experience to prepare 
plans to combat the pandemic. 

There is a widening gap between governments that 
claim to share common political values. What is the importance 

COVID-19 and the Future of the Global System: Shifting-Sands or Earthquake 



The World after COVID-19: Cooperation or Competition?162 163

of those values if they are not reflected in times of crises? These 
exact same countries were unable to take advantage of the 
information flow and exchange to detect COVID-19 dangers. 
Where did the money of taxpayers go if not into protecting 
them? The failure of the health sector endangered the health 
of taxpayers, a result of the privatization of vital sectors such 
as health and education, services that are available only to 
those who can pay, and not to those who really need them. 
COVID-19 has also had an impact on other sectors within the 
state, such as the military and security sectors, especially with 
the “invisible enemy” of COVID-19 as a threat. For instance, 
the Secretariat of the Committee on Counterterrorism of the 
EU warned against the risk of bioterrorism while referring to 
COVID-19. However, COVID-19 is neither a culture nor a 
nation to be attributed with terrorism.

Nonetheless, securitization is one way of dealing with 
COVID-19. Since the beginning, the security authorities in 
China have intervened by taking oaths from the doctor who 
discovered COVID-19 not to share information of the virus. 
However, at some later point, China was hugely, although 
surprisingly, blamed for allowing a local outbreak to grow 
into a pandemic. The West, which never stopped criticizing 
China pre-COVID-19, has shown an attitude of raising its 
expectations of China’s transparency regarding the pandemic 
and condemned its lack of credibility. Trump does not miss an 
occasion to blame China and constantly refers to COVID-19 as 
“the Chinese virus.” Australian prime minister Scott Morrison 
has called for an independent “global probe” into COVID-19 
that investigates China’s role in its spread. Indeed, in the face 
of fighting the pandemic, the political utilization of COVID-19 
has been apparent. China’s concealment of facts is no less than 
what other world leaders have done regarding underestimating, 
and even denying the pandemic or pontificating on herd 
immunity or protecting institutions of the health sector. For 
politicians in the West, blaming China was a way of distracting 
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their constituents from their own disastrous mismanagement 
of the pandemic and their failure to contain the virus. China 
has become a scapegoat.

Perhaps it depends on the extent of preparedness 
to manage the crisis that the credibility of the nation state 
increases, where fellow nationals unite, and others outside its 
borders become a threat. While it may be true that COVID-19 
is forcing states to live in autarky, it is paradoxical that although 
COVID-19 is a global crisis that does not recognize national 
boundaries, it might still reinforce national sovereignty and 
cause major transformations at an intra-state governmental 
level. This is especially true with the virus exposing how 
neglected the public sector was, when it has already been 
proven that public hospitals are better able to combat 
COVID-19 than private ones. Different sectors have appealed 
to the governments and are calling for collective action toward 
combating COVID-19. This may lead to an astonishing 
renaissance or re-vitalization of the role of the nation state.

Measures taken by states—despite coming late—
shall be effective, yet slow. However, non-state actors are 
also taking a role in fighting the virus. In some places where 
government legitimacy is weaker, alternative actors, such as 
armed insurgents, terrorist groups, drug cartels and gangs have 
played a major role in distributing economic aid packages, 
raising public health education and quarantining people. There 
are several examples of this. As the Washington Post reported 
recently: “In Afghanistan, the Taliban has dispatched health 
teams to far-flung provinces to confront the coronavirus. In 
Mexico, drug cartels are offering aid packages to those feeling 
its economic impact. In Brazil and El Salvador, gangs enforce 
curfews to prevent its spread,” and similarly in Syria, “Hayat 
Tahrir al-Sham has used the virus to burnish its credentials 
as a legitimate governing body, issuing orders restricting 
gatherings and distributing health information to the public.” 
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The Washington Post described the activities of these groups 
as a “parallel underworld of public health policy and strategic 
messaging.” Also, in the UK for instance, mutual aid local 
groups and progressive movements, which are small groups 
aiding front-line workers and vulnerable people, have set up 
independently in communities and provided help to those who 
have been failed by the government.

Caution is called for when dealing with securitization 
in different aspects, for instance when proclaiming the end 
of globalization. Perhaps a new shape of globalization that 
depends on digitalization will appear. However, a slowdown in 
the process of globalization shall not be perceived as a decline. 
Still, from an economic perspective, the outbreak of COVID-19 
may cut global economic growth in half. The Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) noted that 
global GDP growth could fall in 2020 to as little as 1.5%, which 
represents almost half of the forecasted 2.9% rate before the 
outbreak.

It is worth considering what COVID-19 has not done, 
without discarding its disastrous effects. It has not heightened 
the already existing tensions between rich and poor, citizens 
and migrants, the center and the periphery. Perhaps it is still 
early to say that COVID-19 will open a new era that splits 
history into pre- and post-COVID-19. Major changes do 
not happen because of one event. They occur in a process of 
change. In other words, we shall not consider COVID-19 as 
a major earthquake, but rather a shifting-of-sands event. But 
while events such as COVID-19 are moments that could cause 
a change, some things may look different after it has passed.

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry is a Pakistani diplomat and Director 
General of the Institute of Strategic Studies in Islamabad. 
Previously, he served as the Foreign Secretary of Pakistan, as 
Pakistan’s Ambassador to the United States and the Netherlands 
and the spokesperson of the Foreign Office. He is the author of 
Pakistan Mirrored to Dutch Eyes (Sangemeel, 2012).

Teresa Coratella is the program manager at the European 
Council on Foreign Relations’ Rome office. Previously, she 
worked for the Warsaw-based Institute for Eastern Studies as 
program assistant in charge of partnerships and development. 
Coratella is a member of WIIS (Women in International 
Security).

Michael Doran is a Senior Fellow at the Hudson Institute. He 
was previously a Senior Fellow at the Saban Center for Middle 
East Policy at the Brookings Institution. He was appointed to 
the National Security Council and served as Deputy Assistant 
Secretary for Public Diplomacy at the U.S. Department of 
Defense under the George W. Bush administration. He is the 
author of Ike’s Gamble: America’s Rise to Dominance in the 
Middle East (Simon & Schuster, 2016).

Eduardo Alberto Duhalde is an Argentine politician who 
served as President of Argentina from 2002 to 2003. He was 
elected Vice President of Argentina in 1989 under President 
Carlos Menem. Duhalde later resigned as Vice President and 
was elected Governor of Buenos Aires Province in 1991 and 
re-elected in 1995. 

Ehud Eiran is a Board Member of the Israeli Institute of 
Regional Foreign Policies (Mitvim) and an Associate Professor 
of International Relations at the School of Political Science, 
University of Haifa, Israel. Prior to his academic career, Dr. 

Notes on Contributors



The World after COVID-19: Cooperation or Competition?166 167

Eiran held a number of positions in the Israeli civil service 
including clerking for two Attorney Generals, and as Assistant 
to the Prime Minister’s Foreign Policy Advisor. He is the author 
of Post-Colonial Settlement Strategy (Edinburgh University 
Press, 2019). 

Afyare Abdi Elmi is Associate Professor at Qatar University’s 
Gulf Studies Program. Dr. Elmi served as the Lead Principal 
Investigator of the “Piracy in the Horn of Africa Research 
Project.” He is the author of Understanding the Somalia 
Conflagration: Identity, Political Islam and Peacebuilding (Pluto 
Press, 2010).

Abdi M. Hersi is currently an adjunct Research Fellow at 
the Griffith Centre for Social and Cultural Research. He 
was the manager of a national research project funded by 
the Commonwealth Government, titled: “Reporting Islam: 
International Best Practice for Journalists.” Dr. Hersi has had 
a long and distinguished career in Australian Public Service; 
over a period of more than ten years he worked across the 
spectrum of Australia’s Federal Department of Immigration 
and Border Protection. He is the author of Conceptualisation of 
Integration: An Australian Muslim Counter-Narrative (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018).

Richard Falk is Albert G. Milbank Professor Emeritus of 
International Law at Princeton University and Research 
Fellow at Orfalea Center of Global Studies at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara. In March 2008, the United Nations 
Human Rights Council appointed Falk to a six-year term as a 
UN Special Rapporteur on Palestinian human rights. His most 
recent book is Palestine’s Horizon: Toward a Just Peace (Pluto 
Press, 2017).

Ibrahim Frai hat is International Conflict Resolution Professor 
at the Doha Institute for Graduate Studies and Georgetown 
University in Qatar. He previously served as Senior Foreign 
Policy Fellow at the Brookings  Institution, and has taught 
international conflict resolution at George Washington 
University and George Mason University.  His latest book 
is Unfinished Revolutions: Yemen, Libya, and Tunisia after the 
Arab Spring (Yale University Press, 2016). 

George Friedman is an internationally recognized geopolitical 
forecaster and strategist on international affairs and the 
founder and chairman of Geopolitical Futures. Prior to 
founding Geopolitical Futures, he was chairman of its 
predecessor  Stratfor, the private intelligence publishing 
and consulting firm he founded in 1996. He holds a PhD in 
Government from Cornell University. His most recent book 
is  The Storm Before the Calm: America’s Discord, the Coming 
Crisis of the 2020s, and the Triumph Beyond (Doubleday, 2020). 

Yuichi Hosoya is Professor of International Politics at Keio 
University, Tokyo. He is also Senior Fellow at the Nakasone 
Peace Institute (NPI), Senior Fellow at the Tokyo Foundation 
(TKFD), and Adjunct Fellow at the Japan Institute of 
International Affairs (JIIA). Professor Hosoya was a member 
of the Advisory Board at Japan’s National Security Council 
(NSC) (2014–2016). His latest book is Security Politics in Japan: 
Legislation for a New Security Environment (Japan Publishing 
Industry Foundation for Culture, 2019). 

Wolfgang Ischinger has been Chairman of the Munich Security 
Conference (MSC) since 2008. He is  Senior Professor for 
Security Policy and Diplomatic Practice at the Hertie School of 
Governance in Berlin and Honorary Professor at the University 
of Tübingen. His long diplomatic career includes his role as 
State Secretary in the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
German Ambassador in Washington D.C. and London.

Notes on Contributors



The World after COVID-19: Cooperation or Competition?168 169

Ammar Kahf is Co-Founder and Executive Director of Omran 
Center for Strategic Studies, and a Board Member of the 
Syrian Forum. He was the Research Manager of the Strategic 
Research and Communications Center in the United Kingdom 
between 2011 and 2012. Later he served as the Chief of Staff 
to the Secretary General of the National Coalition of Syrian 
Revolutionary and Opposition Forces between 2012 and 2013. 
He holds a PhD in Islamic Studies.

Andrey Kortunov has been the Director General of the 
Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC) since 2011. 
Previously he held various positions at the Institute for U.S. 
and Canada Studies, including Deputy Director. He has taught 
at universities around the world, including the University of 
California, Berkeley. In addition, he has led several public 
organizations involved in higher education, social sciences and 
social development. He holds a PhD in History. 

Gallia Lindenstrauss is a Senior Research Fellow at the Institute 
for National Security Studies in Israel. Dr. Lindenstrauss 
formerly lectured at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and at 
the Interdisciplinary Center, Herzliya,  and was a postdoctoral 
fellow at the Leonard Davis Institute for International Relations 
at Hebrew University. Her commentaries and op-eds have 
appeared in all of the major Israeli media outlets, as well as in 
international outlets such as National Interest, Hurriyet Daily 
News, Turkey Analyst and Insight Turkey. 

C. Raja Mohan is Director of the Institute of South Asian 
Studies at the National University of Singapore. Previously, 
he was Professor of South Asian Studies at Jawaharlal Nehru 
University in New Delhi and at the S. Rajaratnam School of 
International Studies in Singapore. He has served on India’s 
National Security Advisory Board. Professor Mohan’s most 
recent books are Modi’s World: Expanding India’s Sphere of 
Influence (Harper Collins India, 2015) and India’s Naval 
Strategy and Asian Security (Routledge, 2016), co-edited with 
Anit Mukherjee.

Joseph S. Nye Jr. is University Distinguished Service Professor 
Emeritus and former Dean of the Harvard’s Kennedy School 
of Government. He has served as U.S. Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for International Security Affairs, Chair of the National 
Intelligence Council, and Deputy Under Secretary of State for 
Security Assistance, Science and Technology. In a recent survey 
of international relations scholars, he was ranked as the most 
influential scholar on American foreign policy. In 2011, Foreign 
Policy named him one of the top 100 Global Thinkers. He is 
the author of numerous publications, including Soft Power: The 
Means to Success in World Politics (Public Affairs, 2004) and, 
most recently, Do Morals Matter? Presidents and Foreign Policy 
from FDR to Trump (Oxford University Press, 2020).

Volker Perthes has served as Director of the German Institute 
for International and Security Affairs (SWP) and Executive 
Chairman of the Board of SWP since 2005. Previously, Professor 
Perthes was Chairperson of the Ceasefire Task Force (CTF) 
of the International Syria Support Group (2016–2018), UN 
Assistant Secretary General, Senior Advisor to the UN Special 
Envoy for Syria (2015–2016), Senior Research Associate at SWP 
and Head of the Middle East and Africa Division (SWP). His 
expertise includes German and European foreign and security 
policy, geopolitical dynamics, international organizations, 
regional dynamics and change in the Middle East.

Richard E. Rubenstein is University Professor of Conflict 
Resolution and Public Affairs at Jimmy and Rosalyn Carter 
School of Peace and Conflict Resolution at George Mason 
University. A former lawyer, political scientist and director of 
S-CAR, he is the author of nine books about various types of 
violent social conflict and the possibilities of resolving them 
nonviolently. His most recent book is Resolving Structural 
Conflicts: Violent Systems and How they can be Transformed 
(Routledge, 2017). Rubenstein teaches graduate and 
undergraduate courses on conflict theory and speaks publicly 
on issues of peace and social justice.

Notes on Contributors



The World after COVID-19: Cooperation or Competition?170 171

Richard Sakwa is Professor of Russian and European Politics 
at the University of Kent, Associate Fellow of the Russia and 
Eurasia Programme at Chatham House, Honorary Senior 
Research Fellow at the Centre for Russian, European and 
Eurasian Studies (CREES) at the University of Birmingham, 
and since September 2002 a member of the Academy of 
Learned Societies for the Social Sciences. Before moving to 
Kent he lectured at the University of Essex and the University 
of California, Santa Cruz. His latest book is The Putin Paradox 
(I.B. Tauris, 2020).

Samir Saran is President of the Observer Research Foundation 
(ORF), one of Asia’s most influential think tanks. Dr. Saran is 
a Commissioner of the Global Commission on the Stability of 
Cyberspace, a member of the South Asia advisory board of the 
World Economic Forum, and a member of its Global Future 
Council on Cybersecurity. He is the Director of the Centre 
for Peace and Security at the Sardar Patel Police University, 
Jodhpur, India. Dr. Saran writes frequently on issues of global 
governance, climate change, energy policy, global development 
architecture, artificial intelligence, cyber security, internet 
governance and India’s foreign policy.

Ronja Scheler is Program Director at Körber-Stiftung. Dr. 
Scheler leads Körber-Stiftung’s contribution to the Paris Peace 
Forum. She previously worked as Doctoral Fellow and Research 
Assistant in the EU/Europe division of the German Institute 
for International and Security Affairs (SWP). Her areas of 
expertise include multilateral cooperation; global order; EU 
foreign policy, especially EU-Asia relations and CFSP/CSDP; 
and German foreign, security and defense policy.

Nathalie Tocci is Director of the Istituto Affari Internazionali 
and Honorary Professor at the University of Tübingen. She 
is Special Advisor to the EU High Representative and Vice 
President of the Commission (HRVP) Josep Borrell. As Special 
Advisor to the HRVP Federica Mogherini she wrote the 
European Global Strategy and worked on its implementation. 

She has been a member of Eni’s Board of Directors since May 
2020. She is the author of Framing the EU’s Global Strategy 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).

Jose Ignacio Torreblanca is Senior Policy Fellow and Head of the 
Madrid office of the European Council on Foreign Relations 
(ECFR), a position he has held since the launch of ECFR 
across Europe in 2007. His topics of focus include populism 
and Euroscepticism in Europe, common foreign security and 
defense policy and EU domestic politics and institutional 
reforms.

Rigoberta Menchú Tum is a K’iche’ indigenous peace activist 
from Guatemala. Menchú Tum has dedicated her life to 
promoting indigenous rights and pursuing justice for 
indigenous groups who suffered human rights violations 
during the Guatemalan Civil War (1960–96). She received the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1992 for her efforts and, in 2004, accepted 
President Oscar Berger’s request to help implement the justice 
and reconciliation provisions of the country’s peace accords. 
She is a leading figure in indigenous political parties and ran 
for the Guatemalan presidency in 2007 and 2011.

Marton Ugrosdy is the Director of the Institute for Foreign 
Affairs and Trade in Budapest, Hungary. Before joining the 
Institute, he worked for seven years as the editor-in-chief of 
Kitekintő.hu, Hungary’s only thematic news portal dealing 
exclusively with international relations, where he also led the 
North America column. He is a part-time Assistant Lecturer at 
Corvinus University of Budapest. 

Yiwei Wang is Jean Monnet Chair Professor at the School of 
International Studies, Vice President of the Academy of Xi 
Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics 
for a New Era at Renmin University, China. Formerly, he 
was Professor at Tongji University (2011–2013), Diplomat 
at the Chinese Mission to the European Union (2008–2011), 
Professor at Fudan University (2001–2008), Visiting Professor 

Notes on Contributors



The World after COVID-19: Cooperation or Competition?172

at Yonsei University (2005) and Fox Fellow of Yale University 
(2000–2001). He is the author of China Connects the World: 
What Behind the Belt and Road Initiative [sic] (China 
Intercontinental Press, 2017).

Joshua Webb is Program Manager at Körber-Stiftung and 
Editor of The Berlin Pulse. He coordinates Körber-Stiftung’s 
activities on Germany’s Asia policy and EU-China relations. 
He formerly worked as Administrator in the Asia Program at 
Chatham House. He holds an MSc in International Relations 
from the London School of Economics and Political Science.

Mahjoob Zweiri is Associate Professor and Director of the 
Gulf Studies Center at Qatar University. Before joining Qatar 
University in 2010, he was Senior Researcher in Middle East 
Politics and Iran at the Center for Strategic Studies, University 
of Jordan. He has been a Visiting Professor at the School of 
Government and International Affairs at Durham University. 
He co-edited (with Ahmed Abushouk) Interdisciplinarity in 
World History: Continuity and Change (Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2016).





“Just a few months ago, no one could have foreseen the immense changes 
the world has undergone. Now, not a single nation has been spared and 
COVID-19 has infected millions of people while claiming hundreds of 
thousands of lives so far. Furthermore, human interaction across borders 
and within countries has come to an almost complete standstill. Even 
though some countries, including Turkey, have managed to bend its 
curve downward, the overall number of active cases has unfortunately 
continued to rise. One way or another, COVID-19 has impacted the lives 
of each and every one of us across the world and affected everything 
we can think of. All countries are in this together and we need global 
cooperation now more than ever. Indeed, while the pandemic has 
revealed some serious deficiencies in the international system, we should 
be spending this critical time working together to overcome the crisis, 
and defer any discussions that would disrupt our mutual fight against the 
virus. It is time to set aside our differences and put our heads together 
focusing on cooperation rather than competition for the common good.”

Mevlüt ÇAVUŞOĞLU
Minister of Foreign Affairs

Republic of Turkey


	EDITOR’S NOTE
	COVID-19: WHAT TO EXPECT?
	GLOBAL GOVERNANCE IN THE 
	POST-COVID-19 ERA
	COVID-19 AND EUROPE: LOOKING FOR A GEOPOLITICAL MEGAPHONE
	HOW WILL THE WORLD LOOK 
	AFTER THE COVID-19 CRISIS?
	THE COMING METAMORPHOSIS
	COVID-19 AND GREAT POWER RIVALRY
	POST-COVID-19 AFRICA OUTLOOK
	GLOBAL GOVERNANCE IN THE 
	POST-COVID-19 ERA
	NO PARADIGM SHIFT IN 
	POST COVID-19 WORLD ORDER
	DEPRESSION, RECESSION AND 
	GLOBAL RESTRUCTURING
	THE POST-COVID-19 WORLD ORDER AND JAPAN’S FOREIGN POLICY:
	THE EMERGING “THREE WORLDS”
	COVID-19: DEEPENING THE FAULT LINES OF GEOPOLITICS
	THE “NEW NORMAL” GLOBAL GOVERNANCE POST COVID-19
	COVID-19 AND THE RUSSIAN 
	FOREIGN POLICY
	TRANSNATIONAL ACTORS AND PANDEMICS:
	THE CASE OF DIASPORAS AND THE COVID-19 DISEASE
	TOWARDS COMPETITIVE MULTILATERALISM
	COVID-19 IS TESTING AMERICAN LEADERSHIP BUT IT WILL NOT CHANGE THE GLOBAL ORDER*
	THE CORONA CRISIS AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS:
	OPEN QUESTIONS, TENTATIVE ASSUMPTIONS*
	A CRISIS OF EMPIRE?  THE IMPACT OF 
	THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
	ON U.S. FOREIGN POLICY
	THE PANDEMIC AND 
	INTERNATIONAL POLITICS
	ORDER AT THE GATES:
	GLOBALISATION, TECHPHOBIA AND THE WORLD ORDER*
	EUROPE’S GLOBAL ROLE POST COVID-19
	THE IMPACT OF COVID-19
	REGIONAL AND GLOBAL IMPACTS AND IMPLICATIONS OF COVID-19*
	AFTER THE PANDEMIC: TIME FOR 
	MORE MINILATERALISM?
	FUTURE OF THE GLOBAL SYSTEM IN THE POST-COVID-19 ERA
	ADAPTING TO A NEW NORMAL:
	GERMAN FOREIGN POLICY AND PUBLIC OPINION IN TIMES OF COVID-19*
	COVID-19 AND THE FUTURE OF THE GLOBAL SYSTEM:
	SHIFTING-SANDS OR EARTHQUAKE

