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Foreword

In the heart of Frankfurt, Germany, stands the IG Farben building. Completed in 
1930, this massive and seemingly indestructible triumph of modernist design was 
named for its first  owners, the IG Farben Com pany, at the time Germany’s larg-
est chemical conglomerate. Within the de cade, IG Farben became deeply entan-
gled with the Nazis and was eventually complicit in many of the worst atrocities 
of Hitler’s Germany, including the manufacture of the notorious Zyklon B gas used 
in concentration camps.

Following the Allied invasion of Frankfurt in March 1945, the building was 
evacuated and the corporation’s executives arrested. When General Dwight D. 
Eisenhower touched ground and saw that the IG Farben headquarters was one of 
the few structures in the city to have survived the assault, he de cided to make it 
the center for Allied operations. From his office on the first floor, he not only 
oversaw the end of the war but also began the meticulous task of rebuilding 
democracy in Germany out of the ashes of violent dictatorship—an endeavor 
that, in turn, seeded the ground for a new liberal world order to emerge.

 Today, the Farben building exemplifies the very best of that world. A part of the 
Goethe University in Frankfurt, it serves as the entry point to the university’s 
sprawling, modern campus. No longer merely a monument to  human evil, it is a 
portal to  free inquiry, vigorous debate, and the exchange of ideas that allow global 
society to thrive, and—in times like ours—to survive.

The story of the Farben building serves as a meta phor for the trajectory of our 
world over the past  century, embodying the victory over brutal fascism and geno-
cide; the construction of an international system committed to creating a more 
just, peaceful, and prosperous world; and the difficult, ongoing work of sustain-
ing that proj ect through institutions that forge partnerships and lay the founda-
tion to address global society’s most daunting prob lems.

Yet, as observers and scholars have carefully documented, that order is frac-
turing. Soaring economic in equality and rapid demographic change have fueled 
populist resentment, ethno- nationalism, and a sweeping distrust in national and 
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international institutions alike. In parallel, massive shifts in technology and com-
munication have heightened the ave nues for surveillance and enabled the prolif-
eration of disinformation. And with the increasing prominence of China on the 
world stage, along with new waves of authoritarianism cresting across the globe, 
it is clear that we inhabit a multipolar world whose aims and values no longer nec-
essarily align with  those of liberal democracy. At this moment, 54% of the world’s 
population now lives  under some form of authoritarian rule.

The COVID-19 pandemic has only accelerated  these trend lines. The United 
States’ failures to control effectively and mitigate the virus are reflective of its 
diminished role as a geopo liti cal leader, while China’s admittedly flawed but far 
more deliberate response has only affirmed its centrality in the 21st- century world 
order. Meanwhile, the Eu ro pean Union can no longer claim to be a body composed 
of demo cratic states. In the early days of the pandemic, Prime Minister Viktor Or-
bán of Hungary used the virus as a pretext for seizing emergency powers that all 
but extinguished what  little remained of Hungary’s once promising democracy, 
consolidating Hungary’s position as the first authoritarian state to be an EU mem-
ber nation— something virtually inconceivable a generation ago.

COVID-19 marks a moment of reckoning for our era. While this disease, thank-
fully, is not likely to claim as many lives as the period from 1939 to 1945 did, its 
impacts on the global economy, on democracy, on public health, on food security, 
and on governance  will reverberate for years to come. It is a multidimensional 
emergency that requires the efforts of all disciplines: a public health crisis that de-
mands new tools to prevent the spread of this devastating disease and to conduct 
effective testing and tracing; a medical crisis that necessitates new modalities of 
treatment to heal  those who are afflicted; and, in the recent words of an open let-
ter whose signatories include former US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, a 
“po liti cal crisis that threatens the  future of liberal democracy.”*

As the past has shown us, a moment of upheaval like this one— when so much 
upon which we have come to rely seems ruptured—is not the time to resign our-
selves to despair nor to abandon the norms, institutions, and alliances that have 
upheld the modern world order for nearly eighty years.  There is the possibility for 
renewal. But, like the Farben building in Frankfurt,  these foundational structures 
must be re imagined and infused with new ideas for a new era.

*  National Endowment for Democracy, “A Call to Defend Democracy,” June 25, 2020, 
https:// www . ned . org / covid - 19 - crisis - threatens - democracy - leading - world - figures - warn - joint 
- statement - press - release / .
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Higher education  will be integral to that endeavor. Time and again across the 
past  century, the world’s  great universities have been vital partners in making, sus-
taining, and revitalizing the world order. One need not look far for an example. 
In 1943, just two years before General Eisenhower arrived in Frankfurt, two gov-
ernment officials named Paul Nitze and Christian Herter in Washington, DC— 
one a Republican, the other a Democrat— recognized the need for a gradu ate 
school that would combine the rigor and analytic power of the acad emy with 
the burgeoning field of international affairs. They called it the School of Advanced 
International Studies (SAIS), and it graduated its first class in June 1945, a mere 
month  after the fall of Nazi Germany. In short order, the new school’s faculty, stu-
dents, and alumni— alongside experts from across government, military, and 
industry— proved instrumental in designing the treaties, the frameworks, and the 
organ izations (the United Nations and North Atlantic Treaty Organ ization among 
them) that defined and sustained the international order that emerged in the 
wake of World War II. Now, with the publication of this volume, SAIS is once 
more helping to take up the core questions confronting our global community at 
a critical juncture in our history.

This book is the product of a two- day virtual forum hosted by Johns Hopkins 
SAIS in June 2020 that gathered a multidisciplinary group of exceptional scholars, 
thinkers, and leaders to consider collectively the  future of our world order  after 
COVID-19. The proceedings  were viewed by thousands of  people around the globe, 
from interested citizens to renowned scholars to national security experts to 
elected officials. Anyone who has ever or ga nized an academic conference knows 
that attracting such an audience is no easy feat. To do so virtually and in the 
 middle of a pandemic is even more astonishing.

Its success speaks to the truly Herculean efforts of editors and SAIS faculty Hal 
Brands and Frank Gavin, alongside their able teams and the extraordinary roster 
of contributors to this volume. But it also indicates the genuine hunger of a wide 
international audience for a sophisticated, meaningful, and collaborative conver-
sation about the  future of the geopo liti cal landscape, one that  faces head-on the 
vital questions of this era: How are we  going to confront the massive challenges 
posed by new centers of global power? How are we  going to adapt and reimagine 
our institutions to ensure that they  will continue to promote  human flourishing 
and be responsive to the needs of the most vulnerable and marginalized among 
us? And how can we ensure that we do not stray from the essential demo cratic 
values that have defined the modern order since its origins?
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The contributors to this book offer an array of bracing answers that  will cer-
tainly be of  great interest and use to policy makers who are implementing new 
mea sures to confront this crisis, to the students who are returning to classrooms 
or attending seminars virtually, and to faculty who are teaching the next genera-
tion about and in the midst of COVID-19. This global pandemic is, in so many 
ways, unpre ce dented in our lifetimes, and it  will require unpre ce dented solutions 
that  will profoundly reshape our world. Yet the tools for arriving at  these solutions 
are the same as they have ever been:  free inquiry, critical thought, and the pas-
sionate contestation of ideas tempered always by reason. It is my sincere hope that 
this robust and timely collection  will inspire more of all three as we advance— 
steadily and slowly— into a post- COVID world.

Ronald J. Daniels, President of Johns Hopkins University
Adapted from opening remarks given at the World Order  after COVID-19 Forum, a Johns 
Hopkins University Virtual Event, held by the School of Advanced International Studies and 
the Henry A. Kissinger Center for Global Affairs, June 30, 2020
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The coronavirus crisis was a shock, but should not have been a surprise. Public 
health experts had been warning about the dangers of viral pandemics for 

years. SARS, H1N1, Ebola, and MERS had highlighted the risks of diseases that 
raced across borders and the need for effective national and global responses. 
Not long before the first reported cases of COVID-19 in Wuhan, China, both the 
Johns Hopkins Center for Health Security and the Kissinger Center for Global 
Affairs Se nior Fellow Dr. Kathleen Hicks had or ga nized separate exercises that 
highlighted how profoundly a fast- moving virus could endanger the international 
system and US national security.1

Yet  these warnings went largely unheeded and the world was not prepared to 
react effectively when the crisis began. COVID-19 overwhelmed national and in-
ternational efforts to contain the pandemic while exposing deep flaws in the 
global public health infrastructure. The institutions most responsible for public 
health— the World Health Organ ization (WHO) for the world, the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention (CDC) for the United States— have not performed 
well. As we write, the world has seen more than 18 million confirmed cases of 
COVID-19 and rising. The United States has been especially hard hit, with over 
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5 million confirmed cases and the spread still not  under control.2 The science and 
epidemiological knowledge surrounding the virus is evolving, new therapies are 
being developed, and intensive efforts to create an effective vaccine all provide 
some hope.  Until then, COVID-19  will dominate the international landscape.

Even  after the virus is contained, the consequences  will be with us for some 
time. This is  because the pandemic arrived at an especially troubling moment for 
the world. In the past few years, many have commented on the fraying of inter-
national arrangements to provide for a stable, peaceful, and prosperous world 
 order.3 What had been feared for some time was now seen as a stark real ity: many 
of the norms, institutions, and practices that upheld the liberal international 
order and marked American leadership since the end of the Cold War and, in some 
cases, the end of the Second World War,  were  under enormous stress. The  causes 
are many and interconnected: the reemergence of great- power po liti cal rivalry, 
marked by the worsening and increasingly toxic relationship between the two larg-
est powers, the United States and China; the increase in pop u lism and national-
ism, as well as a seeming loss of faith in democracy as authoritarianism increases 
its grip on many parts of the world; the dizzying and disorienting effects of new 
technology; and numerous other  causes.  These challenges have manifested as a 
polarized United States grows increasingly uncertain about its role in the world, 
as many around the world lose faith in the benefits of globalization and inter-
dependence, and as a raft of new transnational concerns, ranging from climate 
change to disinformation, reveal the shortcomings of existing international 
institutions.

The crisis does provide an opportunity, however. This volume is a multidisci-
plinary effort to assess the current state of world order, analyze the effects of the 
COVID crisis, and offer insights and ideas for the  future. The crisis has made clear 
that much work needs to be done to improve our national and global public health 
capabilities and institutions and to elevate the threat of disease and pandemic to 
a higher priority in our national and international security frameworks. This book, 
however, is premised on something more: the idea that the crisis highlights a num-
ber of other pressing national and global challenges, in areas ranging from cli-
mate change to relations with China. We believe this crisis is potentially a crucial 
pivot point, providing an opportunity to rethink— and perhaps revitalize— our 
current international system. This book begins a much- needed conversation about 
how to shape international relations in a post- COVID world.
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World  Orders, Old and New

Historically, efforts to construct effective international arrangements emerge 
 after periods of war, crisis, and turmoil.4 The Peace of Westphalia ended the vi-
cious wars of religion that had plagued Eu rope and constructed a comparatively 
stable system based on the balance of power among nation- states. The 1814–1815 
Congress of Vienna was marked by the masterful diplomacy of Count Metternich 
of Austria and Lord Castlereagh of  Great Britain, who worked with other Eu ro pean 
leaders to tame the wars and ideological fervor unleashed by the French Revolu-
tion.5  These efforts arguably kept the peace in Eu rope  until the Crimean War and 
prevented any one Eu ro pean power from dominating the continent  until the start 
of the 20th  century.

What was left of the Concert system collapsed with World War I, leading to a 
series of efforts over the succeeding de cades to rebuild world order. The Versailles 
conference  after the First World War was inspired by American President Wood-
row Wilson’s desire to build a peace based on national self- determination, open 
diplomacy, the ends of arms races, and collective security through a League of 
Nations— the cures, he believed, to the pathologies of imperialism, militarism, and 
cutthroat diplomacy that had brought on the conflict. This vision failed as the 
United States retreated from the system Wilson proposed while lingering and un-
resolved grievances from the war poisoned the international climate. A global 
depression, the rise of violent, revolutionary regimes, and the onset of the Second 
World War destroyed the system created at Versailles and revealed the desperate 
need for effective mechanisms to generate world order.6

Learning from this failure, American planners worked with their allies to start 
constructing the postwar order before the war even ended. Conferences between 
the three major players— the United States, the Soviet Union, and  Great Britain—
at Tehran, Yalta, and Potsdam mixed plans to win the war with efforts to coordi-
nate the postwar peace. International meetings at Bretton Woods and Dumbar-
ton Oaks designed global institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, 
the World Bank, and the United Nations.7 American officials hoped for a seamless, 
integrated world order that would bring the leading nations together in avoiding 
war and maintaining a secure, prosperous peace.8

Yet the Cold War spoiled this vision of “One World,” and what emerged in the 
years and de cades that followed was not one order but several. In the economic 
realm, the so- called Bretton Woods order, which was focused on the cap i tal ist 
world, created a system that encouraged revitalized global trade but prioritized 
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domestic reconstruction, regional integration, and stability. This system frayed in 
the 1960s and 1970s, and  after a time marked by some disorder, was replaced by 
the more open, globalized system we have now, based on flexible and market- 
determined currencies, large- scale global investment and trade, and the domi-
nance of dollar- denominated banking and finance.9 International security evolved 
in unexpected directions as well. The United Nations system, premised on state 
sovereignty and universal princi ples, was overshadowed by a bipolar system that 
saw intense ideological and geopo liti cal rivalry between two rival superpower 
blocs led by the Soviet Union and the United States.10 The United States ended up 
leading a secure, prosperous international order— but one that was  limited to the 
“ free world” rather than the entire world.

The superpowers nonetheless cooperated to create a third order: a very success-
ful nuclear order, based upon their shared interest in limiting the dangers posed by 
the “absolute weapon.” This order was built around a series of bilateral and global 
arms control treaties— including the 1963 Partial Test Ban Treaty, the 1968 Nuclear 
Nonproliferation Treaty, and the 1972 Antiballistic Missile and Strategic Arms Limi-
tation Treaties—as well as less formalized norms and practices, from tolerance of 
satellite overflights by the  enemy (necessary to reduce the danger of surprise attack) 
and an implicit understanding, which evolved over time, that nuclear weapons  were 
not merely power ful bombs but  were in a category all their own.11 Though it came 
 under constant pressure, this ele ment of order— rivals working to manage and limit 
the dangers of new technologies— was more successful than anyone expected and 
perhaps provides a model for con temporary challenges.

The unexpected end of the Cold War and the rapid demise of the Soviet Union 
highlighted both the success of  these postwar arrangements and the need to re-
think world order for a new era. It was also a time of  great intellectual creativity, 
as scholars such as John Mearsheimer, Francis Fukuyama, John Ikenberry, Charles 
Krauthammer, and Samuel Huntington offered innovative conceptual frames to 
understand a rapidly changing world.12 Events moved quickly. Germany was peace-
fully reunified and the Eu ro pean Union proj ect flourished; democracies emerged 
around the world, and some long- simmering conflicts and civil wars  were resolved 
peacefully.13 The United States, working through the United Nations, built an im-
pressive co ali tion to enforce collective security and expel Iraq from Kuwait. To 
the surprise of many, some ele ments of the postwar era, such as the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organ ization,  were not only maintained but expanded. Other institu-
tions, such as the International Monetary Fund,  were re imagined. Over time, still 
other institutions, such as the World Trade Organ ization (WTO) and Group of 
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Twenty (G20)  were inaugurated. The post– Cold War era was marked by a combina-
tion of multilateralism and American ideals and power, as the United States found 
itself in a commanding position in world affairs. To the extent that  there was a sin-
gle world order, it was largely an expansion and modification of the liberal system 
that had taken root in the non- communist world  after World War II.14 As this sys-
tem took on increasingly global dimensions, it was a time of hope and promise.

That period of optimism now seems like a distant memory. The 9/11 attacks on 
the United States, followed by difficult, controversial wars in Iraq and Af ghan i-
stan, exposed new sources of insecurity. The war in Iraq, in par tic u lar, drained 
US energies and shook international support for American power. The 2007–9 fi-
nancial crisis pummeled the global economy and undermined faith in the mar-
ket. Pop u lism  rose and the movement  toward democracy weakened.15 As China’s 
economy boomed, that country did not, as many had hoped, embrace liberal 
princi ples, but instead challenged both regional and global norms and institu-
tions while descending deeper into authoritarianism. Information technology, 
once seen as a liberating force, showed its darker side through cyberattacks and 
disinformation campaigns; climate change loomed as a potentially existential 
challenge. Both the vote of the United Kingdom to leave the Eu ro pean Union 
(Brexit) and the unexpected election of Donald J. Trump as US president on a cam-
paign of “Amer i ca First” made 2016 the year when it was clear the existing world 
order was imperiled. The princi ples and values that many believed  were the cor-
nerstone of this order— openness and innovation, demo cratic practice and toler-
ance, interdependence and globalization— were viewed with suspicion by large 
swaths of Amer i ca and the world.

As the chapters in this volume demonstrate, COVID-19 highlighted and exac-
erbated many of the strains that  were already testing the post– Cold War system. 
The pandemic was so disruptive  because it exploded in a world that was already 
increasingly disordered. The question of how to reconstruct world order  after CO-
VID involves dealing with not just the disease but also the under lying prob lems 
it revealed. How should we diagnose and understand  these challenges to world or-
der, and what princi ples and policies should shape our efforts moving forward?16 
Answering  these questions is the purpose of this book.

World Order  after COVID

This volume is an undertaking of the Henry A. Kissinger Center for Global Af-
fairs at Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS). 
Inspired by its namesake, the renowned diplomat and scholar Henry Kissinger, 
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the Center is dedicated to better understanding and applying the lessons of his-
tory in order to make sense of an increasingly complex world. Since its inception 
in 2016, the Center and its scholars have engaged deeply with questions of world 
order. The COVID-19 crisis has offered an opportunity to convene global experts 
from Johns Hopkins University and other leading institutions to understand a 
landmark crisis and plot a course for the  future.

This volume draws upon that expertise to address issues ranging from global 
public health and climate change to international institutions and great- power ri-
valry. The par tic u lar challenge of our moment is that it is impossible to grapple 
with questions of world order without considering “hard” and “soft” security is-
sues, novel transnational challenges and timeless geopo liti cal contests, and poli-
tics within states as well as politics between them. As always, addressing any of 
 these subjects requires a historical perspective as well as an eye to the  future.

Part I of this book thus focuses on Applied History and  Future Scenarios. It in-
cludes essays that use the past to highlight overlooked or misunderstood dynam-
ics of the current crisis and that push us to think imaginatively about the  future. 
 These intellectual tasks are particularly impor tant in times of radical uncertainty: 
in  these moments, grounding ourselves in history, or systematically assessing the 
diff er ent paths the  future might take, yields the greatest payoff.

Jeremy A. Greene and Dora Vargha employ a historical mindset to address the 
most basic question we confront  today: When  will we move from a “world of 
COVID” to a “world  after COVID”? The answer they offer is that we are unlikely to 
see any single moment that marks the end of the pandemic. Rather,  there  will be 
a gradual recession of danger that never fully goes away and that prob ably  will not 
match the easing of restrictions put in place to deal with that danger. Margaret 
MacMillan asks why we are so often surprised by catastrophes that might have 
been predicted, why some leaders and socie ties cope better than  others, and how 
we can deal with the lasting consequences of  great shocks— issues we can better 
understand by revisiting the trajectory of major upheavals in the past. Using his-
tory as a guide, Philip Bobbitt considers why many faddish predictions about the 
post- COVID world may be wrong and offers his own  future scenario— that of a 
deepening crisis of constitutional order in major nation- states—as a way of push-
ing us to prepare for an uncertain  future.

Part II deals with Global Public Health and Mitigation Strategies.  These issues are 
now of incontestable importance to world order  because of the horrific  human toll 
pandemics can take and the way that epidemiological catastrophes can trigger 
economic and geopo liti cal ones.  There is no guarantee,  after all, that the end of 
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COVID  will bring a respite from aggressive global disease. It might mark the be-
ginning of a new era of even more catastrophic outbreaks.

In response to this danger, Tom Inglesby offers a detailed program for making 
pandemics lose their power, and in  doing so reminds us that the dichotomy be-
tween unilateral and multilateral responses is a false one. Lainie Rutkow argues 
that policy makers must not, in the aftermath of the crisis, lose the sense of 
urgency that a pandemic creates. Rather, they must raise the profile of public 
health mea sures that are often invisible  until a crisis breaks, while cultivating new 
collaborations and networks within and between nations. Fi nally, Jeffrey P. Kahn, 
Anna C. Mastroianni, and Sridhar Venkatapuram consider the ethics of global 
health in a post- COVID world. In their view, the crisis reveals the limitations of 
bioethics as a field and underscores the need for a more holistic conception of what 
makes a global health system morally just. Without such a shift, we  will be ill- 
equipped to address global health challenges that can wreak havoc on the entire 
world.

Part III moves to Transnational Issues: Technology, Climate, and Food. In each of 
 these areas, purely national solutions to accelerating challenges are unworkable. 
And in each of  these areas, COVID-19 has highlighted the urgency of action.

For Johannes Urpelainen, a pandemic is a terrible  thing to waste. He contends 
that the crisis, by temporarily suppressing global emissions, has created an oppor-
tunity to invest heavi ly in green technologies and perhaps head off the worst 
impacts of climate change. Jessica Fanzo reminds us that COVID  will dramatically 
worsen food insecurity around the world— a development likely to heighten po-
liti cal instability, geopo liti cal conflict, and other forms of strife. “Without food se-
curity,” she tells us, “ there is no world order.” Fi nally, Christine Fox and Thayer 
Scott point out that COVID has intensified the technological rivalry between the 
United States and China and that Washington must deepen its collaboration with 
other democracies if it is to manage the consequences of a technological revolu-
tion that creates as many risks as opportunities.

Part IV covers The  Future of the Global Economy. In hindsight, we are likely to 
remember COVID-19 as an economic crisis as much as an epidemiological one. For 
it not only brought the global economy to a standstill— triggering the most rapid, 
if perhaps temporary, de- globalization the world has ever seen— but also revealed 
the weaknesses of existing international institutions for managing the global econ-
omy and the dangerous dependencies globalization had created.

Benn Steil argues that the pre- COVID economic order is prob ably not coming 
back. But instead of reverting to isolationism or persisting in the search for a single, 
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integrated global economic order, the United States should consider the “two 
worlds” approach it took during the Cold War. This means limiting reliance on the 
authoritarian world while deepening American integration with other democra-
cies. John Lipsky examines why institutions, such as the G20, worked relatively 
well in dealing with the fallout from the global financial crisis but have performed 
so poorly in  handling the economic dimensions of the pandemic and what this tells 
us about the  future of global economic governance.

Lipsky’s essay serves as a bridge to part V, which covers Global Politics and Gov-
ernance. For  those who believe in the virtues of the liberal international order, 
the most shocking aspect of the COVID crisis is surely the degree to which many 
of the order’s key institutions— from the WHO to the G7— underperformed or 
proved incapable of constructive action. Failures of governance at the domestic 
level  were accompanied by failures of governance at the global level. Any post- 
COVID effort at world order  will have to begin with an understanding of what 
went wrong.

Anne Applebaum points to a variety of  factors— the abdication of American 
leadership, the determined Chinese effort to capture international institutions, 
and the fact that bodies created in the 20th  century may lack the speed and agil-
ity the current moment requires. Fixing the system may require fundamentally 
rethinking what role we expect deeply entrenched, bureaucratic entities to play in 
global politics. Henry Farrell and Hahrie Han believe that the liberal institutional 
order was collapsing even before the crisis began  because of a growing deficit of 
demo cratic accountability. They, too, argue for a fundamental reimagining that 
reconnects the international system with the publics it is meant to serve. Janice 
Gross Stein asserts that the world is becoming more contested and competitive 
 after COVID and that consensus- based institutions are unlikely to perform well 
in such a world. If international governance is to work, it  will have to go “off- site,” 
into informal networks and plurilateral co ali tions working outside of existing bod-
ies. Fi nally, James B. Steinberg argues that the best way of salvaging some order 
from potential chaos is by rebuilding a system that emphasizes arrangements for 
addressing shared challenges, sets rules and norms for emerging technologies, 
engages public and civil society, and safely manages a competitive US- China 
relationship.

Part VI is also about high politics, focusing on  Grand Strategy and American 
Statecraft. World  orders are, to a  great extent, a reflection of the policies and val-
ues of the most power ful global actors. And if COVID has revealed significant 
weaknesses in the post– Cold War order, it has also raised profound questions 
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about what  grand strategy the United States should pursue in the  future—or 
 whether it even wishes to lead that order.

Interestingly, the authors in this section mostly offer glass- half- full interpreta-
tions, while contending that American  grand strategy should adapt but not change 
fundamentally. Hal Brands, Peter Feaver, and William Inboden argue that the 
pandemic need not make the world far more menacing for the United States. It 
could, rather, create opportunities to pursue a smarter, more geopo liti cally savvy 
globalization, to reinvest in partnerships with liberal democracies, and to forge a 
stronger counterbalancing co ali tion against a neo- totalitarian China. That  will, of 
course, require more enlightened American leadership than is currently in evi-
dence; it  will also require that the United States address dangers from pandem-
ics and other “soft” security threats without hollowing out its capability to meet 
“hard” security challenges. Similarly, Thomas Wright calls for the United States 
to resist the understandable urge to fundamentally re orient its  grand strategy 
 toward transnational issues. The better option would be a “ free world” strategy 
focused on improving the resilience and solidarity of the world’s democracies 
against great- power revisionism and resurgent authoritarianism.

Kori Schake also offers a moderately optimistic take, arguing that the pandemic 
could ultimately result in a re nais sance of American global engagement, the 
strengthening of the domestic foundations of US power, and stronger efforts by 
 free socie ties to deal with China’s rise. Fi nally, Kathleen H. Hicks sees the crisis 
as an opportunity to revisit core ele ments of American  grand strategy and improve 
the mix of tools the United States uses to protect and pursue its interests in the 
world. Hicks is also relatively bullish on the long- term strength of democracies, 
seeing the protests for racial justice as a sign that po liti cal  will and even consen-
sus is emerging for much- needed change.

Looming over so many of  these issues is the topic covered in part VII: Sino- 
American Rivalry. If before the crisis China and Amer i ca already seemed headed 
for a deep and prolonged competition— a new Cold War, as some have termed it— 
that trajectory seems all the more pronounced since the pandemic struck.17 Posi-
tions have hardened on both sides of the Pacific; the hostility has become palpa-
ble, even as the real ity of interdependence has never been clearer.

Elizabeth Economy offers a stark assessment of the challenge that Xi Jinping’s 
China poses to the existing world order. She argues that while the United States 
has increasingly embraced a strategy of competing with, and even containing, Bei-
jing, that strategy is unlikely to succeed  unless Washington also reinvests in a 
broader concept of a world order centered on demo cratic values and solidarity 
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among the liberal democracies. Graham Allison calls instead for Amer i ca to seek 
a “rivalry partnership” with Beijing, in which the two competitors seek to make 
a world “safe for diversity” and find common ground in areas where their interests 
overlap. Eric Schmidt contends that technology has become the central axis of 
great- power rivalry and outlines an agenda meant to allow the United States to win 
this new “ great game” without forgoing all the advantages of interchange and in-
terdependence. Fi nally, Niall Ferguson rounds out the volume by arguing that a 
new cold war is very much  under way. He believes that the Trump administration 
has actually done fairly well in positioning the United States to win it, yet he re-
minds us that the choices of lesser powers ultimately did much to determine the 
outcome of the US- Soviet Cold War. Ferguson warns that many of Amer i ca’s al-
lies are contemplating nonalignment in the pre sent rivalry. If that happens, Amer-
i ca  will find it nearly impossible to prevail in a long competition with China—or 
sustain its concept of world order.

Themes and Insights

The authors cut across disciplinary lines and deal with subjects that inevitably 
overlap; they offer both complementary and contrasting viewpoints. The chapters 
cluster around a variety of themes and debates that bring together the volume as 
a  whole.  Here, we highlight a few issues of par tic u lar importance.

 Will COVID-19 Remake World Order?

It is undeniable that COVID-19 is shaking up the world and laying bare the 
weaknesses of existing arrangements and institutions. But  will COVID mark the 
end of one world order and the emergence of another? The answer, we believe, is 
not so  simple.

It is not a coincidence that the biggest, most epochal shifts in world order of-
ten occur in the wake of major wars. Such cataclysms fatally rupture existing 
relationships and institutions; they reset the global distribution of power. By 
leveling the architecture of one world order, they create new possibilities for 
construction.

That COVID  will have a similarly transformative effect seems unlikely. The 
pandemic has been monumentally traumatic, of course, and all bets are off if the 
world  faces multiple, increasingly lethal outbreaks before a vaccine is developed. 
But short of that happening, COVID  will prob ably not dramatically change the 
distribution of material power. To be sure, the United States has fared poorly from 
a public health perspective and has suffered a severe diminution—in the near 
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term, at least—of its credibility and reputation for competence. Yet several aspects 
of the crisis— the role of the US Federal Reserve in stabilizing the world economy, 
the flight to the dollar, and  others— actually testify to Amer i ca’s im mense struc-
tural power. Moreover, it is far from clear that Amer i ca’s foremost challenger— 
China— will see its own long- term position enhanced, in part  because of the way 
that the crisis has underscored that country’s authoritarian pathologies and in 
part  because one result of the pandemic may be a more concerted counterbalanc-
ing effort from the world’s democracies.

When it comes to institutions, the pandemic has undoubtedly revealed deep- 
seated weaknesses within many prominent international bodies, from the WHO 
and WTO to the G7. The need for reform has become clear to all; so has the ab-
sence of well- developed institutional structures to deal with a variety of emerging 
challenges. This should not surprise us: much of our global governance architec-
ture was created at a diff er ent time, in a diff er ent world, to deal with diff er ent chal-
lenges. Some of it is now out of date or ill- fitted for new global threats.

 Those with long memories understand that  there have been previous periods 
of institutional underper for mance, failure, and adaptation within the context of 
par tic u lar  orders. The roles and responsibilities of the International Monetary 
Fund and World Bank have shifted considerably since their creation; the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade gave way to the World Trade Organ ization  after 
the Cold War; ad hoc arrangements have often emerged to complement, rather 
than replace, existing bodies on issues such as nuclear proliferation. Viewed 
against this pre ce dent, COVID may simply spur a period of much- needed institu-
tional reform and evolution rather than a new start. Indeed, in several chapters 
in this volume, the authors indicate that, far from destroying the existing order, 
COVID could spur its reform and renewal. Perhaps that order  will be somewhat 
narrower than it was  after the Cold War: a number of contributors argue that the 
key is to lessen dependence on China while deepening cooperation among the de-
mocracies, a reversion to something like the “two worlds” approach of the post-
war era. Although that change would be a significant departure from the post– 
Cold War era of global integration, it would actually take the United States back 
to its order- building roots, so to speak.

Could the crisis nonetheless force a significant change in our approach to world 
order by fundamentally altering how the United States and other countries per-
ceive and prioritize key international threats? If COVID ends up killing, just within 
the United States, a number of  people that is  orders of magnitude higher than the 
number that died on 9/11, then surely “soft” security threats  will rise in importance 
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relative to “hard” security challenges such as terrorism and geopo liti cal rivalry. 
Perhaps the military balance of power is becoming passé— perhaps it simply is 
not that relevant in a world where small states have often done better than large 
states in suppressing the pandemic and where grave threats to  human prosperity 
and flourishing do not re spect geopo liti cal divides.18

 Here too, though, the story is not so  simple. COVID-19 may have elevated the 
threat posed by pandemics and other nontraditional threats. But the threat posed 
by more traditional dangers remains. COVID has created new temptations for 
authoritarian actors to undermine the politics and cohesion of demo cratic socie-
ties; it could well exacerbate state failure and instability in fragile regions through-
out the world, including the always volatile greater  Middle East. And the pandemic 
was accompanied by a marked increase in Chinese assertiveness, from Hong Kong 
to the South China Sea to South Asia and beyond, using tools from “wolf warrior” 
public diplomacy to outright military coercion.19

The real takeaway from COVID may be that hard and soft threats often work 
in tandem, potentially mixing and combining in power ful ways. Geopo liti cal ri-
valry may make transnational threats harder to combat; transnational threats can 
sharpen geopo liti cal rivalries and instability. Amer i ca and other countries  will not 
be able to ignore hard or soft threats in a post- COVID world  because  those chal-
lenges are so deeply interrelated.

Balancing Competition and Cooperation

This relates to a second theme: the uncertain balance of competition and co-
operation. We may look back on COVID as the crisis that crystallized a protracted, 
high- stakes competition between the world’s greatest powers— much as crises in 
Greece and Turkey in 1946–47 crystallized an emerging Cold War. The pandemic 
underscored that the world is fracturing rather than converging; great- power pol-
itics are taking on an increasingly zero- sum logic.20 Yet we may also look back on 
COVID as the event that threw into relief the mutual vulnerability of even  bitter 
rivals and the need for positive- sum cooperation between them. How— and 
 whether— this balance between competition and cooperation gets struck  will be 
a defining challenge of world order in the 21st  century. It  will pertain not just to 
pandemics, but to climate change, food security, migration, information and bio-
technology, and other issues with the potential to fundamentally upset the  human 
experience.

 There are contrasting perspectives on how to address this dilemma. Some an-
alysts argue that the world’s demo cratic states should first focus on waging and 
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winning the competition with China,  because a favorable balance of power is the 
best guarantee of securing cooperation with rivals on favorable terms. It would be 
unwise, in this view, to mute Sino- American rivalry in hopes of gaining Chinese 
cooperation on pandemics or climate change. Rather, Amer i ca and its allies should 
compete vigorously, confident that cooperation on shared interests can be com-
partmentalized, just as the superpowers managed to cooperate on arms control 
and smallpox eradication during the Cold War.21

Or perhaps this first view is too sanguine. US- Soviet cooperation on arms con-
trol and global disease emerged only  after two de cades of Cold War and early 
moves  toward a superpower détente. Perhaps it  will be necessary to limit Sino- 
American rivalry before positive- sum be hav iors can take root. If this is the case, 
a determined effort to seize the geopo liti cal and ideological high ground could sim-
ply ensure that all issues come to be seen in zero- sum terms—as happened in the 
early stages of the COVID crisis.22 And while the threat that China poses is very 
real, it remains somewhat more abstract than the  human and economic carnage 
COVID has been wreaking on both countries and around the world. For some, the 
changed nature of the international system means that a failure by the  great pow-
ers to subsume their differences to work on shared and potentially catastrophic 
global challenges  will lead the world to ruin.

This book  will not fully resolve which approach is best.23 But the debate re-
minds us that the challenges of sustaining a peaceful, flourishing world in this 
 century are particularly daunting,  because the world is increasingly dividing along 
geopo liti cal and ideological lines even as it requires cooperation across them. And 
it shows that a form of American statecraft that is purely competitive in nature— 
one that does not feature a leading US role in catalyzing action on transnational 
challenges— will not meet the demands of global leadership.

The  Future of Globalization and Innovation

COVID-19 is not simply a crisis of public health. It is an economic crisis— a self- 
induced coma, as it has been termed— unparalleled in modern history. Quaran-
tines, shelter- in- place  orders, and other restrictions caused growth to collapse and 
unemployment to surge.  These mea sures also raised sharp questions about how 
long the resulting damage would last, which industries and countries would 
emerge with a competitive advantage, and what prospects  there are for vibrant 
equitable economies—at the national and global levels—in the years to come.

Complicating  matters is the fact that COVID occurred amid a growing dissat-
isfaction with the effects of globalization and interdependence. In the years  after 
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the Cold War, globalization had intensified and deepened. The pro cess con-
nected the world as never before, generated massive wealth, and pulled individu-
als around the world out of poverty. Yet domestically, offshoring also exacer-
bated de- industrialization and the loss of manufacturing jobs in the United 
States. Globally, massive increases in trade and financial flows generated tur-
bulence and occasional crises, and left countries vulnerable to power ful global 
forces outside of their control. It was hoped that globalization would bring along 
with it liberal democracy, transparency, tolerance, and openness, but authori-
tarian governments— China’s being the clearest example— cleverly found ways to 
capture economic benefits without making po liti cal or social sacrifices.

Anxiety about openness went hand- in- hand with anxiety about technological 
innovation. Much growth and even more interconnectedness have been driven by 
profound changes in technology, especially in the information sector. Only a de-
cade ago, this technological revolution was viewed as almost entirely beneficial to 
humanity, but since then, we have seen some of its dark sides. Disinformation 
campaigns have deepened polarization within democracies while new technolo-
gies, such as facial recognition tools, empower authoritarian governments.24 Ar-
tificial intelligence, robotics, machine learning, and biotechnology promise ex-
traordinary benefits for humanity while also raising the threat of potentially vast 
dangers.25

We can take some comfort in the fact that we have been  here before. Techno-
logical innovation has always been a source of danger as well as opportunity. The 
postwar economic order was never as smooth or seamless as we sometimes be-
lieve. The vaunted Bretton Woods system was prone to crises and collapsed alto-
gether in the early 1970s, leading to years of ad hoc efforts to stabilize a turbulent 
system. When the Cold War ended, many countries around the world reduced 
trade barriers, liberalized their economies, and allowed foreign investment; the 
de cades that followed witnessed impressive growth but also debilitating crises. 
The story of the post– World War II global economy is one of fantastic prosperity 
and severe, recurring challenges.

In this crisis,  there is bad news and good news. The bad news is that globaliza-
tion proved surprisingly fragile in the face of a raging pandemic— even countries 
within the Eu ro pean Union barred exports of critical goods and shut their borders. 
The good news is that certain aspects of the system have worked fairly well. Sim-
ilar to the 2007–9 global financial crisis, the US Federal Reserve acted as the 
banker to the world during the pandemic, providing much- needed liquidity to 
avoid a depression (albeit with less global coordination). National governments, 
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including the United States, initiated massive stimulus programs; the results  were 
mixed but the outcome was surely better than it would have been absent  these in-
jections.  There are also certain indications that governments may still respond 
to the crisis in mostly constructive ways. If the outcome of the pandemic is a re-
duction of specific dependencies on authoritarian regimes, an emphasis on eco-
nomic resilience that nonetheless encourages deep integration between democra-
cies, a greater pooling of resources among like- minded nations to develop and 
master the technologies of the  future, and enhanced efforts to address inequali-
ties both within and between countries— all possibilities to which authors in this 
volume point— then the crisis could be a source of renewal rather than a harbin-
ger of a dark new age.

Politics, At Home and Abroad

One reason the COVID-19 crisis has been so jarring is that it seemed to worsen 
the deepening global crisis of governance. Fraying demo cratic norms, increased 
pop u lism and nationalism, overmatched and in effec tive government bureaucra-
cies, and the growing reach of autocratic leaders have menaced the global order 
for several years.26 The pandemic has, at least in the short term, accelerated many 
of  these worrisome trends. American statecraft has long held that world order 
should be based on liberal ideas and demo cratic values. If so, reinvigorating and 
rethinking demo cratic politics at home may be a prerequisite to sustaining the in-
fluence of  those values on the global stage.

While  there are diff er ent views in the book on how the  battle between demo-
cratic forms of governance and authoritarianism  will play out, the  future may not 
be as foreboding as some of the early indicators make it seem. As some contribu-
tors note, democracies such as New Zealand, Taiwan, Iceland, and Germany im-
plemented especially effective mea sures to limit the coronavirus’s spread. Coun-
tries with illiberal populists or authoritarian leaders in charge— Brazil, Iran, 
Rus sia, North  Korea, Belarus— saw cases, hospitalizations, and deaths surge. Un-
fortunately, the world’s leading democracy— the United States— fared poorly, 
due to the erratic presidency of Donald Trump as well as the disappointing per-
for mance of the federal bureaucracy. The contrast to the autocratic efficiency of 
China seems, at first glance, quite striking.

But the story is not all bad. The extent to which China’s system has truly done 
better against COVID is hard to confirm with any precision, given the regime’s 
systematic suppression of reliable information. What ever pro gress Beijing has 
made has come at a high cost in violations of  human rights and basic liberties, and 
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failing to honestly communicate the severity of the virus’s spread to other states 
and global authorities.27 In the United States, the absence of national oversight has 
allowed certain state and local governments to demonstrate competence and vi-
sion. Ele ments of the nonprofit and private sector have exhibited qualities of 
nimbleness and adaptation. The extraordinary effort, ongoing as we write this, to 
develop both effective therapies and a mass- produced vaccine in rec ord time is 
breathtaking.28 Amer i ca’s deep, diverse, and innovative civil society provides a de-
gree of resiliency, even in the face of federal underper for mance, that autocracies 
find hard to mimic.

A number of contributors to this volume also point out that COVID-19 may 
force democracies to confront their limitations, as crises often do. COVID  will 
equip demo cratic governments around the world with a greater understanding of 
the dangers of authoritarian disinformation campaigns. The pandemic has high-
lighted lingering issues of in equality and racial injustice in the United States and 
other demo cratic socie ties. Not least, it has revealed how deep po liti cal polariza-
tion and tribalism has too often gotten in the way of wise, coordinated policies.29 
It is clear that the United States and other demo cratic socie ties face a crisis of poli-
tics and governance. We must escape a terrible cycle: the worse our institutions 
and politics perform, the more  people lose faith in governance and the more our 
politics becomes poisoned. If we are looking for something that  will provide an 
impetus to the slow, messy, incremental pro cess of reform needed to avert such 
an outcome, a global pandemic seems as good a candidate as any.

Crisis as Opportunity

We are living through a dark time. The world confronts overlapping national and 
global crises. Governments and international institutions often seem inadequate to 
the task. Aggressive authoritarianism and illiberalism often seem to be on the as-
cent. Aspects of the postwar and post– Cold War  orders appear worn and outdated.

 Here history can provide both consolation and inspiration. The world has seen 
other periods of  great disorder and turbulence— even since World War II— that 
 were arguably worse than our own. The current crisis has even revealed under-
lying strengths of the current world order. For example, the unpre ce dented shar-
ing of scientific information and the drive for therapies and a vaccine remind us 
of the breathtaking economic, intellectual, and scientific advances that have oc-
curred in recent de cades.30 Fi nally, history reminds us that times of crisis provide 
opportunities for creativity and reform. Innovation and technical breakthroughs 
often emerge from economic depressions (the bicycle was in ven ted in Germany 
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during an epidemic among horses in 1815!). Moments of crisis break inertia and 
create a fluidity that can be put to good purpose; they can foster the po liti cal  will 
needed to confront entrenched pathologies. The extraordinary protests over ra-
cial injustice in June 2020, which rapidly spread around the world, reflect a collec-
tive national and global desire to bring real change. Proposals to reform global 
governance, enhance the solidarity of demo cratic nations, and invest in new ef-
forts to confront looming threats reflect a similar impulse.

Can we make the most of the moment? The starting point is to think creatively 
about how we arrived at our current juncture and how we can make our way out 
of the accompanying uncertainty. Our hope is that this volume can guide decision 
makers in this endeavor.
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We know a good deal about beginnings:  those first signal cases of pneumonia 
in Guangdong, influenza in Veracruz, and hemorrhagic fever in Guinea, 

respectively marking the origins of the SARS outbreak of 2002–4, the H1N1 
influenza pandemic of 2008–9, and the Ebola pandemic of 2014–16. Recent his-
tory tells us a lot about how epidemics unfold, outbreaks spread, and how they 
are controlled before they spread too far.  These stories only get us so far, however, 
in coming to terms with the global crisis of COVID-19. In the first few months of 
2020 the coronavirus pandemic blew past most efforts at containment, snapped 
the reins of case- detection and surveillance across the world, and saturated all in-
habited continents. To understand pos si ble endings for this epidemic, we must 
look back much further indeed.

Historians have long been fascinated by epidemics, in part  because they tend to 
form a similar sort of social choreography recognizable across vast reaches of time 
and space.1 Even if the causative agents of the Plague of Athens in the 5th  century 
BCE, the Plague of Justinian in the 6th  century CE, the 14th- century Black Death, 
and the early 20th- century Manchurian Plague  were almost certainly not the same 
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 thing, biologically speaking, the epidemics themselves share common features that 
link past actors to our present- day experience. “As a social phenomenon,” historian 
Charles Rosenberg argues, “an epidemic has a dramaturgic form. Epidemics start 
at a moment in time, proceed on a stage  limited in space and duration, following a 
plot line of increasing and revelatory tension, move to a crisis of individual and col-
lective character, then drift  towards closure.”2 Rosenberg wrote  these words a de-
cade into the North American HIV/AIDS epidemic, a moment whose origin was 
assiduously, perhaps overzealously, being traced to a “Patient Zero,” but whose end 
was, like the pre sent condition, nowhere in sight.

As the coronavirus seeped further as an all- too- visible stain in the fabric of our 
society, we saw an initial fixation on origins give way to the more practical ques-
tion of endings. In March, The Atlantic offered four pos si ble “timelines for life re-
turning to normal,” all of which depended on the biological basis of a sufficient 
amount of the population developing immunity (perhaps 60%–80%) to curb fur-
ther spread.3 This confident assertion derived from models of infectious outbreaks 
formalized by epidemiologists such as W. H. Frost a  century  earlier.4 If the world 
can be defined into  those susceptible (S), infected (I), and resistant (R) to a dis-
ease, and a pathogen has a reproductive number R0 describing how many suscep-
tible  people can be infected by a single infected person, the end of the epidemic 
begins when the proportion of susceptible  people drops below 1/R0, meaning that 
one person would infect, on average, less than one other person with the disease.

 These equations reassure us that a set of natu ral laws give order to the cadence 
of calamities. The curves they produce, which in better times belonged to the ar-
cana of epidemiologists, are now common figures in the lives of billions of  people 
learning to live with contractions of civil society promoted in the name of “bend-
ing,” “flattening,” or “squashing” them. At the same time, the smooth lines of  these 
curves are far removed from jagged realities of the day- to- day experience of an 
epidemic. The textbook model of infectious disease modelling pre sents the epi-
demic as a quasi- biological function determined by a contagion pa ram e ter, R0, in-
herent to the infectious agent in question: seasonal influenza has an R0 of 1.3, 
Ebola has an R0 of 2, where a more contagious disease like chikungunya has an 
R0 greater than 4, and measles literally explodes through populations with an R0 
between 11 and 18.5 Yet this only tells part of the story.

Epidemics are not merely biological phenomena. They are also always inevita-
bly  shaped by our social responses to them, from beginning to end. The question 
now being asked of scientists, clinicians, mayors, governors, prime ministers, and 
presidents around the world is not merely “when  will the biological phenomenon 
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of this epidemic resolve?” but rather “when (if ever)  will the disruption to our so-
cial life caused in the name of coronavirus come to an end?” As the peak inci-
dence appears to have passed in some locations but looms larger in  others, elected 
officials and think tanks from opposite ends of the po liti cal spectrum provide 
“road maps” and “frameworks” for how an epidemic that has shut down economic, 
civic, and social life in a manner not seen in at least a  century might eventually 
recede and allow resumption of a “new normal.”6

 These two versions of an epidemic, the biological and the social, are closely in-
tertwined but they are not the same. Yes, the biological pro cesses that constitute 
the epidemic can shut down daily life by sickening and killing  people. But the so-
cial responses that constitute the epidemic also shut down daily life by overturn-
ing basic premises of sociality, economics, governance, discourse, and interaction— 
while also killing  people in the pro cess.  There is a risk, as we know from both the 
Spanish influenza of 1918–19 and the more recent swine flu of 2009–10, of relax-
ing social responses before the biological threat has passed.7 But  there is also a risk 
in misjudging a biological threat based on faulty models and overresponding or 
disrupting social life in such a way that the restrictions can never properly be taken 
back.8 We have seen in the case of coronavirus the two  faces of the epidemic es-
calating on local, national, and global levels in tandem. But the biological epidemic 
and the social epidemic  don’t necessarily recede on the same timeline.

History reminds us that the interconnections between the timing of the biologi-
cal epidemic and the social epidemic are far from obvious. In some cases, when 
the epidemic disease itself is so clearly marked as abnormal, like the dramatic fea-
tures of yellow fever or cholera in the 18th and 19th centuries or the classic pre-
sen ta tion of the Spanish influenza in the early 20th  century, the end of the epi-
demic may seem relatively clear. Like a bag of popcorn popping in the micro wave, 
the tempo of vis i ble case- events begins slowly, escalates to a frenetic peak, and 
then recedes, leaving a diminishing frequency of new cases which eventually are 
spaced far enough apart to be contained and then eliminated. In other cases, 
however— and  here the polio epidemics of the 20th  century are perhaps a more 
useful model than influenza or cholera— the disease pro cess itself is hidden, 
threatens to come back, and ends not on a single day but at diff er ent timescales 
and in diff er ent ways for diff er ent  people.

Campaigns against infectious diseases tend to be discussed in military terms 
and work with the assumption that both epidemics and wars must have a singu-
lar endpoint. We approach the “peak” as if it  were a decisive  battle like Yorktown 



26  Jeremy A. Greene and Dora Vargha

or Waterloo or Appomattox Court House, or a diplomatic arrangement like the 
Armistice at Compiègne in November 1918. Yet the chronology of a single, deci-
sive ending is not always true even for military history. More than three months 
separated the end of the Second World War in Eu rope formalized by “V- E Day” 
from the end as experienced in the broader Pacific Theater as “V- J Day,” let alone 
the end as experienced by Teruo Nakamura, the last Japa nese soldier to lay down 
arms in 1974,  after nearly 30 years of hiding in a remote island in the Philippines.9 
For occupied countries like Japan, Germany, and Austria, the end of the war had 
a diff er ent temporality as well. By the time Austria signed a World War II peace 
treaty in 1955, the Korean War’s military operations had already ceased  after a 1953 
armistice, yet  there is still no peace treaty between North and South  Korea.

Just as the clear ending of a military war does not necessarily bring a close to 
the experience of war in everyday life, so too the containment of a biological agent 
does not immediately undo the social impacts of an epidemic. In the course of 
World War II, historians have calculated that sixty million  people  were displaced 
in Eu rope alone, among them Holocaust survivors, prisoners of war, refugees, and 
deportees.10 Two years  later,  there  were still close to a million  people stranded in 
displaced persons camps, the last of which closed only in 1959. Returning to “nor-
mal” life for  people in their home countries also took time: rationing food in 
Britain went on  until 1954, nearly a de cade  after the last military  battle.11 So, too, 
 were the social and economic effects of the 1918–19 pandemic felt long  after the 
end of the third and putatively final wave of the virus— even if explicit conversa-
tions about the pandemic seem to have been swiftly “forgotten.”12 While the im-
mediate economic effect on many local businesses caused by shutdowns appeared 
to have resolved in a  matter of months, the effects of the epidemic on labor- wage 
relations  were still vis i ble in economic surveys in 1920, again in 1921, and in sev-
eral areas of the economy as far out as 1930.13 Some economic historians have 
argued that  there was an even longer- term effect, detectable through generations: 
the Spanish flu’s negative impact on social trust, which in turn influenced long- 
term economic development.14

Like the First World War with which its history was so closely intertwined, the 
influenza pandemic of 1918–19 appeared at first to have a singular ending. In in-
dividual cities, the epidemic often produced dramatic spikes and falls in equally 
rapid tempo. In Philadelphia, as John Barry notes in The  Great Influenza,  after an 
explosive and deadly rise in October 1919, which crested at a death rate of 4,597 
 people a week by the  middle of the month, cases suddenly dropped so precipitously 
that by the end of the month the public gathering ban was lifted, and two weeks 
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 after that  there  were almost no new cases. Like any part of a materially determined 
universe, Barry describes, “the virus burned through available fuel, then it quickly 
faded away.”15

And yet as Barry reminds us, scholars have since learned to differentiate at least 
three diff er ent sequences of epidemics within the broader pandemic. The first 
wave blazed through military installations in the spring of 1918, the second wave 
caused the devastating mortality spikes in the summer and fall of 1918, and the 
third wave began in December 1918 and lingered long through the summer of 1919. 
Some cities, like San Francisco, celebrated the success of their public health mea-
sures  after passing through the first and second waves relatively unscathed only 
to be devastated by the third wave. Nor was it clear to  those still alive in 1919 that 
the pandemic was over  after the end of the third wave. In 1920 eleven thousand 
influenza related deaths took place in New York City and Chicago. Even as late as 
1922, a bad flu season in Washington State merited a response from public health 
officials to be “dealt with the same as influenza . . .  enforce absolute quarantine.”16 
It is difficult, looking back, to say exactly when this prototypical pandemic of the 
twentieth  century was  really over.

Who can tell when a pandemic is over? Strictly speaking, only the World Health 
Organ ization (WHO) can. The Emergency Committee of the WHO is responsible 
for the global governance of health and international coordination of epidemic re-
sponse.  After the SARS coronavirus pandemic of 2002–4, this body was granted 
sole power to declare the beginnings and endings of Public Health Emergencies 
of International Concern (PHEICs). While SARS morbidity and mortality (roughly 
8,000 cases and 800 deaths in 26 countries) is already dwarfed by the sheer scale 
of COVID-19, the pandemic’s effect on national and global economies prompted 
revisions to the International Health Regulations in 2005, a body of international 
law that had remained unchanged since 1969.17

Perhaps the most fateful step implemented in the wake of SARS was the deci-
sion to expand the declarative powers given to the World Health Organ ization in 
the 2005 revisions to the International Health Regulations. This revision broad-
ened the scope of coordinated global response from a handful of diseases to any 
public health event which the WHO deemed to be of international concern and 
shifted from a reactive mechanism to a proactive one based on real- time surveil-
lance and from action at borders to detection and containment at the source.18 
Any time the WHO declares a public health event of international concern— and 
frequently when it chooses not to declare one— the event becomes a  matter of 
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front- page news. The World Health Organ ization has been criticized both for de-
claring a PHEIC too hastily (as in the case of the H1N1 pandemic) or too late (in 
the case of the Ebola pandemic).

The termination of a PHEIC is rarely subject to the same public scrutiny as its 
initiation. When an outbreak previously known as a PHEIC is no longer classified 
as an “extraordinary event” and no longer is seen to pose a risk of international 
spread, the PHEIC is simply considered unjustified, leading to a withdrawal of in-
ternational coordination. In most of its day- to- day operation, the World Health 
Organ ization acts to support the actions of its constituent ministers of health, 
rather than perform any function like a supranational executive agency. Once 
countries can grapple with the disease within their own borders  under their own 
national frameworks, it is presumed that international coordination is no longer 
needed, and the PHEIC is quietly de- escalated.

Yet as the response to the 2014–16 Ebola outbreak in West Africa has shown, 
the act of declaring the end of a pandemic can be just as power ful as the act of 
declaring its beginning, and a return to “normal” can indeed exist alongside the 
continuation of an emergency. When, in March 2016, WHO director- general Mar-
garet Chan announced that the Ebola outbreak was no longer a public health 
event of international concern,19 the pronouncement had significant consequences 
on international, national, and local levels. International donors no longer saw it 
justified to provide funds and care to the West African countries devastated by the 
outbreak, even as  these struggling health systems continued to be stretched be-
yond their means by the needs of Ebola survivors. On a local level, for  those strug-
gling with physical and  mental health consequences and for Ebola survivors and 
their families and communities traumatized by the epidemic, it was hardly over. 
The official ending of the epidemic also caused concern beyond the national con-
texts: international nongovernmental organ izations feared that the end of an in-
ternational emergency would hinder work and collaboration on vaccines, which 
 were still  under development at the time.20

Part of the reason that the role of the WHO in proclaiming and terminating the 
state of pandemic is subject to so much scrutiny is that it can be. Unlike other ma-
jor global health funders, such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation or the 
Wellcome Trust, who are accountable only to themselves, the WHO is the only in-
ternational health agency that is accountable to  every government in the world 
and contains the health ministers of  every nation within its parliamentary body, 
the World Health Assembly. Since its foundation in 1948, the organ ization has 
been crucial in coordinating a response, making recommendations, and directing 
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efforts in epidemic management. Its authority is not mainly based on its battered 
bud get, but its access to epidemic intelligence and pool of select individuals, tech-
nical experts with vast experience in epidemic response. And yet, even though 
acknowledgement of this scientific and public health authority is key to its role in 
pandemic crises, ultimately the WHO’s recommendations are carried out in very 
diff er ent ways and on very diff er ent timescales in diff er ent countries, provinces, 
states, counties, and cities.21

We can already see, tracking epidemic curves across the globe through our daily 
consumption of news, that the timeline of epidemics plays out in differing ways 
in vari ous countries. One state might begin easing up restrictions to movement 
and industry, while another is about to enact more and more stringent mea sures, 
as case fatalities increase by the day. As international air travel has come to nearly a 
complete stop and global production and distribution networks have halted, or at 
least significantly reduced, the flow of goods, we are reminded daily by the lack of 
ties that connect us to the rest of the world that the end of an outbreak in one 
community, one nation, or one continent  will not mean the end of the epidemic. 
While the cutoff may seem universal, the reconnection  will show extraordinary 
local variance.

Many believe that the end of COVID-19  will simply arrive with the development 
of a vaccine. Yet a closer look at one of the central vaccine success stories of the 
20th  century shows that technological solutions rarely offer resolution to pandem-
ics on their own. Contrary to our expectations, vaccines are not universal tech-
nologies. Vaccination practices and the infrastructures in place to deliver them are 
as diverse as the epidemic management strategies national governments follow. 
They are always deployed locally, with variable resources and commitments to sci-
entific expertise.22 This is nowhere more vis i ble than in the management of polio 
epidemics that wreaked havoc across the globe in the 1950s.

The development of the polio vaccine is a relatively well- known story, usually 
told, as much of the history of polio, as an American one.23 However, the 1950s saw 
polio epidemics sweep over the globe with no regard for borders, or even the Iron 
Curtain, and in many ways it united the po liti cally divided Cold War world with 
a common goal. Locked in a conflict that would go on for de cades, antagonistic 
superpowers  were provided a safe haven by the disease in which they could meet 
and collaborate. A myriad of publications, scientists, and specimens crisscrossed 
the globe in an effort to share experiences and research in prevention and treat-
ment. In a  couple of years following the licensing of Jonas Salk’s vaccine in the 
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United States, the use of the inactivated vaccine became widely used across the 
world. It did not work, however, in certain settings, or at least not as well as gov-
ernments and scientists hoped.24 This uncertainty with efficiency gave way to the 
mass testing of another live, oral vaccine developed by Albert Sabin, who collabo-
rated in the final stages with Eastern Eu ro pean and Soviet colleagues, primarily 
Mikhail Chumakov. The successful Soviet polio vaccine  trials became a rare land-
mark of Cold War cooperation, which prompted Basil O’Connor, speaking at the 
Second International Conference of Live Poliovirus Vaccines in 1960, to state that 
“in search for the truth that  frees man from disease,  there is no cold war.”25

Yet the differential uptake of this vaccine retraced the divisions of Cold War 
geography. The Soviet Union, Hungary, and Czecho slo va kia  were the first coun-
tries in the world to begin nationwide immunization with the Sabin vaccine, soon 
followed by Cuba, the first country in the Western Hemi sphere to eliminate the 
disease.26 By the time the Sabin vaccine was licensed in the United States in 1963, 
much of Eastern Eu rope had done away with epidemics and was largely polio- free. 
The successful ending of this epidemic within the communist world was imme-
diately held up as proof of the superiority of their po liti cal system.

Did the authoritarian nature of  these regimes make them uniquely capable of 
ending polio epidemics? This question can be seen reflected in current debates 
over the heavy- handed interventions in Wuhan this year. Yet it was also being 
asked in 1948, in one of the first meetings of the freshly minted WHO.27  After a 
devastating war with fascist dictatorships, and in the growing shadow of the Cold 
War, the invocation of authoritarian mea sures was uncomfortable, to say the least, 
but its necessity was widely acknowledged. Furthermore, it was the military- like 
organ ization of the Soviet health care system that Dorothy Horstman, Yale virol-
ogist and WHO envoy, emphasized in support of the validity of the Soviet vac-
cine  trials.28 Such a regime was well placed to organize and efficiently deliver the 
venture.

What united the Cold War East was not only authoritarianism and heavy hier-
archies in state organ ization and society. It was also a shared belief in the integra-
tion of politics and health as a par tic u lar imagination of modernity, in a combina-
tion of a paternal state, biomedical approaches, and social and socialized medicine. 
Regardless of the availability of resources and how far the achievements of health 
care  were from its goals, epidemic management in  these countries combined an 
overall emphasis on disease prevention, relatively easily mobilized health work-
ers, top- down organ ization of vaccinations, and the rhe toric of solidarity, all rest-
ing on a health care system that aimed to provide access to all citizens. However 
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imperfect, vertical and technocratic interventions of vaccination met with hori-
zontal infrastructures of health and social care.29

Authoritarian mea sures, then, are not sufficient, nor are they necessarily as 
beneficial as one might imagine. Alternative solutions, built on compassion and 
solidarity and coupled with adequate provisions, might ease and even remove ten-
sions that often run high in epidemic contexts. Historian Samuel Cohn has ex-
amined the example of the cholera outbreak in Berlin in 1831, where authorities 
focused on assistance and negotiations instead of harsh clampdowns, establishing 
soup kitchens for the unemployed and care for the orphans of victims.30 As a re-
sult, Berlin became unique in avoiding cholera uprisings, which swept across Ger-
man cities and much of Eu rope at the time.  There are other examples: in early 
modern Florence during a plague outbreak, its health board, the Sanitá, combined 
heavy- handed mea sures with punishment for whoever  violated quarantine mea-
sures (for instance by dancing), and at the same time provided food and medicine 
to all inhabitants.31 The assumption was that an insufficient diet, especially among 
the poor, would contribute to their vulnerability to the disease, therefore they 
received daily and weekly packages of bread, wine, sausages, cheese, and herbs. 
The overall death toll in Florence remained significantly lower than other Italian 
cities (around 12% as opposed to up to 61%) by the time the epidemic ended.

Still, authoritarianism as a catalyst for ending epidemics can be singled out and 
pursued with long- lasting consequences. Epidemics can be harbingers of signifi-
cant po liti cal changes that go well beyond their ending, raising questions of what 
then becomes a new “normal”  after the threat passes. Many Hungarians have 
watched with alarm the complete sidelining of parliament and the introduction 
of government by decree at the end of March 2020.32  There was no date set for 
the termination of the emergency mea sures. The end of the epidemic, and thus the 
end of the need for the significantly increased power of Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán, would be determined by Orbán himself. Likewise, many other states, urg-
ing the mobilization of new technologies as a solution to end epidemics, are 
opening the door to heightened state surveillance of their citizens. The apps and 
trackers now being designed to follow the movement and exposure of  people in 
order to enable the end of epidemic lockdowns can collect data and establish 
mechanisms that reach well beyond the original intent. The digital afterlives of 
 these practices raise new and unpre ce dented questions about when and how epi-
demics end.33

Although we want to believe that a single technological breakthrough  will end 
the pre sent crisis, the application of any global health technology is always locally 
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determined.  After its dramatic successes in managing polio epidemics in the late 
1950s and early 1960s, the oral poliovirus vaccine became the tool of choice for 
the Global Polio Eradication Initiative in the 1980s, as it promised an end to “sum-
mer fears” globally.34 But as vaccines are technologies of trust, the end of polio 
continues to be contingent upon maintaining trust in national and international 
structures through which it is delivered. Wherever that often- fragile trust is frac-
tured or undermined, vaccination rates can drop to a critical level, giving way to 
vaccine- derived polio, which thrives in partially vaccinated populations.

In Kano, Nigeria, a ban on polio vaccination between 2000 and 2004 resulted 
in a new national polio epidemic that soon spread to neighboring countries.35 As 
late as December 2019, polio outbreaks  were still reported in fifteen African coun-
tries, including Angola and the Demo cratic Republic of the Congo.36 Nor is it 
clear that polio can fully be regarded as an epidemic at this point: while polio epi-
demics are now a  thing of the past for Hungary, the rest of Eu rope, the Amer i cas, 
Australia, and East Asia as well, the disease itself is still endemic to parts of Af-
rica and South Asia. A disease once universally epidemic is now locally endemic: 
this, too, is another way that epidemics end.

How do epidemics become endemic? Consider the global threat of HIV/AIDS. 
From a strictly biological perspective, the AIDS epidemic never ended. HIV/AIDS 
continues to spread devastation through the world, infecting 1.7 million  people and 
claiming an estimated 770,000 lives in the year 2018 alone.37 But HIV is not gen-
erally described  these days with the same urgency and fear that accompanied the 
newly defined AIDS epidemic in the early 1980s. Like coronavirus  today, AIDS at 
that time was a rapidly spreading and unknown emerging threat, splayed across 
newspaper headlines and magazine covers, claiming the lives of celebrities and 
ordinary citizens alike. Nearly forty years  later, HIV/AIDS has largely become a 
chronic disease endemic, at least in the Global North. Like diabetes, which itself 
claimed an estimated 4.9 million lives in 2019, HIV/AIDS became a manageable 
condition— that is, if one had access to the right medi cations.38

We have a hard time continuing to attend to the urgency of an epidemic that 
has now been rolling on for nearly four de cades. Even in the first de cade of the epi-
demic, AIDS activists in the United States fought tooth and nail to make their 
suffering vis i ble in the face of both the Reagan administration’s dogged refusal to 
talk publicly about the AIDS crisis, and the indifference of the press who went on 
to cover other topics  after the initial sensation of the new plague and the newly 
discovered virus had become common knowledge.39 In this re spect, the social epi-
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demic does not necessarily end when biological transmission has ended, or even 
peaked, but rather when it no longer incites fear as a newsworthy topic compared 
to other potential headlines of environmental collapse, bioterrorism, a dirty bomb, 
instability in the  Middle East, or another epidemic.

The ending of an epidemic is not much clearer even if  there is eventually a suc-
cessful vaccine in place. Polio has not been newsworthy for a while, even as 
thousands around the world still live with the disease with ever- decreasing access 
to care and support. Soon  after the immediate threat of outbreaks passed, so did 
support for the  people whose lives  were still bound up in the disease. With the 
polio prob lem “solved,” specialized hospitals closed, fund rais ing organ izations 
found new  causes, and poster  children found themselves in an increasingly chal-
lenging world. Few medical professionals are trained  today in the treatment of the 
disease. As intimate knowledge of polio and its treatment withered away with 
time,  people living with polio became embodied repositories of lost knowledge. 
But  people have all but dis appeared from how we talk about the disease, despite 
the fact that hundreds of thousands continue to live with it and a number of  people 
contract it each year as it remains a real threat—it has morphed from its clinical 
complexity to a virus, which is only ever discussed in the context of vaccines and 
endings. The social narrative of an epidemic ending, therefore, can impact hun-
dreds of thousands of personal lives, especially  those for whom the biological epi-
demic has not ended.

Our attention is more easily drawn to new diseases as they emerge. Well before 
AIDS drew the world’s attention to the devastating potential of new epidemic dis-
eases, a series of  earlier outbreaks had already signaled the presence of emerging 
infectious agents. When hundreds of members of the American Legion fell ill with 
a mysterious new disease  after their annual meeting in Philadelphia in 1976, the 
efforts of epidemiologists from the CDC to explain the spread of this virulent new 
epidemic disease and its newly discovered causative agent, Legionella, occupied 
front- page headlines.40 In the years since, however, as the 1976 incident faded from 
memory, infections of Legionnaires’ disease have become everyday objects of med-
ical care, even though incidences in the United States have grown ninefold since 
2000, tracing a line of exponential growth that looks a lot like COVID-19’s on a 
longer timescale.41 Yet few among us regularly pause in our daily lives to consider 
 whether we are living through the slowly ascending limb of a Legionnaires’ 
epidemic.

Likewise hepatitis C, the most common blood- borne infection in the United 
States, was also first described in the 1970s,  after the rapid spread of a new and 
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virulent form of hepatitis spreading among patients who tested negative for both 
hepatitis A and hepatitis B.42  Because in hepatitis C, as in HIV, the causative 
virus can be carried without symptoms for de cades, the CDC refers to hepatitis C 
as a “ silent epidemic,” noting a 150% increase in new cases in recent years even in 
the face of new curative agents, and  there are at least 3.5 million cases currently 
in the United States alone.43 Yet few among us regularly pause in our daily lives 
to consider we are living through the ascending limb of a hepatitis C epidemic.

Nor do most  people living in the Global North stop to consider the ravages of 
tuberculosis as a pandemic, even though an estimated 10 million new cases of tu-
berculosis  were reported around the globe in 2018 and an estimated 1.5 million 
 people died from the disease.44 Tuberculosis, the leading cause of death worldwide 
from a single infectious agent, is the target of concerted international disease con-
trol efforts, and occasionally eradication efforts, but the timescale of this afflic-
tion has been spread out so long— and so clearly demarcated in space as a prob-
lem of “other places”— that it is no longer part of the epidemic imagination of the 
Global North.45

DNA lineage studies of tuberculosis now show that the spread of the disease 
in sub- Saharan Africa and Latin Amer i ca was initiated by Eu ro pean contact and 
conquest from the 15th  century through the 19th  century.46 In the early de cades 
of the 20th  century, tuberculosis epidemics accelerated throughout sub- Saharan 
Africa, South Asia, and Southeast Asia due to the rapid urbanization and indus-
trialization of Eu ro pean colonies.47 Although the wave of decolonization that swept 
 these regions between the 1940s and the 1980s established autonomy and sover-
eignty for newly postcolonial nations, this movement did not send tuberculosis 
back to Eu rope.

Like infectious agents on an agar plate, epidemics colonize our social lives and 
force us to learn to live with them, in one way or another, for the foreseeable 
 future.  There is no  simple return to the way  things  were in the aftermath of an epi-
demic: what ever normal is built in the aftermath is a new normal. Just as the 
postcolonial period for most nations who lived  under Eu ro pean empires is char-
acterized by continuing structures established  under colonial rule, so too are our 
post- epidemic  futures indelibly inflected by each passing agent. Like “universal 
precautions” and blood- bank screening  after HIV/AIDS,48 or mask wearing in 
Asian socie ties  after SARS, much of what we accept as everyday real ity in the 
 future  will only be seen as diff er ent to  those who look backward to find the sub-
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tle scars where the new normal was sutured onto the fabric of social life that came 
before.49

The uncertainty of the pre sent does not stop countless modelers, politicians, 
and pundits from making predictions of what  will come  after the end of the epi-
demic.  After the end of coronavirus, we are told, we  will see the end of neoliberal 
austerity.  After the end of coronavirus, we are told, we  will see the folly of not in-
vesting in national health programs.  After the end of coronavirus, we  will divest 
fully from fossil fuels and embrace a green economy, we  will see the consolidation 
of autocracy, we  will see barbarism with a  human face.

History does not predict what we  will see when we see the end of the pre sent 
epidemic. Like the world of scientific facts  after the end of a critical experiment, 
the world that we find  after the end of an epidemic crisis looks in many ways 
like the world that came before, but with new social truths established.50 How 
 these truths are established depends a  great deal on current interactions among 
 people, the instruments of social policy as well as medical and public health inter-
vention with which we apply our efforts, and the under lying response of the mate-
rial which we applied that apparatus against (in this case, the coronavirus strain 
SARS- CoV-2). While we cannot know now how the pre sent epidemic  will end, we 
can be confident that it in its wake it  will leave diff er ent conceptions of normal in 
realms biological and social, national and international, economic and po liti cal.

Though we like to think that science itself, like a vaccine, can be a universal 
remedy to the pandemic, science is contingent upon local practices that are eas-
ily thrown over in an emergency and established conventions that do not always 
hold up in situations of urgency.  Today, we see civic leaders claiming the availabil-
ity of treatments, antibody screens, and vaccines well in advance of any scientific 
evidence,51 while relatively straightforward attempts to estimate the true number 
of  people affected by the disease spark firestorms over the credibility of medical 
knowledge.52 Arduous work is often required to achieve scientific consensus, and 
when stakes are high, heterogeneous data give way to highly variable interpreta-
tions. As data move too quickly in some domains and too slowly in  others, and ur-
gent time pressures are placed on all investigations, the projected curve of the 
epidemic is transformed into an elaborate guessing game in which diff er ent states 
rely on diff er ent kinds of scientific claims to sketch out wildly diff er ent timetables 
for ending social restrictions.53

 These varied endings of the epidemic across local and national settings  will 
only be valid insofar as they are acknowledged as such by  others— especially if any 
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reopening of trade and travel is to be achieved. In this sense, the pro cess of estab-
lishing a new normal  will continue to be bound up in international consensus. 
What the new normal in global health governance  will look like, however, is more 
uncertain than ever. Long accustomed to the role of international whipping boy, 
the WHO Secretariat seems doomed to  either be accused of overreaching beyond 
its mandate, or not acting fast enough. Moreover, it can easily become a target of 
scapegoating, as the secessional posturing of Donald Trump demonstrates. Yet the 
American president’s move is neither unpre ce dented nor unsurmountable. Al-
though Trump’s voting base might not wish to be grouped together with the 
other global power that seceded from the World Health Organ ization,  after the 
Soviet Union’s 1949 departure from the WHO it ultimately brought the Eastern 
Bloc back to task of international health leadership in 1956. Much as the return 
of the Soviets to the WHO resulted in the global eradication of smallpox— the only 
 human disease so far to have been intentionally eradicated—it is pos si ble that 
some  future return of the United States to the proj ect of global health governance 
might also result in a more hopeful post- pandemic  future.54

As the historian of medicine and historian of time Anne Kveim Lie and Helge 
Jordheim have recently noted, in epidemic times “the pre sent moves faster, the 
past seems further removed, and the  future seems completely unpredictable.”55 
How, then, are we to know when epidemics end? How does the act of looking back 
aid us in determining a way forward? Historians make poor futurologists, but we 
spend a lot of time thinking about time. And epidemics produce their own kinds 
of time, in both biological and social domains. Epidemics disrupt the social con-
ventions with which we divide up a given week or day. They carry within them 
their own tempos and rhythms: the slow initial growth, the explosive upward limb 
of the outbreak, and the slowing of transmission that marks the peak, plateau, and 
the downward limb. This last part, the end of an epidemic, is perhaps always ever 
an asymptote, never disappearing but rather fading to the point where its signal 
is lost in the noise of the new normal, and even allowed, in some imaginable 
 future, to be forgotten.
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Among the brilliant and flamboyant costumes they wear during Carnival in 
Venice, a sombre figure also stalks. It wears a white mask with dark spec-

tacles and a long curving beak along with a black hat and gown. The “plague doc-
tor” costume was once more than a diversion. It dates back to the  middle of the 
14th  century when waves of the bubonic plague— the Black Death— hit the city, 
prob ably borne from further east by some of the many trading ships that had made 
Venice so rich. The authorities did what they could, setting up special burial 
grounds and quarantine stations throughout the city and eventually obliging newly 
arriving ships to isolate themselves for forty days on a remote island. The city also 
or ga nized and paid for the plague doctors. The mask, with its spectacles and a 
beak stuffed with special herbs, would, it was hoped, ward off the noxious vapors 
suspected of carry ing the disease. The  great trading city of Genoa on the other side 
of Italy endured its own outbreak around the same time and the plague spread 
outwards throughout Eu rope, carry ing off a third or more of all its inhabitants.

It was a diff er ent world of course with very diff er ent values, institutions, and sci-
ence and technology. Yet the reactions of Eu ro pe ans and their governments then— 
fear, denial, resignation, hope, blind optimism, experimentation— are not so diff er-
ent from ours  today. Moralists and theologians blamed the pandemic on the decline 
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in public morality; in one of the stranger responses, wandering bands of flagellants 
whipped themselves raw to atone for their sins. Conspiracy theorists preferred to 
single out minorities, at that time Jews. Governments floundered; some virtually 
collapsed while  others did their best to cope and to contain the disease, clearing out 
garbage  because it produced supposedly dangerous odors, locking up the sick in 
their  houses or forcing them out into the countryside to die  there. And, as many are 
 doing  today, the rich fled the cities to their country estates while the poor remained 
where they  were, jammed into slums and at the mercy of the disease.

 There was a desperate search for prophylactics and cures just as  there is  today: 
nosegays perhaps, like the herbs in the plague doctors’ masks, might keep the evil 
vapors away. Pilgrims flocked to holy relics, particularly  those of St. Sebastian 
who, it was held, protected worshippers against the plague. While  there  were 
many instances of selfishness and indifference to the suffering of  others,  there 
 were also  great acts of altruism, with local groups springing up to nurse the sick 
and bury the dead. What made the times even more difficult and troubling is that 
the Black Death was not the only crisis in Eu rope. Across the continent, conflicts— 
the Hundred Years’ War between  England and France, for example— carried on 
despite the pandemic. More, the  Great Schism in the Church of Rome shook pub-
lic faith in the institution itself and in morality.1 Shocks, as we are discovering 
with COVID-19, do not always come at con ve nient times, and when they intersect 
with other crises, as happened in 2020, their impact is amplified.

Historians disagree on how much change the Black Death brought.2 Govern-
ments did not fall as a result of that first  great outbreak, and the Church eventu-
ally regained much of its authority, at least  until its next crisis during the Refor-
mation.  Because  there  were fewer  people to work, wages in some areas went up 
and workers  were often somewhat better treated. It is pos si ble that the need to deal 
with the repeated waves of the plague encouraged the move to stronger central-
ized states, but war was already  doing that. The plague, if anything, reinforced a 
lesson Eu ro pe ans already knew well— that life is uncertain and unfair, and death 
can come quickly. And it was  going to take another five and a half centuries  after 
 those first outbreaks in the late 1340s for scientists to fi nally work out how the 
Black Death was transmitted, and it took longer still for the development of the 
antibiotics which could treat it.

It  will be harder for us to come to terms with the prospect that we may not find 
a cure or treatment for COVID-19 soon. For we have got used to a world where sci-
ence and technology forge ahead, eliminating what  were once ordinary diseases, 
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prolonging life, and producing consumer goods and innovations on a scale and 
with a rapidity our ancestors could only dream of. We have come to expect what 
the British government fetishized in 2020, that science and our institutions  will 
solve our prob lems and keep us safe. The impact of our pandemic may, paradoxi-
cally, be greater than that of the even more deadly Black Death precisely  because 
we are unaccustomed to dealing with uncertainty. The COVID-19 crisis is often 
compared to the Spanish influenza at the end of the First World War, which may 
have killed as many as fifty million  people around the globe. Certainly  there are 
similarities: the virus spread quickly in a globalized world and governments var-
ied their responses, from ignoring its spread to imposing curfews, with the result 
that mortality rates varied widely from place to place. Yet in other ways the reac-
tions to the influenza  were closer to  those of the 14th  century. Medical science did 
not yet have the tools to fully understand the influenza’s transmission and impact 
or to develop ways of treating it quickly.  People at the time also lived in an uncer-
tain world where life could be cut short at any time by a  whole host of diseases 
which have now virtually dis appeared, such as smallpox, or that can be managed 
and treated, such as cholera or typhoid.  There is so  little comment about the in-
fluenza in the memoirs and novels of the time that perhaps the millions of dead 
in the war had further habituated the world to sudden death.

The COVID-19 pandemic has shaken even strong socie ties. It has brought into 
sharp relief flaws that  were already starting to emerge in our globalized world: 
growing social and economic inequalities, for example, or the dangerous fragility 
of international supply lines. And it has exacerbated existing international ten-
sions, between the United States and China for example, as governments blame 
each other for the spread of the virus. Just as 14th- century Eu rope suffered from 
a convergence of diff er ent crises, so too  today prob lems and issues that had 
been developing on parallel paths are increasingly intersecting. The higher death 
rate among ethnic and racial minorities in several countries, including the 
United States and the United Kingdom, has heightened existing concerns and re-
sentment over racism. Re sis tance to globalization or at least to this current 
form of it has been given new force by the rapid international spread of COVID-19. 
The public’s disillusionment of the past de cades with their own elites and insti-
tutions has been further fueled by the incoherent and often in effec tive responses 
of their governments.

A debate has started about what we did wrong and what we did right in confront-
ing the pandemic, but it is already developing into a broader discussion of what is 
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wrong with our socie ties and what we need to do in order to cope better with the 
next  great challenge,  whether it is economic, medical, or environmental. We  will 
need to examine and debate our own assumptions about how to prepare for sud-
den large- scale crises, about the proper role of government, or about how to build 
stable and effective domestic and international socie ties. As we start to take stock 
of the costs and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and prepare to deal with an 
uncertain  future, history, I suggest, can help us answer crucial questions. Most 
importantly, why are we repeatedly surprised by catastrophes? While  there are 
what Nassim Taleb has called “black swan” events— rare and hard or impossible 
to predict— most cataclysmic events have warning signs beforehand, if only  people 
care to notice. If we can get a better understanding of why we and, crucially,  those 
in positions of power fail to do so, we may be able to guard against that compla-
cency in the  future. Then  there is the question, once the crisis is upon us, why do 
some leaders and some socie ties cope better than  others? And, then, how do we 
deal with the consequences and pick up the pieces? When have socie ties learned 
from catastrophes and put in place needed reforms and mea sures for the ones 
yet to come? By looking at history, we can gain a better idea of the role played 
in crises by values and ideas, the strengths or weaknesses of institutions, and 
leadership.

History can help as we raise questions and look for answers, but we must not 
expect clear lessons or con ve nient blueprints for the  future. We must understand 
and acknowledge differences over time and in socie ties,  whether in institutions, 
capabilities, or values. The United States is often compared to the Roman Empire, 
but the two are far apart in both time and character. American presidents may 
have an imperial style, but they do not sacrifice to the gods or indeed believe that 
they are gods themselves. And the order in which events unfold  matters. The mili-
tary planners and strategists  going into the Second World War  were influenced 
by their experience of the first. The French thought the defense would still be 
stronger than the offensive, and so they built the Maginot Line and waited to shat-
ter German attacks. The Allied leaders who planned the post-1945 world  were 
conscious of what had gone wrong in the 1920s and 1930s and hoped to set up in-
stitutions to avert  those po liti cal and economic failures.

The study of the past offers instructive examples, showing what has worked in 
the face of challenges and what has not. In the financial crisis of 2008, the chair 
of the Federal Reserve, Ben Bernanke, and Timothy Geithner, chair of the Federal 
Reserve Bank of New York,  were helped in their decision making by their knowl-
edge of previous crashes and depressions, particularly the  Great Depression of the 
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1930s. Indeed, Bernanke had researched and written about the subject in his aca-
demic  career. History also warns of unintended consequences and shows what 
the price of failure might be. The Tsarist regime in Rus sia went to war in 1914 as-
suming that the conflict would be short and hoping that a common cause might 
pull a badly fractured society together. The opposite happened and large numbers 
of Rus sians, including, critically, much of the military, simply withdrew their sup-
port. The first revolution, of February 1917, toppled what was a hollow shell, and 
the second, in October, brought the tiny Bolshevik Party into power with lasting 
consequences for Rus sia and the world. Fi nally, examples of similar situations— 
such as depressions, war, revolutions— allow us to ask what we might do ourselves. 
Knowing what questions to ask is the first step to getting good answers.

Using analogies to analyze situations and determine what policies and actions 
might work has to be done with care of course, and we must always guard against 
getting locked into just one analogy. Think of the ways in which the Munich anal-
ogy has been misused both in the initial assessments and expectations. Anthony 
Eden was persuaded that Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt was a dictator like Benito 
Mussolini or Adolf Hitler, whom Eden had dealt with in the 1930s, and that he 
must be confronted early on while he still was consolidating his regime and not 
yet militarily strong. And so Britain, in league with France and Israel, embarked 
on the disastrous Suez adventure. In real ity Nasser was an Arab nationalist who 
was bent not on war and conquest but on situating Egypt at the center of the Arab 
world. Unlike Hitler and Mussolini he could have been managed with a combina-
tion of skilful diplomacy and containment.

In a few months many of us have gone from assuming that pandemics  were only 
in the past to living with an unaccustomed degree of uncertainty. We still do not 
understand completely how COVID-19 spreads, why it affects some demographic 
groups more than  others, or how best to contain and treat it. Although we have 
made considerable pro gress, the effective vaccine may be a long way off—or not 
come at all. The pandemic has shaken our faith in science, in our leaders, and in 
our socie ties.

Yet COVID-19 should not have come as such a shock. Epidemiologists and other 
scientific experts have been warning for years that we faced increasing risks from 
viruses that jump from other living creatures, such as birds or swine, to  human 
beings. As populations increased and pressed into hitherto wild natu ral areas, the 
chances of that grew greater. More, the ease and extent of travel around the globe 
made it likely that new viruses would spread rapidly.  There have been warnings 
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from past influenza pandemics: the Asian flu, 1957–8; the Hong Kong flu, 1968–9; 
the swine flu, 2009–10; and of course, long before  those, the Spanish flu, 1917–20, 
which may have killed as many as fifty million  people worldwide. And corona-
viruses such as MERS,  Middle East Respiratory Syndrome, and SARS, Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome, gave warnings of other strains of potentially lethal 
disease occurring on a large scale.

 There are, alas, many examples in the past of  people ignoring evidence, or when 
that became impossible, explaining it away. Often it is a consequence of being pre-
occupied with other prob lems which seem more immediate. In January 2020 
scattered reports that a strange new virus had appeared in Wuhan  were overshad-
owed by the sharp rise in tensions between the United States and Iran or, in the 
United States itself, the Demo cratic primaries. In addition, as psychologists have 
pointed out, we tend to suffer from a confirmation bias. We fit what we observe 
into an existing system of beliefs and assumptions. That is reinforced increasingly 
 today by media “echo chambers” which keep out contrary views.  There  were signs 
before the Wall Street Crash of 1929 that the stock market was dangerously over-
heating and that levels of debt  were too high, but the ever- growing pool of inves-
tors wanted to believe in their chances of making  great profits. Indeed, they often 
resented  those who tried to issue warnings as only interested in keeping the wealth 
for themselves. In 1998 the investment firm Long-Term Capital, which prided it-
self on having taken risk out of finance, suddenly imploded when the capital 
markets did not behave as the computer models had predicted. Its failure threat-
ened the stability of the  whole American system, and it had to be sal vaged and 
then quietly wound up when the Federal Reserve Bank of New York or ga nized a 
bailout by major financial institutions.3 Yet for all the postmortems and recom-
mendations for greater regulation, very  little was done and the derivatives mar-
ket continued to grow. The belief among  those investors who  were making extrava-
gant profits thanks to increasingly arcane instruments was, as the title of Carmen 
Reinhart and Kenneth Rogoff’s study of centuries of financial folly says, “this time 
is diff er ent.” As  those who have written about what went wrong in 2008, includ-
ing Reinhart and Rogan, Gillian Tett, Andrew Ross Sorkin, and Michael Short, 
have all pointed out, the warnings, from academics, government officials, and 
businesspeople,  were simply brushed aside.4

The First World War was a turning point in the 20th  century, and its outbreak 
provides a vivid example of how decision making can enter a narrow tunnel and 
how  those making the decisions fail to account for potential and unintended 
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consequences. Without that long and costly strug gle which put the socie ties in-
volved  under such strain, Eu rope might well have been spared the violent milita-
rized politics of the 1920s and 1930s. We can never know, but it is pos si ble that 
Austria- Hungary and the Ottoman Empire might have evolved into multinational 
states. Rus sia in 1914 had survived an  earlier revolution and was moving by fits 
and starts  towards constitutional and representative government. More, its econ-
omy and society  were modernizing rapidly. The war cut short that promise and, 
by bringing about the destruction of the old regime, made pos si ble the Bolshevik 
coup d’état of October 1917. The spread of the Bolsheviks’ revolutionary ideol-
ogy and the growth of anti- democratic communist parties increasingly  under the 
direction of Moscow, as well as the establishment of new states based on ethnic-
ity, made Eu ro pean domestic and interstate politics dangerously polarized and 
overheated. The First World War did not lead directly to the Second but it made it 
pos si ble. If they could have seen the  future or even  imagined a part of it, would 
Eu rope’s leaders have acted other wise than they did in the final crisis of July 1914? 
That failure of imagination is a case study in why we are shocked by events 
that, especially in hindsight, had been threatening.5

In the summer of 1914 Eu ro pe ans  were, for the most part, stunned by the 
speed— just over a month— with which the continent went from peace to a gen-
eral war. Thousands of  people who had gone on holidays as usual in July found 
themselves scrambling to get home as borders snapped shut and trains  were di-
verted for troops. The long  century of peace in Eu rope  after the Napoleonic Wars 
had persuaded many Eu ro pe ans that their civilization had moved beyond the need 
for nations to  settle disputes by vio lence. And the po liti cal and military leaders, 
who had thought they could still use war as an instrument of policy, had been 
banking on a short decisive war. As a consequence, they had made no plans  either 
to stockpile large amounts of war matériel or convert a peacetime economy into 
a war one, and they  were surprised and appalled at how quickly mass industrial 
war consumed resources. Within a month the French used up half the ammuni-
tion they had on hand and German artillery had fired all the shells available by 
the end of six weeks. And, as the two sides settled into their trenches in the late 
autumn of 1914, it became clear that a war planned as one of movement was on 
its way to becoming a stalemate.6

The war should not have come as such a surprise.  After all, the military and 
diplomatic establishments of the  great powers had been thinking and planning for 
potential war since the end of the 19th  century. And the first de cade of the 20th 
 century had shown that peace in Eu rope was resting on increasingly shaky foun-
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dations. Heightened nationalisms, aided by the spread of literacy, the mass media, 
and the extension of the voting franchise, put governments  under pressure to de-
fend national honor and interests, if necessary, through war. And governments 
and lobby groups  were in turn prepared to use public sentiments to promote ac-
tivist foreign policies or get more funds for the military. Before 1914 an arms race 
gripped the major powers which further heightened tensions among them. Added 
to that was the influence of social Darwinism which encouraged a belief that a 
strug gle for survival was inevitable among nations. For some Eu ro pe ans war was 
seen as desirable, a way of demonstrating the nation’s virility and determination 
to succeed. Any war, it was assumed, would necessarily be short  because  after 
about six months, empty trea suries and bankrupt economies would force the 
powers to negotiate.

Eu ro pean planners should not have been surprised at the nature of the war or 
by the inability of  either side to overcome the other. They certainly had enough 
evidence by 1914 to make an informed guess about how a major Eu ro pean war 
might unfold. The military had closely studied recent conflicts around the world. 
It was increasingly clear that advances in technology had given an advantage to 
a well- dug-in defense. Yet evidence from wars such as the American Civil War or 
colonial wars was dismissed on the grounds that, as one Eu ro pean general put it, 
“ Those savage encounters do not deserve the name of war.” Perhaps  because they 
remained uneasy about the evident power the new weapons gave defenders, the 
military took refuge in calculations of how many attackers would be needed to 
overcome one defender or magical thinking about imbuing all their soldiers with 
a longing to sacrifice their lives.

Eu ro pe ans had ample warning that a major war would be hard to control and 
perhaps unwinnable by  either side. Their strategists and po liti cal leaders should 
have been able to envisage the possibility of a stalemate, for the balance of power 
was so evenly divided by 1914. Ivan Bloch, a highly successful entrepreneur in Rus-
sia, devoted much of the last part of his life to a massive study of war in which he 
argued that Eu rope’s own economic strength could be turned inwards to tear it 
apart and that any conflict was likely to produce years of deadlock rather than the 
weeks and months of swift  battles the generals  imagined. The French politician 
Jean Jaurès made a study of war and came to a similar conclusion.  Because both 
 were civilians and the former a Jewish businessman and the latter a socialist, they 
 were ignored by the experts.

The road to the First World War also shows how dangerous the division of 
responsibilities can be. The politicians tended to leave military affairs to their 
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experts— much as some governments in the COVID-19 crisis have claimed to be 
following the science when in real ity the decisions that must be made are broad 
po liti cal ones. In the major Eu ro pean powers, civilian control over the military, 
even in Britain and France, which had stronger traditions in that area than Ger-
many or Austria- Hungary, was inadequate or nearly non ex is tent. So the military 
made plans, which they did not always share with the civilian leadership, to fight 
offensively or only on two fronts. Too often the civilians  were content to remain 
in the dark only to find that, as the war approached, the choices before them had 
been dangerously narrowed. In the final days before the First World War started, 
the Kaiser in Germany and the Tsar in Rus sia tried to limit the coming conflict 
by fighting on a single front only to be told by their generals that was impossible.

Of course  there  were  those, including po liti cal leaders such as Jaurès or Sir Ed-
ward Grey, the British foreign secretary, who worried about growing tensions 
and careless talk about how a good war would clear the air, but an impor tant psy-
chological barrier had been crossed and war had become thinkable. In the years 
before 1914 a series of crises—the annexation of the Ottoman territory by Austria- 
Hungary in 1908, the Italian seizure of Libya from the Ottoman Empire in 1911, 
and the Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913—brought talk of war and threatening moves 
such as military mobilizations. The powers muddled through but each crisis left 
both lingering resentments and a fatal complacency, similar to the one at the start 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, that all such challenges could be successfully dealt 
with. The brinkmanship served further to weaken what was already a fragile Eu-
ro pean order and increased the temptation for preventive wars. As mutual suspi-
cions grew, what was intended as deterrence on one side was read in other capi-
tals as a threat. In 1914, Rus sia’s decision to mobilize some forces as “a precaution” 
was read in Berlin as preparation for an attack, and the high command pressured 
the government to order the German armies into action before it was too late.

In the final days before a general war, Eu rope’s leaders let it down. The British 
government and the media  were not paying attention to the confrontation devel-
oping in the Balkans  after the assassination of the Archduke  because of the Irish 
question that was threatening to tear apart British society, while the French  were 
focused on the sensational trial of the wife of a leading politician who had shot a 
critic of her husband. In Berlin the Kaiser recklessly promised his “blank check” of 
support to Austria- Hungary as it moved to destroy Serbia and his government 
meekly backed him up. When they realized that they  were about to unleash a gen-
eral war, the Kaiser and his cousin Tsar Nicholas II of Rus sia both hesitated to 
sign the fatal mobilization  orders, yet both gave way to their own military.
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How then can socie ties and their governments avoid being taken by surprise 
and prepare themselves better to make decisions when  great events occur? When 
we look at previous crises and the COVID-19 pandemic, certain tendencies stand 
out that must be guarded against. Complacency: the faith that we have muddled 
through before, avoiding a war or finding a cure, and we can do so again. Tunnel 
vision:  those in positions of power and authority fall into the trap of speaking and 
listening only to  those who reinforce what they already believe, and competing 
viewpoints are belittled or ignored and awkward pieces of evidence explained 
away. And fi nally, an unwillingness to learn from experience: the temptation  after 
a crisis has been dealt with to relax and go back to business as usual, yet that is 
precisely the moment society should be resolving to do better and to set in place 
insurance,  whether that be better banking regulations or stockpiles of crucial 
medical goods.

In the COVID-19 pandemic, demo cratic states, especially  those with a history of 
moderate politics where parties tend to seek the  middle ground,  were able to suc-
cessfully appeal to their citizens to think of a common good without needing 
coercion. In Germany, South  Korea, and New Zealand, which  were among the 
more successful countries in managing the pandemic, governments did not have 
to order  people to wear masks or do social distancing. As the two world wars dem-
onstrated, patriotism or ideologies of other sorts bring  people together. Accept-
ing sacrifices and mobilizing resources, especially in a long strug gle, cannot be 
imposed merely by fiat. Soviet citizens in the Second World War had  little choice 
over their leaders, but they trusted them as Rus sians had not in the First World 
War. Soviet men and  women volunteered to fight the German invaders, or ga nized 
partisan groups  behind the lines, and endured long years of hardship. They did so, 
it is clear, not for communism but for  Mother Rus sia, and official propaganda came 
to reflect that. Britain was able to maintain its war effort  because its citizens 
agreed on the common cause of surviving and defeating the Axis powers.  Labour 
politicians joined a Conservative government led by Winston Churchill. In France, 
by contrast, the divisions over what sort of society France should be, over values 
such as religion, and over  whether Nazi Germany or Soviet Rus sia was the great-
est  enemy had already threatened to tear the country apart in the 1930s. When 
the war came, neither French society nor its leaders  were united in their values 
or goals and that contributed to the defeat and capitulation of 1940.7

Success in coping also depends on existing institutions, which include effective 
governing bodies and civil ser vices, well- resourced education and research, and 
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strong industrial and economic organ izations. Britain endured and prevailed in 
two world wars, in part,  because it mobilized its economy and society more effi-
ciently and thoroughly than its enemies. The government persuaded  unions and 
employers, on the  whole successfully, to work together to sink their differences for 
the war effort, and it persuaded the public to accept a high degree of control over 
their lives.8 Rus sia held together for a surprising length of time in the First World 
War thanks largely to the patriotism of its  people, but by 1917 its institutions, never 
strong to begin with,  were buckling  under the strain. Soldiers at the front  were so 
short of equipment that they had to share  rifles and could only fire a handful of 
bullets a day. The railways  were clogged and chaotic and the cities  were slowly 
starving  because crops could not be brought in from the country. The Tsar’s gov-
ernment was incapable of providing leadership, and rumors of corruption, even 
treason, undermined its few remaining shreds of authority.9

As the experience of Rus sia in the First World War shows, leadership counts 
too. The countries that have done well in the 2020 pandemic tend to be  those with 
leaders who are both responsive to their publics and are not afraid to make diffi-
cult decisions. Angela Merkel in Germany and Jacinda Ardern in New Zealand had 
the benefit of leading strong and cohesive socie ties before the pandemic, and their 
decisions and style have only enhanced that fact rather than undermined it. Both 
have addressed their  peoples bluntly and have not attempted to minimize the se-
verity of the crisis or the challenges in managing it. Nor have they been afraid to 
make decisions. By contrast, the British government has sent out a series of con-
flicting messages and irritated the public by telling transparent untruths about, for 
example, the availability of testing. In the United States, the federal government 
has been largely absent in managing the crises and, when it has intervened, has 
often issued dangerous or misleading advice. Leadership  there has devolved largely 
to the state and municipal level with understandably mixed results. In more au-
thoritarian socie ties, the response, as so often has been the case, has depended too 
much on the leader. Brazil’s president Jair Bolsonaro made light of the threat of 
COVID-19— a “mere case of the sniffles,” he said— and quarrelled with his own 
bureaucrats, the medical establishment, and state governors. In Rus sia, President 
Vladimir Putin denied the existence of cases for far too long even as he secluded 
himself in a special hygienic bunker. China has been more successful, but that may 
be less a consequence of Xi Jinping’s leadership— after all, he largely absented him-
self in the early stages of the pandemic— and more on the size and strength of 
the Communist Party and a society which values cohesiveness and conformity to 
social norms.
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Good leaders also have a willingness to draw on advice and support from what-
ever quarter. Just as President Abraham Lincoln had assembled a cabinet full of 
talented individuals, President Franklin Delano Roo se velt in the 1930s brought 
into government Republicans, businesspeople, university professors, and, in the 
case of Frances Perkins in the Department of  Labor, a strong social activist. Dur-
ing the Second World War the governments of both the United States and Can-
ada had the “dollar- a- year men,” successful businessmen who volunteered their 
ser vices. In Britain Winston Churchill pioneered the use of scientific advisors, 
and the famous code- breaking center at Bletchley Park raided the universities for 
their most talented students. It is said that when Churchill paid a visit to Bletchley 
he remarked to the director that, while he had urged that no stone be unturned to 
find the brightest minds, he had not expected to be taken literally. In addition, 
leaders such as Lincoln, Roo se velt, and Churchill can be firm in purpose and con-
fident of the rightness of their long- term goals but still willing to listen to contra-
dictory views. Indeed, that helped them to think through their decisions. During 
the Cuban Missile Crisis, President Kennedy assembled an Executive Committee, 
ExComm, of his most impor tant officials and advisers and had them thrash out 
the merits and demerits of pos si ble responses to the Soviet provocations.

In that crisis Kennedy also showed that he had learned from the failure of the 
Bay of Pigs the year before not to believe every thing the military told him or the 
assurances they gave. That brings me to the last issue I wish to raise. How can in-
dividuals or groups of individuals such as nations best learn from major crises? 
That we can and must learn seems obvious. In the past  century demo cratic gov-
ernments have fallen into the habit of setting up official inquiries to probe what 
went wrong and to offer recommendations.  After both world wars a number of 
governments commissioned official histories whose purpose was not merely to cre-
ate a rec ord of events but to analyze and probe what had worked and what had 
not. How much governments heed such conclusions is another  matter. The Amer-
ican military and many in the foreign policy establishment concluded  after the 
United States’ failure in Vietnam that it should never again fight a counterinsur-
gency war. So, strategies and tactics that had been learned through painful expe-
rience  were not studied at military colleges and the best book on counterinsur-
gency was allowed to go out of print. With the invasion of Af ghan i stan and then 
the invasion and occupation of Iraq at the start of this  century, many of  those les-
sons had to be relearned. As a  counterexample, certain young army officers, 
among them Charles de Gaulle and Heinz Guderian, learned from their experi-
ences in the First World War to re spect the offensive potential of the tank, and they 
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 were able put their ideas into practice in their own armies. The British post-1945 
 Labour government and other Eu ro pean governments took in the lessons of the 
1930s, when the  Great Depression caused massive economic misery and opened 
up dangerous rifts in society. The welfare state and similar social- democratic mea-
sures across Eu rope  were the result and have contributed greatly to Eu rope’s 
well- being and stability.

In the 17th  century the prolonged miseries of the Thirty Years’ War, when the 
powers meddled in each other’s internal affairs, fi nally persuaded Eu ro pean lead-
ers to accept the princi ple of sovereignty which was enshrined in the peace set-
tlement of Westphalia. In the next  century the Eu ro pean powers clung to the 
notion of a balance of power in a zero- sum game despite the high costs, but the 
French Revolution and the rise to power of a hegemonic France  under Napoleon 
made them think again. As Paul Schroeder has argued, the statesmen who met at 
Vienna in 1814 and 1815 had the goal not of a balance but an “equilibrium,” based 
on a re spect for laws and borders and aimed at creating stability.10 During the Sec-
ond World War, the leaders of the  Grand Alliance took note of the failures of the 
Paris Peace Conference at the end of the First World War and the more recent ones 
of the 1930s, when appeasement and a lack of support for the League of Nations 
only emboldened the dictators who  were bent on revising the international order.11 
This time the United States not only took the lead in building new institutions of 
which the centerpiece was the United Nations but Roo se velt ensured that the 
United States would become a member. At the same time, Allied leaders, with the 
experience of the  Great Depression and the collapse of world trade as nations 
scrambled to erect tariff barriers, came together, again  under the leadership of the 
United States, to create the Bretton Woods institutions of the World Bank, the In-
ternational Monetary Fund, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade to 
keep the world’s economy stable and encourage the spread of trade, investment, 
and prosperity. In Western Eu rope, forward- looking leaders, mindful of the corro-
sive national rivalries of the 1930s that had led to the outbreak of war in 1939, laid 
the foundations of the Eu ro pean Union. In the postwar years the United States 
took on the responsibilities of being a superpower and both encouraged Eu ro pean 
states to cooperate with each other and aided recovery directly through the Mar-
shall Plan. The trou ble is that memories fade and lessons lose their force as  those 
who learned them firsthand depart from the scene. Perhaps the COVID-19 crisis 
 will remind us yet again of the benefits of international cooperation.

While it is too soon to draw firm conclusions or formulate lessons, some  things 
are already becoming clear. COVID-19 has brought to prominence the failings in 
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our socie ties, such as growing social and economic in equality, the dangerous lack 
of medical provision in certain countries, and the downsides of globalization, such 
as long and easily disrupted supply lines. On a more positive note, a major crisis 
can also bring changes and advances that in normal times  were not thought pos-
si ble. Producing penicillin on a large scale was not eco nom ically feasible in the 
1930s. In the Second World War, Allied governments deemed it essential for their 
troops and so worked with major drug companies to produce it on a large scale. 
The response to COVID-19 has shown, contrary to what has been assumed in con-
servative circles, that governments can intervene to considerable effect in society 
and can spend on a large scale without  going bankrupt. We now have a renewed 
appreciation of the power of government to take and, where necessary, enforce 
mea sures for the good of society. We have also seen that governments can trust 
their citizens, their judgment, and their resilience, more than they sometimes do. 
In the 1930s successive British governments and their advisers took for granted 
that the first experience of aerial bombing would so demoralize the British pub-
lic that they would be overcome with panic, behave irrationally, and as a result, 
society would collapse. As the experience of the war showed, the British  were able 
to endure repeated bombing attacks and, if anything, British society grew stron-
ger in the face of a shared threat. In early March 2020, as the number of infections 
was mounting, the British government hesitated to impose a lockdown  because it 
feared  people would not understand or obey it. In fact, large numbers of the Brit-
ish  were already  going into self- isolation.

The war meta phor may be overdone, but dealing with a major challenge such 
as COVID-19 demands increased authority and arbitrary mea sures which in more 
ordinary times we would shrink from. And, as in a war, social values and assump-
tions can shift. In the past,  women  were not held to be capable of  doing certain 
jobs; total war and the need for their  labor exploded that belief.  Today, as the 
former governor of the Bank of  England Mark Carney has argued, we may be 
starting to detach value from price and think of other mea sures.

Let us hope that he and  others are right and that some good  will come from the 
pandemic. Let us try and follow the examples of  those socie ties that study and 
learn from their  mistakes. And let us guard against the sort of tunnel thinking and 
complacency which leaves us unwilling or unable to contemplate and prepare for 
 great shocks. Key to that  will be accepting that we are entering a period of  great 
uncertainty. The post-1945 and post-1989 arrangements are falling apart and a new 
world order has yet to emerge; the economy  faces a long strug gle to recover; it is 
almost certain that COVID-19  will be followed by other pandemics; and climate 
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change, the greatest challenge of all to humanity, is speeding up. As in major wars, 
we are  going to need to see the prob lems and pos si ble solutions properly explored 
and debated and the necessary resources made available. We should harness the 
knowledge of the scientific experts but also  those whose work it is to understand 
how socie ties function— among them, behavioral psychologists, sociologists, an-
thropologists, po liti cal phi los o phers, and, yes, historians too.
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Chapter Three

 Future Scenarios
“We are all failed states, now”

Philip Bobbitt

      all  things stedfastnes doe hate
And changed be: yet being rightly wayd,
They are not changed from their first estate;
But by their change their being doe dilate:
And turning to themselues at length againe,
Doe worke their owne perfection so by fate:
Then ouer them Change doth not rule and raigne;
But they raigne ouer change, and doe their states mantaine.

edmund spenser,  
“two cantos of mutabilitie”

A s I write this, the constitutional environment of the United States is experi-
encing its greatest stresses since the American Civil War. A viral pan-

demic has engulfed the world and especially stricken the United States; as of this 
writing more than 3 million coronavirus cases have been reported in the United 
States, more than in any other country. Although the United States has about 
4.2% of the global population, it has suffered 25% of the deaths worldwide— 
more than 132,000 Americans have died from the COVID-19 virus. Partly as a 
consequence of this viral apocalypse, US unemployment is experiencing levels 
approaching 20%1— numbers not seen since the  Great Depression, and US gross 
domestic product is expected to contract by 7% in a single year.2 The chairman of 
the Federal Reserve has predicted a steep recession of uncertain length3 and the 
federal debt has climbed to levels unseen outside of war time.

Philip Bobbitt is the Herbert Wechsler Professor of Federal Jurisprudence and Director of the 
Center for National Security at Columbia Law School.



Future Scenarios  57

Coincidentally, a mass interracial movement has been ignited by instances of 
police brutality  toward African Americans, made indelible by smartphone cam-
eras that have seared into the memory of a horrified world the death throes of 
unarmed persons in police custody. Not so coincidentally, the White House is 
occupied by a president who has an attitude of inflamed contempt for US con-
stitutional norms and an incompetence at foreign policy that has prompted 
concern even from Amer i ca’s adversaries. Re spect for the deadlocked Congress 
and for public officials is approaching historic lows.4 The public is sharply divided 
against itself; members of both parties at rec ord levels would not wish to see their 
 children marry outside the faith. The commitment to democracy itself has sharply 
decreased among its heirs, the generation born in the 21st  century.5 Opinion polls 
taken abroad confirm that Amer i ca’s global image has plummeted6 and the non-
proliferation initiatives of the US administration  toward North  Korea7 and Iran8 
have collapsed. In this fraught summer, it has hardly captured the headlines that 
temperatures in Siberia have soared to levels unseen in a hundred thousand years.9 
To say that the world, and especially its leading power the United States, is facing 
a series of crises hardly needs to be said.

But, imagine, for a moment, that the United States—or for that  matter all devel-
oped states— did not face a public health crisis caused by a pandemic. Or a crisis in 
the fragility of their financial systems. Or a democracy crisis in  those states that 
are liberal democracies and in  those countries that aspire to have demo cratic sys-
tems. Or a critical infrastructure vulnerability crisis. Or a climate change crisis. Or 
face the looming security crisis caused by the proliferation of weapons of mass de-
struction. Or a crisis in race relations and growing economic in equality.

What we do face, however, is a crisis of change.10 Or, more precisely, a crisis of 
managing change brought about by a historic shift in the constitutional order of the 
state. This shift has delegitimated the constitutional order of industrial nation- states 
as they strive, unsuccessfully, to cope with the vari ous prob lems besetting them 
that, unlike previous challenges, actually thrive in a global environment dominated 
by industrial nation- states. As a result, the most profound change of all is coming to 
world order as the constitutional order of its constituent states is transformed. It is 
this crisis that underlies all the  others  because it is converting  those other chal-
lenges into existential crises for governance. It is this change in the constitutional 
order that must be managed before  these crises can be dealt with successfully.

The extraordinary failure of the United States to deal with the COVID-19 pan-
demic has its roots not in previous failures but in previous historic successes. 
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Indeed, it was  these successes that enabled the United States to shape a world or-
der in its own image. Its current epic failure  will inevitably have an impact on its 
ability to shape the architecture and character of the 21st- century international 
order.

The crisis in the current constitutional order of industrial nation- states is the 
legacy of the greatest triumph of that order, the defeat of fascism and communism 
and the ascendancy of market- based, liberal democracy. A half dozen critical in-
novations brought about that victory. Now each of  these innovations has spawned 
threats for which the current constitutional order (and the international order) is 
not designed and cannot cope.

The development of weapons of mass destruction discredited the fascist regime 
in Japan without ever actually having to defeat its vast land armies; further devel-
opments of  these weapons technologies kept communist regimes at bay  until 
they too could be discredited in the eyes of their own populations. US extended 
deterrence not only protected the populations of its allies; it also gave the United 
States the paramount voice in the global affairs of the anti- Soviet co ali tion that it 
or ga nized. But now  those very technologies and the means of their delivery have 
become so much cheaper that we are entering a period when impoverished and 
other wise weak states like Pakistan and North  Korea can threaten nuclear attacks 
and even small groups without state backing  will be able to marshal biological 
weapons, undoing the deterrence theories that spared humankind another experi-
ence of mass destruction on the scale of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  There is univer-
sal doubt in the epidemiological community that COVID-19 originated in a bio-
weapons lab in Wuhan, China, though  there is  little doubt that the lab has worked 
with deadly coronaviruses. Given the world’s experience with COVID-19— a virus 
whose latency makes it especially potent as a weapon, and whose close ge ne tic re-
lationship to familiar coronaviruses means that it might be engineered from com-
monly available and well- known ge ne tic materials—it may turn out that the long- 
term importance of the pandemic  will be manifested in new weapons in the hands 
of relatively unsophisticated operators. A state that cannot protect its own citizens 
is unlikely to persuade other states that it can protect theirs.

The development of an international system of trade, transport, financing, and 
 labor has brought unpre ce dented wealth not only to its authors in the developed 
world but to the mass of impoverished persons in South and East Asia. Although 
Bernie Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn may not have gotten the news, this surge in 
global wealth has removed socialism as a  viable alternative to market- based econ-
omies. This vast increase in wealth, however, has come at a price: markets have 
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grown more fragile as they have grown more interdependent, and in equality in the 
wealthiest states has soared, creating a reservoir of resentment among the 90% at 
least as keenly felt as are the anx i eties of the richest 10%. The system of transport 
that has expanded manufacturing centers and their markets is now bearing a 
deadly virus by the same efficient means that carried businesspeople to foreign 
meetings.

A global network of electronic communications that penetrates  every society 
provided the basis for disillusionment within totalitarian countries and kept ever- 
present in the minds of persons everywhere the atrocities of the Holocaust, the 
Maoist depredations, and the true nature of Western socie ties that had been por-
trayed as impoverished po liti cal and social plantations. If  there is a silver lining 
to the COVID-19 cloud, it is the astonishing international cooperation in research, 
the sharing of data, and vaccine research and potential manufacture that has oc-
curred. This electronic connectivity, however, has empowered global networks of 
terror and brought the critical sectors of all advanced economies— the sectors of 
energy, banking, information, commerce, health, and defense— new vulnerabili-
ties to penetration and paralysis.

The web of international organ izations—including alliances like NATO, 
economic backstops like the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, 
po liti cal forums like the United Nations, and juridical bodies including the Inter-
national Court of Justice and the International Criminal Court—linked the well- 
being of the United States to that of other countries and thus enabled an unpre ce-
dented period of collective growth and security.  Whether we say that  these postwar 
international institutions  were once capable but have become deadlocked, or 
that they  were never designed to deal with the transnational complexities of an 
interconnected world, the result is the same:11 the COVID-19 pandemic has ex-
posed  these institutions as useless in coping with global threats that pit states 
against each other. Their successes brought into being the very interdependent 
world that made pandemics inevitable. Yet the UN Security Council has not had 
one meeting on the subject of COVID-19.

Doctrines of  human rights exposed totalitarian governments by changing our 
expectations of sovereignty but eventually disabled states from dealing with mi-
gration that was in part a consequence of Western interventions to protect  human 
rights. What  will the states of the developed world do when the next pandemic 
drives millions of refugees to their borders?

The individuation of po liti cal and social cultures enabled by the World Wide 
Web made pos si ble the flourishing of many nations— Scotland, Lombardy, 
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Catalonia— that did not have their own states and many non- elite groups that had 
been subordinated to a dominant po liti cal and social archetype. But this individ-
uation also empowered demands for isolationism, the wounding of the Eu ro pean 
Union through the defection of Britain, populist neonationalism in the United 
States and many other countries, and fi nally widespread and entrenched disagree-
ment on facts and truth itself. A poll out this morning, the 24th of June, 2020, 
discloses that if Donald Trump loses his campaign for reelection, most Republi-
can voters say they  will believe the election was rigged,12 and one won ders what 
reported facts could possibly disabuse them of this notion.13 It cannot be a coin-
cidence that the virus is currently raging to its highest infectious level by its spread 
to  those states whose governors cast doubt on the danger of the threat itself.

The prologue to the industrial nation- state’s inept confrontation with the 
 COVID-19 pandemic— the interface between a rapidly decaying constitutional 
order and the precise sort of challenge it would have profound trou ble  handling— has 
led to a further loss of legitimacy that makes civil cooperation even more dif-
ficult, which leads to an ever further loss of legitimacy. This has affected all 
states, but the United States has done uniquely badly.

A po liti cal scientist might not have predicted this, especially in the case of the 
American form of the prevailing constitutional order. One key pillar of that un-
usual form is the US system of federalism. At the framing of the US Constitution, 
diff er ent responsibilities  were assigned to the national government and to the 
states (counties, municipalities, townships, and the like have no in de pen dent con-
stitutional status). This  ought to have meant that the United States would be better 
able to control the virus. As Professor Danielle Allen argued in Foreign Affairs,

Viruses spread through social networks. Efforts to control them that take into 
account existing social structures perform better than  those that do not. . . .  
The lesson for the United States is that authority for key public health decisions 
should be lodged with state and local authorities.  After all, they are the ones 
who best understand the dynamics of community spread. . . .  In the context of 
the coronavirus, this system of federalism should be an asset, not a liability. It 
provides flexibility and the ability to tailor responses to the context— just what 
the United States needed. Rural areas with no COVID-19 cases did not require 
the same response as cities with thousands.14

Professor Allen thinks the federal system failed us  because the president did not 
set the broad guidelines for states to follow and did not educate the public from 
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his “bully pulpit.”  There is something to this; it’s hard to imagine how a president 
could have done a worse job. But the guidelines the president should have deter-
mined for the states  were no secret, and despite his unspeakable efforts to rouse 
mobs to defy state- ordered sheltering, he did not or ga nize  those mobs. They are 
in fact a feature of federalism as it is refracted through the broken legitimacy of 
the current constitutional order. It is not a coincidence that the states where hos-
tility to preventative mea sures was highest  were states that supported Trump.

The national government can enforce very  limited mandates on the states when 
they refuse to act in accordance with national law: President Dwight D. Eisen-
hower sent the 101st Airborne Division into  Little Rock on just such an occasion 
when Arkansas authorities refused to accept court- ordered mandates to desegre-
gate the public schools. But it is idle to think that that sort of coercion could have 
made millions of persons wear masks or refrain from gathering in social groups 
of more than six. That kind of cohesion comes from a federalism that, in the words 
of the  Great Seal, is founded on solidarity: E Pluribus Unum— out of many, one— 
the motto of the US federal system. Federalism in a collapsing constitutional or-
der operates in exactly the opposite direction. Its motto might be: Ex Uno Pluribum, 
out of one, many.

Just as the system of federalism  ought to have been an advantage for the United 
States in dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic, it can be a positive structure in 
the transition away from the constitutional order of industrial nation- states to an 
order of informational market- states. The opportunity for variation, for experi-
mentation (Louis Brandeis famously observed that states  were the laboratories of 
democracy),15 and the ability to move more nimbly could give the United States 
an advantage in this transition. But that depends, as all po liti cal life ultimately de-
pends in a democracy, on the awareness of its citizens as to what is at stake.

When the state goes from the reliance on regulation and  legal institutions so 
characteristic of the nation- state to deregulating not only industries but, far more 
importantly,  women’s reproduction; when the state moves from conscription to an 
all- volunteer force to raise armies, as all the most power ful NATO states have 
done; when the state ends policies of tuition- free higher education in  favor of some 
combination of fees and merit- based scholarships in order to cope with the rising 
costs that are themselves the result of the demands of students who see themselves 
as customers; when the state transitions from administering direct cash transfers 
like the dole and workers’ compensation schemes to providing job training and 
teaching the skills necessary to enter a changed  labor market; when state- owned 
enterprises are replaced by sovereign wealth funds; when regimes of market 
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democracy like referenda, recall votes and voter initiatives that circumvent par-
liamentary practices and traditional systems of repre sen ta tion become wide-
spread; when  these developments occur, we are seeing the stirring of a nascent 
constitutional order, the informational market- state.

One of the salient features of this new order is that it treats citizens as 
consumers— and this is true across all classes, races, and po liti cal parties. It has 
been said that “the only valid purpose of the State is to create the citizen,” which 
means—if the citizen is simply a “consumer”— adding value to the lives of  those 
persons who are both the subject and the sovereign of the demo cratic state. 
 Because the state has a mono poly on law, value can be created by constitutional 
innovation, like varying the states in a federal system to offer what individuals and 
groups want. For national groups that have historically faced  legal and social bar-
riers to equality, this might be a welcome development; paradoxically, the same 
might be true for other groups that wish to exclude them. This constitutional evo-
lution is closer than we think; indeed, I fear that we are racing  toward a consti-
tutional environment in the United States that would abandon the commitment 
to uniform guarantees of  human rights throughout the Union. It may well be that 
the greatest po liti cal threat to the United States  today—to which the COVID-19 
pandemic has given further momentum— lies in a fissioning of American consti-
tutional rights, a chain reaction set off within the very structure of federalism that 
was designed to protect the state against such a collapse.

That threat looks like this. With one dramatic exception, constitutional rights 
in the United States are normalized across the vari ous constituent states. This was 
not an achievement of our founding constitutional order, which I have character-
ized as that of an “imperial state nation,” and the relationship it ordained between 
the central government and the states. On the contrary, it is the result of the con-
stitutional order created by Lincoln and his contemporaries, that of the indus-
trial nation- state, and it took more than a  century before the Johnson administra-
tion and the Warren Court brought the guarantees of  human rights to a consistent 
application across all states.  Today, if you are arrested for shoplifting in Detroit, 
you are read the same Miranda warnings a shoplifter gets in Miami; if a local dis-
trict attorney tries to strike jurors on account of their race, she must obey the 
same rules in Birmingham that her counterpart does in Los Angeles; and so on for 
all the guarantees of the Bill of Rights that have been incorporated into the 
14th amendment against the states. The one exception— unique in the developed 
world—is capital punishment, which is now a  matter of local constitutional 
option.
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Since the end of the Cold War, Americans have been sorting themselves into 
ever- more homogeneous communities. As a po liti cal  matter, this increases the ide-
ological polarization it in part reflects, but the key constitutional question is how 
this demographic sorting  will play out in conjunction with US federalism. Imag-
ine that, partly owing to demographic sorting, more issues— abortion rights,16 nar-
cotics regulation, affirmative action, even sanctuaries that defy the enforcement 
of federal immigration laws— will become subjects for local option in the same 
way that capital punishment is  today. Some states might mandate that a certain 
percentage of their legislature must be composed of  women or members of par tic-
u lar ethnic groups, and some would doubtless defy such mea sures. Some states 
would allow prayers in the schools,  others would forbid them.

This development would have the effect of reducing the uniformity of  human 
rights guarantees among the states as a  whole, resulting in a more diverse state 
with less diverse constituent states. It would be a replay of the historic move west 
that led to Frederick Jackson Turner’s and Walter Prescott Webb’s Frontier thesis, 
only this time the migration would be for constitutional culture rather than 
farmland.

If you think the courts and the Constitution would never permit such variations 
in how constitutional guarantees are applied, reflect on this fact: the US consti-
tutional structure provides that the ratification of constitutional amendments and, 
more importantly, the calling of a constitutional convention depend upon a count 
of the states in which all are equal. Article V thus provides, “On the application 
of the Legislatures of two thirds of the several States, [the Congress]  shall call a 
Convention for proposing Amendments, which . . .   shall be valid to all Intents and 
Purposes, as Part of this Constitution, when ratified by the Legislatures of three 
fourths of the several States.”

At pre sent, twenty- nine state legislatures are controlled by the Republican 
Party; the votes of thirty- four would be required to call a constitutional conven-
tion. The difficulty for the  future of the United States comes with the continued 
sorting of the population by which more and more persons live on the coasts and 
the non- coastal states are hollowed out. By far the greatest number of states  will 
be  those with lesser populations. Picture a map of the United States showing a 
group of states, like the Trump co ali tion of states that lost the popu lar vote in 2016 
but won the electoral college, painted red.17

If such trends continue, it is not hard to imagine thirty- four states with only a 
third of the population of the country calling a constitutional convention, propos-
ing amendments by a majority of the states at the convention, and even ratifying 
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 those amendments not by three- quarters of the population but by three- quarters 
of the states with far less than half the national population. Thus, a number far 
less than two- thirds of the population could call a convention, proposing amend-
ments that far less than three- quarters of the population of the United States rati-
fied. One might conclude that the most urgent order of business for  those who 
want to preserve the American liberal tradition of judicial in de pen dence, uniform 
 human rights norms, the primacy of the Constitution over state and federal laws, 
and federal supremacy is to prevent a new constitutional convention from coming 
into being.

It’s not that the United States has done especially badly at coping with the pan-
demic  because its federal structure impedes needed reforms or inhibits a transi-
tion to a market- state. It’s rather that a federal structure is easily infected by the 
movement to such a new constitutional order, like a virus taking over the nucleus 
of a living cell. So it  isn’t that federalism accounts for the poor per for mance of the 
United States’ response to the pandemic any more than that it has been an enabler 
for a decentralized and thus more effective response. It’s that the po liti cal divisions 
in American society are turning this transition away from one that preserves lib-
eral demo cratic values to one that fractionates the state. That  will have profound 
effects on the ability of the United States to shape world order.

Now let us consider a description of the impact of COVID-19 by one of our most 
distinguished and sophisticated po liti cal analysts,18 operating without the bene-
fit of the thesis about a change in the constitutional order, indeed, whose analy-
sis depends upon what one might call the “Westphalian Fallacy.” This is the as-
sumption that the constitutional order of states has not changed since 1648 and 
is unlikely to do so now.

This analy sis begins, as so many do, with three events: the 9/11 attacks, the fi-
nancial crises of 2008, and the coronavirus pandemic of 2019–20. Major crises 
have major consequences, but no connection is drawn among  these crises that 
might tell us the nature of the predicted consequences. Instead we are told that 
success or failure in confronting the pandemic cannot be a  matter of regimes. 
“Some democracies have performed well, but  others have not and the same is true 
for autocracies,” for that is the only way most analysts can distinguish regimes. 
Once the state itself has been put to one side, the  factors on which success or fail-
ure depend are competent state apparatus, trust by citizens, and leadership. A 
dysfunctional state, a polarized society, and poor leadership are bound to lead to 
failure.
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Looking ahead to what may be a lingering epidemic, job losses, recession, and 
mounting debt are bound to produce a po liti cal backlash, “but against whom is as 
yet unclear.” Once again, it appears inconceivable that the backlash  will be against 
the state itself what ever its po liti cal system. In fact, the industrial nation- state is 
not equipped to  handle completely predictable crises like 9/11, the 2008 financial 
breakdown, and the pre sent pandemic, and its poor responses to  these crises un-
dermine its capabilities even further. We should be asking ourselves, “What are 
other predictable crises? Can we infer certain challenges  will become crises by the 
fact that they play on the weakness of the prevailing constitutional order?”

It is suggested that the global distribution of power “ will continue to shift east-
ward, since East Asia has done better at managing the [COVID-19] situation than 
Eu rope or the United States.” Presumably this is  because  these socie ties have a 
more competent state apparatus, the trust of the citizens, and better leaders, but 
is this true? Some East Asian states like the Philippines have been a notable fail-
ure; Iceland, a notable success. Is it pos si ble that  those states who have responded 
most effectively to the pandemic are  those who have moved the furthest  towards 
the new constitutional order of the informational market- state? Singapore comes 
to mind, as do Germany, New Zealand, and South  Korea.

To see the difference in  these approaches, consider the claim that in the United 
States, “its current highly polarized society and incompetent leader blocked the 
State from functioning effectively.” Without disputing this assertion, one is moved 
to ask why  these par tic u lar characteristics have disabled the state. How did we be-
come so polarized? Why did we choose such a manifestly divisive and media- 
obsessed celebrity to lead us? And if one is persuaded that  these phenomena are 
the result of the declining legitimacy of the state, one may be moved to ask what 
is the basis for the legitimacy of a state— the compact with its society on which a 
par tic u lar constitutional order relies— and why it has declined. It’s certainly not 
impossible that highly polarized socie ties and incompetent leaders have success-
fully managed health crises in the past and that it’s the management of crises that 
has gotten so much harder. Even if this  were not the case, how helpful is the advice 
“ Don’t be so polarized!”?  Don’t stoke division rather than promote unity,  don’t 
politicize the distribution of aid,  don’t cast responsibility onto governors for mak-
ing key decisions while encouraging protests against them, and  don’t attack in-
ternational institutions rather than galvanizing them!

Such advice is unlikely to affect the actions of a neonationalist po liti cal leader 
whose greatest gifts have to do with manipulating the media by capturing the at-
tention of a citizenry that thinks of itself as a collection of customers—in other 
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words, the sort of leader who can be successful at gaining power in an informa-
tional market- state. In the situation of the US citizenry, polarization, politiciza-
tion, inflammatory rhe toric, division, and especially attacks on international in-
stitutions might be just the ticket to achieve power (if not enhancing the chances 
of success in managing a crisis). That perspective can help us understand what we 
must do better other than simply replacing the president.

Of course, scenarios can be generated from the kind of analy sis I am criticiz-
ing. The question is, how helpful are  these scenarios? For example, it has been 
posited that two outcomes of the COVID-19 debacle might be “Rising Fascism” or 
a “Rebirth of Liberal Democracy.”19  These sound like scenarios but  don’t have 
much to do with scenario planning.

To see why, consider the analytic gaps in  these two descriptions. The “Rising 
Fascism”  future posits continuing increases in nationalism, isolationism, xenopho-
bia, and attacks on the liberal world order.  These are indeed characteristic of fas-
cism, but they are not confined to fascism, which was a widespread movement in 
the first half of the 20th  century as fascist, communist, and parliamentary indus-
trial nation- states sought dominance for their form of that constitutional order. 
Only if one ignores the evolution of that order and the resolution of that long strug-
gle for the sole legitimate paradigm could one see fascism as a realistic option. Thus 
is the Westphalian Fallacy at work. Note that this scenario assumes that interna-
tional security  will remain stable.20 If that is right, it is  because the threat posed to 
liberal democracy comes from a neonationalism which forsakes the militarism and 
foreign adventures that are an integral part of fascism. Neonationalism— like neo-
liberalism and neoconservatism—is a reaction to the emergence of the informa-
tional market- state. Ignoring the historic shift in the constitutional order results in 
a sort of category  mistake, such that the competing scenario (“Rebirth of Liberal 
Democracy”) is a diff er ent story but not an alternative pos si ble world to the rise of 
fascism, and it might be tightly linked to the very events that have tempted some to 
think that fascism is imminent. Indeed, in the case of the Weimar Republic, the 
one might well prompt the other. More importantly, such scenarios throw away 
the identification of the fundamental  drivers that are common to all possibilities in 
scenario planning. They therefore sacrifice  those alerts that might help decision 
makers determine what exactly is happening.

Instead,  these sorts of scenarios sketch out how a state of affairs might arise in 
the aftermath of the pandemic: “polls suggest that a large majority of Americans 
trust the advice of government medical experts in dealing with the crisis; this 
could increase support for government interventions to address other major social 
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prob lems.”21 That makes them turn on the likelihood of events, which is to say they 
lose completely the power of scenario planning to assist the decider.

Scenario planning is not about pinpointing the  future. In some ways, it’s not 
even about the  future. It is about the pre sent and therefore much of its benefit lies 
in the  doing, preparing us to appreciate the uncertainties that lie before us, guid-
ing us to the most flexible and robust plans, and sensitizing us to pos si ble  futures 
as they unfold.

In 1985 the Kennedy School at Harvard sponsored a conference to discuss the  future 
of international conflict at the turn of the 21st  century. A group of academics, jour-
nalists, strategists from think tanks, and distinguished public servants speculated 
on the international environment to come and the risks of warfare that would 
accompany it. According to one participant who was pre sent as a young gradu ate 
student and who  later became an accomplished policy maker in his own right,

No one dared speculate about an end to the Cold War or the demise of a nar-
row, bipolar alignment in global affairs.  There was, however, considerable con-
versation about the prospects of major military clashes . . .  centered on a still 
divided Eu rope [arising from] inadvertent or intentional conflict  there. . . .  In 
short, the experience was a classic example of the limits of linear thinking.22

Fifteen years  later,  after the card of the  century’s calendar had flipped, appar-
ently anticlimactically, on Y2K, the Bush administration also became notable for 
having been surprised by events.  These events included not only the September 11 
atrocities but also the escape of the Al Qaeda and Taliban leadership from Af ghan-
i stan, French intransigence at the United Nations  toward the Iraq War, Turkey’s 
refusal of timely cooperation before that invasion, the coordinated murder and 
sabotage campaign led by Baath Party remnants and Al Qaeda ele ments in Iraq, 
and the widespread mood of truculent Iraqi impatience with the American pres-
ence  there culminating in a deadly insurgency.  These events  were so predictable, 
critics say, that someone, surely, was thinking about them before they occurred, 
yet the White House was forced to improvise hasty responses.

The question was asked: Was the US administration blindsided by the poor 
work of its intelligence community, or was the prob lem poor coordination by the 
National Security Council that is supposed to integrate the work of the vari ous in-
telligence, diplomatic, and defense agencies?

Actually, the answer is that none of  these events  were  really surprises. Every-
thing that appeared to catch the White House off guard had been anticipated in 
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vari ous reports, some by the National Security Council itself. The prob lem  wasn’t 
foresight but forethought: the Bush administration, like the Clinton White House 
before it, had yet to come up with an effective pro cess to marshal judgment on the 
events it did foresee.

The COVID-19 pandemic, or something like it, was a certainty. It would come 
when it would come. What could not have been predicted was the utter foolhar-
diness of the responses of countries, including  those that might have been expected 
to do better precisely  because they had the enormous state capacity, scientific ex-
pertise, and educated populace to have fielded the state apparatus, social trust, 
and leadership necessary to prevail in this sort of crisis.  Unless we appreciate the 
deep changes underway in the legitimacy of the constitutional order, we  will be 
surprised again when a not- very- surprising catastrophe overtakes us, which it most 
as suredly  will.

In the longer run,  those crises  will usher in a new constitutional order, the in-
formational market- state. Our task, like Lincoln’s (and Washington’s),  will be to 
ensure that a new constitutional order is created that is a “more perfect  union” 
 because it better serves the values of the Declaration of In de pen dence in a new 
context of threats and opportunities.

What does all this have to do with “ Future Scenarios”? Why  isn’t the title of this 
chapter, “Constitutional Law Professor Thinks Biggest Prob lem for the United 
States and World Order Is a Constitutional Law Prob lem”?  Because the real fail-
ure thus far in preparing for and guiding our country through this transition has 
been a failure of imagination. Unlike strategic planning, the creation of scenarios 
can prepare a society and its leaders for multiple potential  futures and thus for 
other wise paralyzing and destabilizing change.

In this chapter, I have offered an interpretation of the COVID-19 crisis that con-
nects domestic politics to the global order. The pandemic that is increasing its 
grip as I write  these pages was quite predictable; it  wasn’t that we  didn’t know this 
challenge was coming. It’s that we  were po liti cally and institutionally para lyzed 
 because the nature of the threat fit so well the vulnerabilities of the con temporary 
constitutional order. In the case of the United States, one feature of that order— US 
federalism— greatly heightened the damage done by the pandemic and, by discred-
iting the United States, also did damage to the shaping of an international order 
that would protect and promote our values of liberal and humane governance. This 
 needn’t have been the case. Federalism could have been a valuable asset in over-
coming the pandemic  because it is well adapted to the emerging constitutional 
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order. Instead, it may lead to a version of that order that cripples the United States 
as an international leader.

We may think of “applied history” as using past patterns to predict pre sent ones, 
and this is sometimes true, as Graham Allison’s chapter shows. But more often, 
history helps us to see the differences with the past— what is  really new. That is 
why scenario construction is so valuable a tool for decision makers. That is why 
recognizing the historic shift in the nature of the constitutional order is an 
imperative.
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COVID-19 has had the power to do what few other international shocks could 
have done. It has sickened millions around the world in a  matter of months, 

killed hundreds of thousands, and created a global economic crisis unpre ce dented 
in modern times.  People around the world have been directed to stay at home for 
months to avoid catching the disease or contributing to its rapid spread. Massive 
job losses and economic ruin have occurred globally. Most schools around the 
world closed for a prolonged period, or they are still out. At least one national 
leader appears to have died from COVID-19,1 and other national leaders who are 
 either older or have certain under lying medical conditions run the risk of having 
a severe outcome should they become ill. Travel around the world has diminished 
to a fraction of what it was. While the disease has unified some countries in their 
collective effort to pursue a vaccine and to assist lower- income countries, it has 
deepened international fissures between  others. It has underscored the impor-
tance and limits of international organ izations in this kind of crisis. In the big 
picture, COVID-19 has shown the extraordinary power of pandemics to do harm.

Pandemics are in a small category of events that have destructive power on a 
global scale, posing risks that have been called global catastrophic risks.2 The risks 
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of  future pandemics and biological threats are  going to continue to grow. The next 
one could arise without warning or lead time at any point, just as SARS- CoV-2 ap-
peared with no notice at the end of 2019. Even as the world continues its strug gle 
to cope with this pandemic, it is critical to consider how to prevent something like 
this from happening again.  Doing so  will require a major re- envisioning of our 
effort to prevent and prepare for biological threats. Given its capabilities in sci-
ence, medicine, health, technology, and manufacturing, the United States must 
be a central part of all  these efforts. In US foreign policy,  there has been a long-
standing debate about US unilateralism versus multilateralism and the benefits 
and risks of  those paths. The effort to drastically diminish the impact and conse-
quence of pandemics in the  future  will require a strong combination of the two.

In the time ahead, the proj ect for the United States  will be to do what it can to 
prevent a new pandemic threat from emerging, to prepare a strong national pro-
gram to respond to the next event, and to be a driver of international partnerships 
needed to solve critical global prob lems that emerge in this kind of crisis. If we can 
accomplish the necessary work within the United States and in partnerships in-
ternationally, we can give ourselves more warning about new outbreaks, dimin-
ish the risk that science  will create new pandemics, accelerate the development 
of vaccines and therapies, and prepare our national and international systems for 
rapid, strong, and effective response that would limit illness and economic impact. 
This is how the United States can make pandemics lose their power.

Anticipate Biological Threats on the Horizon

 There has been a series of acute infectious disease crises in the last twenty 
years, including the anthrax mailed letters in 2001, SARS in 2002–4, H5N1 bird 
flu in 2005, H1N1 influenza pandemic, MERS, Zika, and Ebola in West Africa and 
in the Demo cratic Republic of the Congo, to name just some. If you go back to the 
20th  century  there  were three major influenza pandemics, the most serious of 
which by far was in 1918. National and global systems for preparing and respond-
ing to  these crises have evolved and improved over time, though pro gress waxes 
and then wanes as time passes  after  these events occur. The World Health Organ-
ization (WHO) has helped lead an effort to improve nations’ capacity to prepare 
and respond to regionally serious epidemics and pandemics by mea sur ing national 
capabilities to respond to infectious disease crises using an assessment tool called 
the Joint External Evaluation. The majority of countries in the world have vol-
untarily engaged in that transparent evaluation pro cess, and scores from the 
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assessment have helped drive government and philanthropic funding to im-
prove preparedness.

It might be  imagined that the COVID-19 pandemic is a once- in- a- century event, 
and that since it has now happened, we are safe from another such event  until far 
off into the  future. Some might also believe that the severity of this virus, with its 
ability to sicken and kill so many, cannot be matched or exceeded by  future pan-
demics. Neither of  these notions is true.  There are no natu ral waiting periods  after 
a pandemic, and no certain limits to how lethal a  future pandemic might be.  Future 
pandemics could have higher lethality and/or a greater capacity to spread. One of 
the few comparatively silver linings of COVID-19 has been that it has caused sub-
stantially less serious illness in  children compared to adults. Tragically it has caused 
death in some  children but at a rate that is  orders of magnitude less than older 
adults or  those with certain under lying conditions.  Future pandemics may not fol-
low that pattern, however. If  children  were to get sick and die at rates similar to 
adults, that would create major global shocks beyond even the ones we are experi-
encing now as countries would consider drastic actions to protect young  people.

At the high end,  future natu ral, accidental, or deliberately initiated pandemics 
could lead to global catastrophe on the scale we are suffering now or even worse. 
At the highest end,  these risks have been called global catastrophic biological risks, 
defined in this way: “Global Catastrophic Biological Risks are  those events in 
which biological agents— whether naturally emerging or reemerging, deliberately 
created and released, or laboratory engineered and escaped— could lead to sudden, 
extraordinary, widespread disaster beyond the collective capability of national and 
international governments and the private sector to control. If unchecked, GCBRs 
would lead to  great suffering, loss of life, and sustained damage to national gov-
ernments, international relationships, economies, societal stability, or global 
security.”3

In addition to severe naturally occurring pandemics,  there are other kinds of 
biological risks that need to be considered. The deliberate or accidental release of 
smallpox from its known global repositories could result in a smallpox pandemic 
in a world with very  little immunity and enough vaccine to cover only a small mi-
nority of the world’s population.4 The scientific manipulation of a bird flu virus 
to turn it into a more transmissible variant could start a pandemic with high le-
thality in the event of laboratory accident or misuse. Science may also develop the 
capability of creating organisms using artificial ge ne tic code that would be harm-
ful to humanity on a large scale.5
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Countries  will need to improve the way they consider and plan for  these kinds 
of risks. Special efforts  will need to be made to prevent  these kinds of events from 
occurring, but governments have not been particularly attentive to  these kinds of 
potential harmful consequences of life science research or technological develop-
ments. If efforts to prevent pandemics or other global catastrophic biological 
risks fail, then  there  will need to be extraordinary national and global action in 
response. Preparing  those systems  will take a United States that is far more capa-
ble of responding, combined with an international pandemic response effort that 
is far stronger than what exists now.

Scale Up the Efforts to Prevent New Pandemics

Efforts to prevent pandemic threats from emerging  will take a combination 
of surveillance and early- warning systems, better governance of science that 
could create new pandemic risks, and strong international diplomatic effort and 
agreement.

New viruses emerge from nature on a regular basis, with the jump from ani-
mals to  humans being the most common way that novel epidemics appears.6 Ex-
isting viruses may also evolve new properties and so change in ways that make 
them more transmissible, lethal, or resistant to existing therapies.  There are many 
conditions that are increasing the risks of big epidemics or pandemics.7  Humans 
are continuing to encroach on animal ecosystems that  were previously undis-
turbed. Megacities continue to grow with  people living more densely, in some 
places without access to good sanitation. The climate is warming, increasing the 
range of the animal vectors that carry diseases. Rising numbers of large, concen-
trated livestock operations around the world provide conditions for the rapid 
spread and amplification of pathogens within animal populations that could in-
crease the risks of contraction for the  humans working with and around them. 
 People can travel around the world rapidly, incubating and spreading the disease, 
a means of spread that contributed to the rapid global spread of COVID-19.

Prevention efforts around natu ral pandemics should include improving early 
disease surveillance, both in the animals that are a frequent source of disease 
spread, but also in  humans hospitalized with serious febrile illness, a substantial 
portion of whom are never definitively diagnosed. To build our understanding of 
the global baseline of  human viral infections causing serious illness, we should in-
crease the effort to identify specific viral  causes of serious  human illness.8 Sci-
ence now provides the tools for that, but cost concerns and widespread access to 
technologies has  limited their use. On the animal side, we need to build the sci-
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ence around animal virus discovery, geographic range, and rate of evolution, with 
a special focus on viral families that have already caused serious outbreaks in 
 humans. Other key capacities related to the prevention of natu ral epidemics are 
a country’s ability to make rapid laboratory diagnoses and to mobilize public health 
and communicate with doctors and nurses at the earliest signs of a new outbreak. 
We should build  these rapid systems aimed at the earliest pos si ble recognition of 
a new outbreak so that we can move to contain it before it spreads.

Prevention efforts also need to be focused on preventing the misuse of science. 
Biotechnology, and the life sciences more broadly, while they do bring enormous 
benefits to the world, could also be misused in ways that increase the risk of ac-
cidentally or deliberately starting a new pandemic. Scientific tools and approaches 
now exist that allow scientists to increase the lethality or transmissibility of a 
pathogen, creating a novel strain not before seen in nature. If laboratory accidents 
 were to occur while working on a novel pathogen that is highly transmissible and 
lethal— either through engineering failures, administrative  mistakes,  human 
errors, or subversion of safety systems— then that strain could start spreading in a 
community with the possibility of generating a large outbreak, even a pandemic.9 
Similarly, if scientists with the skills to create  these kinds of novel strains de cided 
to create and release them deliberately into the world, they could themselves start 
an outbreak, perhaps leading to a pandemic. Such scientists could conceivably be 
working with a country’s biological weapons program, a terrorist organ ization, a 
cult, or even be working by themselves or with small numbers of  others.

Governments should have strong policies in place for the governance and fund-
ing of biotechnology and life science research that could generate novel patho-
gens that are transmissible and injurious,10 but most countries do not at this point. 
Any work that could result in pathogens with  these characteristics should require 
very clear justification, se nior government approval, public transparency, and with 
benefits determined to exceed the serious risks. If work is to be permitted to cre-
ate such pathogens, then the highest pos si ble biosafety and biosecurity systems 
should be in place to prevent pos si ble accidental escape or deliberate dispersion 
from the laboratory. Viruses with pandemic potential that are no longer circulat-
ing, most notably SARS- CoV-1 and smallpox, should also be handled with the high-
est pos si ble level of global biosafety and biosecurity. The current plan to hold all 
smallpox reserves and allow research in only two places in the world, and only 
 after WHO approval, is one strong global model for noncirculating viruses with 
pandemic potential. Now that viruses can be created de novo, it is also pos si ble 
to synthesize viruses from nonliving parts. Efforts need to be made to improve 
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screening and impose interdiction for  those trying to order, without authorization, 
the parts of  those viruses with epidemic and pandemic potential from DNA syn-
thesis companies.

Given that biological weapons could be created that had the capacity to start 
epidemic or pandemic disease, the United States and other countries should also 
be fully committed to the terms of the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC),11 
the only treaty that bans an entire class of weapons. Most countries of the world 
have signed the convention, but  there are no practical verification mea sures that 
are in place. It is critical to build confidence and assurance that countries are in 
compliance with the treaty in order to preserve the norm against biological weap-
ons, with par tic u lar importance given to stopping the development, trade, and 
use of biological weapons that could start epidemics or pandemics. If a country is 
proven to be out of compliance with the BWC, the United States should work 
closely with the signatories of the BWC to impose sanctions, with particularly se-
rious consequences for a country that has developed, acquired, or used a biologi-
cal weapon with the capacity to cause serious and highly transmissible  human 
illness.

Transform US Preparedness for  Future Pandemics

To consider what the United States needs to build in order to stop  future pan-
demics, it is impor tant to consider our current response to COVID-19. While some 
parts of the world have had success in their efforts to control this disease, includ-
ing New Zealand, Thailand, Taiwan, Iceland, the Czech Republic, and Australia, 
the United States has not done well. The United States was slow to transition 
diagnostic testing to public health labs, hospitals, and private- sector diagnostic 
companies. It also placed confidence in a strategy of trying to keep the disease en-
tirely out of the country by focusing initially on banning incoming flights from 
China. The result was a delayed recognition that the United States was confront-
ing pandemic spread of the disease, a delayed start to testing around the country, 
and the discovery of an extraordinary amount of COVID-19 infections in places 
around the country in March 2020. The United States also has had far too  little 
personal protective equipment to safeguard its health care workers, essential busi-
nesses, or the public. Other countries provided medical masks for the general 
public,12 but the United States did not even have enough for its own health care 
workers.13 The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), usually a 
highly vis i ble pillar of public health response during infectious disease emergen-
cies in the country, was restricted in its communications with the American pub-



Make Pandemics Lose Their Power  81

lic.14 New York City was one of the hardest hit cities in the world, with as many 
as one in four hundred New Yorkers  dying from this disease in the first three 
months of the pandemic  there.15 Widespread state- level imposition of social dis-
tancing, public mask use, and expanded diagnostic testing worked to flatten the 
epidemic curve and slow the spread nationally. However, many states continued 
to have daily rises in the rate of new infections through at least June, at the time 
of writing this commentary. Communication from the top of government was 
confused, inconsistent, and too infrequent to continue broadcasting the message 
throughout the country. So, even as other developed countries have had major im-
provements in their epidemics, the United States continues to strug gle.

The reasons for  these  mistakes are many.  There seemed to be a po liti cal deci-
sion to minimize the virus at the start of the pandemic so as to avoid economic 
setbacks.  There  were also decisions to reopen economies in states around the 
country too quickly and fully, even for some of the higher- risk activities. In addi-
tion, in the years leading up to the pandemic,  there has been waxing and wan-
ing support in the presidential administration and in Congress for pandemic- 
preparedness activities. In the setting of an acute infectious disease shock,  there 
would, for a time, be a period of activity and funding. As time moved on, though, 
the attention paid to the threat would diminish.

Strong preparation for a  future pandemic  will require that the United States 
become highly capable on its own. The country  will need to have the ability to 
rapidly develop and mass- manufacture vaccines. It should have the ability to man-
ufacture personal protective equipment and ventilators on a large scale, suffi-
cient for all the needs of the health care system, the public, and the many organ-
izations that require or want this equipment for their operations. It  will need the 
capacity to scale up diagnostic testing right from the start of a major new epidemic 
or pandemic. It also  will require changes to medical and public health systems to 
make them much better prepared, as well as a plan to deal with long- standing ra-
cial inequities that have deepened the impact of this crisis.

Preparedness for a naturally occurring pandemic would resemble in most ways 
preparedness for one deliberately started by a biological weapon capable of pan-
demic spread, or accidentally initiated by a laboratory accident with a pathogen 
that was both lethal and highly transmissible. All of  these would appear as an epi-
demic requiring early detection, rapid surveillance to understand the extent of 
disease, analy sis of risk  factors, health care for the sick, and development of med-
ical countermea sures. And all of  these parts of the response would require basi-
cally the same workforce.
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If it  were deliberate biological weapon use,  there would be the additional con-
cerns related to national security, law enforcement, and government intelligence, 
which would require their own careful response. But the public health and medi-
cal response for all would be similar. It should be said that efforts to prevent bio-
logical weapons development or use would be quite distinct from efforts to pre-
vent a natu ral pandemic from emerging. Preventing deliberate efforts requires 
strong diplomatic initiative, strong law enforcement coordination, and interdiction 
work. It would also require good governance of the life sciences to avoid funding 
and supporting research that could be used to create novel pathogens capable of 
causing a pandemic.

Faster Development and Manufacturing of Vaccines,  
Therapeutics, and Diagnostics

With an extraordinary number of COVID-19 vaccine proj ects  under way,16 this 
is the biggest and fastest vaccine development proj ect in history. The major lines 
of effort are being funded by the United States, China, and an international col-
laboration run by the Co ali tion for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations in a part-
nership with WHO— all working in partnership with biotech or leading global vac-
cine companies. Some leading vaccine experts have said  there is the possibility of 
having a safe and effective COVID-19 vaccine approved by the US Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) by the end of 2020, with production starting at the end of 
this year or the beginning of next year.17 If so, that would be faster development 
by far than ever before for a new vaccine. Other leading experts believe it  will take 
much longer to develop and produce on large scale a safe and effective vaccine. In 
any event, it is not fast enough to head off incredible sickness, death, and economic 
catastrophe around the world.

The United States  will need to invest much more in preparing to make vaccines 
for unknown threats that emerge without warning. Given that  there is no private- 
sector market for such investment between crises, readiness  will require a dedi-
cated government effort aimed at preparing for the emergency development of a 
vaccine for the next pandemic.18 That kind of program would fund the develop-
ment and optimization of new vaccine platforms and technologies, as well as ac-
celeration and optimization of proven vaccine development approaches. It would 
have the necessary contractual mechanisms in place for speed. It would have 
agreements with leading vaccine companies to initiate development at the earli-
est indication of an emerging pandemic. It would prepare for new manufacturing 
operations that could rapidly produce vaccine on a  great scale, and it would have 
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worked through as many regulatory issues and as was feasible with the FDA in 
advance to identify the most efficient path to approval. We should resolve to do 
what it takes never to be in the position of waiting twelve to eigh teen months, or 
possibly much longer, to have a vaccine to fight a new pandemic.

The rapid development and manufacture of a safe and effective vaccine should 
be the highest- order goal. A vaccine would change almost every thing related to the 
response for the better. But  because it  will remain uncertain  whether even a sub-
stantial new effort to prepare to make vaccine for unknown emerging infections 
 will succeed, we also need to press forward with the capability to accelerate ther-
apeutic development for the next pandemic. In the earliest days of a new therapeu-
tic,  there needs to be a rapid effort to assess  whether existing medi cations can be 
repurposed with any effectiveness.  These medi cations are already approved for 
other purposes, so they do not need to be developed. The case of hydroxychloro-
quine has shown us again that randomized clinical  trials are crucial before ther-
apies are recommended by leaders. Even if a medi cation seems to have promise in 
early treatment efforts, a randomized trial can show it  causes more harm than 
good, as a series of  trials have now shown for hydroxychloroquine.

New antiviral medi cations, monoclonal antibodies, and immune system mod-
ulators are all being developed now for COVID-19. Given the way  trials work for 
 these products, it may be pos si ble to develop and demonstrate the safety and ef-
ficacy of  these medi cations faster than is pos si ble for a new vaccine. The United 
States and other countries have been moving along at a good pace with many of 
 these  trials, helped in part by an emerging infectious disease clinical trial network 
developed in the aftermath of the Ebola outbreaks in Africa. But this pro cess could 
get faster and produce more information that could help with the approval pro-
cess and decisions around use, and we should work to streamline and accelerate 
 these clinical trial efforts. The large and fast- moving UK trial called Randomised 
Evaluation of COVID-19 Therapy recently announced the results of a study show-
ing that a commonly used medical ste roid reduced mortality in the sickest CO-
VID-19 patients.19 This is an example of what we should aspire to do in the United 
States. That is the kind of speed and scale for a trial that is needed in pandemic 
conditions.

Diagnostics have been critical in this pandemic for identifying  people infected 
with COVID-19 and for getting them isolated and properly treated as needed. Di-
agnostics  will be crucial in  future pandemics as well. They are key in monitoring 
disease control efforts within a state or country, and they are critical to assessing 
the overall course of an outbreak. In the COVID-19 response in the United States, 



84  Tom Inglesby

the pro cess of transitioning the initially developed diagnostic test into a widely 
available one was seriously delayed by technical challenges and policy decisions. 
We need to be prepared in  future pandemics to bring in the full diagnostic power 
of the leading US companies in clinical diagnostics and the health care system 
laboratories of the United States at the earliest sign of pandemic spread.  Earlier 
widespread diagnostic testing could have  limited the early spread of the disease 
and diminished the impact of COVID-19 in the United States.

Greater Supply of Personal Protective Equipment and Ventilators

When epidemics are local or regional in one part of the world, the emergency 
supply chain can pivot  toward helping that region. But in a pandemic, all coun-
tries need the same critical materials at the same time. The United States had woe-
fully too few N95 masks, too few surgical masks, too few gowns, and inadequate 
eye protection and face shields to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic. All coun-
tries  were dependent on the same small number of global suppliers, some located 
in the United States but a substantial portion of them overseas. If we do not change 
that situation, we  will again see in a  future pandemic our doctors and nurses hav-
ing to care for patients without the right protective equipment, high numbers of 
infections for health care workers, and too small a supply to give to businesses and 
organ izations that need them. The United States needs to create the right incen-
tives to develop its own robust manufacturing base for the personal protective 
equipment it  will need. Some emergency supply should be stockpiled for imme-
diate need in a crisis, but in addition we need the capability to emergently ramp 
up through increased US industrial supply. In the Strategic National Stockpile, a 
similar kind of arrangement is called keeping a warm base. If a supplier makes X 
number of masks in a year, the US government should establish a contract to pay 
the supplier to scale up rapidly to perhaps five times X or ten times X above their 
usual annual capacity in a time of national emergency. We need to build in this 
kind of surge capacity.

Another concern in the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic was the po-
tential for ventilator shortages around the country. While social distancing mea-
sures and stay- at- home  orders diminished the rate of new hospitalized cases in 
New York City in time to avert ventilator shortages overall,  there  were some hos-
pitals in the city that reported having come extremely close to  running out of ven-
tilators given the rapid peak in COVID-19 patients.  Future pandemic planning 
 will need to plan appropriately both for the number of ventilators that should be 
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stockpiled and for rapid ramping up of production of low- cost ventilators should 
our national stockpile of ventilators not be sufficient.

Strengthen US Health Care and the Public Health Response  
and End Racial Health Inequities

Health care workers and hospitals  will need to be better prepared for  future 
pandemic events. A big part of that preparation relates to having the right protec-
tive equipment and material assets. COVID-19 has shown that many health care 
workers  were not trained to manage  these kinds of events. Many hospitals had not 
sufficiently prepared staff or acquired the needed facilities. Health care workers 
around the country stepped up to provide outstanding care for COVID-19 patients, 
despite the uncertainties. In the aftermath of this pandemic, it  will be critical to 
go back to identify how some health care systems  were able to succeed whereas 
other systems strug gled to cope.

Public health agencies have been critical to state and local responses to 
COVID-19. They have a central role in advising po liti cal leaders, communicating 
with the public,  running their state laboratories, identifying the highest risks and 
sources of transmission, establishing diagnostic strategies, and  running contact 
tracing and quarantine efforts, among other key responsibilities. They are chron-
ically underfunded in between times of epidemic crisis, and this needs to change. 
Our public health system should be built to rival any in the world, but it is clear 
that public health agencies such as  those in Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, New 
Zealand, and Iceland, to name a few, have capabilities that exceed ours in impor-
tant ways.  There are public health data management systems, outbreak investiga-
tion capabilities, crisis communication, and contact tracing efforts that are far 
stronger in countries around the world than they are in the United States. We 
should learn from  others by emulating them and turning our public health sys-
tems into ones that can cope with the challenge of  future pandemics.

Federal health agencies are also an impor tant part of our health care and pub-
lic health systems. The CDC provides some of the best technical advice in the 
world, both to the public and to local health agencies, and that has for the most 
part been true during the COVID-19 pandemic. The CDC has expertise across a 
range of disciplines that are key to pandemic preparedness and response. In ma-
jor infectious disease crises of the past, the CDC was allowed to explain and guide 
the public and medical and public health leaders. Unfortunately, the CDC has not 
been allowed to serve in that role for COVID-19; the CDC has been permitted to 
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make relatively few public announcements as the pandemic progressed. That 
should change. The country needs the CDC to regain its advisory role.

The Department of Health and  Human Ser vices also has the Office of the As-
sistant Secretary for Preparedness and Response (ASPR), which is responsible for 
preparing hospital systems for crises. The hospital preparedness effort needs to be 
substantially expanded from where it stood before the pandemic. The ASPR should 
also be prepared to take on major responsibility for logistics in  future pandemics, 
centrally coordinating the distribution of scarce resources to states and hospitals 
as needed. The ASPR has control of the Strategic National Stockpile and so can 
deploy  those resources,20 but it also must be ready to contract with companies to 
make products or assets that are in short supply or that might not have been an-
ticipated. If the ASPR is unable to fill that kind of national logistics role, then the 
Department of Defense or the Federal Emergency Management Agency could also 
serve in that role, or do it jointly with the ASPR, as came to happen over time in 
the US response to COVID-19.

One more priority in building the nation’s response is to correct gross inequi-
ties in the health care and public health response that has resulted in  people of 
color being disproportionately sickened and killed by COVID-19.21 This population 
of  people is more likely to have jobs categorized as essential and so would be un-
able to telecommute, which puts this population at higher risk of catching the dis-
ease on the job.  People in essential jobs need to be better protected, with masks, 
spacing, and changes to work operations that decrease their risks.  People of color 
also have less access to health care and more difficulty overall in getting a diag-
nostic test in many parts of the country.  Those  things would need to be addressed 
with urgency at the start of a  future pandemic. It is also known that  people of color 
have more under lying medical conditions that place them at a higher risk of hav-
ing severe outcomes with COVID-19, and  these medical conditions themselves are 
often determined by social  factors including less access to healthy food and good 
outpatient care, higher environmental risks to health, and other challenges.  Those 
are the kinds of issues that should be dealt with and changed now as part of im-
proving the quality of and access to health care in the United States, well in ad-
vance of any  future pandemic.

One particularly impor tant task for strengthening US preparedness for pan-
demics is to rebuild public trust in public health and the interventions we  will 
need to rely on in the  future. Substantial portions of the public have concerns 
about vaccines or  will refuse to get them. During the COVID-19 response, a siz-
able portion of the national population has resisted wearing masks, social distanc-
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ing, or other wise changing their lives to slow down the spread of the virus. That 
kind of reaction has been rare elsewhere in the world. For the United States to de-
velop a strong preparedness program, we have much work to do to understand 
the root  causes of public mistrust of  these public health tools and recommenda-
tions. We  will need the public to be strong and full partners in efforts to prepare 
the country for infectious disease crises of the  future.

Strengthen the Multilateral System of Response

Even while the United States is  doing all that it can to build up its own capaci-
ties to respond vigorously and successfully to  future pandemics, it also needs to 
prepare and plan effectively and intensely with other governments, international 
organ izations, and the private sector. Together with  these partners around the 
world, the United States needs to anticipate and address prob lems that can only 
be solved through multinational efforts, public- private partnerships, and interna-
tional approaches. Even if the United States should become largely able to solve 
its own challenges in a  future pandemic, it  will be in the country’s clear interest to 
help the international community get through a global pandemic crisis as quickly 
as it can,  whether that is a pandemic with the severity of COVID-19 or something 
even worse. Not only would it be the morally right approach for a strong United 
States to help the rest of the world cope with and recover from a  future pan-
demic, it would also be in the national and economic interest of the United States 
to do so.  There are some who may say that preparing for and responding to a pan-
demic is a zero- sum game that requires us to go our own path and compete with 
other countries over scarce resources. And, in fact, that is to some extent how the 
United States has operated in response to COVID-19. Not having developed its 
own manufacturing infrastructure for masks, for example, the United States has 
tried to muscle its way past  others to get scarce resources. However, in the  future, 
 were the United States to operate with a longer- term strategy and seek synergy 
with partners around the world, pandemic planning would then not be a zero-sum 
 matter. We do better when other countries do better. If much of the rest of the 
world remains badly disrupted, eco nom ically failing, fragmented in its trade ef-
forts, overwhelmed with sickness and mortality— and perhaps unstable po liti cally, 
unable to fulfill international obligations, and no longer capable of sending its stu-
dents abroad or having its businesspeople and travelers come to the United States— 
then the United States  will suffer.

The United States should be helping to build systems to manufacture and pro-
vide on vast scale what the United States  will need to be making for itself: vaccines 
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and therapeutics, personal protective equipment, and necessary medical equip-
ment. For example, vaccines  will need to be manufactured quickly at sites around 
the world. A global system of distribution that relies on international organ izations 
and private- sector distributors  will be needed. How this is all accomplished could 
produce greater solidarity or long- term fissures between countries.

While some countries in the world can and  will increase their domestic man-
ufacturing base for  these products,  there are many that  will not be able to,  either 
financially or technically or both. The United States, working with other govern-
ments, international organ izations, and the private sector, should increase the 
stockpile of vaccines, therapeutics, diagnostics, and personal protective equipment 
at WHO.  There are impor tant products for known infectious diseases (e.g., yellow 
fever, Ebola, influenza) that can be stored now for anticipated emergencies, and 
this  will help create the logistics and decision- making pro cesses needed when new 
vaccines and therapeutics for previously unknown pandemics are created and re-
quire a pro cess of global dissemination. In the COVID-19 pandemic, the pro cess 
of distributing vaccine, when one becomes available,  will likely rely in part on the 
WHO stockpile system as it exists now. We should learn from this pro cess and 
strengthen and expand it  going forward.

Governments should incentivize major biopharmaceutical companies to invest 
in distributed- manufacturing approaches so that the same critical vaccine and 
therapeutic products can be made in many parts of the world concurrently. This 
 will require navigating  legal and regulatory issues ahead of time. Without a widely 
distributed manufacturing pro cess, lifesaving products may become restricted to 
the countries where they are created or to their close allies. We need to create a 
system that does not lead to that.

Global business should be a strong part of  these efforts. It is very clear now what 
the economic toll of pandemics may be in the  future. So global businesses should 
be fighting for much more robust national planning efforts, stronger international 
organ izations, and better preparedness within their own organ izations. COVID-19 
has shown that a severe pandemic greatly interferes with workforce health, busi-
ness operations, and the movement of goods and ser vices, with potentially long- 
lasting effects on  whole industries and national and global economies. It has also 
become clear that economies  will not be able to fully recover without strong 
COVID-19 disease control efforts. The public is unlikely to go out and engage 
with the economy, buy  things in the way they used to, go to entertainment ven-
ues, or travel,  until they feel safe  doing  those  things.
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Governments and the private sector should also focus on establishing better 
pro cesses for sharing scientifically and medically correct and useful information 
with the public and better coping with misinformation in the setting of a pandemic. 
Governments rely on traditional and social media companies to communicate 
with the public. Establishing partnerships in advance of  future pandemics  will 
help increase the spread of information that is reliable and scientifically valid, 
amid a flood of stories that are inadvertently or deliberately incorrect. The more 
that  people get reliable and accurate information, the better socie ties  will do at 
making good decisions and taking wise action.

To cope effectively with  future pandemics  will require strong international 
organ izations that have the po liti cal and financial support of countries around the 
world. Of  these organ izations, WHO is particularly vital. In this pandemic, WHO 
sounded an early warning about COVID-19 at the start of January and started 
sending out technical reports from that time forward. It has been criticized for 
moving too slowly  because of po liti cal interference. But if one looks at the time-
line of WHO’s actions and decisions in early January, it is clear that it was quickly 
communicating what it was learning to the public, and it was rapidly developing 
and publishing guidance. It is true that WHO did not declare a public health emer-
gency of international concern  until the end of January, and many in the public 
health community  were arguing that a declaration should have happened sooner. 
WHO  later said it had worried that declaring a public health emergency too soon 
might lead China to let up on its containment efforts. As a point of comparison in 
terms of timing, at the end of February, President Donald J. Trump was still say-
ing that the virus was  going to dis appear and was  under good control in the United 
States.

WHO has been providing guidance to countries around the world since the 
pandemic began, and it has sent technical assistance teams and medical assets to 
places with the greatest need.22 WHO got a public health assessment team into 
China early on, when other countries could not on their own. It helped rally the 
world around a new approach to vaccine and therapeutic trial design that should 
accelerate results. It helped create a co ali tion of countries from around the world 
to donate to vaccine development efforts. The United States should be  doing all 
that it can to strengthen WHO by enabling it to provide more technical and ma-
terial assistance to countries that need it.

Instead of  doing that, however, the United States is currently in the pro cess of 
withdrawing from the organ ization. When the COVID-19 crisis subsides in the 
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world,  there should be an assessment of the overall WHO response to COVID-19, 
with an aim of strengthening its response in advance of the next global pandemic 
crisis. No doubt  there are  things that it can do to improve its response, decisions 
that it may have made differently given what we know now. But in the midst of this 
crisis, WHO needs to be strongly supported. It is a critical international institu-
tion and has the confidence of most countries around the world on technical and 
health  matters. We should help work to strengthen it. In a substantial portion of 
the US public, though,  there is an antipathy to international organ izations, includ-
ing WHO. This public antipathy has been fostered by a number of po liti cal lead-
ers over the years. It  will require strong leadership to  counter that narrative  going 
forward. It  will require that presidential administrations and Congressional lead-
ers make the case for international engagement, particularly for WHO engage-
ment. In the case of WHO, it  will be impor tant to convey what the world would 
look like without WHO in a pandemic. It  will also be key to offer a vision of how 
US leaders want WHO to evolve. Effective leadership can and should make the 
case for WHO’s high value and paint a picture of how the United States  will sup-
port it and help it move forward with strong multilateral partnerships to be bet-
ter prepared for  future pandemics.

Pandemic Resilience

COVID-19 has established that pandemics are a terrible source of global up-
heaval and destruction, a form of catastrophe that has to be clearly reckoned 
with in humanity’s  future. Unlike some other potential global catastrophic risks, 
the path to take for averting or mitigating pandemics is relatively clear, even if it 
is not easy or fast to carry out. The United States needs to understand the risks of 
natu ral and manmade epidemics and pandemics. It needs to plan for and invest 
in large- scale innovations, technologies, programs, and strategies that  will trans-
form its national ability to prevent and prepare for pandemics in the  future. At the 
same time, it needs to be a strong partner with other countries in the world, work-
ing to create a post- COVID-19 system that is far more capable of anticipating and 
responding to  future pandemics. International organ izations, especially WHO, 
as well as the private sector  will need to be key partners in that global effort. If 
and when we do all  these  things, we  will strengthen our medical and public health 
systems in ways that make the United States more resilient to infectious disease 
threats. We  will also diminish the power of pandemics to wreak havoc on the 
world.
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A lthough the world has experienced pandemics before, including several in 
the last fifteen years,1 the COVID-19 pandemic has caused an unpre ce dented 

global public health crisis. The synergy among multiple  factors— including the 
relative ease of transmission of SARS- CoV-2, the failure to identify and contain 
early outbreaks of COVID-19, and the at times fraught relationship between po-
liti cal and public health priorities— has fundamentally jolted the world order. 
What began as a local outbreak in Wuhan, China, rapidly expanded to impact pri-
vate and public sectors throughout the world, including governments at  every 
level, across a host of domains. The phrase “COVID-19 crisis” has evolved to be-
come shorthand for challenges to health care systems,  labor markets, supply 
chains, and even geopolitics.

In the coming months and years, as countries shift from the COVID-19 emer-
gency response to the recovery pro cess, the world must reconsider, and perhaps 
fundamentally shift, its approach to protecting and promoting the health of pop-
ulations. Without such a change, global recovery from the COVID-19 crisis  will 
remain tenuous, with fragile intra-  and inter- country public health systems serv-
ing as the only shield against a  future pandemic. The precise path forward may not 
be clear, but an immediate and intense focus on global public health policy is 
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imperative. With that lens, this essay considers two questions: (1) How should we 
understand the origins and consequences of the COVID-19 crisis? (2) What should 
be our vision to craft a better world order for the  future?

This essay argues that, from the perspective of global public health policy, mul-
tiple  factors converged and contributed to the rapid spread of the novel coronavi-
rus.  These include the traditionally less prominent role of public health within in-
ternational affairs, the inconsistent patchwork of laws and policies that governs 
public health preparedness within and among countries, and structural limitations 
relative to pandemic preparedness and response experienced by the World Health 
Organ ization (WHO).  After exploring  these  factors, the essay pivots to identifying 
opportunities to promote a more effective world order. From a global health policy 
standpoint,  these include anticipating and avoiding societal complacency once the 
pandemic abates; promoting wide- ranging collaborations that span countries, sec-
tors, and disciplines to protect the public’s health; and re- envisioning WHO based 
on lessons learned from current and prior pandemic responses.

Origins of the COVID-19 Pandemic

The origins of the COVID-19 pandemic are complex and multifaceted, with sev-
eral key themes emerging. First, despite the primacy of public health to the sur-
vival of humankind, public health is often an invisible discipline within interna-
tional affairs. Individuals typically become briefly aware of public health in times 
of crisis and tend to ignore it during periods of relative salubrity. As a result, pub-
lic health systems are chronically underappreciated and underfunded. Second, 
the laws and policies that have been created within and among countries to secure 
public health are a sundry and inconsistent patchwork. This patchwork effect is 
exacerbated by an overlay of diverse emergency preparedness and response poli-
cies. As a result, intra-  and inter- country public health emergency preparedness 
varies greatly. Fi nally, the primary body charged with protecting global public 
health, WHO, may deploy policy tools but has  limited authority over their imple-
mentation and enforcement. In addition, WHO’s funding model is subject to po-
liti cal whims, often leaving this global body on precarious footing.

Public Health Is a Largely Invisible Discipline

Public health is a broad field focused on protecting and promoting the health 
of populations. The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention defines pub-
lic health as “the science of protecting and improving the health of  people and 
their communities . . .  by promoting healthy lifestyles, researching disease and in-
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jury prevention, and detecting, preventing, and responding to infectious dis-
eases.”2 Epidemiology, the scientific discipline under lying public health, is the 
study of the distribution and determinants of health and related events within 
populations.3 This may include environmental exposures, outbreaks of foodborne 
illness or infectious diseases, vio lence in a community, incidence and prevalence 
of chronic conditions, and natu ral and human- made disasters. While public health 
is often conflated with health care, it is distinct. Public health prac ti tion ers and 
researchers consider population health at the local, regional, national, or global 
level. In contrast, the field of health care tends to involve individual- level encoun-
ters, typically between a health care provider and a patient.

For most  people, the provision of health care has one or more  faces associated 
with it: individuals may know their health care providers relatively well and value 
 these relationships.  Because public health work occurs at the population level, 
however, this type of personal relationship is absent. If asked who their public 
health provider is,  people may mention, at most, their local health department. And 
even though a local health department’s purview may be quite broad— including 
chronic disease prevention, emergency preparedness and response, environmen-
tal health, infectious disease prevention, maternal and child health,  mental and 
behavioral health, and vio lence prevention4— the  actual work feels abstract to the 
general public. As a result, during noncrisis periods, public health is a largely in-
visible discipline, particularly within international affairs.

The exception to public health’s invisibility within international affairs occurs 
during periods of emergency or disaster. When individuals’ lives and societal 
norms are disrupted, the cause of this disorder comes to the fore. For example, dur-
ing and shortly  after a major tropical cyclone, such as Hurricane Katrina in 2005 
or Typhoon Haiyan in 2013, communities may experience displacement, lack of 
access to potable  water, exacerbation of chronic health conditions, and infectious 
disease outbreaks.5 During a pandemic, such as H1N1 in 2009, Zika in 2016, or 
COVID-19 in 2020, socie ties across the globe become intensely focused on disease 
detection, treatment, containment, and mitigation. For some period of days, 
weeks, or even months, public health metrics, tools, and vocabulary populate the 
news cycle and daily conversations. In 2020, as countries throughout the world 
experienced the COVID-19 pandemic, terms familiar to any public health 
practitioner— terms such as social distancing, self- quarantine, and mortality rate— 
joined our shared lexicon.

During a widespread or high- profile emergency, when public health, emergency 
preparedness, and response command the focus of policy makers, the increase in 
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attention is often accompanied by an increase in funding. For example, in the 
United States,  after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the dissemi-
nation of anthrax via mail, the federal government appropriated nearly $1 billion 
for state and local public health preparedness efforts, which are typically tied to 
public health departments.6 Over nearly two de cades, that funding decreased by 
30%, leaving a chronically underfunded public health system in its wake.7 While 
this may be an extreme example, it is not unusual: as socie ties move out of a di-
saster’s response phase and begin the recovery pro cess, public health’s visibility 
fades along with perceptions about its importance within the global policy agenda. 
Once a feeling of “return to normal” sets in— especially for  those who did not ex-
perience the disaster’s most acute impacts— policy makers and the public turn 
their attention to quotidian concerns.

This may suggest a degree of societal resilience, but it fails to account for the 
life course of a public health disaster, which is cyclical and not linear.8 The highly 
vis i ble response phase, when the public and private sectors may not be able to 
carry out their normal functions, is followed by the recovery phase. During re-
covery, a disaster may fade from public view, once, for example, hospitals are no 
longer overwhelmed with COVID-19 patients. Governments and communities re-
build systems, replace depleted resources, and attempt to implement lessons 
learned that may reduce vulnerability in the  future. The recovery phase then tran-
sitions into the mitigation phase, which focuses on prevention or lessening the 
impacts of disasters. In this phase, researchers may develop new disease surveil-
lance systems or strengthen efforts to limit disease transmission from animals to 
 humans.  Because new disasters are inevitable, mitigation transitions into the pre-
paredness phase. At this point, preparation occurs for aspects of a disaster that 
cannot be mitigated, which includes planning and training for health care and 
public health responses to a  future pandemic. The recovery, mitigation, and pre-
paredness phases may be less vis i ble, but they encompass critical public health ac-
tivities that, ideally, lengthen the periods between disasters.  These efforts are as 
impor tant to protecting the public’s health as  those that occur in the response 
phase.

Public Health Laws and Policies Are a Patchwork

One of the oldest roles of government, which remains a core function  today, 
is protecting and promoting individuals’ health. The earliest known use of 
quarantine— the public health practice of breaking the chain of disease transmis-
sion by separating individuals exposed to a disease from  those not exposed— can 
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be traced to 14th- century Venice. Ships that arrived in Venice from locations with 
known cases of plague  were required to anchor in the port for forty days before 
making landfall.9 The Italian words that described this forty- day practice evolved 
over centuries into  today’s quarantine. In addition to revealing the origin of a pub-
lic health tool, this example demonstrates that implementation of public health 
laws and policies has traditionally rested with subnational jurisdictions.

In the United States, the foundational case for public health law concerns a lo-
cal government’s attempt to keep its residents safe during a smallpox epidemic. 
In 1905, the US Supreme Court issued its opinion in Jacobson v. Mas sa chu setts, 
which considered  whether a local government could enact a compulsory vaccina-
tion law. In 1902, facing an outbreak of smallpox, Cambridge, Mas sa chu setts, 
 adopted a law requiring individuals over 21 years old to receive a smallpox vacci-
nation. Henning Jacobson declined to be vaccinated, and he refused to pay the re-
quired fine. In essence, he argued that the Cambridge law compromised his auton-
omy in violation of several provisions of the US Constitution. In its decision the 
court found for the local government: “in  every well ordered society charged 
with the duty of conserving the safety of its members the rights of the individual 
in re spect of his liberty may at times,  under the pressure of  great dangers, be sub-
jected to such restraint, to be enforced by reasonable regulations, as the safety of 
the general public may demand.”10

With this, the US Supreme Court established a balancing test that persists 
 today, with reasonable governmental action to protect public health and safety on 
one side and re spect for individuals’ liberty on the other. In practice, this has 
meant that, whenever pos si ble, the least restrictive means of accomplishing a pub-
lic health goal is preferable.11

 These two ele ments— the key role of subnational governments in the imple-
mentation of public health law and policy and efforts to balance government ac-
tion with preservation of individuals’ rights— help explain the patchwork nature 
of public health law.  Because public health challenges almost always originate lo-
cally, subnational jurisdictions traditionally serve as the front line for policy re-
sponses.12 And the response selected by one local, regional, state, or territorial gov-
ernment may differ from other subnational governments’ responses to the same 
public health issue. This variation may be attributed to multiple  factors including 
the availability of resources, previous experiences with disasters, prioritization of 
government action over individuals’ autonomy or vice versa, actions of neighbor-
ing jurisdictions, and incentives or disincentives provided by a higher level of 
government.
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The patchwork effect of public health law also appears within public health 
emergency preparedness and response policies. For example, in recognition of out-
moded or absent subnational public health preparedness laws in the United States, 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention commissioned the Model State 
Emergency Health Powers Act (MSEHPA) shortly  after the 9/11 terrorist attacks 
and anthrax scare.13 As a model law, MSEHPA carried no  legal force on its own, 
but it provided a useful road map for subnational governments seeking language 
to update all or part of their public health preparedness laws and policies. More 
than two- thirds of US states ultimately  adopted at least part of MSEHPA. How-
ever,  because subnational governments selected which, if any, parts of MSEHPA 
to incorporate into their public health preparedness laws, the patchwork effect 
persisted. This, coupled with the ongoing funding challenges mentioned  earlier, 
may impair the development of strong, cohesive public health and emergency 
response systems.

 Today, intra-  and inter- country public health preparedness and response laws 
and policies vary greatly. The Global Health Security Index, the first comprehen-
sive assessment of health security capabilities in 195 countries, found vast differ-
ences across a host of categories, including disease detection and reporting, health 
system preparedness, and the ability to rapidly mitigate an epidemic.14 As wit-
nessed by the range of responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, both within and 
among countries, variation in law and policy can impede a swift, coordinated, and 
effective response.

WHO Has  Limited Power to Protect the Public’s Health

Among the United Nations agencies and public- private partnerships that inter-
face with global public health, WHO is arguably the most prominent. Established 
in 1948, WHO is the United Nations agency responsible for “the attainment by all 
 peoples of the highest pos si ble level of health” and serves as the “co- ordinating au-
thority on international health work.”15  Today, WHO’s seven thousand employ-
ees hail from over 150 countries and carry out WHO’s mission in country and re-
gional offices as well as WHO’s headquarters in Geneva. WHO’s governing body 
is the World Health Assembly, with del e ga tions from WHO’s member countries. 
The World Health Assembly determines WHO’s policies and approves the organ-
ization’s bud get on an annual basis.

WHO describes itself as protecting the public’s health through several focus 
areas: (1) promoting universal health coverage through improved access to primary 
care, workforce training, and sustainable financing; (2) supporting populations’ 
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health and well- being by fostering collaborations across sectors and championing 
a health- in- all- policies approach; and (3) preparing for and responding to public 
health emergencies through early detection of risks, development of outbreak re-
sponse tools, and provision of essential health ser vices in locations with fragile 
health care and public health systems.16

In each of  these areas, WHO serves as a centralized body for collecting, devel-
oping, and disseminating information and for devising recommendations. For ex-
ample, WHO produces the International Classification of Diseases, which gives 
countries a standardized approach for identifying and reporting diseases, health 
conditions, and related trends.17 WHO also works within countries to implement 
its recommendations and provide technical assistance.  These efforts range from 
support for in- country vaccination programs to implementation of global health 
campaigns to reduce the prevalence of noncommunicable diseases. WHO’s 
work has secured global public health, perhaps most prominently through the 
Smallpox Eradication Program, which led to the first global eradication of a disease 
in 1980.18

Given the breadth of its mission, the precarious nature of WHO’s funding struc-
ture may appear surprising. WHO is funded through contributions from its mem-
ber countries as well as voluntary contributions. Member country dues, officially 
referred to as “assessed contributions,” are a percentage of a member country’s 
gross domestic product set by the United Nations General Assembly and approved 
by the World Health Assembly.19 Assessed contributions account for approxi-
mately 20% of WHO’s bud get, and WHO can determine how to use  these funds. 
The remaining 80% of WHO’s bud get comes from voluntary contributions from 
member countries, philanthropic organ izations, the private sector, and other enti-
ties. More than 90% of voluntary contributions are designated for par tic u lar uses: 
for instance, a par tic u lar programmatic area, geographic location, or time frame. 
During 2018–19, with assessed and voluntary contributions aggregated, WHO’s 
top three donors  were the United States ($851.6 million), the United Kingdom 
($463.4 million), and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation ($455.3 million).20

As a result of its funding structure, WHO is often implementing work of great-
est priority to its voluntary contributors, which does not necessarily align with 
the most objectively urgent global public health challenges. WHO has called for 
a more stable and flexible funding structure so that it can become increasingly 
nimble as it executes strategic priorities and pivots to address emerging health 
threats. Presently, WHO’s bud get is divided among seven areas, with the largest 
percentages allocated to universal health coverage (23%), country support (19%), 
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emergency operations and appeals (17%), and health emergencies (15%).21 WHO 
typically cannot shift funds among  these areas, although  there is some flexibility 
with the emergency operations and appeals category, which can be critical during 
a pandemic response.

During a public health emergency, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, WHO has 
a key role in coordinating the global response. The International Health Regula-
tions (IHRs) establish the framework for this coordination. Updated in 2005, the 
IHRs create binding obligations for WHO member countries regarding disease 
surveillance, information reporting, and emergency response, with an overall goal 
of preventing and mitigating pandemics while limiting “interference with inter-
national traffic and trade.”22 While WHO provides assistance and guidance, in-
cluding dissemination of relevant information and data and updates to the IHRs 
and related documents, it ultimately depends on its member countries to imple-
ment the IHRs at the country level. This is a critical distinction— despite its broad 
mission, WHO lacks enforcement authority and, thus, does not have a  legal means 
to require countries to act. Instead, it serves as a coordinating body to assist sov-
ereign nations in implementing their own policy responses.

Given this dynamic, one of WHO’s greatest strengths is the ability to put the 
world on notice when an infectious disease outbreak— particularly involving a 
novel, or not previously known, disease— occurs. The IHRs delineate the pro cess 
by which WHO may declare a Public Health Emergency of International Concern 
(PHEIC), defined as “an extraordinary event which is determined to constitute a 
public health risk to other States through the international spread of disease and 
to potentially require a coordinated international response.”23 WHO’s director- 
general weighs vari ous  factors when deciding  whether to issue a PHEIC declara-
tion, including information provided by the country experiencing the outbreak, 
advice from a WHO- appointed Emergency Committee, scientific evidence, and an 
assessment of the risk of disease spread across countries and the risks to  human 
health.24 Since the creation of PHEIC in a 2005 revision to the IHRs, WHO has 
made six declarations: H1N1 in 2009, polio in 2014, Ebola in 2014, Zika in 2016, 
Ebola in 2019, and COVID-19 in 2020.

A PHEIC declaration has several potential effects, including heightening global 
awareness of an emerging disease risk, putting countries on notice to initiate in-
fectious disease response efforts, and potentially driving donations to WHO or 
other organ izations focused on mitigating any outbreaks. Importantly, as noted 
above, WHO does not have the ability to enforce any aspect of a PHEIC declara-
tion. This means that WHO must rely on its position as the coordinating body for 
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global public health to convey the severity of a threat and then wait for countries 
to act in accordance with its recommendations. WHO may use persuasion, data, 
and information to catalyze countries’ responses to a PHEIC declaration, but it 
does not have any formal enforcement tools.

Crafting a More Effective World Order

Several systemic changes are needed to secure global public health. First, socie-
ties must overcome the cycle of intense interest and commitment during a public 
health emergency that is followed by widespread complacency.  Future pandemics 
are inevitable. Bold action must occur now— while the COVID-19 pandemic con-
tinues to rage— before the crisis fades from memory and is replaced with a feel-
ing of returning to normal. Second,  because jurisdictional bound aries are not rec-
ognized by infectious diseases, newly invigorated multinational co ali tions should 
facilitate wide- ranging collaboration as the world moves into the recovery, plan-
ning, and preparedness phases of the disaster cycle. By capitalizing on the peri-
ods between disasters, governments can work together to establish systems that 
facilitate a more nimble response to  future disasters. Fi nally, lessons learned from 
COVID-19 and prior pandemics can inform a re- envisioned WHO. The greatest 
chance of success for this institution, and for robust oversight of the global public 
health response, rests on an orientation that  favors science over politics.

Anticipate Societal Complacency about  
Public Health Disasters

Individual and societal memories can be short. Every one is naturally drawn in 
by events that impact them or their loved ones directly, and cataclysmic events— 
like the Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004 or the terrorist attacks of 9/11— capture the 
world’s attention for some period of time. This can be attributed to a variety of 
 factors, including hyper- attentiveness by the news media, the vast and sometimes 
incomprehensible scope of a disaster, disruptions to everyday life, and fear that 
encompasses imminent and potential longer- term impacts. Over weeks or months, 
the period of intensity fades, and slowly a feeling of returning to normal seeps in. 
This typically coincides with a societal sigh of relief as individuals and policy mak-
ers determine that the disaster is over and they can move on to the next pressing 
 thing. The impulse makes sense— within the individual, community, and policy- 
making spheres,  there  will always be something new and urgent to address.

As COVID-19 roars across the globe, reactions have been aligned with what 
one might expect during the response phase for a public health disaster of this 
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magnitude. The period of intense interest and fear has brought unpre ce dented 
policy responses with implementation of social distancing mea sures, closures of 
workplaces and schools, and allocation of government funds. While the response 
phase to COVID-19  will persist for the foreseeable  future, governments are taking 
steps to reopen, and individuals are experiencing the fatigue that accompanies an 
enduring disaster response.  Because  future and potentially worse pandemics are 
inevitable,25 it would be irresponsible if governments  were to fail to capitalize on 
the COVID-19 response to secure the long- term investment needed for the full 
disaster cycle of mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery. While the pan-
demic continues and its impacts are felt on a daily basis, policy makers should use 
their po liti cal capital to establish a well- resourced infrastructure for the full pub-
lic health disaster cycle. Many activities within this infrastructure— such as dis-
ease surveillance, innovation relative to personal protective equipment, and de-
velopment of new therapeutics— will be largely invisible to the general public 
between disasters. Yet this type of work is critical to ensuring greater societal 
readiness and resilience for  future pandemics.

The type of policy change described above is not inevitable. It would be naïve 
to assume that the magnitude of the COVID-19 pandemic and its rippling impacts 
 will overcome the societal complacency likely to descend once the pandemic 
wanes. Incremental change characterizes public policy, with stasis being the 
norm.26 When viewed retrospectively, most disasters do not produce significant 
policy change, but some do. The po liti cal science theory of punctuated equilibrium 
offers helpful insights for understanding the  factors that may coalesce to bring 
about meaningful departures from previous policy approaches.27 According to 
punctuated equilibrium theory, the greater societal context for policy making 
leads to one of two paths: reinforcement of current approaches or questioning of 
 these approaches. When current approaches are reinforced— which happens most 
of the time, as the policy pro cess ultimately tends to  favor the status quo28— only 
incremental change occurs  because  there is  little motivation to consider alterna-
tives. On the other hand, when a single issue dominates the po liti cal agenda and 
commands the attention of a broad cross- section of policy makers for a sustained 
period, change becomes pos si ble.

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused a sustained impact that touches on all as-
pects of society, leaving no one apathetic to the disaster’s consequences. This has 
brought the pandemic into clear focus for policy makers. While a public health di-
saster is traditionally viewed as touching health care and public health systems, 
the current pandemic has expanded well beyond that to disrupt the world econ-
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omy, leaving rampant unemployment and systemic uncertainty in its wake.  These 
society- wide impacts have led to massive po liti cal pressure for change, making it 
difficult for governments not to respond. For example, the US Congress— often 
slowed by extreme partisan gridlock— has passed multiple pieces of legislation, in-
cluding the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act. This includes 
direct payments to individuals and families, emergency loans for small businesses, 
expansion of unemployment benefits, and funds to support health care system in-
frastructure.29 The win dow for major policy change is open, but it  will quickly 
close as COVID-19 fatigue sets in and attention shifts to other concerns. Before 
this happens, policy makers at  every level of government should capitalize on this 
moment to strengthen public health infrastructure and secure funding to support 
public health preparedness, response, and recovery.

While the win dow for significant policy action may soon close, the opportunity 
to raise the profile of public health as a discipline  will not. The exigency of a pan-
demic may have brought public health to the fore, but  there are multiple oppor-
tunities to reimagine public health’s place in society. Prior to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, public health was often viewed as a domestic policy concern, meaning that 
it was tied to the stability of a country’s health care system and infrastructure. The 
pandemic has clearly demonstrated the fallacy of limiting public health domes-
tically; instead, it should be framed as intimately tied to international affairs. 
COVID-19 has demonstrated that public health challenges, particularly bio-
threats, can rapidly scale up. In other words, public health does not simply keep 
populations healthy—it also keeps them safe. It should thus receive the same 
re spect, implementation support, and continuous investment given to other as-
pects of international affairs.

Fi nally, although local governments are on the front lines of public health pol-
icy and implementation, public health should not operate only within the pur-
view of local government. Localities typically have a broad grant of authority to 
act in ways that protect and promote the public’s health, and their work is essen-
tial. However, local public health work inevitably impacts higher levels of govern-
ment. For example, throughout the world, vaccinations are typically provided by 
a local public health workforce. The COVID-19 pandemic has already destabilized 
vaccination schedules in many parts of the world, raising the potential for out-
breaks of diseases like measles and diphtheria.30  These secondary public health 
impacts of the pandemic are first experienced locally, but they can quickly tran-
scend local borders to become regional, country- level, and even global health chal-
lenges. In developed and developing countries, societal complacency may be 
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overcome by elevating public health’s place beyond the local government and rei-
magining its role within both foreign and domestic planning and policy.

Promote Wide- Ranging Collaboration  
to Protect Public Health

Pandemics have long proven that infectious diseases do not re spect jurisdic-
tional bound aries, and the COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced this point. Over 
the course of several months, COVID-19 cases  were reported on  every continent 
except Antarctica and in virtually all of the world’s countries.31 On a daily basis, 
COVID-19 incidence and prevalence  were tracked and communities watched with 
a combination of awe and horror as the disease progressively populated global 
maps. Importantly, while  there may be some genomic variation among the strains 
of COVID-19 in circulation,32 the fundamental biology of the virus is not affected 
by geography. The traditional public health tools of isolation, quarantine, social 
distancing, testing, and surveillance are used consistently in efforts to mitigate 
COVID-19, regardless of the society in which it appears.

What does change, depending on the country in which the virus surfaces, are 
po liti cal responses and the activation of intra-  and inter- country efforts to limit 
transmission and address the virus’s health effects. In addition to in- country vari-
ation, countries’ overall po liti cal environments do not necessarily remain pre-
dictable from one pandemic to the next. A change in leadership can dramatically 
alter a country’s priorities and its role relative to global public health. The United 
States provides an illustrative case study over several presidential administrations. 
In his 2003 State of the Union address, President George W. Bush, a Republican, 
announced plans to establish the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, 
which received bipartisan support and has become the largest single- country fund-
ing commitment dedicated to one disease.33 During the Ebola pandemic of 2014, 
 under President Barack Obama, a Demo crat, the United States played a major role 
in coordinating a global response and sent thousands of health officials to West 
Africa to focus on disease containment.34 The administration viewed the Ebola 
response as both a public health and health security priority. In contrast,  under 
President Donald J. Trump’s Amer i ca First approach, the United States has re-
treated from global public health leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic, fo-
cusing instead on an isolationist response.35

In an era when some leaders around the world have embraced nationalism and 
pop u lism, the traditional ways of conceptualizing global public health security 
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may no longer apply. The global coordinating body for pandemic response, WHO, 
must account for donor- driven rather than public health priorities. The United 
States has backed away from a position of global leadership relative to public health, 
and many leaders have lost enthusiasm for inter- country efforts in general. While 
po liti cal whims may change, effective public health approaches  will not: global 
public health challenges  will continue to necessitate a collaborative approach that 
spans the developed and developing worlds. COVID-19 has temporarily slowed our 
increasingly interconnected world, but the same pathways that allowed COVID-19 
to spread so quickly  will eventually reemerge. And the pandemics of the last fifteen 
years, culminating in COVID-19, have repeatedly demonstrated that an isolationist 
stance does not yield positive public health outcomes.

While effective collaboration may arise spontaneously during a pandemic, the 
strongest collaborations  will be built and nurtured during inter- pandemic periods, 
when governments, organ izations, and individuals can focus on structure and 
goals, rather than the exigency of response. The recovery and mitigation phases 
of the disaster lifecycle— which are inherently less chaotic than the response 
phase— offer an ideal time to learn from the strengths and failures of collabora-
tive responses to prior pandemics. As the global community shifts from the most 
acute COVID-19 response into longer- term planning for a lingering pandemic, les-
sons can be learned from responses to prior coronavirus pandemics, particularly 
SARS in 2002–4.

SARS was a coronavirus disease, but it differed from COVID-19 in impor tant 
ways. COVID-19 is easier to transmit than SARS, but its case fatality rate is lower, 
meaning that it is less deadly for  those who contract it.36 This means that COVID-19 
is unlikely to fade away like SARS. Despite  these differences, the SARS response 
offers impor tant lessons about collaboration at individual and societal levels. In 
some countries that experienced SARS, especially  those in eastern Asia, individ-
uals implemented public health mea sures like mask wearing, handwashing, and 
social distancing to facilitate a collective response. Some have theorized that 
 these socie ties retained their collective memory of population- level compliance 
from the SARS response, making them early adopters of public health practices 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.37 Importantly, this type of collective response 
may emerge more predictably in countries that tend  toward centralized gover-
nance or more widely shared norms. In a country like the United States— with a 
long tradition of decentralized governance and local or regional norms— public 
health practices may be embraced inconsistently.
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The SARS response also put the world on notice about the need for country- 
spanning collaborations to ensure timely disease surveillance and outbreak re-
sponse.38 A National Acad emy of Sciences review of the SARS response noted 
that key collaborations related to linking laboratory research to epidemic response 
partners had been established years before SARS emerged.39 In addition, diagno-
sis, treatment, and mitigation  were supported  because SARS appeared primarily 
in countries with stronger health care and public health systems. This realization 
should have alerted the global community to the potentially devastating effects of 
a pandemic throughout the developing world, where containment or mitigation 
would depend on international assistance. As the COVID-19 response has shown, 
while the world made some strides to improve surveillance capabilities and 
strengthen global outbreak alert systems, countries did not fully internalize criti-
cal lessons from SARS.

The question then becomes, What might a  future approach to global public 
health preparedness look like? It  will depend on effective collaborations within 
and between countries, grounded in a shared recognition that jurisdictional bound-
aries are irrelevant to infectious diseases. Regardless of the patchwork effect in 
public health law and policy, governments at  every level must embrace a shared, 
nonpartisan goal of protecting the health of their populations, with pandemics 
viewed as public health, health security, and existential threats.  Because no 
country can mitigate a global threat on its own, public health systems should be 
viewed as interconnected entities, both within countries and across interna-
tional borders. While  these systems, of course,  will vary greatly in terms of re-
sources, technology, and longevity, the success of the whole— defined as effective 
mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery from pandemics— depends on 
the functioning of each part.

Rather than challenge national sovereignty, this orientation seeks to ensure 
that populations continue to thrive  under the leadership of their respective gov-
ernments. But it also recognizes the fundamental limitation of stand- alone pub-
lic health efforts in an interconnected world. Critically, effective global public 
health preparedness must recognize the essential role of nongovernmental or 
quasi- governmental institutions. For example, over two de cades, Gavi, the Vaccine 
Alliance, has demonstrated the power of public- private partnerships to tackle 
seemingly intractable challenges such as global vaccine access.40 By bringing to-
gether diverse, multidisciplinary collaborators,  these types of institutions can fos-
ter the innovation needed to supplement governments’ public health work and 
can fill global health policy gaps not addressed by WHO.
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Apply Lessons Learned from the COVID-19 Response to WHO

During recent pandemics, two observations about WHO have gained traction: 
(1) the organ ization plays a key role in pandemic response, as the international co-
ordinating body for this work; and (2) WHO’s effectiveness is curbed by struc-
tural limitations. To understand WHO’s strengths and weaknesses— and the po-
tential for change moving forward— the timeline of its engagement relative to 
COVID-19 proves instructive.41 On December 31, 2019, WHO received a report of 
a cluster of pneumonia cases from the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission in 
China. On January 4, 2020, WHO shared this information with the world via a 
tweet and noted, “Investigations are underway to identify the cause of this ill-
ness.” 42 The next day, WHO published information in its Disease Outbreak News 
about “cases of pneumonia of unknown etiology” in Wuhan, China,43 followed by 
technical guidance  later that week. On January 12, WHO confirmed that China 
had shared the disease’s ge ne tic sequence, and on January 14, a WHO official noted 
the possibility of human- to- human transmission. On January 20–21, a team of 
WHO officials visited Wuhan and, the next day, issued a statement confirming 
human- to- human transmission.

On January 22–23, Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, WHO’s director- general, 
convened an Emergency Committee, in keeping with the pro cess established by 
the IHRs. The committee, composed of in de pen dent experts from throughout the 
world, failed to reach a consensus about  whether available information supported 
a PHEIC declaration. On January 28, Dr. Tedros led a WHO del e ga tion to China 
to confer with Chinese leaders about their response to the novel coronavirus. Two 
days  later, the Emergency Committee was reconvened, leading to a recommenda-
tion for a declaration of PHEIC. Dr. Tedros issued the official declaration on 
January 30.44 Significantly, WHO did not refer to the COVID-19 outbreak as a 
“pandemic”  until March 11, 2020.45

As  these events demonstrate, WHO must rely on information provided by its 
member countries when making determinations about a disease outbreak. In the 
case of COVID-19, im mense concerns have arisen about the timing and accuracy 
of information provided by the Chinese government. And,  because the pandemic 
began in the Wuhan region of China, any delays, omissions, or flaws attributed to 
China had wide- ranging implications for the rest of the world. For example, while 
doctors in China raised concerns about human- to- human transmission of the 
novel coronavirus,46 the Chinese government hedged, and the mode of disease 
transmission was not confirmed for weeks by WHO.47 Even without a WHO 
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declaration of PHEIC, confirmation of human- to- human transmission would 
likely have led to much greater concern and swifter action by countries through-
out the world. Instead, countries delayed their own responses—in many cases 
 until late January or early February,  after the PHEIC declaration. In addition, by 
not using the word pandemic  until mid- March, WHO potentially gave a false 
sense of security to countries that had not yet identified COVID-19 cases within 
their borders.

In an ideal world, countries would report accurate, timely information to WHO, 
but varied reasons may constrain this. A country’s government may not want its 
own residents, let alone the entire world, to know that it failed to identify and con-
tain a novel disease outbreak, especially if it arises at a po liti cally incon ve nient 
time. In China, Lunar New Year cele brations, in which individuals travel and 
spend time with  family and friends, coincided with the emergence of the novel 
coronavirus. Countries may also fear that disclosing a novel disease outbreak may 
compromise their global standing, perpetuate stigma and ste reo types, or impact 
tourism and trade. This last concern resonates strongly with countries where tour-
ism is a major economic driver.  These concerns have been validated by prior 
pandemics, which is why the IHRs state that their purpose is “to prevent, protect 
against, control and provide a public health response to the international spread 
of disease in ways that are commensurate with and restricted to public health 
risks, and which avoid unnecessary interference with international traffic and 
trade.” 48 Yet, despite this, pandemics are routinely accompanied by country- specific 
decisions that do not reflect tenets of the IHRs. As a result, a country may have mul-
tifaceted reasons for withholding or limiting the information it shares with WHO 
while it attempts to contain a novel disease outbreak.

WHO’s COVID-19 response raises a second structural limitation, related to its 
funding mechanisms.  Because approximately 80% of WHO’s funding comes from 
earmarked donor contributions, WHO must routinely view its member countries 
as both constituents and funders. Concern has arisen that this duality explains 
WHO’s actions during the initial weeks of the COVID-19 outbreak. China is among 
WHO’s largest contributors,49 which suggests that WHO is particularly attuned to 
that government’s preferences. This dynamic may have led WHO to resist declar-
ing a PHEIC for a disease that had clearly originated in China, or at least post-
poned the declaration while it engaged with the Chinese government through-
out the month of January.

If the timing of the PHEIC was a po liti cal decision, it certainly had public health 
consequences— countries throughout the world delayed their own responses, in-
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cluding country- level emergency declarations,  until WHO had acted. During  these 
several weeks of wait- and- see, individuals carry ing the novel coronavirus traveled 
and hastened its spread throughout the world. WHO’s actions may have also 
strengthened its ties to China: in the first half of 2020, China emerged as one of 
the leading donors to WHO’s COVID-19 response, with $50 million pledged.50 At 
the same time, WHO  faces potentially catastrophic ramifications from recent 
US threats to withhold  future funding;51 in addition to affecting the global re-
sponse to the COVID-19 pandemic, other WHO efforts—to control infectious dis-
eases, mitigate noncommunicable diseases, and prevent injuries— would suffer. 
 Because the United States is WHO’s largest single funder, it remains unclear what 
country or organ ization might fill the void, raise its own profile in global health, 
and potentially re orient WHO’s donor- driven priorities. This suggests that, for 
WHO, politics and public health are inexorably intertwined. And, within the cur-
rent funding model, advocates of good global health governance must enlist well- 
resourced partners to effectively compete for influence within the organ ization.

Despite this, it would be a  mistake to forsake WHO and its critical coordinating 
role. No country can tackle a pandemic on its own, which means global health secu-
rity depends on an entity that can facilitate inter- country mitigation, preparedness, 
response, and recovery.  After SARS, the IHRs  were revisited to strengthen WHO’s 
functions,52 and that  will need to happen again to account for the lessons of 
COVID-19. As part of this pro cess, member countries could consider the One Health 
perspective, to ensure that pandemic response is situated within the broader con-
text of connections among  people, animals, plants, and the environment.

WHO is unlikely to gain enforcement authority, given the geopo liti cal impli-
cations that would accompany such a shift, so WHO’s member countries must 
together develop pro cesses that  will yield compliance and timely, accurate infor-
mation. Ultimately, all countries benefit from such an approach, as infectious 
diseases  will continue to ignore jurisdictional bound aries and all populations re-
main susceptible to novel diseases that emerge. And  these same member coun-
tries must determine their comfort level with a funding structure that forces WHO 
to constantly navigate the interface of politics and public health. A largely donor- 
driven agenda places global public health in peril if WHO is driven too heavi ly by 
politics rather than science. On the other hand, the door remains open for new 
funders to emerge— potentially even partnerships or funding consortiums that 
transcend country- level politics and span governments, civil society, and the pri-
vate sector—to provide capital that allows WHO to address the world’s most press-
ing global public health priorities.



110  Lainie Rutkow

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic  will bring fundamental changes to the conceptual-
ization of global health security, but it is much too early to understand any long- 
term impacts.  After the world experienced SARS in the early 2000s, some believed 
that a new world order relative to public health was imminent. Populations be-
came skilled at implementing public health practices, such as wearing face cov-
erings and social distancing, and WHO’s IHRs  were revised. While some global 
systems  were strengthened, the COVID-19 pandemic has proven that the world’s 
reaction to SARS was not nearly strong enough.  After SARS, governments failed to 
fully internalize the lesson that public health is not merely a domestic policy issue—
it must join governments’ foreign policy agendas.

While society is in the midst of the current pandemic, heightened interest in 
public health preparedness and response must be channeled by policy makers. A 
win dow has opened in which leaders can address at least some of the  factors that 
contributed to the origins of the COVID-19 pandemic, but this opportunity is fleet-
ing. Leaders should use this period to look beyond the high- profile response and 
 toward the next pandemic. Now is the time to ensure that all stages of the disas-
ter cycle are accounted for, in terms of planning, resources, and infrastructure. 
 Unless public health preparedness systems throughout the world are strengthened, 
any given country is at risk; infectious disease outbreaks require much more than 
lines on a map for containment.

As the world moves forward and envisions a post- COVID-19 era, science and 
politics  will inevitably intermingle. Public health is inherently po liti cal for many 
reasons, including the frequent tension between government action to protect the 
health of a population and re spect for the autonomy of individuals. It would be too 
simplistic to suggest that governments are now ready to view global public health 
through a purely technocratic lens. But it would also be incorrect to assume that 
politics alone  will determine  whether the world  will be better prepared for the 
next pandemic. To surmount  today’s geopo liti cal and ideological fractures, new 
collaborations, co ali tions, and networks— perhaps some that cannot yet be fully 
 imagined— will be needed. Such innovative partnerships may hold the key to span-
ning the po liti cal divide, fortifying WHO, and contributing to a world order that 
recognizes and responds effectively to infectious disease threats.
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The global COVID-19 pandemic posed a multitude of ethics challenges as the 
realities of the public health emergency became apparent. Issues confronted 

ranged from the allocation of scarce medical resources to questions about the 
proper balance of civil liberties and public health– related restrictions to concerns 
over the harms and benefits of social distancing weighed against  those of reopen-
ing certain parts of socie ties. Many faculty in academic bioethics programs across 
the United States and around the world  were asked to help address  these and 
other issues, creating an unpre ce dented demand for ethics input and analy sis. 
Some issues  were familiar to American bioethics scholars.  Others  were beyond the 
range of issues and contexts that they typically consider, leading to requests for 
help from colleagues and participation in collaborative efforts that reflected 
multidisciplinary perspectives necessary to tackle the prob lems’ complexities. 
 These efforts helped respond to the issues faced by institutions and states, and to 
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a  limited extent the federal government, but left unaddressed issues at the inter-
national and global levels.

COVID-19 raises global challenges, however, and in this chapter we reflect on 
the need for the field to address the real and pressing challenges in the global arena. 
The pandemic has highlighted our interconnectedness and interde pen den cy; it has 
compelled thinking about ethics and its relationship to health within and across 
countries, which requires greater coordination and cooperation in a world that 
seems geopo liti cally fractured. It has also exposed the limitations of the historically 
dominant approaches to bioethics, pointing to a need for approaches that take seri-
ously and engage deeply the concerns of social justice and health equity— concerns 
that, during the COVID-19 response, have relevance for every thing from decisions 
about the triage of lifesaving resources to global health policy. Bioethics needs to do 
better, and we argue in this chapter that this means a renewed focus on a global 
health ethics that recognizes and takes account of the realities highlighted by the 
pandemic: focusing on health, not just health care; health equity, not just allocation 
of scarce resources; and social justice, not just distributive justice.

Bioethics Challenges during the COVID-19 Pandemic

The pandemic has brought many issues to the surface that the majority of bio-
ethics scholars  were not mindful of or thought  were not core to their work. The 
work of bioethics evolved for good reasons to focus on biomedical ethics and re-
search ethics, mostly distinctive from the ethics of public health and health pol-
icy. As a function of the evolution of the field, the professionals working in it  were 
primarily appointed in academic medical centers. In  these environments the work 
of bioethics has been primarily, if not exclusively, focused on clinical ethics and 
on researching questions amenable to empirical research proj ects, and it has had 
 little to do with scholars working on questions of health policy and public health 
practice, who are often appointed in completely diff er ent parts of universities. The 
field’s functional divisions have created a false but understandable dichotomy be-
tween clinical or bedside ethics issues and issues of policy, thereby reifying un-
helpful silos.

The effects of years of disconnection and narrow focus  were made obvious 
when the pandemic and its consequences uncovered numerous urgent ethical is-
sues that needed to be addressed, and bioethics scholars  were asked to lend their 
expertise and, in some cases, to help guide the response. Some issues appeared on 
their surface to be familiar for bioethics, such as the allocation of resources made 
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scarce by insufficient supply (such as personal protective equipment) or by unpre-
ce dented demand (such as ventilators and beds in intensive care units).  Those 
are  matters that parallel long- standing work on how to equitably distribute the 
 limited number of solid organs available among the many patients whose lives 
could be saved by transplants. But while allocation of kidneys is amenable to a na-
tional waiting list, and access to livers relies on a system of increasing priority 
that allows patients to wait their turn  until they become sickest and therefore first 
in line, COVID-19 required a plan for triage rather than allocation.

Physicians, nurses, hospital administrators, and clinical ethicists are steeped 
in prioritizing the best interests of individual patients and in promoting autono-
mous decision making by patients. But they  were suddenly faced with the prospect 
of a surge in COVID-19 patients so large that it would swamp supplies of lifesav-
ing resources and force triage decisions on a scale incompatible with patient- 
centered decision making. The questions that hospitals and health systems faced 
 were more like population- level questions familiar to public health policy experts 
than like the decisions typically made in tertiary care medical centers. Discussions 
focused on how to balance the interests of individuals against societal goals such 
as saving the most lives pos si ble.  Those questions are much more tractable when 
applying utilitarian, communitarian, and other distributive and relational justice 
approaches to ethics than when applying mainstream bioethics princi ples such as 
re spect for persons and beneficence. To take on  these unpre ce dented challenges, 
teams with relevant expertise  were rapidly convened. Clinicians, hospital leader-
ship, attorneys, clinical ethicists, and scholars in ethics and public health policy 
worked together for the first time in their  careers to take up questions of how to 
allocate scarce resources, whose input to seek, what frameworks to apply, how 
to implement the application of consensus approaches, how to do so consistently 
and across hospitals and systems, and how to resolve who should bear ultimate 
responsibility for what  were likely to be life and death decisions.

The bioethics community has learned several impor tant lessons as a function 
of the time spent working on  these issues. First, connections between work on 
clinical ethics and hospital system or government health policy questions, which 
had seemed forced or manufactured at best, now seem critically entwined and in-
tegral to answering the ethical demands of the pandemic. Second, the dominant 
approaches to bioethics cannot adequately address questions that combine taking 
account of the individual needs of patients and the interests of  others in society, 
including the gross inequities caused by health and income disparities. Doing so 
requires much deeper consideration and inclusion of community- and population- 
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level perspectives and approaches for incorporating them.  Those two lessons 
amount to a sort of reckoning for bioethics, demanding a reconsideration of how 
bioethics work is conceptualized, its proper areas of focus, and the approaches 
needed to address them.

A Pivot for Bioethics

We propose that the answer is health ethics, to encompass clinical ethics, re-
search ethics, public health ethics, population health ethics, and global health eth-
ics. Health, in this context, is not  limited to health care but instead comprises a 
broader concept about populations and individuals being able to protect them-
selves from harm and be  free from illness or injury. Such abilities are much more 
influenced by pervasive social determinants than by access to medical care.1 That 
pivot requires applying a broader lens of a social contract and its implications for 
distributing the benefits and burdens of living together in a society; it encompasses 
more than individual rights and, in par tic u lar, more than the focus on negative 
rights (liberties) that is a feature of American social policy and public discourse. 
It means a renewed focus on health equity, on the social sources of health dispari-
ties and their disproportionate impacts, and on the issues of social justice that 
they invoke. The decades- long attention to global health security is germane in 
that it acknowledges the relevance and importance of securing the health of pop-
ulations. But it is animated by interests of national security and a watchfulness 
for new and resurgent threats rather than by social justice for the populations 
experiencing endemic health deprivations and likely to be most affected by new 
health threats.

To make this pivot, however, requires increased social recognition of the im-
portance of protecting and improving the health of individuals and populations 
on par with other social goals such as growing the economy, ensuring national se-
curity, and protecting civil liberties. The health of the American population lags 
 behind that of most wealthy countries and is not commensurate with the outcomes 
expected from such lavish annual spending on health care. At over $3 trillion per 
year, the United States spends far and away more money on health care than any 
country in the world. Yet the average level of health and health inequalities is 
worse than in other countries, including some low-  and middle- income countries 
(LMICs). Part of the reason is that not  every citizen in the United States has ac-
cess to health care, which is also where the US stands apart from all other in-
dustrialized countries. At the same time, good health is not the same as having 
access to health care. The per sis tence of health inequalities in other countries 
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with universal access to health care evidences that lesson. It would be easy to say 
that the United States does not value health as much as it does other social goals 
such as economic growth or domestic and national security, but then why spend 
so much on health care? One pos si ble explanation is that, in the United States, 
health has become a personal consumption good. That is, health is seen as some-
thing that is an attribute of the individual, and good or bad health is largely a 
function of the natu ral lottery combined with personal be hav ior. Health care is 
therefore a personal good to be consumed and is accessed by the ability to pay for 
it,  either individually or through government provision. This account of the “Amer-
ican health disadvantage” gives  little attention to the profound and pervasive social 
determinants of health.2 This may in part explain why social support programs 
and public health infrastructure are relatively neglected. Research in the United 
States about the health impacts of social conditions and relationships has largely 
been a niche subject of public health academics, health foundations, and govern-
ment reports.3

Mounting evidence of the health and social effects of the pandemic in the 
United States and around the world makes clear the need for new priorities that 
take into account how health disparities, food and housing security, employment, 
schools, and basic nutrition have an outsize impact on health separately and al-
most always in combination. From a traditional bioethics perspective,  there are 
 limited intellectual resources to analyze or support a focus on health ethics as we 
describe it, even with a focus just on the United States, let alone a transnational 
or global focus. Even with a more expansive intellectual scope, the traditional do-
main of American bioethics is health care and biomedical research done in insti-
tutions with policies discussed locally and nationally but rarely globally. What can 
bioethicists say about the relations within a country during an infectious outbreak 
or about how diff er ent countries and international organ izations should relate to 
each other during a pandemic? To answer such questions we must first understand 
how bioethics came to focus on the range of issues it does.

The Limits of American Bioethics

Bioethics is a relatively young interdisciplinary field, with most accounts point-
ing to its emergence in the United States in the late 1960s.4 It was a time of so-
cial, cultural, and po liti cal change in the aftermath of World War II, marked by 
many features including a new emphasis on individual rights— civil rights, con-
sumer rights, patient rights— and their protection. The same postwar period also 
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saw an explosion in government- funded biomedical research and an ensuing rec-
ognition of the need for ethics guidelines for its conduct.

An impor tant aspect of the early history of American bioethics is how its emer-
gence and evolution  were greatly influenced by biomedical research scandals. 
Most notable is the 1972 exposé of a forty- year US government study of untreated 
syphilis in African Americans in the rural South, often referred to as the Tuske-
gee Syphilis Study.5 The revelations that impoverished African American men 
 were deceived into participating in a research proj ect with no benefit to them and 
that the men involved  were deprived of available treatment in the pursuit of bio-
medical knowledge about syphilis prompted the US Congress to pass the National 
Research Act of 1974 to address ethical oversight in  human subjects research. This 
law included the establishment of the influential National Commission for the 
Protection of  Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research (1974–78), 
which was asked “to identify the basic ethical princi ples that should underlie the 
conduct of biomedical and behavioral research involving  human subjects and to 
develop guidelines which should be followed to assure that such research is con-
ducted in accordance with  those princi ples.”6 The commission also produced a 
seminal document, commonly referred to as the Belmont Report, which articulated 
ethical princi ples that would not only inform the outcome of the commission’s task 
but also would have an outsize influence on the evolution of the field.

In at least one telling, as the members of the commission trained in philoso-
phy and theology worked to identify relevant basic ethical princi ples, they realized 
that their training and individual commitments to par tic u lar theoretical ap-
proaches to ethics made it unlikely that they could all agree on one conceptual 
approach that would then help in deriving basic princi ples.7 Eschewing the se-
lection of one ethical theory, they instead achieved consensus on midlevel princi-
ples that would be consistent with a range of theoretical approaches.  These princi-
ples included re spect for persons, beneficence (providing benefit and minimizing 
harm), and justice. This principle- based approach worked well in answering the 
par tic u lar research ethics questions posed to the commission, and an expanded 
and more deeply developed version was then used to address other applied ethics 
questions across biomedicine.8

As new rules  were promulgated for research, new ethics requirements  were 
also established for the accreditation of hospitals, and new educational require-
ments  were established to include ethics in medical school curricula, often with 
the principle- based approach at their core (autonomy, beneficence, nonmaleficence, 
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and justice). Bioethics as a field became professionally embedded in academic 
medicine, emphasizing issues arising in clinical ethics and research ethics. As 
professors of bioethics advanced in their  careers as medical school faculty, success 
often required research funding from the US National Institutes of Health, 
which meant focusing on research priorities as articulated in calls for research, 
dominated by ethics and genomics and ethics and biomedical research. Bioethics 
faculty joined a growing group of professionals who could help apply policies, lead 
ethics committees, teach ethics to health professionals, and successfully compete 
for government grants, all while using the approach that had become dominant 
if not standard.

American bioethics, and to the extent it was  adopted outside the United States, 
is in part a product of all  these  factors— its US origins in biomedical research and 
reactive policy making, the dominance of the principle- based approach, its emer-
gence during a time of growth of individual rights, its professionalization, and its 
embeddedness in the academic biomedical enterprise. The demands and incen-
tives created by  those  factors would affect the framing and choices in bioethics 
as a field in the coming decades— a framing that would, for the most part, ignore 
a conceptualization of bioethics approaches that could accommodate a more ex-
pansive view of health as a global and social justice issue. For example, issues of 
power, vulnerability, privilege, and systemic disadvantage have not been framed 
as central to the work of mainstream American bioethics. Many in bioethics have 
wrongly and comfortably assumed that the empowerment of individuals through 
informed consent pro cesses and through applications of the ethical princi ple of re-
spect for autonomy would adequately address power imbalances.9 This presum-
ably included systemic power differentials related to gender, race, disability, and 
other social categories of disadvantage. Feminist bioethics scholars, among  others, 
have challenged the principle- based approach as it fails to adequately account for 
relationships of power and authority.10 But even  those challenges tended to be 
framed by issues of ethics and medicine, not health and society.

Appeals to broaden bioethicists’ attention to a broader conceptualization of 
health and social justice have also come from individuals concerned about the rac-
ism and health inequities experienced by African Americans. Such pleas, for the 
most part, have been acknowledged but not been considered core issues to be ad-
dressed by mainstream bioethics. Annette Dula, for example, argued in 1991 for 
paying attention to issues of social equity, contending that the demographic 
makeup of bioethicists, dominated by “white, male, middle- class professionals and 
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academics,” narrowed the priorities and foci of the field to the exclusion of issues 
and perspectives relevant to racial and ethnic groups, poor  people, and  women.11 
And, prior to the pandemic, Marion Danis and colleagues used incidents of police 
vio lence against Blacks to draw attention to the urgent need for bioethicists to ad-
dress structural injustice.12

Infectious diseases, with their potential for local impacts and global scope,  were 
also overlooked in the formative period of bioethics, leaving bioethicists without 
the tools for their conceptual consideration.13 HIV/AIDS offered opportunities to 
expand the remit of bioethics. But, surprisingly, few bioethicists engaged with 
HIV/AIDS or with its numerous social dimensions. With a few exceptions, the eth-
ics of infectious diseases such as HIV/AIDS  were initially  shaped as domestic 
discussions and focused on confidentiality and professional obligations in a clini-
cal context or on the ethics of HIV research in the developing world.14  Later on, 
discussions about HIV/AIDS addressed research exploitation and the exportation 
of risk in LMICs.15 Instead, the real ethical work around HIV/AIDS took place 
among activists and on the global stage. HIV/AIDS activists transformed the meth-
odology of drug  trials so that the drugs would reach patients faster, protested against 
governments that  were unresponsive, and sought to ensure access to drugs by pa-
tients in LMICs. A global turning point was in 2001 when the United Nations 
General Assembly held a special session on HIV/AIDS, the first time for a health 
issue. It is  here that HIV/AIDS became narrowly and po liti cally framed as a global 
security threat, and so even at this level and opportunity, the first modern pan-
demic was not perceived as a bioethics issue.16

With some exceptions,17 bioethics discussions about health as global and social 
justice issues  were situated in public health schools and predominantly within the 
small field of public health ethics.18 The focus of that work tended to be on domes-
tic public health policy rather than global health. The few notable voices calling 
for global health ethics to be a focus of bioethics  were received as identifying is-
sues outside the mainstream and went largely unheeded.19

The field of bioethics was in large part disconnected from ongoing discussions, 
both domestically and on the world stage, of health policy issues such as rights to 
health care and certainly about rights to health.  Those parallel discussions  were 
happening, however, in po liti cal philosophy,  human rights, law, and global devel-
opment.20 Re orienting bioethics—to attend more to health, not health care; to 
health equity, not allocation of scarce resources; to social justice, not distribu-
tive justice; to the effects of the pandemic, its emergence at a time of increasing 
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nationalism, and its disparate racial impacts in the context of the Black Lives 
 Matter movement—is required for a bioethics that is ready to address the chal-
lenges of a post- COVID world.

Global Health Ethics— a Bioethics for the Post- COVID World

It became clear by mid- March 2020 that the COVID-19 pandemic was  going to 
be of a scale and nature very diff er ent from recent pandemics such as SARS, 
MERS, and H1N1. National responses to the pandemic in the form of shutting 
down most international trade and travel as well as many social activities through 
national “lockdowns” would be devastating to many countries in the short term and 
for years to come. As weeks progressed, it also began to be clear that diverse global 
and domestic dynamics could also have destabilizing impacts on the existing world 
order. That both Henry Kissinger and Mikhail Gorbachev, along with other se nior 
statesmen and  stateswomen around the world, published public statements about 
the need for giving attention to the global order signaled that responding to this 
phenomenon required more than science, money, and, even, pandemic ethics.21 So, 
does the discipline of bioethics, and ethics more broadly, have something to contrib-
ute to analyzing and stabilizing the world order, or even to making it better? And, 
more specifically, can ethical resources and reasoning help address the role that 
health could or should have in stabilizing or reforming the world order?

Some international relations scholars may understand and integrate the pan-
demic as a new kind of global threat that requires mitigating and managing. That 
is, the pandemic is background  music to the dominant issues of US- China relations 
or waning American influence in the global arena.  There is another view that has 
more room for ethics, particularly related to  human health and well- being. Gor-
bachev, as well as  others, has come to recognize that world order needs to be re-
formed and centered on  human well- being. He writes, “The overriding goal must 
be  human security: providing food,  water and a clean environment and caring for 
 people’s health.”22 And Dani Rodrik argues that “hyper- globalization” was too fo-
cused on trade and investment to the neglect of public health, and it was coming 
to an end even before the pandemic. A new, well- crafted globalization is needed 
that is centered on  human rights, climate change, and public health.23

This focus on  human well- being as the foundation of world order, or at least as 
a prominent part of global cooperation, is not novel. Emphasizing  human well- 
being as the right target of global institutions and cooperation has motivated 
vari ous efforts such as the United Nations’  human security agenda advocated by 
the Japa nese government.24 And recent efforts to identify and promote coopera-
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tion around global public goods have been led by international agencies such as 
the United Nations Development Program, World Bank, and International Mon-
etary Fund.25  There have also been efforts to motivate national governments to go 
beyond aggregate macroeconomic indicators and focus on  human well- being. 
 These have included high- profile international commissions and the creation of 
new mea sures to assess the state and pro gress of countries, such as the Better Life 
Index of the Organisation for Economic Co- operation and Development.26 While 
 these efforts have aimed to put  human well- being at the center of the work of 
international organ izations, global cooperation agendas, and even national pro-
grams, they have not taken root. Growth in gross domestic product, international 
trade and investment, financial globalization, and, of course, national security 
have been hard to dislodge as primary concerns in the relations among countries.

Perhaps it is the depth of the near- universal shock to all governments and socie-
ties as well as to most international organ izations that has created an opening to 
consider fundamental questions about the world order post- COVID. The lack of 
a robust, coordinated effort among nation- states and  other global actors, and the 
continued neglect of public health in some of the weakest countries in the world, 
would mean more waves of the pandemic or would mean that the virus keeps cir-
culating in the world, in defi nitely threatening all countries. Epidemics and pan-
demics are also unpredictable. Depending on how the pandemic continues to 
evolve in the world, and how vari ous countries respond domestically and abroad, 
this pandemic or worse pandemics to come could further destabilize geographic 
regions and world order.

The fast progression of the COVID pandemic is bewildering to bioethicists and 
global justice phi los o phers as much as it is to academics studying the world order. 
What is, or should be, apparent to all is that the spread of deadly infections makes 
patently vis i ble the current state of interconnectedness of all  human beings on this 
planet. Despite long- standing debates about globalization, it was largely under-
stood as a phenomenon of trade and finance or, perhaps, of the clash of cultures. 
A virus being passed from person to person across borders makes global intercon-
nectedness tangible, and personal vulnerability from being interconnected is im-
mediately palpable. At the same time, it is a significant observation in itself that 
global interconnectedness helps transmit direct harms alongside many of the good 
 things such as faster travel, exchange of ideas, greater economic prosperity, and 
alleviation of poverty.

A second related but distinct aspect that has become more vis i ble is the 
interde pen dency of socie ties. Many Anglo- American global ethics and justice 
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phi los o phers have up to now viewed the world as a group of distinct, self- contained 
entities. This is perhaps an understandable extension of theorizing about social 
justice in terms of self- contained individuals. As such, global ethics and justice 
have focused largely on pos si ble rights and obligations across national borders, par-
ticularly between rich and poor countries. To state it simplistically, many global 
ethics and justice phi los o phers have focused on the question, What do we owe to 
distant strangers, particularly the poorest?27 This pandemic challenges such a fram-
ing of the main prob lem in global ethics in a few ways. The pandemic has explic itly 
shown that all persons on this planet are interconnected across borders. And 
through  those interconnections, we are made vulnerable to grievous harms and 
death. Moreover, it is likely that we have also passed on harms to other  people in 
other countries. For example, by hosting one or more major international airports, 
wealthy countries— which previously  were the benevolent actors in global ethics— 
have likely enabled the spread of the virus to other countries, particularly low- 
income countries that  will suffer enormously.

And beyond receiving and transmitting harms, it is fairly well evident from the 
basic epidemiology of the pandemic that no single country or group of countries 
can contain the pandemic by themselves. No country can control the pandemic 
within its own borders and remain protected without all other countries also con-
trolling the spread in their own countries. Interconnectedness, and interde pen-
dency, makes coordinated global action necessary to contain the pandemic every-
where. And not just the cooperation of a few countries but of all countries is needed 
to protect  every country for as long as necessary. Benevolence or even humanitar-
ian ethics is not the appropriate ethical resource to draw on in this situation. The 
necessity for and benefits of cooperative action at a global level have previously 
been identified regarding many other global issues such as climate change, nuclear 
proliferation, and illicit drug trafficking. But the distinctiveness of this pandemic is 
that it makes more prominent the interconnectedness and interde pen dency of all 
 human beings, while producing a sense of urgency that is due to the imminent 
threat to bodily health, possibly leading to the deaths of untold thousands. And 
importantly, social interactions within and across borders  will, in fact, be more 
necessary for socie ties to recover from the economic and social devastation.

It is this perspective of joint living on this planet, and of having intertwined 
destinies, that compels us to ask, So how should we live together? This is the main-
stay of the philosophy of social and global justice and of par tic u lar theories of 
social contract and distributive justice. In the social contract tradition, a theory 
aims to identify the rules of social cooperation that fairly distribute benefits and 
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burdens across all involved parties. The most famous modern Anglo- American 
proponent of the social contract approach to social justice was, of course, John 
Rawls.28 Rawls identified a set of “primary goods,” certain socially produced goods 
that serve as all- purpose means for  every person to pursue their diverse life plans. 
Rawls also identified some rules for how  these valuable goods should be distrib-
uted across individuals. But  there are two significant weaknesses to Rawls’s sem-
inal theory. He had trou ble with a global social contract, and he had trou ble with 
health, even at the domestic level.29 He pursued a methodology in which he the-
orized about social justice in a world where  there is only one society.  After he pre-
sented a theory of one ideal society, he then theorized the rules that might gov-
ern a world of many socie ties, each with diverse domestic arrangements, values, 
and cultures. As a result, he produced a set of minimal rules, and they  were far 
from a global social contract. And regarding health, despite health being so val-
ued by  human beings and instrumental on a daily basis to their life plans, Rawls 
did not place health on the list of valuable goods. This is  because he believed that 
health was a “natu ral good,” something that one is born with or that is affected 
by personal be hav ior and luck. The possibility that health or disease and death 
could be produced or destroyed by social interactions, through the very rules he 
was seeking to devise, was not part of his reasoning. Such an understanding of 
health is not a failing unique to Rawls, nor is this social dimension of health just 
related to infectious diseases.

While a potentially fatal virus being passed from person to person across bor-
ders and within borders shows our interconnectedness and interde pen dency, the 
same also holds true for the spread of noncommunicable diseases. At the global 
level, along with many kinds of viruses and biological organisms that are passed 
across borders daily (e.g., flu), other health harms are also created and distributed 
through social relations, practices, norms, and neglect. International trade regula-
tions that constrain the ability of countries to restrict or regulate  things such as 
tobacco, alcohol, high- caloric low- nutritious foods, and so forth contribute to the 
causal chain of poor health of  people in par tic u lar places—as do vari ous kinds of 
transnational systems and practices that enable illicit financial flows out of LMICs 
or the emigration of health care workers. This type of interconnectedness, or 
causal chains, directly affecting health has been recognized and experienced for 
de cades, particularly in LMICs. But this notion of our health as being affected by 
events in distant countries and by the functioning of global systems, practices, 
and institutions is being newly recognized by many citizens of industrialized coun-
tries, where the long global chain of  causes may have been obfuscated.
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The role of ethics in health and world order, then, is to provide moral guidance 
for the po liti cal pro cesses and structures that distribute benefits and burdens 
across socie ties. It cannot simply be about how to distribute health care or conduct 
research in other places. And, unlike  human rights law, which has also sought to 
provide guidance but has historically focused on the relationship between govern-
ments and their citizens, the scope of ethics can encompass a  whole range of di-
verse actors that now exist and operate at the transnational global level. Neverthe-
less, while ethics or global ethics may be the right register from which to address 
issues regarding world order and the place of health, this is also the time to re-
imagine global health ethics and bioethics. What does a theory of global ethics 
or justice look like that starts from interconnectedness and interde pen dency 
across borders and that puts  human health and well- being at the foundation of 
global relations?

The existing approaches addressing health in foreign nations as a  matter of 
charity and humanitarianism, or for commercial interest, or for national security 
have been at least inadequate and, arguably, misguided. We would not be  here, in 
the  middle of a global health emergency, if  these previous approaches  were effec-
tive. And global justice phi los o phers have also been waylaid by the issue of national 
sovereignty. The debates seemed to be polarized, with one pole centered on jus-
tice as being applicable only with a domestic po liti cal border and shared social in-
stitutions. The other pole is centered on the equal treatment of all individuals 
irrespective of where we find them, with substantial obligations across national 
borders to support the well- being of all  people. While few if any global justice phi-
los o phers see national borders and sovereignty as an all- or- nothing issue,  there 
has been  little pro gress in over a de cade on where the balance is between associa-
tive duties to compatriots versus general duties to foreigners as well as on the ideal 
system of global governance.30

The renewed recognition of the interde pen dency of all countries means that to 
protect ourselves we must also raise the level of health of the worst- off  people and 
countries in the world, not for the sake of benevolence or to fulfill our obligations 
to ensure their minimal well- being. The continuation of their vulnerabilities to 
this pre sent pandemic and  future outbreaks means that they have the potential to 
become every one’s health threats. The pre sent pandemic did not originate in some 
poor region in a poor country. It originated in a large city of a major economic 
power.  There have been disease outbreaks in the United States, and with growing 
anti- vaccination movements, the likelihood of more is increasing. And, with that, 
 there is the potential of spreading disease to other countries. So our interde pen-
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dency requires good global citizenship, or reciprocity across all countries. Char-
ity, commercial enterprise, or security approaches do not address all the sources 
of pandemic threats in other countries or other kinds of potential health threats. 
Rather, a recognition of shared mutual destinies, and fairness in the global distri-
bution of benefits and burdens, has more likelihood of containing this pandemic 
and creating global resilience against  future pandemics and health emergencies. 
It is also the right way to live together.

A shortsighted approach to our current global emergency and consideration of 
the effects on world order would be to understand it as a waiting game  until a vac-
cine is found. At pre sent,  there is a global race  under way to develop an effective 
vaccine against the coronavirus. Billions of dollars have been pledged for the re-
search and development of a vaccine. And  there is much rhe toric that the even-
tual vaccine(s)  will be made available to all countries, in some way or another. A 
vaccine is indeed an urgent goal that must be pursued for the sake of preventing 
as many deaths and as much suffering as pos si ble. But this is only one type of many 
deadly viruses that could  either emerge or reemerge in the world. And this coro-
navirus is not the deadliest that is pos si ble.31 Even  after containing this par tic u-
lar pandemic, national and global vulnerabilities to epidemics and pandemics  will 
continue and perhaps increase even more. The economic and social devastation 
caused by the responses to this pandemic are erasing many hard- earned health 
gains in many LMICs, and many other infectious disease epidemics are ongoing. 
Low health and health resilience in any country, particularly as a result of this first 
wave of the pandemic, makes all countries vulnerable. And beyond vulnerability 
to another pandemic, it is now common knowledge around the world that the 
global relations among nation- states, the  limited capacities of global institutions, 
and the lack of good global citizenship enable health harms to spread around the 
world. The current global order, in essence, is not good for the health of  people. 
Indeed, as it stands, it is bad for certain countries and certain groups within 
countries.

It is  because the pandemic has made evident both the structural inequities and 
inadequacies within countries and at the global level that we must reimagine 
global ethics. To avoid the error that Rawls made by starting with one society and 
then moving on to a world of socie ties, we must start with the global. The inter-
connectedness and interde pen dency across countries shape the health contexts 
within countries. That is, not only can health harms travel across countries; the 
world order, as it stands, creates and distributes harms within socie ties. Macro-
economists studying globalization and “economic contagion” have understood 
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how economic harms travel from the global to the local for a while. And some epi-
demiologists, particularly social epidemiologists who study the global determi-
nants of disease and death, also understand this. But global ethics and justice 
phi los o phers and bioethicists have been late to this realization. And even macro-
economists now recognize that they did not appreciate the public health dimen-
sion, assuming that investments in health meant health care.  There is a profound 
role  here for global po liti cal philosophy and ethics as a field to help build a better 
world order through reasoning about what the society of nations should be and 
how  people in them should act  toward each other, in light of their interconnected-
ness and shared destinies.

What can we do to fill the gaps and missing links and to enable  people to do bet-
ter global ethics and to put state- of- the- art knowledge about health at the center of 
the world order?  There is an urgent need to build links at least among philosophical 
fields such as bioethics, public health ethics, and po liti cal philosophy.  There also 
must be much stronger links between public health sciences and ethics. And impor-
tantly,  there must be much better integration between public health schools and 
international relations departments, programs, and schools. As this pandemic has 
made clear, how disease spreads within countries is significantly affected by global 
institutions as well as by how vari ous countries are willing or unwilling to cooperate 
across borders. Beyond the classroom,  there need to be greater opportunities for 
internships and fellowships in professional settings across disciplines. For example, 
a bioethicist considers the research lab or hospital as a field site of training. Simi-
larly, a public health ethicist or global ethics phi los o pher should have opportunities 
to spend time in settings where global policies are being  shaped and implemented. 
This could be the US State Department or, indeed, the Global Fund or World 
Health Organ ization. And international relations prac ti tion ers should be able to 
spend time among bioethics and global health ethics scholars.

Conclusion

We have provided a brief description of the work that bioethics has been asked 
to take on in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic and the shortcomings in ap-
proaches to bioethics and po liti cal philosophy that the pandemic has exposed. 
The history and evolution of the field offer an explanation of the challenges that 
bioethics has faced in coming to grips with the global ethics issues that surfaced 
in the pandemic, and this explanation helps point the way  toward an expanded 
scope for bioethics that includes global health ethics.
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When the pandemic is  under control, socie ties  will be left with the knowledge 
that social structural inequities produce inequities in health, along with the un-
derstanding that global pandemic responses and resilience require governments 
and socie ties to be more just. Unfair global and social  orders are not just bad for 
health. Health inequalities, and social responses necessary to sufficiently address 
pandemic threats, can devastate countries for years, affecting generations, and 
they threaten the global order. Health equity and  human well- being must, there-
fore, be more of a central concern of global transformations  under way and likely 
 will need to be so for the foreseeable  future.
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Before the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020, international climate diplomacy had 
settled into a regular yet disturbing routine.  Every year, governments gath-

ered to negotiate their climate commitments. Pro gress was haphazard and frus-
tratingly slow, while economic growth and rising living standards contributed to 
the relentless growth of green house gas emissions.

The pandemic changed every thing. For the first time since the end of the Cold 
War, global green house gas emissions decreased rapidly. In April 2020, they had 
fallen by 17% from their 2019 levels, with almost half of the reduction from trans-
portation. Researchers estimate that this reduction would translate into a 4%–
7% decrease for the entire year, depending on how quickly the world economy 
rebounds.1

Yet even this decrease, brought about by a massive economic shock, was barely 
in line with the emissions reductions needed to meet the goal of limiting global 
warming to 2 degrees Celsius by 2100. Climate scientists have shown that to achieve 
a 66% chance of limiting global warming to 2 degrees Celsius, net green house gas 
emissions— subtracting carbon sequestered in oceans, forests, and so on— must 
reach zero by around 2070. To realize this goal, the emissions reductions driven by 
the COVID-19 pandemic would have to be repeated consistently over five de cades. 
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It is unlikely that such reductions would be driven by lockdowns and travel bans. A 
deeper change in the way  people and firms create value  will be necessary.

The stakes are high. If the international community fails to limit global warm-
ing during this  century, serious climate disruption may follow. Massive wildfires, 
widespread flooding, and scorching heatwaves are among the dangerous climate 
impacts that we are already seeing. If climate change continues,  these impacts  will 
become more extreme over time. Islands and coastal areas, from Tuvalu to Ban-
gladesh to Miami,  will succumb to rising seas. Extreme weather events, such as 
droughts and floods,  will ruin livelihoods. The resulting scarcity of food and  water 
 will trigger migration on a massive scale.  These prob lems could be exacerbated by 
domestic unrest and international conflict.

 After the pandemic, the outlook for dealing with climate disruption  will be as 
unpredictable as ever. On the one hand, technological pro gress has contributed 
to decarbonization in the global power sector, and the rise of electric vehicles holds 
promise in transportation. If every thing goes well in  these sectors, the world could 
undergo a transition to an energy system that increasingly relies on electricity pro-
duced from low- carbon sources, such as wind and solar power. Low- cost batter-
ies would store the energy generated when the wind blows and the sun shines, and 
electricity would replace gasoline, diesel, and natu ral gas for a wide range of 
purposes.

On the other hand, the deep undercurrents of international politics are dis-
tinctly unfavorable to effective, coordinated climate action. The rise of global 
right- wing pop u lism and authoritarianism has brought to power leaders who have 
 little interest in mitigating climate change and who disdain multilateral cooper-
ation and globalization. COVID-19 has given rise to new geopo liti cal conflicts, as 
China and the United States compete for global influence and blame each other 
for the pandemic. In spite of the good news about clean technology, rapid climate 
action  will be costly for the economy, at least in the short run.  These costs are but 
a fraction of the global benefits of protecting our atmosphere, but major emitters 
must come to an agreement about burden sharing and then take costly action.

Ending the tug- of- war between politics and markets is essential for meaning-
ful pro gress in the global effort to stop climate change before it is too late to avoid 
irreversible damage. Without a 180- degree change in the direction of international 
relations,  today’s  great techno- economic opportunity  will not save us from extreme 
climate disruption. Yet,  there is still hope. When faced with a major crisis, govern-
ments and socie ties have time and again risen to the challenge.2 From the world 
wars that roiled the twentieth  century to the 1973 oil crisis that shook global en-
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ergy markets, governments have shown remarkable resilience and boldness in 
 doing  things differently when the status quo was simply no longer an option.

Global Energy Markets: A Turbulent  Future

Fossil fuels are both the lifeblood of the world economy and the primary driver 
of the climate crisis. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, approximately 80% of the 
world’s final energy across all sectors came from fossil fuels (oil, gas, and coal). Oil 
continued to dominate the transportation sector, and coal continued to play an 
impor tant role in the electricity sector, while the use of natu ral gas expanded in 
heating, industry, and electricity generation. Despite sharp decreases in the cost 
of renewable electricity generation, the share of fossil fuels in global energy con-
sumption had not actually decreased at all. Fossil fuels accounted for slightly more 
than 80% of global energy consumption in 1971 and slightly less than 80% in 1989.

COVID-19 had an enormous impact on the global market for fossil fuels. 
 Because the pandemic brought the world economy to a standstill, demand for en-
ergy decreased rapidly. Flights  were cancelled, and  people  stopped  going to the 
office. Bars and restaurants closed, and major events  were called off. The economic 
shock also reduced manufacturing activity: global energy demand fell by 3.8% 
during the first three months of 2020. Based on this, the International Energy 
Agency (IEA), which closely monitors global energy markets, forecasts a 6% de-
crease in energy demand in 2020.3

Furthermore, according to the IEA, “the Covid-19 pandemic has set in motion 
the largest drop in global energy investment in history, with spending expected 
to plunge in  every major sector this year— from fossil fuels to renewables and ef-
ficiency.” 4 Global energy investment in 2020 is projected at slightly more than 
$1,500 billion. This total is $400 billion below that of 2019, with oil and gas ac-
counting for 60% of the decline.

Oil markets have been particularly badly hit. While a barrel of oil in the Eu ro-
pean Brent oil market cost $56 in February 2020, the price fell to $32 in March, 
and in April it collapsed to $18. Given that the transportation sector was hit very 
hard by lockdowns and reduced travel, this is no surprise. Global oil supply had 
reached high levels before the COVID-19 crisis, and the sudden collapse in demand 
resulted in a glut. According to the IEA, oil demand in April 2020 was 29 million 
barrels per day (29%) lower than in April 2019.5 For the year 2020, the year- on- 
year decrease would be 9.3 million barrels per day (9%).

The effect of the pandemic on natu ral gas and coal markets was less pronounced 
yet substantial. Natu ral gas demand is forecast to decrease by 5% in 2020,  after 
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ten years of uninterrupted, rapid growth.6  Because natu ral gas is mostly used in 
power generation, industry, and heating, this reduction reflects a slowdown in eco-
nomic activity. In the coming years, demand for natu ral gas is expected to grow 
especially outside the member countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) and for use outside the power sector.

The pandemic accelerated coal’s difficulties. Demand for the most polluting of 
the fossil fuels is anticipated to decrease by 8% in 2020.7 This is a much more 
significant decrease than for natu ral gas.  Because power generation is the most 
impor tant end use for coal, the slowdown in economic activity has been a major 
setback for the ailing industry. As demand for electricity dropped, coal suffered 
more than natu ral gas or renewables. While conventional economic analy sis shows 
that low energy prices encourage consumption of fossil fuels, this temporary 
effect is less impor tant than the destructive impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
the fossil fuel industry. It is entirely pos si ble that global oil consumption has 
peaked. The coal industry, which was struggling already before the pandemic, con-
tinues to lose money as cleaner fuels, notably renewables and natu ral gas, re-
place coal in the global power sector.

All  these changes bode well for climate mitigation. Although the temporary 
energy demand reduction from the COVID-19 pandemic is not itself significant for 
mitigating climate change, the financial difficulties of the fossil fuel industry are 
significant. Even before the pandemic, fossil fuel producers faced a highly uncer-
tain  future. Oil producers worried about electric vehicles. Natu ral gas faced grow-
ing competition from renewable energy in the power sector. Coal could no lon-
ger compete with renewable energy and natu ral gas, and governments  were slowly 
recognizing the need to impose stringent environmental regulations on coal- fired 
power generation. The pandemic hurt the fossil fuel industry, accelerating the 
global energy transition  toward low- carbon alternatives.

This acceleration is essential  because of the inertia in the energy system. Be-
ginning with the invention of the steam engine, industrialized and, subsequently, 
emerging countries have spent centuries investing in infrastructure for fossil 
fuels.  These investments have created a “carbon lock-in,” a socio- technical system 
that  favors the fossil fuels and leaves  little room for alternatives.8 Power plants, 
transmission lines, pipelines, tankers, coal mines, and oil fields are all ele ments 
of this system. If COVID-19 can weaken the once mighty fossil fuel industry and 
create opportunities for alternatives, then our chances of limiting global warming 
are significantly improved.
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At the same time, the pandemic also revealed the impossibility of halting cli-
mate change without dramatic improvements in clean technology. As noted above, 
the global economic turmoil brought about by COVID-19 reduced global green-
house gas emissions by 17% in early 2020. Even though the world economy came 
close to collapsing, the reduction in emissions was roughly in line with what we 
need to achieve annually to limit global warming to well below 2 degrees Celsius 
by 2100. Simply reducing energy demand is not sufficient. Climate mitigation 
requires deep structural changes in the production and consumption of energy.

No one can tell with any degree of certainty  whether, and how quickly, the de-
mand for fossil fuels  will rebound. If the world economy continues to strug gle, 
the demand for fossil fuels  will likely remain subdued. But even if the world econ-
omy recovers, it is pos si ble that behavioral and orga nizational changes  will sup-
press the growth in demand for fossil fuels. Oil, in par tic u lar, is facing heavy pres-
sure. The pandemic forced organ izations to allow their employees to work from 
home, and a major shift  toward flexible working arrangements could reduce oil 
consumption in transportation. Similarly, lingering fears about infection might re-
duce air travel for both business and leisure.

On the other hand, a recovery is also pos si ble. COVID-19 has suppressed de-
mand for travel and many other economic commodities. If the structural changes 
seen in commuting, business travel, and tourism prove to be temporary, emissions 
could quickly rebound. One might imagine, for example, the travel industry ad-
vertising the attractiveness of long- range tourism  after  people spent months upon 
months in their homes. Similarly, widespread awareness about contagious diseases 
could drive  people away from public transit and  toward increased car owner ship 
and use.

In the long run, a combination of renewable energy and electric vehicles could 
reduce emissions, regardless of how the pandemic plays out. Even if  people around 
the world decide to purchase cars on a large scale and drive them over long dis-
tances, emissions need not increase. Electric vehicles, powered by affordable so-
lar and wind power, would allow enhanced mobility.  Because electric vehicles 
have batteries, they offer a natu ral end use for intermittent solar and wind power. 
Repeating this success in trucking and aviation  will be more difficult.

All told, the post- pandemic era offers an enormous opportunity for rebuilding 
a resilient and sustainable world economy, but  doing so  will require decisive ac-
tion. The bad news is that the outlook for such decisive action is bleak.
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International Climate Policy:  Will We Always Have Paris?

The primary engine and achievement of pre- pandemic climate policy was the 
Paris Agreement. In December 2015, the international community negotiated this 
flagship treaty in Paris at a United Nations summit. Unlike its pre de ces sor, the 
widely criticized Kyoto Protocol of 1997, the Paris Agreement was built on coun-
tries designing and submitting their National Determined Contributions (NDCs). 
The Paris Agreement did not impose negotiated emission targets but instead let 
each country formally announce their climate action plans.  These plans would 
then be collectively reviewed over time, with the goal of encouraging governments 
to ratchet up their climate action plans  under peer review and public scrutiny.

Success in ratcheting up is necessary for the Paris Agreement to mitigate cli-
mate change.  Today’s NDCs are not ambitious enough to avoid rapid global warm-
ing. According to the Climate Action Tracker, a nonprofit that monitors the Paris 
pledges, the current NDCs would lead to a global warming of 2.3–3.5 degrees Cel-
sius by 2100.9 This is only slightly below where current policies would lead us, 
with a range of 2.3–4.1 degrees Celsius.  Unless governments significantly increase 
their ambition levels, take rapid action, and meet their targets, the international 
effort to halt climate disruption can be considered a failure.

The Paris Agreement was the result of de cades of negotiations. The 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol imposed emissions reductions exclusively on industrialized countries, 
with the presumption that the developing world was not yet ready to act on climate 
change, both  because of resource constraints and  because of low baseline emis-
sions. While this idea was reasonable in 1997, a de cade  later it seemed anachro-
nistic, as China’s stupendous economic expansion began to dominate global emis-
sions trends.

In 2007, governments convened in Bali, Indonesia, to develop an action plan 
for a globally binding treaty. They then tried to negotiate it in 2009 in Copenha-
gen, Denmark, but the talks failed and the outcome, the Copenhagen Accord, sim-
ply listed the voluntary efforts that diff er ent countries would agree to undertake. 
It took the international community another six years to regroup, so that the 2015 
Paris Agreement would show a new direction for global climate cooperation.

The Paris Agreement was built on the notion that national sovereignty is an in-
violable foundation of international law.  Earlier, global cooperation on climate 
change had produced underwhelming results  because major emitters simply re-
fused to commit to deep emissions reductions. The Kyoto Protocol did not impose 
specific requirements on any developing countries, including China and India. The 
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United States de cided not to ratify the agreement, and Canada left in 2011. Rec-
ognizing the impossibility of a legally binding global treaty, negotiators switched 
gears and lowered their expectations. The goal was no longer to have countries 
meet top- down targets to limit global warming but to enable countries to set their 
own targets and increase the stringency of  these targets over time.

In practice, the Paris Agreement is a fair- weather agreement. It is easy for gov-
ernments to announce ambitious NDCs when they are already reducing carbon 
emissions and their economies are prospering. But if emissions are growing 
rapidly or if the economy is in recession, commitments that could be costly or dif-
ficult to meet pose a significant reputational risk for the negotiators. In 2017, only 
two years  after the Paris negotiations, a group of scholars noted that industrial-
ized countries, which  were supposed to lead climate mitigation efforts,  were not 
on track with their commitments.10 In the United States, President Donald J. 
Trump was not following the previous administration’s plans to decarbonize the 
power sector with the Environmental Protection Agency’s Clean Power Plan. In 
the Eu ro pean Union, the Emissions Trading Scheme reduced electricity usage and 
industrial emissions, but pro gress in the other 55% of Eu ro pean emissions has 
been lackluster.

President Trump’s abrupt withdrawal from the Paris Agreement in June 2017 
illustrates  these challenges.11 The 2015 Paris negotiations  were significantly 
boosted by the November 2014 bilateral agreement on climate change cooperation 
between China and the United States. Combine that with a high level of enthusi-
asm among the EU countries and India’s newfound passion for renewable energy, 
and the Paris talks started from a position of strength. But when Trump succeeded 
Barack Obama as president, the United States was out. Developing countries, for 
example,  were furious when they realized that the $100 billion a year that the in-
dustrialized countries had promised by 2020 to finance climate mitigation and 
adaptation would not be available.

The pandemic has also demonstrated that fair- weather agreements strug gle 
when the storm comes. The immediate effect of the COVID-19 pandemic was the 
postponement of the 2020 United Nations Climate Change Conference to 2021. 
But it also reduced attention to climate change, as  people, businesses, and govern-
ments focused on the more urgent prob lems of a global public health crisis and 
an economic recession. If 2019 was the year of climate change, then 2020 was the 
year of the pandemic, with  little attention devoted to climate change. Nonethe-
less,  because the Paris Agreement is built on the primacy of domestic climate pol-
icy, it provides a suitable framework for amplifying the impact of national and 
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even subnational climate initiatives.  Under the Paris Agreement, major emitters 
can lead with domestic action and encourage  others to match their ambition.

To salvage climate cooperation  under the Paris Agreement, major powers must 
agree on a common green stimulus strategy. When the pandemic triggered a global 
recession, private sector investment in the energy sector decreased rapidly.  Under 
 these circumstances, public finance must play a critical role not only in economic 
recovery but also in moving the world  toward a low- carbon economy. Moreover, 
historically low interest rates (negative interest rates in some cases) offer a unique 
opportunity for massive public investment in clean technology. If a critical mass 
of major emitters  were to embrace a common green stimulus, other countries 
would have strong incentives to follow. A coordinated green stimulus backed by 
the world’s largest economies would create new opportunities for clean technol-
ogy. Governments would seek to exploit  these opportunities both as a strategy for 
economic recovery and to bolster their reputations.

In a virtuous cycle, a massive green stimulus strategy  will enable governments 
to extend the accidental emissions reductions caused by the pandemic recession. 
The COVID-19 emission reductions are not a good model for climate cooperation, 
but they do buy governments some time. A successful green stimulus strategy 
would first avoid a rapid rebound and then launch a wave of emissions reductions 
in key sectors, from energy to transportation. Furthermore, a successful green 
stimulus would also contribute to economic growth, as governments are rightly 
concerned about their debt burden even in a climate of generally low interest rates.

Over time, a green stimulus could trigger a complete restructuring of the world 
economy. We already have most of the technology required for a low- carbon econ-
omy. Renewable energy could provide most of our electricity. Energy for trans-
portation, industry, and buildings could increasingly be produced with the help 
of wind and solar power. In  these areas, green stimulus should focus on aggres-
sive deployment of clean technology and building po liti cal co ali tions that lobby 
and vote for continued investments in low- carbon industry.

In  those areas where technology is not yet ready, such as steel production or 
aviation, green stimulus packages should promote innovation.  Because energy 
technologies tend to crawl from the laboratory to market, generous support for in-
novation is essential. Major emitters could invest in every thing from laboratory 
research to public- private partnerships and international demonstration proj ects.

The prob lem with this strategy lies in the difficulty of international coopera-
tion. For the Paris Agreement to limit global warming to well below 2 degrees 
Celsius by 2100, major emitters from China and India to Rus sia and the United 
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States must devise and implement astonishingly ambitious climate policies over 
de cades.

Discord in the Era of Climate Disruption

Cooperation on climate change has always been a near- impossible challenge. 
Each country’s government is not only concerned about the costs of climate miti-
gation but also understands that other countries reap many of the gains.12 While 
US emissions reductions are necessary to save Bangladesh from destructive sea- 
level rise, Americans  will reap few direct gains from this achievement. Moreover, 
emissions reductions can be costly, and many of the costs  will be incurred by 
vested interests such as fossil fuel producers and heavy industry.13

In recent years, the Paris Agreement’s pragmatism and rapid technological pro-
gress gave new hope to climate advocates. Between 2014 and 2016, the trajectory 
of global emissions reached a plateau, largely thanks to China’s increased invest-
ment in clean energy and the decline of coal use in the OECD countries.14 This 
plateau augured a bright  future, as the Paris Agreement drove countries  toward 
ever more ambitious emissions reductions in the tailwinds of a clean technology 
revolution.

But this hope has not yet translated into deep emissions reductions. Before 
COVID-19, the total effect of the NDCs fell far short of what is needed to achieve 
the Paris Agreement’s goal. In 2017–2019, global emissions again resumed a rising 
trajectory. In the absence of the pandemic, emissions might have continued to 
increase in 2020 despite the growing competitiveness of renewables and the 
growing use of electric vehicles. Simply put, adding renewable electricity gen-
eration capacity and electric vehicles is not enough without substantial pro gress 
in other sectors of the global energy system.

Worse, already before the pandemic, the megatrends of international affairs 
pointed in a disturbing direction. Donald Trump’s surprise election as president 
of the United States revealed an impor tant change in politics, as  people grew frus-
trated with the liberal, multilateral elites and voted for outsiders who challenged 
conventional ideas with pop u lism.  Great Britain’s exit from the Eu ro pean Union, 
China’s turn  toward authoritarian centralization, India’s Hindu nationalism, and 
Brazil’s return to right- wing authoritarianism suggest that this change is global in 
nature and not  limited to American politics.

This era of populist nationalism is not fertile ground for multilateral coopera-
tion. Dealing with a “wicked” prob lem such as climate change is a complex social 
challenge that requires trust in science, effective bargaining over burden sharing, 
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commitment to international rules over long periods of time, and rapid adaptation 
to change.15  Today’s populist leaders despise scientists,  favor aggressive unilater-
alism over multilateral cooperation, break rules when it is con ve nient, and fail to 
adapt to new realities. President Trump’s “Amer i ca First” campaign and his fail-
ure to react to the COVID-19 pandemic in a timely manner illustrate  these tenden-
cies, and climate change is a far more complicated prob lem than the coronavirus 
pandemic.

COVID-19 made every thing worse in global politics. The novel coronavirus be-
gan to spread in the Chinese city of Wuhan, and President Trump did not miss a 
beat in seizing the opportunity to blame the public health crisis on China. Instead 
of a global effort to contain the coronavirus, led by the World Health Organ ization, 
governments played the blame game and focused on protecting their own inter-
ests. This be hav ior contributed to a more general decrease in international coop-
eration, as governments increasingly distrusted each other and saw international 
affairs as a zero- sum game.

This deterioration of cooperation can already be seen in climate change.  After 
COVID-19, China’s role in international climate cooperation has become increas-
ingly complicated. China’s relationship with the United States has continued to 
deteriorate as President Trump blames China for the pandemic. At the same time, 
the precipitous decline in international trade has yet again led China to seek en-
ergy security in coal, the most polluting of all fossil fuels. The growth of nation-
alism and calls for national self- reliance have also made governments around the 
world worry about their dependence on China, which could reduce imports of Chi-
nese clean technology.

The global community therefore  faces a vexing dilemma. On the one hand, 
time is  running out. The destructive effects of climate change are increasingly 
clear, with wildfires raging in California and rural populations in India leaving 
areas that are no longer suitable for agriculture.  Every year that goes by without 
decisive action by the majority of significant emitters makes achieving any mean-
ingful and timely emissions reductions increasingly unlikely. While  there is no 
specific deadline for climate action, the global community cannot lose much more 
time, or climate change  will cause massive and irreversible destruction.

On the other hand, cooperation is more challenging than at any time since the 
end of the Cold War. Cooperation on climate change was difficult enough in the 
1990s and early 2000s; it  will be much more difficult in the competitive, zero- sum 
world order that is currently emerging. Major emitters  will be reluctant to trust 
each other in the spirit of reciprocity when they are competing for global influence 
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and trying to undercut other nations in the realms of national security and eco-
nomic diplomacy.

Conclusion

International climate policy is at a crossroads. Both paths eventually lead to 
a low- carbon world economy, but only one of them  will avoid dangerous climate 
disruption.

In the continued tug- of- war between markets and politics, the global energy 
system  will eventually reduce its dependence on carbon fuels. However, the tran-
sition  will be far too slow to avoid serious climate disruption. While governments 
scramble to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic and talk about green stimulus, 
their responses are too fragmented and unambitious to bend the emissions curve. 
Markets continue to deliver less expensive clean technology, but without govern-
ment support, pro gress  will be slow. At the time of this writing, this outcome ap-
pears likely. When major emitters fi nally realize that they must act, their histori-
cal emissions  will have already committed us to a far less hospitable global climate. 
If global cooperation on climate change  were to accelerate a de cade  after the 
COVID-19 pandemic, climate disruption would be all but unavoidable. Govern-
ments would have to invest in more exotic and uncertain solutions, such as geo-
engineering, which aspires to offset global warming through innovative techniques 
like ocean fertilization or reflecting sunlight back into space, or negative emissions, 
which remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.  These techniques might or 
might not provide some relief. Adaptation to climate change— sea walls, resilient 
infrastructure, drought- resistant crops, and so on— will be necessary in any case, 
but without an effective mitigation effort, adaptive mea sures  will be both ex-
pensive and difficult.

But if the tug- of- war ends now, rapid pro gress is pos si ble. If the COVID-19 pan-
demic  were to bring major emitters together to rebuild a sustainable and resilient 
world economy, government action could significantly accelerate pro gress in the 
development and deployment of clean technology. Substantial, coordinated invest-
ments in clean technology would usher in an era of low- carbon development, 
with fossil fuels rapidly losing ground. Public finance would catalyze private in-
vestment. This would produce a much better global outcome, but moving in that 
direction is not pos si ble without a 180- degree change in the way major emitters 
approach global cooperation. As long as  these countries continue to be ruled by 
authoritarian or proto- authoritarian leaders who hold international law in con-
tempt, this outcome is unlikely.



146  Johannes Urpelainen

In the long run, the COVID-19 pandemic  will affect both markets and politics. 
The impact on markets  will be through behavioral change, such as  people work-
ing from home or rejecting public transit, and  favors the survival of the fittest in 
an economic recession.  These behavioral changes could accelerate or halt pro gress 
in clean technology innovation and deployment, but they  will not fundamentally 
break our dependence on fossil fuels. Wealthy  people  will continue to use large 
amounts of fossil fuels to support their lifestyles, and their less affluent counter-
parts  will aspire to increase their energy consumption.

The impact on politics is more complex and more profound. Governments re-
spond to crises, but the nature of the response is difficult to predict. It could be de-
structive, with governments opting for nationalism and isolation. It could be con-
structive, as governments recognize the impossibility of pro gress without a much 
higher level of international cooperation. The past centuries have shown that gov-
ernments can and  will do the right  thing, but only  after they have no other choice.

Of the two impacts, on markets and politics, the latter is more impor tant. Be-
havioral changes  will have at best marginal effects on green house gas emissions. 
Po liti cal changes, however, could change the direction of international climate 
policy and give governments one last chance to avoid climate disruption,  after four 
de cades of inaction. The odds are not in civilization’s  favor, but failure is not yet 
a foregone conclusion.
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W hile food insecurity and malnutrition remain significant challenges, 
over the last two de cades, the global hunger rate decreased 25%.1 Much 

of that decline is attributed to decreases in poverty. In the last 30 years, popula-
tions living in extreme poverty (defined as  those living on less than $1.90 per 
day) decreased from 2 billion in 1990 to 700 million in 2015.  These gains have in 
large part been attributed to stronger social protection programs, increased ba-
sic ser vice coverage, and income and private sector growth.

However, in the last four years, the number of  people who go to bed hungry has 
risen from 796 million to 821 million.2 Immediate or acute hunger increased by 70% 
over the same period, from 80 million to 135 million, with the majority of  those popu-
lations living in Africa or conflict- affected countries.3 Why has hunger increased, un-
dermining years of pro gress? Most of the rise is due to climate change and conflict.4 
Sixty  percent of  people facing hunger live in war- torn countries such as Af ghan i stan, 
the Demo cratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Nigeria, Syria, Venezuala, and Yemen.5 
Climate change, too, has played a significant role; climate- related natu ral disasters 
have significantly tested the efficiency and functioning of global food systems.6

The failure to address near- term food insecurity and hunger  will block pro gress 
in mitigating the COVID-19 pandemic— not only in the pre sent moment but as the 
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pandemic spreads around the world over the next one to three years. The United 
Nations World Food Programme (WFP) estimates that the number of  people fac-
ing acute food insecurity  will rise to 265 million by the end of 2020, up by 130 mil-
lion from 135 million in 2019, as a result of the economic impact of COVID-19.7 
The United Nations University World Institute for Development Economics Re-
search estimates that 85 million  people  will fall into the “extreme poverty” cate-
gory  because of the pandemic, putting more  people at risk for food insecurity and 
malnutrition. The World Bank estimates that 40 million to 60 million  people  will 
fall into extreme poverty in 2020, due to potential economic shocks resulting from 
the pandemic.8

 There is deep concern about sub- Saharan Africa in par tic u lar. While some 
countries have made significant pro gress in alleviating poverty, civil wars and 
armed conflict continue to destabilize the region, disrupting agriculture and food 
production, destroying food supply chains and trade, and leading to internal dis-
placement and migration. Almost 80 million  people have been forced to move.9 
Floods and droughts plague the continent, and now East Africa is dealing with se-
vere locust swarms that are decimating food crops.10

This essay focuses on how the COVID-19 pandemic is affecting global food 
security and the repercussions for  future world order if we do not address food 
insecurity in the short and long term.  There  will be no world order at all without 
food security.

Consequences of Hunger and Food Insecurity

In the short term, hunger and food insecurity destabilize individuals,  house holds, 
communities, and nations; over the long term, they give rise to social unrest, 
disenfranchisement, and po liti cal instability. While food insecurity can con-
tribute to or exacerbate nutrition deficits, it is also linked to chronic diseases and 
conditions for  people of all ages.11 Food insecurity is especially detrimental to the 
health, development, and well- being of  children.12

Food- insecure populations are especially vulnerable to poor nutrition and obe-
sity due to additional risk  factors associated with inadequate  house hold resources.13 
Many of the same  people who strug gle with hunger also strug gle with obesity. This 
may sound like an paradox, but both are often rooted in poverty. Food- insecure 
adults in the United States are 32% more likely than  others to be obese— especially 
if they are  women, black, non- Hispanic or Hispanic.14  Children living in food- 
insecure  house holds also have a greater- than- average chance of being overweight 
or obese, and they have poor diets and eating habits.15 Food- insecure  children also 
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tend to display behavioral prob lems, disrupted social interactions, poor cognitive 
development, and marginal school per for mance.  These challenges, in turn, in-
crease  children’s risk of becoming obese adults.16  There is also a significant body of 
epidemiological and mechanistic evidence which suggests that hunger in utero and 
in early life can put individuals at higher risk for being overweight in adult life.17

Obesity and other noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) are worsening around 
the world and are considered significant risk  factors for COVID-19 hospitalizations 
and complications in both young and older patients.18 Diets are one of the signifi-
cant risk  factors for obesity and NCDs, and the ability to access food and healthy 
diets is being directly targeted by the COVID-19 pandemic  because of an ineffi-
cient global food system.19 Much of that has to do with the design and re orientation 
of agriculture following the Second World War.

The first international commitment to ending hunger was made in 1943 at the 
UN Conference on Food and Agriculture at Hot Springs,  Virginia. That conference 
set the goal of “freedom from want of food, suitable and adequate for the health 
and strength of all  peoples” that should be achieved “in all lands within the short-
est pos si ble time.”20  After the war, the immediate focus was on reviving agricul-
ture in Eu rope and East Asia. This rebirth of agriculture focused on positioning 
the food supply to produce basic food staples, consisting of energy- dense cereals, 
in order to feed a growing population. With an escalating Cold War and Malthu-
sian fears that food shortages would stoke Communism, the UN Food and Agri-
culture Organ ization (FAO), the Rocke fel ler Foundation, and the United States 
War against Hunger called the 1960s the “fighting hunger de cade.”21 Throughout 
the 1970s and the 1980s, this “green revolution” spread to Asia and enabled cereal 
production to stay ahead of population growth.22

Although the green revolution made major contributions to reducing undernu-
trition, other forms of malnutrition, such as obesity, began to rise.23 Policies fa-
voring the production of major cereals during the green revolution persisted dur-
ing the de cades following, undermining incentives to supply more diversified diets 
that contribute to better nutrition and health.24 What we are left with in 2020 is 
a “syndemic” in which 1 billion  people still suffer from hunger, 2 billion have some 
form of micronutrient deficiency due to low diet diversity, and 2.1 billion are over-
weight or obese.25

Food Security and International Security

Food security is highly correlated with international security. Lasting food in-
security has been shown to lead to social unrest, food riots, radicalization, insta-
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bility, and conflict.26 Most countries currently experiencing conflict are classified 
by the FAO as “low- income food deficit,” and they have high burdens of under-
nourishment. Nearly 75% of  children  under five who experience chronic under-
nutrition live in countries affected by conflict that can last for generations  after 
war is over.27 It is therefore crucial for all countries to ensure that food security 
is a central priority in ensuring their own national security as well as international 
security and cooperation.

Many conflicts that lead to food insecurity and famine are human- made, stem-
ming from natu ral resource competition, poverty, or health system shocks, such 
as epidemics like HIV/AIDS, malaria, or Ebola. Conflict generates food insecurity 
by affecting food availability, access, and use. Food systems that are repeatedly put 
 under stress by conflict tend to move from predictable food- value chains to insta-
bility and volatility.28 Violent armed conflict can lead to the destruction of crops, 
livestock, land, and  water systems, as well as disruptions in infrastructure such 
as roads and other transportation modalities, markets, and the  human capacity 
required for food production, pro cessing, distribution, and safe consumption.29 
Sometimes hunger is not only an indirect result of conflict but is itself used as a 
weapon of war.30 Many geopo liti cal conflicts cross the borders of diff er ent food 
systems. Fragile and failed nation- states influence, and are in turn influenced by, 
global market forces, and food security is often one of the first  factors to be 
affected.

While most conflicts result from  human action, the trigger for conflict or cri-
sis may be natu ral, such as a prolonged drought, or economic, such as the change 
in the price of a country’s major staple or cash crop. Price volatility can spark dis-
order and social unrest among urban communities unable to afford basic staples.31 
On the other hand, hunger may also be viewed as a cause of conflicts, a perspective 
that has been far less studied.32

COVID-19 Began as a Food System Risk

Like H1N1 influenza, SARS- CoV-2 (the virus that  causes the COVID-19 dis-
ease) infected  people through a zoonotic spillover event, prob ably from a bat, 
although another animal may have been involved. At first, case trace- back from 
the December outbreak of pneumonia in Wuhan, China, implicated a “wet food 
market” in which wildlife and other live animals are bought and sold for con-
sumption.  These food markets are risky places from a pandemic preparedness 
perspective since stressed wild animals from many diff er ent areas are brought 
together— circumstances that encourage a pathogen to jump species. As China 
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reopened in early June 2020, COVID-19 cases surged again in Beijing. The gov-
ernment tracked seventy- nine new infections and again traced cases back to a 
bustling food market in the south of the city where live animals are sold.

Regardless of SARS- CoV-2’s precise trajectory, experts agree that COVID-19 is 
a zoonosis, a disease that jumped from animals to  humans. Sixty  percent of emerg-
ing infectious diseases are zoonotic, and of that 60%, 72% originate in wildlife.33 
Humanity has experienced a long history of zoonotic diseases including rabies, 
Lyme, anthrax, SARS, Ebola, West Nile, Zika, Rift Valley fever, AIDS, and the bu-
bonic plague that killed a third of the world’s population in the 1300s.

The question remains as to why viruses jump from animals to  humans and be-
come insidious diseases. Food plays a large part in the transmission. Zoonotic 
disease spread and spillover events usually occur when animals are put in close 
proximity to  humans,  either  because their natu ral habitat has shrunk or been de-
stroyed or  because they are removed from their habitats.34 As a result of the re-
configuration of the planet’s landscape— through urbanization, deforestation, 
intensive agriculture, and mining— many wild animals are forced to venture into 
the built environments of  human populations. The excessive hunting and trade of 
wildlife for consumption, fiber and fur, or medicinal uses significantly increase the 
likelihood of cross- species mingling and infection. Modern transportation, by 
trains, planes, and automobiles, can accelerate the spread of pathogens around the 
world. According to a New York Times article, “other animals’ diseases have not so 
much leapt onto us as flowed into us through channels we supplied.”35

 Human activity is the biggest instigator of change, much of it related to agri-
culture. No other species has so profoundly changed the planet and the ecosystems 
that support species diversity in such a short span of time.36 Given that nearly all 
of earth’s systems show signs of  human impact, many scientists suggest that we 
have entered a new geological era, the Anthropocene, which is characterized by 
the influence of  humans on the planet.37 A preponderance of global evidence 
shows that atmospheric, geologic, hydrologic, biospheric, and other planetary sys-
tem pro cesses are now altered by  humans.38 Of the  human be hav iors driving the 
Anthropocene, agriculture and food production contribute significantly to climate 
change and other environmental stressors.

Just two centuries ago, only about 5% of the world’s arable land was devoted to 
agriculture. That changed dramatically due to the reconstruction of agricultural 
systems in the wake of the Second World War. To feed the 8 billion  people cur-
rently living on the planet, of whom 55% to 85% reside in urban areas, we now 
use 40% of the earth’s landmass for agriculture.39 This growth is driven by popu-
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lation pressure and the demand for animal- source foods.40 In turn, much of the 
increase in the animal and livestock sector to feed that demand promotes the 
spread of viruses between  humans, livestock, and wildlife.41 This growth has re-
sulted in a very efficient global agriculture system that is producing enough food 
to feed the world in aggregate, but it has also resulted in extreme  human, environ-
mental, and social equity costs.42

Along with deforestation, the biodiversity loss of animal and plant species is 
accelerating at 100 to 1,000 times the pre- human extinction rate.43 This lost biodi-
versity has been replaced with a homogenous food system dominated by a hand-
ful of food crops, including maize, rice, wheat, soy, chickens, and  cattle.44 This 
profound loss of diversity exposes the planet to a multiplicity of risks, including 
climate, nutrition, and zoonotic risks.

COVID-19: A Food System Shock

Food systems encompass the activities of producing, pro cessing, distributing, 
preparing, and consuming food as well as the  people who influence  those activi-
ties.45 Food systems are highly interconnected— any policy intervention that ad-
dresses one part of the system  will affect other parts.  These interconnections have 
implications for health, politics, society, the economy, and the environment. While 
food systems come in all shapes and sizes, the COVID-19 pandemic has shown 
how extraordinarily interconnected they are. The pandemic has also shown that 
food supply chains have become far more resilient and adaptive than they would 
have been fifty or even twenty years ago due to globalization, trade, and technol-
ogy.46 Early data suggest that global markets of staple grains remain steady and 
robust for now, due mainly to abundant harvests in 2019.47 This means that stocks 
of most staple food products are stable.

While stocks are adequate, the downstream effects along the food supply chain 
are showing vulnerabilities and disruptions; some are calling to move away from 
long globalized food supply chains to short local supply chains.48 When a shock, 
such as a pandemic, affects food systems, the consequences are immediate, with 
potential long- term implications.49 The pandemic implicates actors in all parts of 
the food system. The deep global economic shocks caused by COVID-19  will con-
tinue to affect the movement of cash and small and medium- size agribusinesses’ 
access to financial institutions.  There is early evidence that COVID-19 is also de-
creasing production capacity, slowing or limiting market access, limiting remit-
tances as safety nets, lowering employment opportunities, and triggering unex-
pected medical costs.
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Farming is a particularly vulnerable livelihood given the older age profile of 
farmers and their risk of higher morbidity and mortality with COVID-19 incidence. 
It is also a livelihood that is heavi ly reliant on mobile workforces. Border restric-
tions and lockdowns are slowing harvests in some parts of the world, leaving sea-
sonal workers unable to get to farms to support their livelihoods.  These restric-
tions also affect the ability of farmers to obtain the tools and technology they need, 
including pesticides, seeds, and equipment to plant and harvest crops.

Physical distancing, curfews, and lockdowns affect the costs of moving food 
around, within countries and across borders, leading to food loss and empty mar-
kets. Some boats full of food sit at ports waiting for clearance, leaving food vul-
nerable to rot.50 Where farmers can grow crops, lockdown restrictions are regu-
larly preventing them from transporting produce and livestock to markets.  These 
supply chain disruptions have resulted in farmers burying perishable produce or 
dumping milk.51 Meat pro cessing plants and food markets are being forced to close 
in many locations due to COVID-19 outbreaks among workers; in the United 
States, meat pro cessing plants are seeing incidences of COVID-19 cases at twice 
the national average.52 As a result, many  people strug gle to obtain fresh fruits and 
vegetables, dairy, meat, and fish. Even staple grains can be hard to come by; rice 
imports to sub- Saharan Africa that  were intended to compensate for the shortfall 
have been disrupted or  stopped, driving up prices of this staple.53

Government- imposed shelter- in- place  orders further restrict individuals’ abil-
ity to earn wages; as a result, the purchasing power of many families that  were al-
ready struggling with poverty has been compromised. One study projected that 
up to 20 million jobs could be lost in sub- Saharan Africa due to the COVID-19 
crisis.54 A Michigan State University survey of five South Asian countries— 
Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka— found that about 37% of 
 house holds reported that at least one person in the  house hold had  either lost a job 
or experienced a significant reduction in work hours during the past month.55 As 
a rough approximation, data suggest that 75% of unemployment in March and 
April 2020 can be linked directly or indirectly to the COVID-19 pandemic.

High levels of unemployment, loss of income, and rising food costs are also 
making access to food difficult for many. The prices of basic foods have begun to 
rise in some countries at a time when  people have less money in their pockets.56 
Food price volatility also generates uncertainty. More food staples and unhealth-
ier, highly pro cessed foods that are cheaper and have longer shelf lives  will be con-
sumed as a result of price hikes and shortages. More nutritious foods are expen-
sive, hard to come by, and perishable.57 The trend  toward suboptimal dietary 
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patterns affects the quality of diets and their contributing risk to longer- term 
chronic disease, with significant health, economic, and societal costs.58

In the long term, the COVID-19 health crisis may exploit the food system to 
worsen the global impact of the disease. Disruptions to health care and the abil-
ity to deliver essential ser vices  will significantly affect maternal and child health. 
Estimates suggest that in 118 low- income and middle- income countries, even a 
small reduction in the coverage of maternal and child health ser vices could lead 
to 42,240 additional child deaths and 2,030 additional maternal deaths per month, 
with worst- case scenario disruptions resulting in 1,157,000 child deaths and 56,700 
maternal deaths over six months.59 The editors of the Lancet Global Health observed 
that “ these indirect effects  will reach far beyond the disease itself, with long- term 
social and economic consequences for individuals and society.”60

Also in the long term, unresolved agendas  will have consequences. Climate 
change is one such consequence. The syndemic that preceded COVID-19— 
continued conflicts, climate change, more violent and less predictable natu ral 
disasters, and the massive burden of malnutrition— has been undermining food 
security in many contexts.61 Agriculture and associated changes in land use ac-
count for nearly one- quarter of green house gas emissions, making the sector the 
second- largest industrial emitter of green house gases  after the energy sector.62 If 
we stay on a business- as- usual course, extreme weather, food and  water shortages, 
and increased prevalence of disease and other climate- related maladies are pro-
jected to cause an additional 529,000 deaths per year.63

The bi- directional relationship between agriculture and climate change has im-
plications for healthy diets and adequate food supplies. Agriculture is a driver of 
climate change, but it is also significantly affected by the changing climate. Al-
though the precise impacts of climate change on agriculture are uncertain, projec-
tions suggest that the current practices and intensity of food production  will be un-
sustainable  under climate change.64 The environmental challenges posed by climate 
change may require the production of even more food. Climate- induced stressors on 
the agricultural system  will likely contribute to a reduction in crop yields and nutri-
tional quality, especially in equatorial regions.  These projections vary substantially, 
however, between regions and crops.65 Climate change is adding a double layer of 
challenges for food access and distribution, affordability, and safety.66

Early Lessons of COVID-19 for Food Systems

Some early food system lessons have begun to emerge from the COVID-19 
pandemic.  These lessons have  limited evidence and data, but they are attended 
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with much speculation and sensationalism.  There is  great uncertainty about how 
food systems  will continue to react and function depending on how long the pan-
demic lasts and  whether, in the absence of a vaccine or herd immunity, countries 
retreat into lockdowns in the near  future.

Food systems do not operate in de pen dently; they are linked to complex soci-
etal systems. The functionality of health systems can greatly impact food systems 
and vice versa. COVID-19 and other infectious diseases, such as Ebola, have dem-
onstrated that a shock to the health system can have severe ramifications on the 
functioning of food systems, sometimes completely dismantling them.67  These 
shocks can have effects within a system, but they also cut across other systems. For 
example, the health system has taken a heavy toll as it deals with COVID-19. While 
attention has been diverted, other diseases have been left unaddressed, and a rise 
in cases of measles and dengue has been documented.68 The question is how to 
make systems more reactive, adaptive, and resilient in order to address multiple 
large challenges at once.

Second, surprisingly, governments can be nimble and act quickly. For years, the 
international development community has been pushing agendas such as poverty 
reduction, ending hunger, and mitigating climate change. While some of  these 
agendas have led to global commitments, such as the Sustainable Development 
Goals and the Paris Agreement, governments are inconsistent as to how much po-
liti cal  will and financial resources they are willing devote to  these global targets; 
they are often slow to react and often fall short of what is needed. COVID-19 has 
shown that governments can act quickly to shut down borders and mandate cur-
fews and lockdowns. While the slowdown in globalization has mitigated the spread 
of the disease in some places, allowing health systems to catch up, the quick re-
action and dramatic alteration of the way the world normally works has had pro-
found consequences for other sectors. The lesson is that when countries and states 
are faced with a significant threat, such as that of a highly infectious disease with 
potentially large- scale mortality, governments can take notice, act with speed, and 
act in their own interest.

Third, food supply workers have always been an undervalued segment of the 
workforce, but they have been thrust into the spotlight with COVID-19. A policy 
brief on COVID-19 and food released by the UN secretary- general shows that the 
highest proportion and greatest number of jobs lost during the pandemic are in 
the “ middle” of the food supply chain (Table 1).69  These workers— grocery store 
clerks, packagers, pro cessors, distributors, and  those who deliver food to markets 
and households— are at the frontlines, and they are at high risk of exposure to 
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the coronavirus. The pandemic has also shed light on the reliance of agriculture 
on immigrant populations. In the United States alone, 50% of the agricultural 
workforce is composed of undocumented immigrants, whose livelihoods have 
been disrupted by the pandemic and who have no social support system or safety 
net in place.70

Fi nally, safety nets, in the form of cash or food, are critical for the most vulner-
able, the poorest, and the smallholder farmers and food workers in all sectors 
during the pandemic.71 Studies show that social protection programs improve both 
the quantity and the quality of food consumed by beneficiaries. The average so-
cial protection program increases the value of food consumed relative to expen-
diture by 13% and caloric acquisition by 8%.72 Social protection programs should 
be more closely linked to promoting the consumption and production of nutritious 
food, not just preventing food insecurity.73

Achieving Resilient Food Systems for World Order

What would it take to achieve resilient food systems? Seven technical and coor-
dination actions are presented below to address both the short-  and the long- term 

 Table 1 Impacts of COVID-19 on Food System Livelihoods (in millions)

Food Systems COVID-19

Jobs Livelihoods
At- risk 

jobs

% of food 
systems 

jobs
At- risk 

livelihoods

% of food 
systems 

livelihoods

Primary  
 production 716.77 2,023.80 152.35 21 404.76 20
Food pro cessing 200.73 484.54 120.44 60 290.72 60
Food ser vices 168.97 339.44 101.38 60 203.66 60
Distribution  
 ser vices 96.34 241.48 57.81 60 144.89 60
Transportation  
 ser vices 41.61 101.05 16.64 40 40.42 40
Machinery 6.51 13.18 1.72 26 3.48 26
Inputs 4.89 11.06 1.29 26 2.92 26
R&D 0.13 0.29 0.02 15 0.03 10
 Total 1,280.93 3,214.84 451.64 35 1,090.89 34

Source: United Nations Policy Brief: The Impact of COVID-19 on Food Security and Nutrition (New York: 
United Nations, June 2020), 11, incorporating unpublished Food and Agricultural Organ ization / IFPRI 
estimates, based on International  Labor Organ ization 2020— ILO extrapolation scenario. Not 
annualized. Jobs represent formal employment; livelihoods cover a broad array of self- employed, 
informal, mi grant, and seasonal  labor.
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effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on food systems and to recommend mea sures 
to avoid catastrophic  future zoonotic pandemics.

First, the short- term priority is to stabilize food systems and keep trade open 
and flowing. To do this, it is impor tant to recognize that all workers across food 
supply chains are critical in keeping the food system moving.  There is a need to 
support  these workers, producers, and entrepreneurs and to ensure they are 
healthy so that they can keep the world fed. They need personal protective equip-
ment including proper face masks, fair living wages, and decent work. While at 
work, mea sures need to be put into place to ensure that coronavirus testing is 
made available, spaces are designed for social distancing, and hand sanitizers and 
proper infrastructure for washing hands and maintaining hygiene are in place. 
Low- touch, low- contact equipment must be a priority investment by business. 
Workers should also be trained on how infectious disease spreads and how they 
can protect themselves and their customers. Unlike other shocks to food systems, 
such as climate change, this is a fast- spreading infectious disease that requires a 
complete new understanding of how pathogens spread through a highly intercon-
nected food system involving many workers.

Second,  there is a case to make for ensuring that our global food supply is safe, 
nutritious, and equitable. Diabetes and other noncommunicable diseases are risk 
 factors for COVID-19 mortality, and additional attention should be devoted to pre-
venting the former  because of the latter.74 The major driver of poor metabolic 
health, which increases the risk of hospitalization and death from COVID-19, is 
a diet that relies heavi ly on starchy staples, sugar, salt, and unhealthy fats largely 
in the form of highly pro cessed foods and that is low in unpro cessed food, vege-
tables, fruits,  whole grains, beans, seafood, nuts, and seeds.75 Poor metabolic 
health also explains some of the risks of hospitalization and death disproportion-
ately impacting low- income and minority populations. African Americans account 
for 70% of COVID-19 deaths in the United States.76 Multisectoral policies for bet-
ter diets and nutrition should be a top priority for governments and businesses; 
 these include strengthening health systems, improving school and workplace food 
environments (particularly in impoverished neighborhoods), implementing trans-
parent and informative food labeling and dietary guidelines, and devising eco-
nomic incentives for the private sector and consumers to produce and consume 
healthy foods.77

Third, wildlife habitats are threatened and affected by land- use changes and 
deforestation, often due to agriculture expansion. Trade in wildlife is common, 
and it is available for purchase in wet markets in many parts of the world. This is 
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shifting viral reservoirs and contact- rates between virus- carrying animals and 
 humans. Local authorities must formulate and enforce regulations governing the 
illegal sale of wildlife in global food trade and food markets while balancing re-
spect for cultural food practices with public health prevention mea sures. Social 
be hav ior change strategies that focus on mitigating the risks of secondary infec-
tions and the  handling of animals should be prioritized and scaled up. Campaigns 
in Sierra Leone with Lassa fever and in the DRC with Ebola increased awareness 
of how the disease is transmitted in the  handling and exposure of animals as food 
or through food contamination by animals.

Fourth, social protection programs should be linked to promoting the con-
sumption and production of nutritious food and addressing food insecurity. Sup-
porting developing countries with increased availability and rapid deployment of 
funds to support their food security policy programs is essential. The secretary- 
general of the United Nations has called for a debt standstill and debt restructur-
ing for low- income countries. David Beasley, the World Food Programme’s exec-
utive director, recommends that international lending institutions work with 
low- income countries to strengthen health, education, and other social safety nets 
during and  after this crisis. The World Food Programme and its partners need sup-
port to continue to provide food assistance and other ser vices in what is now a 
global economic and food crisis.

Fifth, researchers and development prac ti tion ers must recognize that the health 
of  people, animals, and our shared environment are tightly interconnected.  There 
is a need for a greater understanding of how our food system relates to climate 
change and the environment and how changes in ecosystems where animals live 
are driving the circulation of viral spread in real time.78 Public health issues are 
environmental issues, and taking a “One Health” approach to science is critical 
to avoid  future zoonotic spillovers. Governments should not fall  silent and turn 
inward on their global commitments. Instead, they should double down on foster-
ing opportunities to re- engage and collaborate on issues that  will require global 
cooperation such as climate change, sustainable development, ending hunger, and 
developing resilient ecosystems and oceans.

Sixth,  there is no systematic global effort to monitor pathogens emerging from 
animals that put  human populations at risk. The WHO should lead this effort, but 
it needs support from its member states. With the United States turning its back 
on the WHO during what may be one of the most crucial global health issues of 
the  century, multilateral cooperation is imperiled.  There is a need for even more 
surveillance through traceability technologies in the food system to track potential 
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zoonotic and food- borne illnesses that threaten food systems and the health of 
our global population. One Health approaches— those at the intersection of 
 human health, animal health, and environmental health— are critical as we re-
spond to COVID-19, recover and learn from its impacts, and prepare for the next 
zoonotic pandemic.

Fi nally, financial backing is crucial if we are to ensure that hunger does not 
become the prevailing pandemic. The United Nations established a COVID-19 
Global Humanitarian Response Plan that is estimated to cost $2 billion.  These 
funds would enable agencies such as the WHO, the United Nations International 
 Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and the World Food Programme to provide basic ser-
vices to the most vulnerable populations including food,  water and sanitation, 
vaccinations, and COVID-19 testing materials and medical equipment. Only 46% 
of the required amount has been received.79 Fending off a potential hunger pan-
demic  will require not just public investment in  these essential ser vices and social 
protection but also a greater long- term private sector investment in sectors such 
as agriculture.80

The Necessity of World Order for Food Security

None of  these technical recommendations to fix food systems is sustainable in 
the current fractured and sclerotic global po liti cally enabling environment. For 
food systems to function effectively, equitably, and sufficiently during the pan-
demic and long  after, the po liti cal environment must embrace global cooperation 
and inclusion, support private sector engagement, and minimize po liti cal polar-
ization and geopo liti cal competition.

Climate change, for example, is a wide- reaching, large- scale transnational chal-
lenge in which  every country is threatened and  every country must act with  others, 
in a coordinated fashion, on a short time- scale to mitigate the threat. The same is 
true for the COVID-19 pandemic. It requires a coordinated effort  because of its in-
herent infectious nature and  because of the interconnected globalized world in 
which the virus can spread. The adage “we are all in this together” requires strong 
public institutions at national and supranational levels. However, what we cur-
rently see is a world splintering geopo liti cally and ideologically. This trend does not 
bode well for an internationally coordinated response to the global COVID-19 cri-
sis and the health, food, and economic systems that the pandemic has battered.

To ensure that food systems keep functioning, leadership, cooperation, and 
capacity are critical. Francis Fukuyama observed that “countries with dysfunc-
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tional states, polarized socie ties, or poor leadership have done badly, leaving their 
citizens and economies exposed and vulnerable.”81 It is not surprising that states 
led by populist, inward- facing leaders such as the United States, Brazil, and Mex-
ico are not sufficiently addressing the pandemic. This has led to dire consequences 
for the citizens living in  these countries, many of whom strug gle with food inse-
curity and high COVID- related morbidity and mortality.

The COVID-19 response has also displayed the weaknesses of the multilat-
eral system and existing institutions.82 Within this, the global food architecture 
is often slow and outdated. For example,  there is no overarching international 
governance structure that deals with food shocks. UN agencies involved in food 
systems decision making, such as the WHO, the FAO, UNICEF, and the World 
Food Programme, now more than ever need to coordinate and not worry so much 
about mission creep. The FAO (formed in 1945) and the WHO (formed in 1948) 
 were created during a time when alliances  were indispensable, but  these organ-
izations are perhaps now out of date and in need of an overhaul. The CGIAR (for-
merly the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research), a poten-
tially influential global partnership that unites international organ izations engaged 
in research about food security, is in the  middle of yet another reform pro cess. This 
pro cess must quickly come to closure, with a renewed effort to lead agriculture 
into the 21st  century. The World Bank and the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD), along with the bilateral organ izations, need to step up their 
financial commitments. Currently, nutrition and agriculture receive less than 5% 
of official development assistance, which is largely inadequate.83

However, cooperation can happen in times of crisis. In 2008, the world food 
price crisis exposed millions of  people to food insecurity and poverty and sparked 
food- related riots. The international community was ill prepared to respond, due 
to lethargic coordination of food policy and governance efforts. Yet, rising from 
the ashes, the G20 governments launched the Global Agriculture and Food Secu-
rity Program (GAFSP), a multilateral fund to support low- income countries and 
increase investment in agriculture. Since its inception in 2010, GAFSP has in-
vested $1.6 billion supporting more than 13 million smallholder farmers. Perhaps 
more efforts to scale GAFSP up and out should be considered to address food in-
security with the current pandemic.

Some are calling for a well- funded public health– oriented treaty organ ization 
that organizes a coordinated response during pandemics.84 This too is needed 
within the food governance architecture. The UN Food Summit in 2021 might be 
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a moment to create a global strategy for food governance that is nimble, modern, 
and inclusive, backed by a body modeled on the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change that provides evidence and science to support actions.

Conclusion

Governments, communities, and businesses around the world are learning to 
cope with the COVID-19 pandemic. The short- term priority is to stabilize food sys-
tems to ensure that hunger, poor diets, and failing health do not cause a com-
plete economic collapse. But it is in times of  great crisis that fundamental reforms 
are born. The United Nations, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, 
and the welfare state  were developed following the Second World War as govern-
ments came together to move  toward a path of global cooperation, stability, and 
peace. The FAO and the WHO  were formed as specialized agencies within the 
United Nations to address issues with international implications such as global 
hunger, poverty, and infectious diseases like smallpox and polio,  under the as-
sumption that global cooperation was imperative.

The world, however, has changed over the last fifty- plus years, and we face new 
challenges. The COVID-19 pandemic has become a food, economic, and social cri-
sis, and it has exacerbated disease burdens.  There is a need to reshape our food 
systems for tomorrow—to deal with the COVID-19 crisis as well as with the much 
larger diet- related health crisis, which has been with us for de cades. This is the 
time to foster greater collaboration between governments, civil society, the mul-
tilateral system, and the private sector to reshape a post- crisis narrative about how 
the global food architecture and governments can better work together to improve 
access for all to safe, nutritious foods.
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Even before the world faced a pandemic crisis, the bloom was already coming 
off the  rose of globalization. Nowhere is this more true than in the high- 

technology arena—an arena that had been at the forefront of breaking down 
barriers and transcending the traditional antagonisms between nations. Technol-
ogy, commerce, and connectivity would move on apace regardless of what gov-
ernments did or said. Fields such as telecommunications, computing, artificial 
intelligence (AI), and biotechnology have all benefited from the relatively open 
exchange of  people and products since the Cold War ended.

By the time the COVID-19 pandemic struck, the globalist system of technology 
commerce and research was already starting to fray. The United States was in the 
midst of using its semiconductor advantages to slow the spread of Chinese tele-
communications infrastructure— efforts that would intensify  after the outbreak. 
The COVID-19 crisis revealed the United States’ deep and disturbing dependence 
on China for key phar ma ceu ti cals and medical equipment, sparking calls for more 
self- sufficiency and less reliance on foreign suppliers. The kind of globalism ex-
tolled by Thomas Friedman and  others  after the Cold War now looks much less 
inevitable— and attractive—in the wake of COVID-19.1
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China has moved quickly and opportunistically to further upend a liberal world 
order that had been conducive to technology innovation— and to American inter-
ests. For example, the Chinese government is leveraging its existing  Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) relationships and transport hubs to provide medical equip-
ment, supplies, and treatment to many of the same countries as part of a new 
“Health Silk Road.” China is also aggressively deploying its own 5G telecommu-
nications systems and enabling electronic surveillance in ways that are appealing 
to authoritarian governments within the BRI and elsewhere. Where the United 
States has withdrawn— through a combination of hostility and indifference— from 
global institutions, most notably the World Health Organ ization (WHO), China 
has jumped in to fill the gap. This dynamic extends to international bodies that 
set standards for the next generation of technology. Recently, China’s president, 
Xi Jinping, presented China as an exemplar nation, promoting a “community of 
common destiny for mankind.”2 The United States appears to be entering a period 
of retrenchment, on course to unravel supply chains for medical equipment, com-
puting, telecommunications, and more.

Retrenchment and disentanglement pose significant risks, as the United States 
could end up with less access to international technology talent, innovation, and 
markets. Before the pandemic, the Chinese government had set ambitious plans 
and made significant investments in critical technologies— efforts redoubled in 
the wake of COVID-19.3 China is poised to expand its influence by more widely 
deploying its telecommunications infrastructure, encouraging the de facto splin-
tering of what had been a World Wide Web, and reaping the fruits of massive in-
vestments in domestic research and development and manufacturing. China’s 
aggressive engagement with international standards setting could further advance 
and validate its authoritarian model in much of the world.

Many impor tant technology products and discoveries trace their origins to 
when the US government, in the context of the Cold War, played a much larger 
role in funding and research. In recent de cades, the commercial sector has been 
the driving force  behind technology innovation. American technology leaders of-
ten cite the relatively light, or absent, hand of national governments as a key to 
success. But the past  couple of years have also shown the limits of laissez- faire—
for telecom and phar ma ceu ti cals especially. To mitigate some of  these dependen-
cies in a way that minimizes negative economic and scientific impacts, the US 
government  will need to play a more active and more competent role in ensuring 
reliable sourcing on every thing from 5G to antibiotics. Attempting to do so uni-
laterally  will almost certainly fail and leave us worse off. Without trying to repli-
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cate an inefficient and centralized Chinese model, the governments of advanced 
democracies must collaborate more— with each other and between each country’s 
public and private sectors.

 These partnerships are needed to hinder Chinese attempts to achieve technol-
ogy market dominance and, with it, the ability to intimidate and coerce other 
nations. The approach must be nuanced enough to allow for, and even encourage, 
research collaborations in fields that benefit the world such as AI and biotech. This 
strategy  will be difficult to design and carry out—it must build up domestic capac-
ity while pursuing global engagement in ways that shape international norms 
and values. But continuing on this pre sent course  will lead to a post- COVID-19 
world order that  will look considerably diff er ent— and much less hospitable—to 
American needs and aspirations.

This essay explores  these challenges— along with recommended government 
responses— with re spect to the potential disintegration of the global internet, the 
unraveling of global supply chains for semiconductors and telecommunications, 
and the risks and opportunities posed by biotechnology.

The Coming Splinternet

The internet is a network of in de pen dently managed networks— a network of 
networks— that enables the global sharing of information, communications, and 
our digital economy. The internet is also at the core of modern disputes over free-
dom of expression, privacy, transnational crime, internal security, intellectual 
property, trade, and economic regulation.4 It has been blamed for the rise of ter-
rorism, the destruction of individual privacy, increased intellectual property theft, 
and the spread of misinformation. It is also seen as having the potential to sway 
elections and even topple governments, as evidenced by the Arab Spring.5 The is-
sues associated with internet governance— technical standards, censorship, pri-
vacy, intellectual property— reflect a wider global balkanization. Contravening the 
internet’s origins and ideals, many nations are seeking to impose controls on what 
populations can see and do online within their borders, in effect fragmenting the 
internet into diff er ent camps with diff er ent rules. Eric Schmidt coined the term 
“splinternet” several years ago, and it stuck.6  Were this to happen, the World Wide 
Web that we have grown so accustomed to would be gone, or at least significantly 
less “world wide.” Without a universal internet, national governments would be 
able to decide what their citizens can access online from inside or outside the 
country— products, ser vices, information, or ideas. This is not a world that is easy 
for us to envision  today, yet it is a world that we may be heading for.
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In some cases, concerns over privacy, health, and safety are creating localized 
rules and regulations. France, for example, has required Google to remove thou-
sands of search results  under a “right to be forgotten” law. France is also leading 
the Eu ro pean Union (EU) in pushing for new copyright protections that could re-
sult in websites banning users from uploading files.7 But the world’s most strin-
gent set of data protection rules comes from the EU’s General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR),8 which went into effect in 2018.  These rules place limits on 
what organ izations can do with personal data. And  these rules have teeth: the 
GDPR enables regulators to impose huge fines on businesses for noncompliance.9 
The GDPR is often heralded as a model for personal privacy protections, but it also 
contributes to segmentation of the internet. It creates a new set of regulatory hur-
dles and costs for internet transactions. If other countries follow suit, we could 
end up with an overlapping regulatory environment that puts a damper on inter-
national business flow. Smaller businesses in par tic u lar would strug gle to navigate 
a complex web of compliance laws.10

For other groups of nations, the prime motivation is information control. Rus-
sia’s “sovereign internet” law of May 2019 mandates that all internet traffic flow 
through government- controlled choke points, allowing authorities to censor the 
information before it reaches the Rus sian  people. Rus sia’s internet is not designed 
technically for this type of choke- point control, however. Hundreds of networks 
come together in Rus sia, and many of them are supplied by international network 
providers.11 Experts suggest that attempts to employ choke points and block con-
tent in this complex network  will result in instabilities that  will make Rus sia’s in-
ternet slower and less reliable.12 Nonetheless, for the Rus sian leadership, control-
ling the internet’s content is more impor tant than the quality of internet ser vice 
received by its  people.

China, on the other hand, built its internet from the start on a series of state- 
run network operators, leading to what is commonly called the  Great Firewall of 
China.13 It allows the Chinese central government to censor the information avail-
able to its citizens more easily than Rus sian leadership can. China’s president, Xi 
Jinping, does not consider his blatant efforts to control the internet to be a source 
of embarrassment or something to hide. Rather, he openly discusses this system 
with pride and sees his vision as a model for other countries,14 one that advances 
commerce and innovation without fostering dissent that leads to po liti cal change.

 Because the existing internet does not align with national borders, governments 
desiring this kind of internal control must, in effect, build their own internets with 
their own rules. China is working on a new root name server— a mechanism for 
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translating domain names into numeric internet protocol (IP) addresses— and 
a corresponding operating organ ization. Currently  there are at least a dozen 
virtual root name servers based in the United States, Eu rope, and Japan— but 
none in China.15 Control of root name servers translates into control of the distri-
bution of IP addresses and domain names.16 In a December 2019 statement an-
nouncing this effort by the China Acad emy of Information and Communications 
Technology (CAICT), the Chinese government said, “While ensuring the stable 
operation of the server and providing quality ser vice to users, the CAICT should 
also protect users’ information security and safeguard national interests.”17 This 
new root name server could further splinter the internet and provide other gov-
ernments an alternative to the current system.

A splintered internet  will lead inevitably to an even more splintered big- tech 
enterprise. US companies are still the overall global leaders in internet ser vices 
and search engines— except in China. While Google holds more than 90% of the 
worldwide search engine market, it holds less than 5% of the market in China.18 
Baidu, China’s top seach engine provider, is focused primarily on the domestic 
market and as a result has  little market penetration elsewhere.  Those metrics 
should give no comfort to American companies—or US leaders. Consider that in 
the first quarter of 2020, China had more than 900 million internet users, and that 
number was growing at a rate of 5% annually. In fact, China has more internet us-
ers than the United States and the Eu ro pean Union combined.19

If China is successful at creating a separate splinter of the internet, Baidu, along 
with Alibaba and Tencent, collectively known as “BAT,”  will be ready with the cor-
responding search engines and internet ser vices. Over time, this Chinese version 
of the internet and aligned technology companies could become favored by Digi-
tal Silk Road countries and authoritarian governments elsewhere. If successful, 
they could eat into the international market currently dominated by the United 
States and its corresponding technology  giants, including Facebook, Apple, Am-
azon, Netflix, and Google. No longer “citizens of the world,” major US technology 
companies would need to operate more like “national champions.”  Under this sce-
nario, Americans would continue to access quality technology goods and ser-
vices from US providers and partners, but with less choice and at a higher price.

The inherent strengths of the West and its demo cratic allies worldwide none-
theless provide a foundation for continued success. The concern is less commer-
cial than ideological. The Chinese governing model— state direction and subsidy 
of a technology industry subsequently used to control its population— may gain 
more purchase elsewhere. A “digital curtain” could divide up much of the world 
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into competing (and increasingly incompatible) camps for information and com-
munications. China could be poised to take a larger share of emerging economies 
with growing populations in the BRI nations of Central Asia, Latin Amer i ca, Af-
rica, the  Middle East, and possibly even southeastern Eu rope. This scenario does 
not bode well for US ideals or interests over the long term.

Mitigating the downside of a fragmented technology world  will require coop-
erating in ways that run  counter to current trends, with nations turning inward 
in the name of self- reliance and security. It  will also require a commitment by the 
United States to international standard- setting organ izations that, mostly out of 
the public eye, can make decisions with long- term consequences. As noted by 
Lindsay Gorman of the Cyberspace Solarium Commission, China has set an 
explicit goal of becoming “a standards- issuing country.” Gorman adds, “China co-
ordinates national standards- work across government, industry and academia as 
part of its push to increase international influence.”20 A March 2020 letter signed 
by seventeen US senators spanning the po liti cal and ideological spectrum voiced 
concern over China’s use of international bodies to enshrine its preferred norms 
and rules for advanced surveillance technology. “China is currently working to 
use standards setting bodies to gain the imprimatur of international legitimacy 
and support across a range of emerging technologies . . .  in ser vice of [its] anti- 
democratic vision for technology.”21

Over time China’s well- coordinated and aggressive advocacy for international 
standards that reflect its interests and values  will bear fruit at Amer i ca’s expense— 
and  those of our Eu ro pean and Asian allies as well. Solarium’s Gorman notes 
that, by contrast, the US approach to standardization has been bottom-up, stake-
holder driven, and generally resistant to central planning. “For years, U.S. tech-
nological dominance in internet technologies meant that a lack of a coordinated 
approach did not seriously stifle U.S. competitiveness. . . .  This hands- off approach 
may no longer be sufficient.”22

The Showdown in Semiconductors and the  Future of Telecom

Although other nations in Eu rope and Asia— including China— have developed 
successful semiconductor industries, the United States remains the dominant pro-
vider and player in the design and production of the most technically advanced 
chips used for many technologies, most notably telecommunications (5G) and AI. 
Amer i ca’s electronic design automation (EDA) vendors have held a lead in this 
market for three de cades.23 The United States also continues to dominate the pro-
duction of semiconductor capital equipment. American companies generate more 
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than half the global revenue for chip manufacturing equipment compared with 
Japan’s 27% and Eu rope’s 17%.24

Recently the United States has not been shy about exploiting some of  these ad-
vantages, particularly in the area of telecommunications. In May 2019, President 
Donald J. Trump signed an executive order prohibiting US companies from using 
foreign telecommunications equipment deemed to be a national security risk.25 Six 
months  later, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) barred American 
rural customers from tapping into an $8.5 billion government fund to buy from 
Huawei or other Chinese providers. The executive order was extended in May 2020 
with what seemed a nuclear option for the telecommunications global supply 
chain: in addition to severing direct access to US suppliers, the order cut off Hua-
wei’s access to equipment manufactured overseas using American technology and 
software.26 This meant that Huawei could no longer obtain semiconductors from 
its largest and most impor tant supplier in Taiwan. The Commerce Department has 
since “clarified” the order to allow cooperation with Huawei on standards set-
ting.27 Huawei had reportedly been stockpiling chips for months in anticipation 
of the US action, but it  faces a wrenching supply challenge in the  future.

The Chinese government has been keenly aware of  these hardware dependen-
cies and is working to develop alternatives to American capital equipment and 
EDA tools. The barrier to entry is steep— the cost of creating manufacturing plants 
for the most advanced chips can run into the multiple billions. Huawei’s ability to 
mitigate the effects of US restrictions  will largely depend on its ability to develop 
international alternatives. Given the attractiveness of Huawei’s market, this might 
be pos si ble in just a few years.28

Irrespective of where the  battle over semiconductors leads, the telecommunica-
tions sector is on an inexorable path  toward fragmentation, and the COVID-19 crisis 
is accelerating it. The industry is heading back to the days of separate and compet-
ing global standards and a lack of interoperable equipment. We may see the effective 
dismantling of a truly global supply chain, replaced by more government- sanctioned 
sourcing arrangements between groups of like- minded countries, potentially lead-
ing to a new telecommunications cold war. Nations would be forced to choose 
 either China’s 5G capabilities, which entails buying into China’s authoritarian- 
friendly standards framework, or a more expensive and potentially less capable 
alternative.

Again, this is starting to happen. Last year, the United States launched a 
campaign— mostly fruitless—to convince NATO members to exclude Huawei 
from new 5G networks. The economic benefits of transitioning to Huawei 5G, 
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however, outweighed the security concerns raised by the United States. But the 
scale of China’s deception at the onset of the pandemic caused a number of Eu ro-
pean allies to rethink prior decisions to allow Huawei to compete for all, or even 
part, of their  future telecom infrastructure. According to news reports, the Brit-
ish government is proposing a 5G alliance of ten democracies to explore alterna-
tives to Huawei. The alliance comprises the countries in the Group of Seven 
(G7)— Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States—as well as Australia, South  Korea, and India.29 The alternate Chinese- led 
bloc  will presumably consist of BRI and Digital Silk Road countries, among other 
authoritarian- leaning states. The challenge for the next de cade  will be to  counter 
China’s 5G technology advantages, not with punitive (and often counterproduc-
tive) sanctions, but with sustainable and effective alternatives.

In China  there is no expectation of separation among the private, public, and 
nonprofit sectors— academia, business, and the military. This is not a model the 
United States can or should seek to emulate. Nonetheless, the post- COVID-19 tech-
nology order  will require the return of a robust role for government— direction, 
regulation, funding, and linkage to policy goals— that would have been anathema 
to Silicon Valley as late as a de cade ago. But to produce more than just headlines 
and disruption, the US government  will need to overhaul its “whack- a- mole” ap-
proach to dealing with foreign companies,  people, and research in sensitive tech-
nology areas.  Today, expertise and authorities are scattered throughout the federal 
government within the major cabinet departments and in subordinate or in de pen-
dent agencies such as the FCC, the National Telecommunications and Informa-
tion Administration, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), and more.

The United States  will need to rethink— reimagine even— the governing struc-
ture for supervising its technology industry, monitoring the activities of foreign 
companies, and representing its interests and values to allies in an international 
setting. In early June, the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations pub-
lished a bipartisan report criticizing the executive branch’s oversight of foreign 
telecommunications companies.30 Within the Trump administration, that respon-
sibility had fallen to an ad hoc “Team Telecom” created by an April 2020 execu-
tive order. It was heavi ly weighted  toward national security equities: the secretary 
of defense, the attorney general, and the secretary of homeland security  were for-
mal members of the committee. Other “advisory” members, without executive 
authority, included the State Department, the Department of Commerce, and the 
Department of Trea sury as well as the Council of Economic Advisers.31 Despite 
this security orientation, the subcommittee report found that Team Telecom pro-



Flat No Longer  177

vided “minimal oversight” of Chinese state- owned telecommunications compa-
nies operating in the United States. Significantly, the report recommends that 
Congress turn Team Telecom into a statutorily authorized committee. Its existence 
and authority would be formalized into US law and thus overseen by Congress. 
Among other powers, this statutory body would have the authority to recommend 
that the FCC revoke existing licenses. The Lawfare blog considered it an “impor-
tant signal that Congress may get more involved in empowering and monitoring 
the executive branch’s supply- chain security pro cess for foreign telecoms.”32

We should empower and consolidate an elite cadre of professionals— drawing 
on the best talent from industry, government, and academia—to oversee Amer i-
ca’s international technology collaborations from a holistic perspective: from re-
search centers to supply chains to connectivity standards. They can also more ably 
represent US interests in venues such as the International Telecommunication 
Union, which, like the WHO, has come  under significant Chinese influence. The 
Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, separated from the State Department in 
1961, provided a base of institutional knowledge on the arcane details of nuclear 
weapons and treaty negotiations; it was disbanded in 1999  after the end of the Cold 
War. The answer to sorting through  these thorny technology questions—in a way 
that avoids crude and counterproductive restrictions providing  little security 
benefit— may lie in a similar in de pen dent agency or an empowered organ ization 
nested within an existing department. Foreign governments— not just China, but 
those in Europe— are set up much more effectively to advance national equities 
and share international decision making in the technology realm. The US gov-
ernment, as many have observed, is still largely or ga nized around a 1947 model 
designed during the smokestack era.

Biotech Maneuvering and Mastery

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic galvanized the world, China had set a 
clear goal to dominate the biotechnology market— every thing from phar ma ceu-
ti cals to medical equipment to ge ne tic engineering. During a Senate hearing in 
November 2019, Tara J. O’Toole, se nior fellow and executive vice president at 
In- Q- Tel, said that “China has said repeatedly and forcefully . . .  that they intend to 
own the bio- revolution. And they are building the infrastructure, the talent pipe-
line, the regulatory system, and the financial system they need to do that.”33

 Until a few years ago, the Chinese phar ma ceu ti cal industry was producing ge-
neric drugs of varying quality  under a difficult regulatory system riddled with cor-
ruption and cronyism.34 The Chinese government responded with multibillion- dollar 
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investments and by revamping its drug approval and quality control pro cess to 
more closely resemble that of the United States

China now possesses the second- largest phar ma ceu ti cal market in the world.35 
It also controls the global supply of the ingredients for thousands of essential ge-
neric medicines. The trauma of the COVID-19 crises exposed Americans and 
Eu ro pe ans to their overdependence on one country. According to Rosemary Gib-
son, author of China Rx: Exposing the Risks of Amer i ca’s Dependence on China for 
Medicine, fully 90% of the chemical ingredients for generic drugs in the United 
States to care for  people with serious coronavirus infections requiring hospitaliza-
tion are sourced from China.36

In a 2019 speech predating the pandemic, Chinese economist Li Daokiu said, 
“We are at the mercy of  others when it comes to computer chips, but we are the 
world’s largest exporter of raw materials for vitamins and antibiotics. Should we 
reduce the exports, the medical systems of some western countries  will not run 
well.”37 In a March editorial widely quoted and criticized in the United States, Chi-
na’s official news agency reportedly asserted, “If China announces that its drugs 
are for domestic use and bans exports, the United States  will fall in the hell of a 
new coronavirus epidemic.”38

As a result of this vulnerability, many are calling for the United States to “re- 
shore” its capacity to manufacture vital phar ma ceu ti cals and even, in some cases, 
to outlaw importation from China altogether.39 But we are not reliant solely on 
China. India is the world’s second- largest exporter of active phar ma ceu ti cal ingre-
dients.40 As the intensity of the pandemic grew in March, the Indian govern-
ment, looking to the needs of its  people, ordered its phar ma ceu ti cal manufactur-
ers to stop exporting twenty- six drugs, most of them antibiotics.

At this point, it is not clear  whether rebuilding a robust domestic phar ma ceu-
ti cal production capacity is even pos si ble. The issue is not technical capability but 
rather the cost and time necessary to build the infrastructure. Undeterred, Presi-
dent Trump recently used executive order authority to award a $354 million, four- 
year contract to a new com pany called Phlow to manufacture phar ma ceu ti cal 
ingredients and generic medicines used in treating patients hospitalized for 
COVID-19.41 When asked about the challenges ahead, White House trade adviser 
Peter Navarro said, “If we have strong Buy American procurement, that  will es-
tablish a robust base level of demand that provides the appropriate incentives for 
our phar ma ceu ti cal manufacturers to invest and locate domestically.” 42 Despite 
 these efforts, it is likely that the United States  will remain dependent on China and 
other nations for key phar ma ceu ti cals for a long time. Thomas Cosgrove, a for-
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mer se nior FDA official, said it  will take “de cades and billions” to bring the phar-
ma ceu ti cal supply chain back to the United States.43

In addition to phar ma ceu ti cal production, the US medical equipment industry 
went all in on globalization in pursuit of cost savings and shareholder value.  Those 
decisions, allowed if not encouraged by US government policy,  were reasonable at 
the time from a business perspective, but they proved nearly fatal, literally, when 
the United States faced the same major bio- threat and phar ma ceu ti cal require-
ments at the same time as the rest of the world.

By 2018 China provided nearly half of all US imports of personal protective 
equipment (PPE).44 When coronavirus cases  were initially surging in spring 2020, 
many other afflicted nations  stopped exporting masks and protective gear, includ-
ing South  Korea, Germany, India, and Taiwan.45 Instead of dropping exports of 
PPE, China rapidly stepped up production to twelve times its supply before the 
outbreak of the pandemic.46 This effort was marred  later by reports of quality prob-
lems with some of the Chinese products,47 but the speed and scale of China’s re-
sponse still resonated, especially in contrast with the efforts of the United States 
and other Western countries. In early May, Andrew Cuomo, governor of the state 
hit hardest by the virus at the time, announced that New York hospitals must build 
a ninety- day supply of PPE to prepare for another outbreak. Cuomo said, “You  can’t 
be dependent on China to have the basic equipment to save lives in the United 
States.” 48

To regain and sustain a major domestic sourcing capacity for PPE, US indus-
try needs more clarity regarding the magnitude and time frame of the expected 
need. Companies want to avoid a repeat of what occurred during the 2009 swine 
flu outbreak, when a number of providers doubled staff and purchased new equip-
ment only to find the crisis over. One in par tic u lar, Prestige Ameritech, came to 
the brink of bankruptcy as a result.49 On top of relying on global sources for key 
protective equipment, successive administrations and congresses neglected the na-
tional PPE stockpile  after the 2009 H1N1 outbreak.50 Without purchase guaran-
tees from the government, companies  will be reluctant to invest in production ca-
pabilities of medical supplies like PPE in the face of so many uncertainties.

Despite struggling with the effects of COVID-19, China has spent the last sev-
eral months cementing and expanding its existing global relationships using its 
 Belt and Road Initiative and Health Silk Road. By taking full advantage of the 
world’s strug gles with COVID-19, China is promoting yet more widespread reli-
ance on its products while, as with telecom and the internet, offering an alterna-
tive model to the West.
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China introduced its Health Silk Road model in the WHO back in 2017.51 The 
message was that 21st- century health challenges require a more high- tech ap-
proach and that China was the country to lead the world in delivering  those 
technologies, including 5G telecommunications. When the COVID-19 pandemic 
struck, global media  were flooded with images of 5G- enabled technologies help-
ing combat the virus, including health con sul tants employing telemedicine, robots 
taking temperatures, and drones delivering face masks.52

China is also using COVID-19 to strengthen its humanitarian reputation. Chi-
na’s Jack Ma and Alibaba Foundations have delivered supplies to dozens of coun-
tries, including the United States.53 As the United States pulled inward to deal with 
the impact of the pandemic and its economic repercussions, China stepped into 
the void. When the United States froze its funding to the WHO in April 2020, 
China significantly increased its contributions. Recently, China announced that it 
would donate $2 billion over two years to help nations respond to the pandemic.54

Of course, the  Belt and Road Initiative, and now the Health Silk Road, are a 
means for China to deploy its telecommunications and surveillance infrastructure 
globally. Without alternatives, struggling nations  will accept  these offers of “be-
nevolent” assistance. China’s technology companies and telecommunications and 
surveillance infrastructure  will become ingrained in  every aspect of  these nations’ 
workings, opening doors to greater data collection, increased leverage, and ulti-
mately strong influence over the recipient nations’ policies. The very nature of au-
thoritarian governments allows them to control their populations, track move-
ments, and trace contacts,  whether to prevent the spread of disease or, very often, 
the spread of unwelcome ideas and viewpoints. In the pandemic response, author-
itarian governments and democracies alike cannot avoid the necessity of using 
technology for public health and public safety. But how  these power ful tools are 
used and viewed varies greatly. For a good number of countries—in Africa, Latin 
Amer i ca, Central Asia, the  Middle East, and even eastern and southern Europe— 
the COVID-19 experience validates a more aggressive approach to technology 
and governance. China already had a foothold in some of  these countries, provid-
ing automated tools for internal security— facial recognition, drones, AI, and 
more.  These tools can spread further in the name of public health.

When faced with  today’s coronavirus pandemic or an unknown pandemic of 
the  future, it is vital to have cooperative research on a global scale that enables 
preparedness, treatment, and ultimately eradication. According to an Ohio State 
University study, collaborations between US and Chinese scientists have actually 
intensified despite the geopo liti cal tensions between the two countries. China has 
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significantly increased its funding for COVID-19 research and is participating in 
research teams with US and UK scientists.55 This is happening despite Donald 
Trump’s recent presidential proclamation aimed at limiting the entry of Chinese 
gradu ate students to the United States.56

Po liti cal concerns are nonetheless creeping into the pro cess, and we can expect 
a further decline in cooperation— and thus advancement—in the scientific realm. 
China has introduced new policies that require scientists to obtain approval to 
publish their results. Some suggest that this mea sure is designed to prevent what 
happened early in the pandemic, when some poor- quality Chinese COVID-19 stud-
ies  were posted online.  Others are concerned that this is primarily an effort by 
the Chinese government to control and limit information that may not reflect well 
on its response to the outbreak.57

On the US side, officials are warning American companies to be extremely 
careful to protect their research against potential Chinese attempts to steal it. The 
race for a COVID-19 vaccine— along with other treatments neglected during the 
crisis— could suffer if national pride and perceived self- interest thwart collabora-
tion. In this re spect biotechnology may more closely resemble the recent course 
of AI— a previously open field now being targeted for controls and restrictions 
justified on national security grounds. The basic foundations of AI algorithms— 
forms of mathe matics available from open sources— are virtually uncontrollable 
across borders. Biotechnology is more vulnerable to restriction and, accordingly, 
to the potential loss of needed advances in medicine and public health.

The global response to COVID-19 has shown a  great need for international co-
operation and, at the same time, revealed the challenges of achieving that coop-
eration when all nations are struggling with the same prob lem.  There are many 
reasons why China’s reputation should be marred by the world’s coronavirus ex-
perience:  there is strong evidence that the government suppressed attempts to 
alert  others to the threat of COVID-19, and  there is evidence that the Chinese gov-
ernment continues to underreport cases. Yet, even taking undercounting and 
potential deception into account, China’s death rate per capita is almost certainly 
lower than that of the United States.58 In late June, the EU released a list of non- 
European countries whose citizens would be allowed onto the continent, which 
included Canada, Australia, and South  Korea. China is on the list pending confir-
mation that EU travelers  will be allowed to reciprocally enter mainland China. 
Citizens and residents of the United States, Brazil, and Rus sia  were barred  because 
of the continued spread of the virus in  those countries.59 China holds the cards in 
many of the needed medical capabilities and is using that advantage to extend its 
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global reach by offering medical assistance along with 5G technology. When the 
world looks back on this pandemic, China’s strategic, opportunistic response may 
emerge as the turning point for the new world order.

Conclusion

The experiences of a global pandemic have caused the American public and its 
leaders across the po liti cal spectrum to look more skeptically— and fearfully—at 
the highly globalized system of technology commerce and innovation. With wide-
spread sickness, job loss, or worse looming, it seemed as if the United States had 
lost the ability to take care of its own  people. Foreign dependencies impeded a 
rapid and effective national response, highlighting our limitations in knowl-
edge, capacity, and essential materials and supplies. This pandemic came at a 
time when the United States and China  were already growing estranged and on 
the path to decoupling in many areas of technology. In the wake of the COVID-19 
outbreak, the United States has made it a priority to become more self- sufficient 
and less dependent on China for critical medical equipment and supplies. China 
is leveraging the needs of other nations to expand its telecommunications infra-
structure and model of internet governance. The combination of attitudes— one 
self- focused and the other opportunistic— could lead to a new digital cold war, in 
which the technology path chosen by a country comes with a corresponding set 
of norms, standards, and practices conducive to  either demo cratic values, sup-
ported by the United States and the West, or an authoritarian model, underwrit-
ten by China.

The United States needs a more comprehensively planned and funded govern-
ment strategy on critical materials and technologies. This strategy  will need to 
be nuanced—it must foster research collaborations while loosening China’s grip 
on essential drugs and medical supplies and ensure that we are not again caught 
flat- footed and scrambling by another Chinese advance like 5G.

We must sustain Amer i ca’s leading position in technology innovation by par-
ticipating in international research collaborations and sustaining the use of tech-
nology through global standards and norms. Even as we work in concert with 
like- minded partners and support an international research environment condu-
cive to the well- being of all, the legitimate needs of individual nations for in de-
pen dence and national security must be respected. The United States must 
strengthen the voice of demo cratic values in a world where technology is in-
creasingly used to suppress information, spread disinformation, and control 
populations.
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It is tempting to use current American strengths in manufacturing sectors, 
such as semiconductors, to hold China back and, presumably, advantage our po-
sition over time. But  these policies could backfire. They provide China with a plat-
form from which to argue that it is the open, engaged, and forward- leading player 
on the world stage while the United States and the West cling to the past. Through 
a combination of necessity and national pride, China  will be further incentivized 
to enhance its own capabilities to the point where the advantage, and thus lever-
age, we do have in certain technologies fades away. It is generally a better bet to 
build on our strengths than try to weaken  others.

 Those US strengths include  human capital educated in the world’s top research 
institutions; an environment that attracts the most talented  people to learn, stay, 
and invest  here; and a vibrant commercial technology enterprise that is helping 
revive high- value manufacturing in this country.60 But government cannot sim-
ply get out of the way. It must invest in a more pragmatic strategy for technology 
that transcends the pandemic and sustains US leadership in the post- COVID-19 
world.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has intensified centrifugal forces in the global eco-
nomic order, forces which have been growing in strength over recent years. 

The crisis has animated governments to impose sweeping new restrictions on the 
movement of  people and goods, and many of  these are likely to remain well  after 
it has passed.

More than 70% of the world’s air, sea, and land ports of entry restrict access 
to foreigners. In the United States, politicians from both major parties are demand-
ing new “Buy American” rules for government health spending. French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron is seeking “full in de pen dence” in critical medical supplies 
by year’s- end. Almost ninety countries are now blocking the export of medical 
goods. Twenty- nine are  doing so with food.

Japan is paying companies to move factories home from China; the Trump ad-
ministration may soon follow suit. The Eu ro pean Union (EU) is imposing new 
restrictions on foreign investment and takeovers. Even notable free- trade cham-
pions, such as Pascal Lamy, former director- general of the World Trade Organ-
ization (WTO), are now emphasizing the need to shift international supply- chain 
management away from an efficiency focus and  toward “resilience”— that is, du-
plication and renationalization—to minimize the consequences of disruption. 

Chapter Ten

Models for a Post- COVID US Foreign 
Economic Policy

Benn Steil

Benn Steil is director of international economics at the Council on Foreign Relations and the 
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“National security”  will become the umbrella logic for all manner of government 
intervention in this and other areas of commerce.

Not all countries are pulling back from globalization in all its aspects. New Zea-
land and Singapore, for example, are leading a co ali tion to expand trade in medi-
cal products through tariff reduction1— the idea being that the crisis shows 
the need for more commitment to cooperation, not a retreat into autarky. The 
School of Advanced International Studies proj ect that gave rise to this volume 
used online communications technology, rather than planes, to bring experts 
together; this  will likely become the global norm in knowledge- based industries. 
Still, that technology is itself becoming a leading battlefield of national conflict, 
as so- called fifth- generation (5G) wireless technology ruptures between Chinese 
and western- led versions.

If the crises of World War I and the Spanish flu of 1918 are anything to go by, 
the challenges and conflicts raised by COVID-19 are likely to be long- lived. It took 
a second world war a quarter- century  later before de- globalization was  stopped and 
a half- century before it returned to pre– World War I levels.

As the COVID crisis passes, the fraying current order is unlikely to revive itself 
unaided. Government action  will be needed to rebuild or replace it. This essay 
looks at three models the United States might pursue in order to reshape its rela-
tionship to the  future global economy.

 Orders Old and New

History over the quarter- century following World War I provides useful guide-
posts for thinking about the types of economic order available to the United States. 
Broadly, they may be labeled Isolationism, One- Worldism, and Two- Worldism.

Isolationism was the dominant US model from the end of World War I  until the 
Japa nese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. Its central motif was that the United 
States must not allow itself to become entangled in the prob lems of other nations, 
as that must inevitably act to limit its scope for in de pen dent action and drag it into 
conflicts peripheral to its interests.

One- Worldism was the postwar vision of President Franklin D. Roo se velt, re-
pudiating Isolationism. It presumed that  there was sufficient commonality of in-
terest among the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and China 
to construct mutually beneficial global structures for regulating commerce and 
po liti cal relations. Its cornerstone institutions, conceived in the early 1940s,  were 
to be the United Nations (UN), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World 
Bank, and an international trade organ ization.
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Two- Worldism was the corrective put in train by President Harry S. Truman, 
based on the belief that fundamental differences in interests and ideology existed 
between the United States and the Soviet Union which made a po liti cal and eco-
nomic division of Eu rope unavoidable. Its founding structures  were to be two off-
shoots of the Marshall Plan— the Eu ro pean Coal and Steel Community (a pre-
cursor to the EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organ ization (NATO)— along 
with the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (a precursor to the WTO).

Following the end of the Cold War three de cades ago, Two- Worldism, now 
stripped of its ideological basis, morphed into a One- Worldism based largely on the 
structures created by the United States in the late 1940s. Not surprisingly, a cer-
tain triumphalism pervaded Washington, a sense that we had arrived at “The End 
of History.”2

Over the past de cade, however, growing economic and po liti cal conflict be-
tween the United States and China, po liti cal conflict between the United States 
and Rus sia, and the election of a nationalist US president in 2016 have conspired 
to undermine the viability of this “One World” order. The COVID-19 pandemic, 
which has given rise to a surge in US- China tensions and global trade and migra-
tion barriers, is accelerating its destruction. The recent resignation of WTO 
director- general Roberto Azevêdo is emblematic of this fact. It is therefore essen-
tial for US policy makers now to examine critically  whether they wish to arrest 
its demise or to replace it with a diff er ent model for US engagement.

Model 1: One World

A “One World” economic model for the  future is premised on the belief that 
the United States and China can coexist on a mutually beneficial basis within a 
set of common rules, norms, and institutions governing economic exchange. This 
was the premise that underlay American thinking when China acceded to the 
WTO in 2001. That premise was itself based on the belief that China was evolv-
ing in a liberal direction, one in which the state would play a progressively lesser 
role in the economy.

Since the emergence of Xi Jinping as paramount leader in 2012, however, China 
has moved decidedly in the opposite direction. The Communist Party of China 
eliminated term limits to accommodate Xi’s indefinite rule, and state- owned 
enterprises (SOEs) have come to play a far larger and more critical role in the 
economy— not the smaller one that had been anticipated a de cade prior. This 
phenomenon has had a profound effect not just on China but on economics and 
politics in the United States.
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To boost state- led investment, China pursues policies to restrict the income 
flowing to workers and retirees. Taxes are regressive, social safety nets minimal, 
and the rights of urban- dwelling rural mi grants few. SOEs do not pay dividends, 
and bank deposit rates are capped. This latter policy enables banks to borrow 
cheaply and lend on to SOEs at a modest markup, secure in the knowledge that 
the government  will not allow default— irrespective of how bad the investments 
prove to be. With returns on savings miserly and government support nominal, 
Chinese  house holds have the lowest consumption rate (as a share of output) in the 
world, and the nation as a  whole has the highest savings rate of any in history.

China’s surplus savings and per sis tent state- generated overproduction spill over 
abroad, most notably into the world’s most open national economy: the United 
States. The US absorbs it by fueling excess credit creation (through the prolifera-
tion of “CDOs- cubed” and the like), which seeds financial crisis, as well as by ac-
celerating de-industrialization and manufacturing job loss.

 These effects do not owe entirely to Chinese policy, and surely many segments 
of American society have benefited from cheaper credit and cheaper goods. But 
the po liti cal ramifications of the concomitant dislocations are distinctly hostile to 
the perpetuation of One World. The election of US President Donald J. Trump 
in 2016 on a platform of heavi ly taxing Chinese imports, however in effec tive a 
response to the under lying prob lem, was a power ful sign that China’s model is 
unsustainable  under the current architecture of international economic relations.

In order for One World to survive, it  will have to be reincarnated along diff er-
ent lines. At the broadest level, China  will need to allow  house hold income to rise 
at the expense of investment. Whereas such change may sound technocratic and 
innocuous, it would be highly consequential. It would curtail SOE expansion and 
the po liti cal power that local governments enjoy in directing it. If banks, for ex-
ample,  were merely obliged to compete for savers’ deposits, the relentless funnel-
ing of underpriced savings to over- indebted enterprises would begin to dry up.

At pre sent, gross domestic product (GDP) in China is not the output of a largely 
self- regulating economic system, as it is in the developed world, but a po liti cal in-
put that determines how much borrowing, lending, and production  there must 
be to satisfy government wants. When China declares a 6% GDP growth target 
and then meets it, it does so only by stoking the inexorable growth of bad loans 
that goes along with it. With China’s true debt likely  running at about 300% of 
national income, the country is nearing its debt capacity.3 It needs to change 
course in its own economic interests as well as  those of the wider world.
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A rebalancing of the Chinese system in  favor of  house holds, sufficient to halt 
the flow of surplus goods and savings to the United States, would require the 
shrinking of overextended Chinese enterprises, massive loan write- offs, slower 
growth, and less government control over who makes what for what end. It would, 
in effect, mean nothing less than a reversal of Xi’s vision for China’s next stage of 
development. It is for this reason that it has not happened.

China’s production and dumping of excess goods and savings in the United 
States is but an ele ment in the growing economic frictions between the countries. 
Systematic Chinese commercial espionage, intellectual property theft, forced 
technology transfer, and open intervention on behalf of domestic firms have all 
contributed mightily to American disenchantment with the growing integration 
between the two countries. The enormous economic and po liti cal implications of 
the global shift  toward 5G wireless technology only raise the stakes for a contin-
uation down the current path.

The past de cade has also witnessed growing tensions between the United States 
and China over One World economic institutions. Misguided foot- dragging by 
Congress over governance reform at the IMF and World Bank during the Obama 
administration— reforms that increased China’s voice but left the United States 
with sole veto power— acted as a power ful impetus for China to promote new 
alternative institutions: the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the 
New Development Bank (or “BRICS” Bank), and the  Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI). The last of  these, BRI, has seen China lend hundreds of billions of dollars 
for infrastructure development to mostly developing nations, affording it growing 
po liti cal influence. Extended without the sort of transparency and conditionality 
required by the World Bank,  these loans  were initially greeted warmly by recipi-
ent governments. Charges by the United States that the initiative amounted to 
“debt- trap diplomacy,” however, may soon be borne out as BRI borrowers, having 
entered recession with the COVID crisis, approach default and plead for write- offs.

Also worrying for the One World model is the way in which the United States 
has brought WTO dispute settlement to a standstill by refusing to allow appoint-
ments to the appellate body. The resignation of Director- General Roberto Azevêdo 
in May 2020 clearly signaled his view that the organ ization, which has not con-
cluded a round of multilateral trade liberalization since 1994, has been reduced to 
a state of impotence.

Saving One World is now a tall order. Even if 2021 sees a change in the US ad-
ministration and outlook that keeps the WTO on life support and seeks to reengage 
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China constructively, China appears set on a path that makes a mockery of what 
the WTO was established to do: lower trade barriers among market economies. 
When China’s economy was, at its accession, less than 10% the size of what it is 
 today, this mattered much less— particularly since China seemed to be headed in 
the right direction. Now, however, it is undermining the stability of the global 
economy and creating dangerous po liti cal frictions.

Since the potential benefits of One World dwarf  those of Isolationism, and 
exceed  those of “Two Worlds” with a lower risk of military conflict, the United 
States should, in its own interest, make a sincere effort to save it. The way to do 
so is to restock the WTO appellate body with judges and to join with allies in Eu-
rope and Asia to challenge China’s policies in four broad areas: intellectual prop-
erty protection and enforcement, trade secrets protection, forced technology 
transfer, and state subsidies.

Such cases  will be difficult to prosecute, and the outcome is highly uncertain. 
Yet if the United States and its allies win all or most of them, China, which has a 
respectable rec ord on implementing WTO decisions4 and cares deeply about world 
opinion, may decide— wholly in calculation of its own interest—to change course 
and comply. In fact, China losing at the WTO would give it a face- saving way to 
make shifts in policy that might other wise prove impossible to engineer owing to 
the appearance of caving to unilateral US threats and demands.

If China loses and does not comply, the United States and its allies would win 
the  legal right to “suspend concessions or other obligations”— that is, to retaliate 
with tariffs, quotas, and the like. This too may fail to motivate Chinese compli-
ance. Given the  legal complexities inherent in such cases, the US and its allies 
may also lose one or more of them. In the case of Chinese noncompliance or US 
losses, Washington may reasonably conclude that the WTO— and the One World 
model on which it was built— has outlived its usefulness. It might then look to set 
up alternative regimes together with like- minded nations, or to go it alone— a 
model to which I now turn.

Model 2: Isolationism

The term “Isolationism” does not mean ignoring the outside world. Rather, it 
is a “doctrine of isolating one’s country from the affairs of other nations by declin-
ing to enter into alliances, foreign economic commitments, [or] international agree-
ments.”5 If this is not the stated meta- policy of the Trump administration, it is 
clearly the destination  toward which it has been headed since 2017.
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The attractions of Isolationism are obvious. All  else being equal, governments 
prefer the freedom to act, unencumbered, and to stand aloof, unentangled. And 
since the United States is the world’s richest and most power ful nation, it can, at 
least in many circumstances, benefit from a strategy of divide- and- conquer— that 
is, dealing with weaker nations bilaterally and on a narrow transactional basis.

Yet all  else is not equal, and  there are obvious costs to this strategy. When the 
United States forswears commitments to  others,  others forswear commitments to 
the United States.  Those countries may, of course, also choose to bind together 
with alternative suitors to pursue aims antithetical to US interests. In turning away 
from multilateralism, the United States liquidates moral capital accumulated over 
de cades, capital built on the foundation of long- standing commitment to the val-
ues of po liti cal and economic liberalism— values which transcend its narrow na-
tional interests. This commitment is the basis of what Harvard’s Joseph Nye has 
called Amer i ca’s “soft power”— its ability, without applying force or coercion, “to 
get  others to do what they other wise would not.”6 No other nation, certainly not 
China or Rus sia, combines economic and military power with a compelling vision 
for the organ ization of  human society.  There is clear value to the United States in 
being able to leverage moral authority in crafting agreements and not simply pre-
senting itself as just another self- interested brute.

Curiously, the Trump administration has not argued that Amer i ca’s historic 
multilateral initiatives  were misguided (even if Trump himself may believe so). In-
stead, it has argued that the conditions which made them successful no longer 
apply. The 2017 National Security Strategy, for example, while stating that “putting 
Amer i ca first is the duty of [its] government and the foundation for U.S. leader-
ship,” actually pays homage to the country’s postwar multilateralist diplomacy—in 
par tic u lar, the creation of the Marshall Plan in 1947 and NATO in 1949. It claims, 
however, that over recent de cades  others have “exploited the international in-
stitutions we helped to build.”7

Whereas this claim has merit in the case of China’s demands,  under the um-
brella of the WTO, for the right to access markets abroad freely while closing them 
at home, it is deeply misguided with re spect to other countries and institutions. 
On the security front, alliances have lowered the cost of US po liti cal and military 
action abroad.8 NATO’s Article 5 collective defense provision has been invoked 
only once in the alliance’s history—by Amer i ca’s allies, supporting it  after the 
September 11, 2001, Al Qaeda terrorist attacks on New York and Washington. 
On the economic front, multilateral institutions have accorded Washington far 
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greater influence than is justified by its role in the global economy. When the 
United States designed the IMF and World Bank back in 1944, for example, it ac-
counted for half the world’s output.  Today it accounts for  under a quarter. Could 
anyone imagine the United States  today,  under such vastly less favorable circum-
stances, creating power ful international institutions in which it could grant it-
self the sole right of veto? It is unthinkable. Yet the fact that it retains such outsize 
influence in the so- called Bretton Woods institutions is testimony both to its fore-
sight at the time and to its responsible stewardship (with notable exceptions) of 
the liberal order since then.

Indeed, the Truman administration, working with a Republican Congress, 
pushed Amer i ca out on the multilateralist path not just for short- term benefit but 
with the expectation that it would pay dividends for generations. “The recovery 
of Western Eu rope,” wrote Republican senator Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr. in 1947, “is 
a twenty- five to fifty- year proposition, and the aid which we extend now and in the 
next three or four years  will in the long  future result in our having strong friends 
abroad.” Forty- two years  later, with the fall of the Berlin Wall, we saw just how 
right he was. Moscow’s Warsaw Pact collapsed almost overnight, whereas  those 
alliances Washington forged as offshoots of the Marshall Plan— NATO and the 
Eu ro pean Union— rose to new heights of popularity, with the freshly liberated 
countries of central and eastern Eu rope clamoring for entry.

The isolationist path along which the United States has been moving since 2017, 
in contrast, has generated bitterness and resentment abroad while achieving none 
of its goals at home. On the economic front, it was supposed to have revived do-
mestic manufacturing and manufacturing employment. Yet  after nearly four years 
of ever- widening and greater import tariffs— that is, taxes on Americans buying 
abroad— these efforts have shown no signs of success. Take steel and aluminum 
tariffs, which President Trump imposed on contrived “national security” grounds. 
Whereas imports of both metals declined  after the tariffs took effect, the import 
of products using them soared in consequence— prompting the president to impose 
another round of tariffs to contain the damaging effect on American metal- using 
industries.

The net result of tariffs has been to make US firms relying on foreign parts less 
competitive globally, to raise costs for US consumers, and to harm US exporters— 
particularly farmers— whose products have been hit with foreign retaliation.9 
Meanwhile, the protected industries, which remain  behind the global curve on 
automated production, continue to stagnate or decline. China, the main target of 
the president’s tariff strategy, has, notwithstanding the so- called Phase One trade 
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deal in 2019, neither materially increased US imports nor made any significant 
structural and market- access reforms. (In fact, the deal obliges China to apply more 
state direction.)10 The Trump administration and its congressional supporters now 
speak of new “reshoring” initiatives, such as domestic- content requirements, partly 
in response to COVID- induced shortages. But  these are certain only to further 
erode US competitiveness;  there are more sensible and cost- effective ways to pro-
mote supply- chain resilience.11

Furthermore, in renouncing the (now-)11- nation Trans- Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) agreement, the Trump administration has abandoned the chance to shape 
the rules and norms of economic exchange in Asia. Putting aside the well- 
documented economic benefits of liberalizing trade multilaterally,12 the United 
States has ceded the initiative on regional trade to China—an aspiring hegemon 
with interests increasingly at odds with  those of the US. And once the nations of 
the region build up an alternative panoply of mutual commitments, even if moti-
vated by fear rather than opportunity, it  will become difficult, if not impossible, 
for the United States to reclaim influence. Washington’s aim, in short, should 
therefore be not to isolate Amer i ca further, through tariffs or “reshoring” require-
ments, but to revive or reconstitute multilateralism in a more effective form.

Model 3: Two Worlds

In April 1947, six weeks prior to Secretary of State George Marshall’s Harvard 
speech setting out the background to what would become the Marshall Plan, a 
joint State, War, and Navy department staff committee report concluded that min-
imizing “the costs and duration of United States economic assistance” to revive 
western Eu rope would “require a substantial increase in trade with Soviet- 
dominated areas” in the east. For this and many other reasons, they thought it 
vital to press for an understanding with Moscow over the  future po liti cal and eco-
nomic architecture of Germany and Eu rope. But American trade with the east, 
the committee added, could only be “arranged on terms compatible with the eco-
nomic and po liti cal in de pen dence of western- oriented areas.”13 And once Marshall 
concluded that Stalin would never allow this condition to be met, he laid down 
requirements for American aid—in par tic u lar, economic integration among the 
participant nations— that he knew the Soviet dictator would never abide. Thus was 
the shift from the FDR’s “One World” vision to Truman’s “Two World” policy ini-
tiated reluctantly but decisively.

We are at precisely such a crossroads with regard to Amer i ca’s relations with 
China. Though China does not oppose the One World model, it uses it to its 
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advantage by exploiting, rather than embracing, the developed world’s commit-
ment to open markets. It seeks not to replace One World institutions but to in-
crease its influence over them and, in areas, to counterbalance them with schemes 
of its own (like BRI). In President Xi’s words, China seeks “a  future where we 
 will win the initiative and have the dominant position.”14

This is not just rhe toric. In ser vice of its “Made in China 2025” industrial pol-
icy, which pledges the government to pursue Chinese supremacy in areas of stra-
tegic economic and security importance, China has committed at least $1.4 
trillion in public funds over the coming five years to investments in artificial 
intelligence, data centers, mobile communications, and other technology- related 
proj ects— all of which are to be based on domestic firms.15 Governments that crit-
icize Chinese policy— such as Germany over Huawei and 5G, Sweden over  human 
rights, Norway over the Nobel Peace Prize, and Australia over COVID— have been 
met with import bans, or threats thereof, from Beijing.16

For the United States, continuation down a One World path while China per-
sists in distorting the global economy and orchestrating its dominance of strate-
gic technologies  will only heighten economic dislocation, po liti cal polarization, 
and security risks. If China, like the Soviet Union in 1947, rejects the basic Amer-
ican vision of a liberal order, then the United States must be prepared to initiate 
a shift to a Two Worlds model.

To effect it  will require persuading allies to join in a progressive multilateral de-
coupling—an escalating quarantining of Chinese firms and industries that persist 
in  either illegal activities (such as espionage and theft) or unfair trade practices 
(like dumping to eliminate competition). Si mul ta neously, it should seek to con-
struct a new multilateral trade regime, populated by nations that meet basic stan-
dards for respecting fair and open markets. A mass withdrawal from the WTO by 
such nations, followed by the erection of a parallel organ ization based on stronger 
open- market princi ples, would be the cleanest way to move forward. However, it 
may be legally and practically sufficient for  those same nations simply to operate a 
new trade rubric side by side with a moribund WTO. This rubric might combine 
ele ments of TPP and the mothballed Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partner-
ship (TTIP), covering tariffs on goods and ser vices, intellectual property rights, 
e- commerce rules, inward investment, regulatory cooperation,  labor and environ-
mental standards, and dispute resolution. The United States should, further, initiate 
a “Manhattan Proj ect” with allies in Eu rope and Asia to massively accelerate 5G 
and 6G wireless technology development. Such an initiative is necessary in order 
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to leapfrog China in an arena of vital strategic importance, covering capabilities as 
diverse as threat detection, feature and facial recognition, and health care.17

This agenda would result in what has been called a “splinternet,” and, as for-
mer Google CEO Eric Schmidt has rightly emphasized, it is far less desirable than 
finding a way to coexist peacefully and profitably with China  under one set of stan-
dards and a genuinely global market for technology and communications. But 
much the same was said about the division of Eu rope in 1947. Two Worlds was, 
however, clearly a less- bad option than trying to appease Stalin. And if China is 
 going to grow both more authoritarian and more ubiquitous in the global economy, 
it is bound to result in yet more po liti cal turmoil, both within the United States 
and internationally. In this case, Two Worlds, for all its manifest limitations, is the 
better way to go.

Whereas a Two World agenda may have sounded extreme a year ago, it has al-
ready taken embryonic shape. The Eu ro pean Union, for example, has embarked 
on an effort to assert “strategic autonomy” from China, which includes plans to 
bar foreign companies that have received large grants, loans, tax credits, or other 
state aid from buying EU companies or competing with them for EU contracts. 
The agenda has been accelerated by the COVID pandemic, which has triggered 
fears of China and  others exploiting the crisis at the expense of Eu ro pean firms. 
Paradoxically, the biggest barrier to cooperation on the initiative with Washing-
ton has been the Trump administration’s tariff and other aggressive trade threats 
against the EU.18 It is high time for Washington to get its priorities straight and 
to coordinate a determined multilateral response to Beijing’s challenge.

Of course, the United States must always be prepared to act alone to protect its 
core interests, but that should become the last resort—no longer the first. The 
new strategy must be based on nurturing and acquiring allies, not on disparaging 
and punishing them. Creating allies is precisely the strategy the United States em-
ployed so successfully in the aftermath of World War II.

Final Thoughts on the Role of COVID

Whereas the COVID pandemic is hardly the genesis of spiraling economic con-
flict between the United States and China, it has clearly exacerbated that conflict. 
Beijing’s lack of candor and transparency, if not outright dishonesty, as the virus 
spread through Wuhan in late 2019, followed by China’s  later mass export of de-
fective and misbranded personal protection equipment, has fueled American dis-
trust and determination to act.
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Looking forward, international opinion  toward the global order  will be  shaped 
by how the world emerges from this COVID crisis. In par tic u lar, the way in which 
the United States, China, the Eu ro pean Union, Rus sia, and the United Kingdom 
behave in the race to produce a vaccine  will be consequential.

“Vaccine nationalism”— the desire to acquire vaccines and to use them at home 
before allowing distribution abroad—is an obvious and understandable tempta-
tion. The United States, at the height of the lockdown, was losing 16,000 lives 
and $80 billion a week.19 Yet if the winners in the vaccine race fail to include in 
the initial round of inoculations foreign frontline medical workers and  others 
abroad in urgent need of protection, it  will undermine their claims to be respon-
sible stewards of, or stakeholders in, the global order.

The sharp, negative reaction around the world to reports of the Trump admin-
istration buying up virtually the entire summer supply of the anti- COVID drug 
remdesivir, coming on the back of its invocation of the Defense Production Act to 
block the export of medical goods, should be a warning shot.20 If the United States 
succumbs to vaccine nationalism, it  will become vastly more difficult for it to rally 
nations to its vision for  future global economic structures. Generosity, in contrast, 
 will afford it considerably more leverage in trying to reform the pre sent One World 
model or to draw allies to its side for a shift to Two Worlds.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has confronted the international system with its sec-
ond major challenge of the past fifteen years. The first challenge— the global 

financial crisis (GFC) of 2007–9— led to the creation of the Group of 20 Leaders 
Summit pro cess.1 The response of this new grouping to its first challenge appeared 
to be coherent, credible, and effective. The G20’s contribution to the response to 
the current challenge— the coronavirus pandemic— has seemed much less so. 
Nonetheless, individual G20 countries’ economic policy response to the pandemic 
has been rapid and massive, though not coordinated with other G20 partners.

What is the  future of the G20 in a post- Covid-19 world? Ultimately, the US au-
thorities, who played a critical role in the G20’s formation,  will have to decide 
 whether to maintain support for the G20 leaders’ self- definition as “the premier 
forum for international economic cooperation.”2 A critical consideration  will be 
 whether the emergence of China as a global economic power should and  will in-
fluence US (and  others’) views regarding the  future role for the exiting interna-
tional institutions.

The thesis of this chapter is that the original— and unprecedented— formation 
of the post– World War II institutional structure was a success. Nonetheless, the 
system has been undergoing substantial evolution from its earliest days, in part 
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reflecting prob lems with the institutions’ original design and in part reflecting 
shifting challenges.

The forces that motivated formation of the G20 leaders remain relevant, and 
they are likely to heighten the need for international cooperation in the  future. 
At the same time, specific adjustments are pos si ble that would substantially en-
hance the G20 leaders’ effectiveness, as well as that of the broader system of global 
governance.  These include the short- term challenge of restoring global growth and 
the medium- term reforms to enhance the stability and effectiveness of the in-
ternational financial system while avoiding new trade protection and improving 
the global trading system.  There  will be a longer- term task of coping with the 
unpre ce dented amount of debt, especially government debt, that is being accu-
mulated in response to the pandemic as well as the unpre ce dented expansion of 
central bank balance sheets. In short,  there is  great need for a reinvigorated G20, 
but much  will depend on US leadership.

Origins and Evolution of the Post– World War II  
Institutional Framework

The novel institutional framework of global governance established at the end 
of World War II was intended to prevent the  factors that the framework’s archi-
tects viewed as essential  causes of the  Great Depression and the subsequent world 
war.  These included (1) lack of an effective forum for the discussion and adjudi-
cation of po liti cal and security issues; (2) lack of a multilateral forum for interna-
tional trade, leading during the 1920s to the construction of beggar- thy- neighbor 
trade barriers; and (3) lack of effective international monetary and financial ar-
rangements, beyond the fragile gold standard maintained by key central banks, 
which eventually collapsed.3

The critical post– World War II global institutions  were the United Nations, to 
deal with po liti cal and security issues; the International Trade Organ ization, to 
be tasked with the reduction of trade barriers; and the International Monetary 
Fund, to insure the restoration of international financial markets that would sup-
port enlarged international trade flows. The IMF’s Bretton Woods companion— 
the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development4— was intended to 
tap domestic financial markets, backed by member governments’ guarantees, in 
order to provide capital to countries whose economies had been damaged in the 
war— this in the absence of anything resembling what are now called international 
capital markets. Each institution was both multilateral and treaty- based, with the 
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goals that they would be recognized universally as legitimate and rules- based and 
that their decisions would carry the force of international law.

None of  these institutions functioned exactly as intended. The principal flaw 
in the post– World War II institutional framework reflected the emergence of the 
Cold War. To begin with, the United Nations suffered, as it does to this day, from 
a congenital inability to reach decisions to act in controversial  matters. As the Cold 
War intensified, the increasingly fraught relations between the Soviet Union and 
United States (and its allies) ensured that the UN could act decisively only on the 
relatively rare occasions of great- power consensus.  Today, with the US- China re-
lationship becoming increasingly difficult, the United Nations’ effectiveness re-
mains  limited by its basic structure. By comparison, the Soviet Union’s decision 
to create parallel economic institutions made the functioning of the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the Bretton Woods institutions 
smoother.

The GATT began with a relatively  limited membership (twenty- three founding 
members). However, its key members shared a desire to lower trade barriers, es-
pecially tariffs, on a broad and sustained scale. As a result, by the end of the last 
multilateral agreement concluded  under the GATT (the Uruguay Round that con-
cluded in 1993), the average tariff among key members had fallen to 5%, from the 
initial post– World War II average rate of 22%.  These liberalizations helped to pro-
duce virtually perpetual growth in international trade which outstripped the 
growth in domestic demand, at least  until the GFC became virulent in 2008. In 
short, the liberalization of international trade for sixty years provided a reliable 
spur to world economic growth, despite orga nizational weaknesses of the GATT 
and its successor organ ization, the World Trade Organ ization (WTO).

Unlike the UN, the IMF was or ga nized to facilitate action, even regarding con-
troversial issues. Thus, the Executive Board’s operational decisions are taken by 
majority vote.5 The IMF’s internal organ ization also promotes action, as the man-
aging director chairs the Executive Board— and sets its agenda—as well as di-
rects Fund staff. Voting power is apportioned according to “economic weight,” 
leaving the members themselves to define this in negotiation. However, a quin-
quennial review of voting shares is mandatory  under the Articles, providing the 
institution with a permanent mechanism that was intended to preserve the insti-
tution’s legitimacy and representativeness. The organ ization of the World Bank is 
analogous to that of the IMF in that the World Bank similarly possesses a strong 
executive and its voting power mimics that of the Fund.
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Collapse of the Bretton Woods “System”

The principal responsibility of the IMF, as stated in its constitutional Articles 
of Agreement, was “to promote exchange stability, to maintain orderly exchange 
arrangements among members and to avoid competitive exchange depreciation.” 
In practice, the Fund was charged at the outset with maintaining the so- called dol-
lar exchange standard, in which exchange rate stability was to be maintained by 
all members (except for the United States) by pegging their currencies to the US 
dollar, while the United States guaranteed the convertibility of the dollar to gold 
for official holders at a fixed dollar price. Critically, it also was “to assist in the es-
tablishment of a multilateral system of payments in re spect of current transac-
tions between members and in the elimination of foreign exchange restrictions.” 
The Articles specify that “no member  shall, without the approval of the Fund, im-
pose restrictions on the making of payments and transfers for current interna-
tional transactions.”

This was revolutionary, in the sense that when the IMF began operations, such 
exchange restrictions  were ubiquitous rather than exceptional. By actively and ef-
fectively promoting the dismantling of payments restrictions on trade and other 
current transactions, the Fund played a key role in creating a system that provided 
increasingly ample financing to support the trade opportunities that resulted from 
the ongoing reduction in tariffs and in other trade barriers.6

However, a fatal flaw in the IMF’s dollar- exchange system emerged quickly in 
a potentially unresolvable tension between the United States’ domestic policy goals 
and its systemic responsibilities. Such tension arose powerfully in the late 1960s, 
and by 1972, the dollar- exchange system had broken down irrevocably. This “col-
lapse of the Bretton Woods system” was viewed widely as a historic systemic fail-
ure. However, the existence in many countries of liquid parallel foreign- exchange 
markets implied that the dollar- exchange standard of fixed rates actually operated 
with much more flexibility than is understood commonly.7

The collapse of the dollar- exchange standard ushered in a new “non- system” for 
exchange rates, with each IMF member allowed to choose their own policies, in-
cluding floating their exchange rate. However, contrary to the conventional be-
nign contemporaneous expectations of leading academics and other experts, the 
era of generalized floating among key currencies did not give rise to “stabilizing 
speculation.” In fact, the post-1972 period was marked by an unexpected and 
largely unforeseen rise in inflationary pressures, especially in the United States, 
and the emergence of historically unpre ce dented payments imbalances.
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By definition, current account imbalances imply the existence of capital flows 
as balancing items, but the Fund’s Articles of Agreement did not give the institu-
tion any authority over international capital transactions. In fact, some of the ar-
chitects of the Bretton Woods framework, including John Maynard Keynes,  were 
opposed to the creation of international capital markets on the grounds that they 
led inevitably to destabilizing speculation. Thus, the financing capabilities of the 
IMF  were intended to allow the institution to help reduce international financing 
strains deriving from what are by  today’s standards exceedingly modest-sized bal-
ance of payments deficits.

A Period of Systemic Crises and Systemic Improvisation

Three large themes emerged in the period between the collapse of the Bretton 
Woods dollar- exchange standard and the end of the beginning of the post– Cold 
War era. First, the large advanced economies effectively managed economic and 
financial relations among themselves in a separate format from that of the Bret-
ton Woods institutions, although their actions in princi ple remained compatible 
with their obligations  under the rules- based system that they had created. At the 
same time, the major economy authorities still pursued trade liberalization 
through multilateral negotiations within the framework of the GATT.

Second, it was established de facto that the IMF had primary responsibility for 
organ izing crisis resolution mea sures for developing and emerging economies, 
through essentially ad hoc, tripartite negotiations involving debtor governments, 
official funding sources led by the IMF itself, and commercial lenders. Third, one 
outcome of the first generation of the tripartite crisis resolution agreements that 
would have a substantial  future impact was the creation of an increasingly liquid 
market for dollar- denominated bonds issued by developing economies. In other 
words, capital markets became much more open to international investors and 
borrowers.

The key events of this period included the US Federal Reserve’s dramatic inter-
est rate increases that began in 1979  under Fed Chair Paul A. Volcker and peaked 
in 1982. The resulting sharp advanced economy recession— with sustained high US 
interest rates— produced a Latin American debt crisis. One result was an emerging 
critical role for the IMF as the architect of tripartite “rescue packages.” The US 
dollar’s subsequent rapid rise in the early 1980s boosted the United States’ current 
account deficit, leading to the first convening in September 1985 of the “Group 
of 5” finance ministers— subsequently expanded to the Group of 78— that met 
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regularly as an informal “Executive Committee” of the global economic and fi-
nancial system.

In this new setup, the IMF played only a minor role in discussions among the 
Group of 7 about their own policies. However, the Group of 7 itself failed to exer-
cise firm control over financial markets. For example, a public dispute between the 
United States and the German authorities about appropriate policies inspired the 
“Black Monday” stock market crash in October 1987.

The Seismic Changes and Crises of the 1990s

The de cade of the 1990s opened with a series of seismic events that dramati-
cally altered the topography and challenges of the global system. The greatest im-
pact was felt  after the progressive collapse and late 1991 dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, ending the Cold War and permitting entry of the former Soviet Republics 
and the so- called “satellite” states (along with Rus sia) into the Bretton Woods in-
stitutions. The fall of the Berlin Wall in late 1989 led to German reunification 
during the following year and the historic 1992 Maastricht Treaty on Eu ro pean 
Monetary and Economic Union. In 1991, India began to implement a significant 
program of trade liberalization, and in 1992, China embarked on a program of 
privatizations that decisively accelerated its “opening up” policies. Fi nally, the 
GATT’s multilateral Uruguay Round trade agreement was concluded successfully 
in 1993, and soon  after, the World Trade Organ ization superseded the GATT.

Put another way, the pro cess of globalization suddenly— and by and large 
unexpectedly— entered a new phase: the Bretton Woods institutions became uni-
versal, as had been intended by their architects. Trade flows accelerated, and the 
patterns of trade shifted  toward Asia. At the same time, private sector capital flows 
expanded rapidly to take advantage of the new opportunities and grew to swamp 
official flows in scale.

As the architects of the IMF had never anticipated the emergence of large- scale 
cross- border capital flows and gave the Fund no direct responsibilities over such 
flows, the Fund was relatively unprepared for the initial crises in this new world 
of large- scale cross- border capital flows in the form of marketable securities. In 
particular— although it was assumed commonly that the Fund had responsibility 
for preventing economic and financial crises—it has no facilities that could be use-
ful in this regard, rather than one dominated by traditional bank loans.

The inability of the existing institutional framework to deal smoothly with 
this expansive new phase of globalization quickly became evident. First was the 
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“Tequila Crisis” in 1994–95, involving Mexico and other Latin American coun-
tries. Spurred by sudden capital flight from Mexico, this was, in effect, the first 
crisis of confidence in a world of securitized finance. Halting the rapid with-
drawal of funds from Mexico and elsewhere required the ad hoc organ ization of 
large- scale financial support, supplied mainly by the United States, the IMF, and 
the Bank for International Settlements (which is owned by central banks) in or-
der to prevent the crisis from spreading further.

Recognizing that the growth of international capital markets presented a new, 
systemic challenge, the IMF’s ministerial- level International Monetary and Finan-
cial Committee  adopted in their September 1997 Hong Kong meeting a resolu-
tion recommending that the Funds’ Articles of Agreement be amended to give the 
Fund authority over capital market arrangements. The ensuing “Asian Financial 
Crisis” that unfolded almost immediately demonstrated the inadequacy of the ex-
isting institutional arrangements, but it also precluded consideration of such an 
enlargement of the Fund’s authority.

The Asian crisis itself ushered in a series of other financial crises, including the 
commercial bank– threatening 1998 collapse of the US hedge fund LTCM and the 
simultaneous Rus sian default, the Brazil crisis of early 1999, and the Turkish bank-
ing crisis of 2000. But it also led to two impor tant institutional innovations. First 
of all, it was clear that the Group of 7 no longer served as an adequate “Executive 
Committee” for global economic institutions. A joint Canadian- US proposal re-
sulted in the formation of the Group of 20 countries, which met at the level of fi-
nance ministers.9 Although this grouping held regular meetings, it never assumed 
operational responsibilities, and it progressively devolved into more of a talking 
shop and a venue for bilateral side meetings between finance ministers.

Global Payments Imbalances and the Financial Crisis

Technological changes produced a mid-1990s US productivity burst, fueling the 
“dot . com”  bubble. Even  after this  bubble burst, US growth outstripped that of 
other advanced economies. The result was the emergence of unprecedented— and 
to the architects of the postwar institutions, unimaginable— payment imbalances. 
The heart of the concerns regarding “global imbalances” was the rec ord US cur-
rent account deficit, which peaked in 2006 at 6% of gross domestic product, while 
China recorded a current account surplus of nearly 10% of its GDP.

The architects of the post– World War II system never could have envisioned 
such massive payments imbalances, as it would not have been pos si ble previously 
to obtain the necessary finance in the amounts required.  These imbalances  were 
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widely seen as inherently unstable, reflecting excessively expansionary policies on 
the part of the US authorities, together with massive one- sided currency market 
intervention by the Chinese authorities acting to maintain a massively underval-
ued exchange rate to promote their export industries.

 After Tim Adams, the US  under secretary of the Trea sury for international af-
fairs, famously admonished the IMF for having been “asleep at the wheel” while 
 these imbalances built up, the IMF’s managing director, Rodrigo de Rato, initiated 
in 2005–6 the innovative Multilateral Consultations on Global Imbalances.10 With 
the authorization of the Fund’s Executive Board, Fund management or ga nized a 
series of confidential meetings involving five key authorities to seek agreement on 
a set of mutually consistent fiscal, monetary, and structural polices that could 
sustain global growth while reducing payments imbalances.11 Although they 
reached agreement on a set of policy programs— which  were made public at 
the April 2007 meeting of the IMF’s International Monetary and Financial 
Committee— the lack of commitment of the US authorities to the pro cess was sig-
naled clearly by their refusal to contemplate any further meetings of the group to 
monitor compliance or to make any needed adjustments in their policy plans.

The perceived failure of the Multilateral Consultations had an impor tant sys-
temic implication. Despite the conclusion of Fund staff and management as early 
as August 2007 that a financial crisis had become inevitable, their warnings that 
dramatic policy action would be needed  were not taken seriously by key advanced 
economy authorities.12 As the global financial crisis exploded in September 2008 
with the collapse of Lehman  Brothers, it was concluded that a new institution— 
the Group of 20 Leaders Summit process— and not the IMF, would manage the 
international crisis response.

The G20 Leaders Summit pro cess was proposed formally by President 
George W. Bush at the IMF annual meeting in October 2008, with the inaugural 
set for Washington in November 2008. Eventually, the G20 Leaders declared their 
new grouping to be the premier forum for US international economic cooperation. 
Thus, the G20 Leaders— who together represented 65% of global population, 75% 
of global trade, and 85% of global GDP— asserted their role as directing the activi-
ties of the pre- existing multilateral institutions, at least in the area of economic 
and financial policies.

From the outset, the G20 stated that their first priority was “to restore global 
growth and to achieve needed reforms in the world’s financial systems.” In their 
April 2009 London Summit, the G20 Leaders— with the strong support of newly 
elected US President Barack Obama— agreed on a consistent set of expansionary 
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fiscal and monetary policies, mandated the creation of the Financial Stability 
Board to address financial sector reform,13 pledged to avoid new protectionist mea-
sures and instead to complete the WTO’s Doha Development Round of multilat-
eral trade negotiations, and agreed to provide substantial new resources for the 
IMF and other international financial institutions.

Thus, although the advanced economies had been slow to react to the onset of 
the GFC, once it arrived they quickly reached substantive agreements on concrete 
policy actions. G20 Leaders proceeded as if their individual countries’ interests 
 were broadly consistent with  those of their G20 partners. The coherence of the 
G20’s initiatives subsequently was considered widely to have enhanced their effec-
tiveness and boosted confidence in their eventual success.

In contrast, the response to the coronavirus pandemic in many ways has been 
paradoxical. Even before the G20 Leaders held their Extraordinary Summit in 
March 2020, virtually all members already had undertaken fiscal and monetary 
mea sures that  were larger in scale and scope than  those taken in the context of 
the entire GFC. Yet public coordination and consultation has been far less pro-
nounced than that in 2008–9. The Leaders Statement issued in March 2020 fol-
lowing their virtual summit contained no concrete policy commitments. The sub-
sequent Communique of G20 finance ministers and Central Bank governors 
issued in April mainly endorsed mea sures that had been announced previously. 
G20 economies appear to be facing distinct choices and prioritizing domestic con-
siderations over global cooperation.14

Policy Challenges for the G20 Leaders

An obvious issue regarding the current institutional arrangement is  whether 
the key G20 authorities continue to view the Leaders pro cess as their “premier fo-
rum.” For example, US President Donald J. Trump has not shown any par tic u lar 
interest in the G20 Leaders pro cess nor has he suggested that he views the pro-
cess as an impor tant policy- making venue.

Even beyond the views of current Leaders, it remains to be seen  whether the 
G20 Leaders’ structure— which is partial and not universal, voluntary and not 
treaty- based— ultimately  will prove to be effective. One obvious weakness is that 
the G20 Leaders’ current decision- making practice requires consensus—it is not 
able to reach decisions on controversial  matters if  there is any disagreement. Sim-
ilar to the Soviet role in limiting the possibility for UN action, an aggressive 
China increasingly out of step with  others in the G20 casts doubt on the  future ef-
fectiveness of the group.
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Central banks have been exceptionally aggressive in response to the pandemic 
in their support for credit markets, acquiring vast amounts of debt instruments 
and loans while accumulating unpre ce dented totals of excess bank reserves.  These 
actions by and large have been successful in maintaining the liquidity of financial 
markets, while no doubt introducing significant distortions. For example, the is-
suance of US corporate bonds has reached rec ord highs, as corporations have taken 
advantage of historically low interest rates and exceptional market liquidity, de-
spite the fraught fundamental outlook.

The path back to financial market normality (what ever that  will prove to be) 
has no pre- existing roadmap but no doubt  will require cooperation and coordina-
tion internationally to avoid creating destabilizing market volatility. While mech-
anisms for consultation among central banks exist already, they  will not have been 
utilized previously in such potentially stressful conditions.

At the same time, the scale of government debt— and, in some cases, private sec-
tor debt— will be very much outsized relative to previous experience. For exam-
ple, the IMF’s latest World Economic Outlook update anticipates a US general gov-
ernment deficit in 2020 of nearly 24% of GDP, bringing gross debt to more than 
140% of GDP. As a result, it is pos si ble that new venues for consultation and co-
operation  will be required to avoid creating new uncertainties about the manage-
ment of such huge amounts.

Already, the G20 Leaders— together with key nongovernmental actors— have 
attempted to address the debt challenges of the poorest countries through a tem-
porary debt ser vice moratorium, labeled the Debt Ser vice Suspension Initiative, 
or DSSI. This effort is being closely watched, not only as a potential template for 
 future mea sures if the economic recovery remains weak but also as an indication 
of the Chinese authorities’ willingness to cooperate with G20 partners in this 
area.15

Since China did not object to the endorsement of the DSSI in the G20 Minis-
ters’ Communique, they may be willing to cooperate with its G20 partners to a 
greater degree than has been the case previously. At this point, however, the de-
gree of their cooperation is not yet clear, nor is the success of even this  limited ef-
fort assured.

The impact of the COVID-19 crisis, while not originating in the financial sec-
tor, no doubt  will have a substantial impact over the near and even medium term 
on official liquidity support and when that should end and insolvencies begin, es-
pecially if business failures loom in a potentially sluggish post- pandemic recov-
ery. In such a case, financial, monetary, and fiscal policies easily could become 
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intertwined and give rise to conflicts over the implications of decisions on  these 
issues for other G20 economies. But so far  there is  little indication of any willing-
ness to cooperate on this issue by means of the G20 architecture.

The outlook for international trade also appears fraught. First of all, the pan-
demic already has resulted in a sharp drop in international trade, with an unpre-
ce dented pace of the decline. The two largest economies— the United States and 
China— are engaged in a dispute over trade policies that has resulted in the im-
position of new trade barriers, and their bilateral negotiations so far have produced 
only a  limited agreement.16 At the same time, the United States and the Eu ro pean 
Union appear to be at loggerheads over the taxation of digital commerce, with each 
side threatening to impose new sanctions.

Fi nally,  there is a broad consensus that the WTO’s own organ ization and pro-
cesses require substantial reform, but it  can’t be taken for granted in the current 
environment that this consensus  will lead to action. In any case, many of the 
basic issues— especially  those not involving  simple tariff reductions— that would 
be addressed in new trade agreements are not likely to be reached successfully in 
a highly complex multilateral framework but rather only on a bilateral or plurilat-
eral basis.17

The taxation of firms operating in multiple jurisdictions has become a source 
of friction, especially with regard to digital commerce. This is a difficult issue that 
 will be highly relevant, even beyond the current US- EU dispute. Allied with the 
issue of taxation of such commerce is the application of competition law.

The final basic item on the G20 Leaders’ agenda was the reform of the interna-
tional financial institutions. The London G20 Summit agreed to provide sub-
stantial new resources for the IMF and the multilateral development banks (MDBs). 
In Seoul, the Leaders agreed to a new distribution of IMF voting shares, in which 
the ten largest quotas  were apportioned to the G7 countries (minus Canada) plus 
the BRIC countries (Brazil, Rus sia, India, and China). Japan retained the second- 
largest quota overall, while the BRIC shares totaled more than 15%, which for 
the first time gave them joint veto power over any amendment to the Articles 
of Agreement.

Moreover, it was agreed that the new quotas would be ratified by the time of 
the 2012 IMF annual meeting, that  there would be a review of the princi ples for 
determining “economic weight,” and that  there would be a new round of quota 
adjustments on the basis of the new calculations. In any event, the United States 
did not ratify the new quotas  until December 2015.18



Prospects for the United States’ Post- COVID-19 Policies  215

Some Pos si ble Approaches to Strengthen  
the Post- COVID-19 World Order

A fundamental current issue is  whether institutional changes are needed in or-
der to best address the systemic weaknesses exposed by the COVID shock and to 
make new pro gress on the policy reforms first put in motion by the G20 Leaders 
in responding to the GFC.

It seems self- evident that an open, rules- based, nondiscriminatory international 
system of global governance requires the support of its members. It also has come 
to be considered conventional wisdom that the nature of the US- China relation-
ship,  whether one of competitors or adversaries,  will prove to be pivotal in estab-
lishing the terms of global governance in the coming de cades. The Chinese au-
thorities, for their part, have declared repeatedly their support for the existing 
multilateral system and its key institutions. What is less clear at this time, how-
ever, is the practical implication of this expression of fealty. Also uncertain are the 
views of the US authorities, now and in the  future.

At an operational level, US officials remain engaged actively in the existing in-
stitutions. Looking forward, the establishment of a productive and predictable 
US- China relationship is a sine qua non for strengthening the institutions of global 
governance. Beyond that, the engagement of the US government at the highest 
levels in support of the pro cess is a second requirement for pro gress. At the same 
time, it is pos si ble to envision a series of reforms to the G20 pro cess and to the as-
sociated multilateral framework that could enhance the system’s overall effec-
tiveness, while maintaining the G20 Leaders pro cess as a spur to new pro gress.

Fi nally, despite widespread talk of a  future “de- globalization,” intensified global 
engagement is virtually mandated by the pressure of such forces as technology ad-
vances and the digitalization of economic activity, climate change, demographic 
shifts, and the associated unpre ce dented force of cross- border immigration, to-
gether with growing concerns about in equality.

Aligning the G20 Leaders and the Bretton Woods Institutions

Some of the traits that hamper the decision- making ability of the United Na-
tions are shared by the G20 Leaders, in that the designation of a chair rotates an-
nually and decisions in practice are taken by consensus. In addition, the Leaders 
lack a permanent staff, and  there is no  legal basis for their decisions. Nonetheless, 
in  those circumstances where  there is consensus, the G20 Leaders can act effec-
tively and powerfully, and they can command the actions of the Bretton Woods 
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institutions. In contrast, the Bretton Woods institutions possess strong executives, 
highly capable staffs, and an ability to act credibly even when a consensus is lack-
ing, reflecting the majority- rule structure of their voting.

Thus, a potential ave nue to strengthen the framework of global governance 
would be to align the country composition of the G20 Leaders with that of the 
IMF’s International Monetary and Financial Committee (IMFC) and that of the 
IMF’s and World Bank’s Executive Boards.19 Already at pre sent, when a consen-
sus exists regarding needed actions or policy initiatives, as was the case during the 
GFC, the G20 Leaders can act with credibility and  great effectiveness. In cases 
where a consensus is lacking, operational decisions still can be reached credibly 
at the level of the Bretton Woods institutions’ Executive Boards, reflecting the 
majority- rule princi ple that governs normal decision- making in  these institutions.

In short, if it is in the interest of the United States to strengthen the framework 
of global governance, this step would make sense, and it would not require any 
diminution of the relative role of the US in the Bretton Woods institutions. It also 
would heighten the likelihood that US alliances could prove more productive.

International Monetary Fund

Over recent years, the Fund has substantially improved the variety of financial 
facilities that it can provide for crisis resolution. A challenge for the Fund is that 
it is widely held to be responsible for crisis prevention.  Until now, however, it has 
not possessed any financing fa cil i ty that could be useful in crisis prevention in the 
context of securitized cross- border finance.

During the GFC, the US interbank funding market was frozen temporarily, re-
flecting banks’ uncertainties about the content of counterparty bank portfolios. 
Many foreign banks held US dollar assets that  were financed with funds borrowed 
in the interbank market. When they  were shut out of renewed dollar funding by 
the lack of interbank liquidity, the Federal Reserve provided unlimited dollar swap 
lines to the Eu ro pean Central Bank (ECB), which on- lent them to eurozone banks, 
thus preventing potential insolvencies.

Subsequently, the key advanced economy central banks— including the Federal 
Reserve, the ECB, the Bank of  England, the Bank of Canada, the Swiss National 
Bank, and the Bank of Japan— created a network of permanent unlimited swap 
lines, thus limiting the illiquidity risk for their banks’ international operations. The 
Federal Reserve also provided temporary swap lines to nine other countries’ cen-
tral banks, including  those of Brazil, Mexico,  South Korea, and Singapore.
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 These temporary lines  were renewed in the spring of 2020, thus reducing the 
risks that  there would be any market concerns about  these banks’ access to US dol-
lar liquidity. By reducing the risks of sudden market volatility,  these moves served 
to solidify the position of the US dollar as the dominant international reserve cur-
rency. But the question remains: What about the 174 Fund member countries that 
 don’t have access to Fed swap lines?

It has long been a princi ple in national financial markets that the central bank 
can act usefully as a lender of last resort, so long as its actions are prudent and do 
not give rise to unjustified moral  hazard. The Fed has chosen to do so in  these spe-
cific cases. The Fund, in turn, has been moving  toward acting in this regard by 
making short- term credits available without ex post conditionality.

The newly approved Short- Term Liquidity Fa cil i ty (SLF) marks the first time 
that the Fund has been authorized by its members to offer a true swap- like fa cil-
i ty, although with  limited eligibility. Nonetheless, with the Fund fi nally able to of-
fer swap- like facilities, it should be allowed to expand the eligibility for this fa cil-
i ty to all member countries. If so, the Fund would begin to gain credibility as being 
much more capable in crisis prevention.

Financial Stability Board

Like the G20 Leaders themselves, the Financial Stability Board (FSB) is a vol-
untary association of a rather disparate set of officials from finance ministries, cen-
tral banks, regulators, supervisors, standard- setting bodies, and international in-
stitutions. Given the impetus for reform created by the global financial crisis, and 
given the conviction among financial market institutions themselves that reforms 
 were needed following the GFC, the FSB has overseen significant pro gress in 
making the financial system more stable and resilient. Nonetheless, the work of the 
FSB is far from complete, and the G20 Leaders should make sure that it has the 
authority and motivation to make further pro gress.

The FSB relies on consensus agreement, and  there are several areas where pro-
gress on reforms has been  either partial, halting, or virtually non ex is tent. Ulti-
mately, the creation of the FSB (with the participation of twenty- four country au-
thorities and thirteen institutions)— and, before it, the Financial Stability Forum 
(FSF)—is a reflection of the IMF’s lack of authority over international capital 
transactions which implicitly leaves a vacuum.

If the G20 Leaders are serious about creating a level and effective playing field 
in financial markets, including capital markets, perhaps a long- term goal should 
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be to develop the FSB into an international institution with broader membership, 
with a firm  legal basis, and with in de pen dent surveillance responsibility (not just 
conducting peer reviews, as is its current practice).

World Trade Organ ization

Just as  there is a clear sense that the world trading system is at a crucial point— 
with serious disputes brewing amid a historic decline in trade volumes— the 
World Trade Organ ization itself is facing unpre ce dented difficulties. Each of the 
WTO’s three basic functions— administering trade rules, providing a dispute settle-
ment mechanism, and serving as a venue for trade negotiations—is  either  under 
pressure or not working at pre sent.

The issues challenging the WTO, and the world trading system, are serious and 
varied. The searing experience of the pandemic, including the difficulty in obtain-
ing medical supplies, has added to dissatisfaction with the status quo. China’s 
renewed emphasis on the role of its state enterprises and its ongoing commitment 
to its  Belt and Road Initiative also have raised concerns about the treatment of 
state subsidies and nondiscrimination in contracting.

At the same time, the United States has become a disruptive force within the 
trading system. The current US Special Trade Representative (USTR) states that 
he prefers bilateral negotiations,  because the United States can get a better deal 
that way, as it is always the biggest participant in any such negotiation. The United 
States has failed to make appointments to fill vacancies on the WTO’s appellate 
tribunal, thus crippling it through lack of a quorum. Similarly, the USTR com-
plains about the excessively procedural nature of the WTO’s practice, but the 
United States’ authorities have not offered a detailed plan for reform. Fi nally, the 
United States’ phase one trade agreement with China has aspects that represent 
the type of trade diversion that the post– World War II work of the GATT and the 
WTO  were intended to overcome.

In short, a pre- pandemic consensus existed that the WTO, and the trading sys-
tem in general, needed serious reform and modernization. So far, however, the 
United States’ authorities have not been at all clear about their specific goals or 
vision of what should replace the status quo. Thus, the US position at pre sent 
seems to be “we want a better deal, but we  can’t say clearly what that means.” Per-
haps post- pandemic, the United States could start to clarify what it hopes to ac-
complish in this sphere and how it hopes to do it.
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Final Comments

The United States, like virtually the entire world, is faced with a set of difficult 
post- COVID-19 policy challenges. In the short run, the principal challenges are 
medical— controlling the pandemic— and restoring economic activity.  There is no 
clear roadmap to success in  either sphere, but a more cooperative approach, such 
as that in evidence in 2008–9, is likely to be more effective in boosting confidence 
than un co or di nated efforts. The medium term is filled with myriad challenges, as 
discussed above. In this regard, the G20 Leaders have substantial unfinished busi-
ness. As with the short- term challenges, failure to follow through with efforts al-
ready  under way would risk creating the sense of moving backward, undermining 
confidence. Fi nally, the legacy of the pandemic is  going to be an unpre ce dented 
amount of debt— for governments, for businesses, and for individuals— and of his-
torically large central bank balance sheets. Once again, the potential interactions 
in addressing  these issues point to a need for effective international cooperation.

The ave nues for pro gress are clear, if difficult. The history of the post– World 
War II period is one of broadly successful institutional innovation and adaptation. 
Hopefully, this period is far from over.

notes

1.  Henceforth, for brevity, this grouping  will be referred to interchangeably as the G20 
Leaders or simply the G20.

2.  G20 Leaders Statement: The Pittsburgh Summit, September 24–25, 2009.
3.  Maurice Obstfield and Alan M. Taylor, “International Monetary Relations: Taking 

Finance Seriously,” Journal of Economic Perspectives 31, no. 3 (Summer 2017): 3–28.
4.  Subsequently expanded into the World Bank Group.
5.  By tradition, the IMF’s Executive Board decisions are taken by consensus, although 

the consensus is formed in the context of an explicit understanding of what  actual voting 
would produce in the way of a decision.

6.  The IMF continues to track the exchange rate and trade regimes, and it publishes 
an Annual Report on Exchange Arrangements and Exchange Restrictions.

7.  Carmen M. Reinhart and Kenneth S. Rogoff, “The Modern History of Exchange 
Rates: A Reinterpretation,” Quarterly Journal of Economics 119, no. 1 (February 2004): 1–48.

8.  The seven countries include the United States, Japan, Germany, the United King-
dom, France, Italy, and Canada.

9.  The Group of 20 includes the Group of 7 countries, plus Argentina, Australia, Bra-
zil, China, India, Indonesia, Mexico, the Rus sian Federation, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, 
South  Korea, Turkey, and the Eu ro pean Union.
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10.  A detailed description of the Multilateral Consultations on Global Imbalances can 
be found on the IMF website.

11.  This included the United States, the eurozone, China, Japan, and Saudi Arabia.
12.  In January 2008, the Fund’s managing director called for 2% of GDP fiscal stimu-

lus in the advanced economies. In March 2008, the Fund’s first deputy managing direc-
tor warned in a speech that fiscal support was  going to be required for the financial sys-
tem. Other, private, warnings also  were waved off.

13.  The Financial Stability Board includes the members of the Financial Stability 
Forum plus  those G20 members who  were not already a member of the FSF.

14.  At the same time, the degree of international cooperation on developing treat-
ments for COVID-19 is without historic parallel.

15.  Since the GFC, Chinese entities have become by far the largest lenders to low- 
income countries. Heretofore, the Chinese authorities had insisted that their arrange-
ments in  these cases  were bilateral and that they do not divulge the terms of such lend-
ing. Moreover, they are not members of the Paris Club of official lenders, which ensures 
equal treatment by Club members in cases of renegotiation.

16.  Disturbingly, the specifics of their partial deal appear to be at variance with the 
under lying princi ples— such as nondiscrimination and the avoidance of mea sures that re-
sult in trade diversion— that guided the post– World War II pro cess of trade liberalization.

17.  For example, issues such as the definition of subsidies, the protection of intellec-
tual property, and sanitary standards in agricultural trade all are unlikely to be resolved 
if the WTO’s 164 members must reach a consensus agreement. Moreover, defining stan-
dards and rules for access to markets in ser vices is increasingly impor tant but exceedingly 
complex.

18.  In their April 2020 meeting, G20 ministers reset the timing of the agreement on 
the next quota adjustment— which undoubtedly  will award China the second- largest 
vote—to December 2023.

19.  Of course, such a step would require alterations  either in the size and/or the com-
position of the G20 or  else of the IMF’s and World Bank’s Executive Boards (and poten-
tially the conversion of the IMFC into the IMF Ministerial Council). Repre sen ta tion at the 
IMF and World Bank Board  will still require the formation of constituencies in order to 
guarantee universal repre sen ta tion. With their structure directly aligned with the Bret-
ton Woods institutions, the G20 Leaders pro cess would fit much more logically and coher-
ently into the structure of global governance. For example, this would eliminate the cur-
rent awkwardness of the G20 ministers meeting only hours in advance of the IMFC, even 
though  there already is a substantial overlap in the composition of the two groups.
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What Happened

In the first half of March 2020, the borders of the United States of Amer i ca 
slammed shut. They had already begun to close in January, when President Don-
ald Trump’s administration announced restrictions on visitors from China, a “ban” 
that was late, chaotic, and incomplete. In fact, tens of thousands of travelers con-
tinued to arrive in the United States from China  every day, including from Wuhan, 
where the novel coronavirus had originated.1 Six weeks  later, the closures  were 
hardly much smoother. Without warning its Eu ro pean allies, the United States 
abruptly announced impending restrictions on travelers from Eu rope, producing 
a rush to get home that led to higher rates of coronavirus infection inside the 
United States.2 Passengers who knew they  were ill got on planes, afraid of being 
stranded. Many  were stuck standing for hours in crowds at airports and at secu-
rity checkpoints.

This same  mistake was repeated in other countries. On March 14, Poland also 
shut its borders to all noncitizens. One of the side effects of this decision, taken 
without much forethought, was chaos on the German border. Baltic and Ukrai-
nian tourists and truck  drivers waited in their cars for days; the German Red 
Cross wound up bringing them food and  water.3 Abrupt travel decisions taken 
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inside some countries had equally catastrophic effects. On March 24, India an-
nounced a sudden lockdown that left mi grant day- laborers without subsistence; 
many walked hundreds of miles to get back to their native villages, and some died 
along the way.4 In the subsequent weeks,  people all around the world scrambled 
to get home. Many countries eventually or ga nized charter flights to help their citi-
zens, but even so, many wound up stranded for weeks.

This chaos was unpre ce dented. In the past, countries dealing with pandemics 
had weighed travel and border decisions very carefully. At the time of the Ebola 
crisis in 2014–16, President Barack Obama’s administration had considered closing 
borders to travelers from West Africa but de cided against it.5 This, one former 
White House official told me, was  because border closures, without careful plan-
ning, can slow down movement of equipment and expertise. In practice, they also 
created clusters of infectious  people at airports and other checkpoints. Closures 
also give the illusion of resolute action without changing the real ity on the ground. 
Trump’s announcements of a halt in travel, first from China and then from Eu rope, 
did not in fact halt the spread of the virus, which was already being transmitted 
from person to person inside the United States.

All of this could have been avoided. Had  there been consultation, had the con-
sequences been thought through jointly, had international organ izations stepped 
in to manage the pro cess, the closures might have gone off more smoothly, and the 
response might have been more fruitful. It was reasonable to put temporary brakes 
on international and even domestic travel. It was not reasonable to do so in a man-
ner that made the virus spread more quickly.

But then, many international organ izations  were not ready for this task or, in-
deed, for any of the  others that the worst pandemic since 1918 was about to pre-
sent. Despite myriad international conferences  going back many years, despite 
worthy scientific papers and statements of intent, international institutions  were 
not only unprepared to cope with the travel issues; they could not help with the 
backlogs in personal protective equipment, with the need to coordinate commu-
nications, or with the sudden po liti cal and economic instability. The perception 
of failure immediately clung to Eu ro pean institutions, transatlantic institutions, 
and United Nations institutions alike. And yet  these institutions  were created for 
exactly this kind of moment. Precisely  because this was a genuinely global cri-
sis— a new disease, spreading quickly, with the potential to harm every one in 
the world— the failure of global organ izations seemed particularly acute.

Not all of the institutions failed in exactly the same way or for the same rea-
sons. In some cases, the prob lem was directly to do with leadership. During the 
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first phase of the pandemic, especially as it hit Italy very hard, the Eu ro pean Union 
(EU) suffered from what can only be described as a failure of imagination. Unlike 
Asian countries, Eu ro pean countries had no recent experience with pandemics, and 
almost every one, from politicians to journalists and analysts, underestimated the 
risk. At major Eu ro pean meetings in January and February— the World Economic 
Forum in Davos, the Munich Security Conference— the virus was scarcely dis-
cussed. As late as March 9, when the Italian outbreak had already begun, Ursula 
von der Leyen, the president of the Eu ro pean Commission, referenced the coro-
navirus only glancingly at a press conference reviewing her first hundred days in 
office. The Italian government’s initial calls for emergency mea sures  were not 
heeded  either.6

 Later, as each country became engulfed in its own health crisis, the EU im-
proved its response, but its actions  were poorly explained and communicated. In 
the weeks following the initial moment of stasis and confusion, both Germany and 
France delivered large quantities of equipment to Italy— far more, in total, than 
China, despite enormous publicity around a Chinese transport plane that landed 
in Rome. The EU also activated large joint- purchasing mechanisms so that mem-
ber states would not have to compete against one another. Still, EU leaders did 
not make their efforts clear, and the initial failures left a bad impression. In early 
March, 88% of Italians told pollsters that Eu rope was failing to support them.7 In 
June,  there was a slight recovery, but 63% of Italians still said the EU had failed 
its citizens. The numbers  were not much higher in Germany, France, or much of 
the rest of Eu rope, where most  people simply said that the EU had been irrelevant 
during the worst days of the crisis.8

Transatlantic Western clubs fared even worse, though  here the fault was almost 
entirely American. Trump, who had spent much of his presidency railing against his 
allies—at one point he called the Eu ro pean Union a “foe”; at another point he said 
Eu rope was “worse than China”— not only failed to warn Eu ro pe ans before shutting 
down transatlantic travel; he seems never to have consulted with them at all, not on 
the science nor on the borders. In the absence of the United States, the  whole idea of 
transatlantic cooperation became moot. As recently as 2014, the G7 had served as 
an effective forum to push back against the Rus sian invasion of Ukraine and to agree 
upon sanctions. This time, even a virtual meeting of G7 foreign ministers ended in 
ludicrous rancor when the American secretary of state, Mike Pompeo, insisted on 
using the expression “Wuhan virus” and the  others gave up in disgust.9 Even when 
the EU eventually recovered its equilibrium and began to cope with the economic 
fallout of the pandemic, the transatlantic alliance did not.
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To be fair, neither the EU nor the G7 was set up with pandemics in mind. The 
G7 has never been more than a talking shop, a club of rich countries that meet to 
resolve mostly economic prob lems; in Eu rope, health  matters have historically 
been delegated to member states. But the World Health Organ ization (WHO) is 
a body explic itly created to cope with global pandemics. And although the insti-
tution has a decades- long rec ord of success— among other  things, the WHO is re-
sponsible for eliminating smallpox and for suppressing many other diseases—on 
this occasion it made a series of surprising  mistakes.  Because criticism of the WHO 
has now become part of US politics— the Trump administration has made the 
WHO a scapegoat for its own failures—it is impor tant to remember that, despite 
some of the over- the- top rhe toric, the WHO failed the world in some impor tant 
ways during the early days of the crisis. Certainly the organ ization adhered far too 
closely to the narrative of a Chinese government that initially sought to conceal 
the nature and spread of the coronavirus. As late as January 14, the organ ization’s 
leadership ignored evidence from Taiwan— which is not, thanks to Chinese pres-
sure, a WHO member— that the novel coronavirus could be transmitted from 
person to person. Yet Taiwan was a credible voice: the country had sent medical 
teams to Wuhan in December and had experienced the impact of Chinese cover- 
ups before. So had authorities in Hong Kong, who also believed by early January 
that the coronavirus could be transmitted between  humans.10 Even so, the WHO 
did not take their evidence seriously.

Other  mistakes followed: the WHO’s strange insistence that face masks  were 
not necessary, for example, even as mounting evidence has shown that they can 
cut the transmission of the virus quite effectively, and the WHO’s decision to wait 
 until March 11 to declare the existence of a pandemic, even though the disease 
had already spread. The WHO’s determination to compliment China in its public 
statements, and ignore Chinese  mistakes, was equally strange. Following a fact- 
finding mission in February, the organ ization put out a report lauding China for 
having “rolled out perhaps the most ambitious agile and aggressive disease con-
tainment effort in history,” not only ignoring the early suppression of information 
but also underplaying the psychological and economic costs of the Wuhan lock-
down, as well as the violations of  human rights.11

The precise dynamics that created the prob lems at the WHO and  those that led 
the EU to stumble  were of course diff er ent; the sources of dysfunction inside West-
ern institutions differ from  those inside the UN system. It is nevertheless impor-
tant to look at all of them as a group, since their joint failure contributed to an 
overall perception that the system had failed, that nation- states  were left by them-
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selves, that complacent international bureaucracies  were not up to the job. And 
although some aspects of this perception are unfair, it is not totally wrong  either. 
The international system in its current state is plagued with deep prob lems, and 
now is the right time to solve them.

Why It Happened

Any analy sis of the international institutions in the spring of 2020 has to be-
gin with one central, salient failure: the Trump administration’s abdication of lead-
ership. The absence of an American voice was remarkable from the very begin-
ning of the crisis, and indeed it was widely remarked upon. In April, Carl Bildt— a 
Swedish prime minister in the 1990s, a UN envoy during the Bosnian War, and a 
foreign minister for many years  after that— told me that, looking back on his 
30- year  career, he could not remember a single international crisis in which 
the United States had no global presence at all. “Normally, when something 
happens”— a war, an earthquake— “every body waits to see what the Americans 
are  doing, for better or for worse, and then they calibrate their own response based 
on that.” This time the Americans  were  doing nothing and talking to nobody, at 
least at the highest level.12

In part, the American absence was explained by the chaotic state of the Trump 
White House. The volatility and lack of pro cess in the Trump administration have 
been well described elsewhere, including by former national security adviser John 
Bolton.13  These  were compounded in the spring of 2020 by the president’s initial 
attempts to cover up the spread of the virus,  because he feared it might harm his 
reelection prospects. But Amer i ca’s absence from the international stage during 
the subsequent weeks is also explained by broader changes in ideas and ideology. 
Trump’s instinctive dislike of allies, alliances, and international institutions has 
some broader support and deeper roots.

Since the 1970s, most American presidents, Republicans and Demo crats alike, 
have, when speaking about the international system, done so using the language 
of democracy and universal rights. By contrast, the Trump administration speaks 
about “sovereignty.” Although this is a word with multiple meanings, some posi-
tive and some negative, in the context of the international system, “sovereignty” 
means something very specific. It’s the word that nations use when they want to 
deny international institutions legitimacy of any kind. In 2019, Trump gave a UN 
speech in which he declared that “the  future does not belong to globalists,” using 
a word in ven ted and pop u lar ized by the online alt- right: “The  future belongs to 
patriots. The  future belongs to sovereign and in de pen dent nations who protect 
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their citizens, re spect their neighbors, and honor the differences that make each 
country special and unique.”14

Trump’s subordinates have echoed this language, and it has been picked up by 
a large swath of foreign policy experts in Washington too. Rex Tillerson, Trump’s 
first secretary of state, argued that the promotion of  human rights was a distrac-
tion from Amer i ca’s “national security interests, economic interests.”15 The current 
secretary of state, Mike Pompeo, has created a commission to examine  whether 
the United States might also redefine “ human rights” in line with his conservative 
religious beliefs.16

 There is support for  these views in the United States. Although the majority of 
Americans disagree with them— and tell pollsters, for example, that the United 
States should strengthen the United Nations— a minority does not.17  There is also 
a certain amount of cynicism associated with the long- standing American support 
for universal values. Even many of  those affiliated with the Demo cratic Party or 
the Obama presidency  will tacitly acknowledge, if only off the rec ord, their own 
ambivalence about the promotion of democracy or  human rights, the policies that 
the party advocated in the past. They might be uncomfortable with the open na-
tionalism of the Trump administration, but they never liked the Bush adminis-
tration’s “democracy” agenda  either. This absence of any sense of shared po liti cal 
values forms the background to the American lack of interest in the fate of its Eu-
ro pean allies during the coronavirus crisis, as well as the de facto disintegration 
of the G7. If national sovereignty is more impor tant than shared values,  after all, 
then why should the fates of other democracies be of any special concern to the 
United States?

This ideological change has had impor tant consequences, for in fact it echoes 
and amplifies the language that authoritarian states also use inside the UN sys-
tem. When anyone protests the Ira nian regime’s extrajudicial murders, for exam-
ple, or the Chinese government’s repression of the  people of Hong Kong,  those 
regimes shout “sovereignty.” When anyone cites the phrase “all  human beings are 
born  free and equal in dignity and rights,” advocates of “sovereignty” describe this 
as just another example of Western imperialism. Re spect neighbors, to quote the 
language of Trump’s UN speech, is what the Chinese say when they want to shut 
down international critics of their repressive policies  toward their Uyghur Mus-
lim minority population in Xinjiang. Honor differences is what the Ira ni ans say 
when they do not want the UN or in de pen dent  human rights groups to comment 
on their arrests of  women who refuse to wear head scarves.
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The phrase bleeds into other areas too. “Sovereignty” is the argument that the 
Chinese have deployed against any suggestion, from the WHO or anyone  else, that 
they should launch an in de pen dent investigation of the origins of the coronavirus. 
Why should they do so, if they are sovereign?

If this argument has been gaining ground in recent years, that is  because of the 
second impor tant source of weakness in the international system: the Chinese 
effort,  going back several years now, to dominate or direct international organ-
izations, especially within the UN system, and to instill within them autocratic 
values. For American diplomats, a UN posting is a backwater. By contrast, the Chi-
nese have been sending their best and brightest diplomats into the international 
system for many years. Chinese nationals now run four major UN agencies: the 
International Civil Aviation Organ ization, the International Telecommunication 
Union, the Food and Agriculture Organ ization, and the Industrial Development 
Organ ization.18 Chinese leaders have run the UN Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs since 2007. Even as the United States withdraws money and troops, 
China has expanded the country’s presence in UN peacekeeping operations. In 
2015, President Xi Jinping promised to establish a $1 billion “peace fund,” and 
offered to contribute 8,000 troops.19

Although the holders of jobs in  these kinds of organ izations are meant to be 
apo liti cal, some do not hide their national bias. In 2018, Wu Hongbo, former un-
dersecretary general for the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
told a Chinese studio audience that although he was an “international civil ser-
vant” who cannot take  orders directly from his own country’s government,  there 
are exceptions to that rule: “When it comes to Chinese national sovereignty and 
security, we  will undoubtedly defend our country’s interests.” Among other  things, 
he explained how he once prevailed upon the UN security police to expel an ac-
tivist— a representative of the repressed Uyghur minority, and a critic of China— 
from a seminar in the UN building.20

The Trump administration has belatedly noticed this Chinese proj ect, seeking, 
for example, to block a Chinese candidate from becoming the head of the World 
Intellectual Property Organ ization.21 But the United States no longer provides an 
ideological alternative, a pole of thinking around which other countries can gather. 
“American national interests” is not a cause that even Eu ro pe ans or Amer i ca’s tra-
ditional Asian allies can rally to, let alone Africans or Latin Americans. Without 
shared goals or values,  there is no par tic u lar incentive for other countries to sup-
port the United States in the UN or anywhere  else.
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Nor, more importantly, is the United States willing to invest the same kinds of 
sums in the developing world as China. For it is not just talent that China throws 
at the system. China also uses financial tools— investments, loans, and, allegedly, 
bribes—to convince other autocracies to vote its way, in the UN and elsewhere, 
to confirm its candidates, and more generally to build a circle of friends. The main 
formal vehicle for the distribution of money is China’s  Belt and Road Initiative— 
China’s plan to improve the Eurasian infrastructure, from Rome to Beijing.  Belt 
and Road is famously untransparent; if large sums of money dis appear into the 
pockets of local leaders, China  doesn’t mind. At the same time, China repeatedly 
seeks to give the impression that it is the world’s most impor tant development proj-
ect. Liu Zhenmin, the current leader of the UN Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs— the body formerly run by Wu Hongbo— speaks of  Belt and Road 
and the UN’s own “Sustainable Development Goals” as almost interchangeable: 
“both of them serve the purposes and princi ples of the Charter of the United Na-
tions,” not least  because they “aim to promote win- win cooperation,” in a world 
where “sovereignty” is the ruling princi ple.22

The be hav ior of the WHO’s leadership in early 2020 cannot be linked directly 
to this combination of Chinese ambition, personnel, and money. But it is true that, 
in advance of being named to the post in 2017, the current WHO director- general, 
Tedros Adhanom, publicly stated his support for the “One China” policy— rejecting, 
in effect, Taiwan’s application for membership, a decision that had impor tant 
consequences in 2020.23 Consciously or other wise, some of  those who work for 
international institutions may now feel it is better to agree with China, lest it 
harm their  career prospects; as US influence fades, what Amer i ca thinks  matters 
less. No won der it has become so difficult for the WHO or any of the UN’s other 
agencies to hold China to account in any impor tant sense.

Eu ro pean governments continue to play impor tant roles in the UN system, es-
pecially in the vari ous UN bodies that deal with  human rights, which the United 
States has mostly abandoned in disgust. Indeed, many Eu ro pean countries con-
tinue to put international cooperation,  human rights, and democracy promotion 
at the heart of their foreign policy, considering  these princi ples to be more criti-
cal to their national interest than the abstract concept of sovereignty. In the spring 
of 2020, for example, the Swedish foreign minister held a series of online meet-
ings with activists and analysts to discuss the intersection of the coronavirus and 
authoritarianism, a topic that the government considered to be of vital interest.24

Yet  these efforts are partial and un co or di nated, amounting to less than the sum 
total of effort. As a bloc, Eu rope is the world’s largest economy, as well as an impor-
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tant and influential source of regulation and thinking about trade. But the fail-
ure of Eu ro pe ans to form a common po liti cal front,  either with one another or with 
the world’s other democracies, is indeed the third impor tant source of weakness 
in the international system. EU member states, plus Britain, could create stron-
ger and more public links with Asian democracies— Japan, South  Korea, Taiwan—
as well as with Australia, New Zealand, and the democracies of Africa and Latin 
Amer i ca. They could use their own money and international clout to influence 
appointments and policy, or to force UN institutions to hold countries accountable. 
But they still behave more like a regional block, both within and outside the UN, 
one that has now been substantially weakened by Brexit. As a result, Eu rope is not 
associated even with the ideas and princi ples that Eu ro pe ans believe in— about 
democracy, about cooperation— and Eu rope has been largely unable to attract or 
influence other countries.

Strangely, given the amount of ink that is spilled describing the EU’s suppos-
edly overbearing ambition for control, most of its failures are in fact the result of 
its members’ refusal to pool resources— their refusal, in other words, to share sov-
ereignty. The eurozone crisis of a de cade ago might have been avoided, for exam-
ple, if the common currency’s members had de cided to require its members to 
coordinate their fiscal and banking policies before being allowed to join. The EU’s 
refusal to place real penalties on member states that break the organ ization’s own 
rules about judicial in de pen dence and press freedom has also weakened the over-
all institutional commitment to  those issues, externally as well as internally. The 
same is even more true in security policy. In theory, Eu rope has an External Ac-
tion Ser vice, a “foreign ministry” with diplomats and embassies. In practice, the 
EU keeps choosing “foreign ministers” without influence or a strong international 
profile, whom its po liti cal leaders then ignore. Twenty years ago, when France and 
Britain still had real foreign policy ambitions (and real armies), this would not have 
mattered so much. But now France is distracted by its internal prob lems, Britain 
is consumed by Brexit, while Germany, for all of the obvious historical reasons, 
still finds it difficult to speak too loudly or forcefully.

At least a part of the bloc’s current leadership understands this situation. Pre-
cisely  because they are aware that their reaction was both slow and badly commu-
nicated, the COVID-19 crisis could be a turning point for Eu ro pean leaders. Both 
Angela Merkel and Emmanuel Macron are committed to a large- scale Eu ro pean 
recovery fund that some have described as a “Hamiltonian” deal that  will fi nally 
knit the bloc together into a genuine federation.25 But  unless Eu ro pe ans are also 
willing to commit to supporting a set of princi ples and ideas that can create unity 
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and inspire  others, the bloc  will still have trou ble acting as a coherent force in in-
ternational politics.

Fi nally,  there is a fourth and final source of weakness that applies to all of the 
institutions  under discussion. In truth, all international bureaucracies, and indeed 
many national bureaucracies, share—at the moment— a set of critical faults. Con-
ceived and built in the 20th  century, and based on models created in the 
19th  century, many of them are simply unable to do their jobs with the speed and 
efficiency that modern citizens now demand. In an era when  people can buy a pair 
of shoes with the click of a computer mouse or express an opinion by checking a 
box on their telephone, the unnecessarily drawn- out pro cesses and procedures of 
modern bureaucracy, and indeed modern democracy, can seem cumbersome and 
out of date. Looking around the world,  there are one or two countries— Taiwan 
and Estonia, for example— that have successfully digitalized their governments 
and their communications. But most nations have not done so, and international 
institutions are even farther  behind.

The consequences of this failure to evolve could be grave. We have just learned, 
the hard way, that the world was unprepared to collaborate in the wake of a pan-
demic. But we are no better prepared to react to the next catastrophe. Increasingly, 
it is clear that the changes required, particularly to the agencies that belong to the 
UN system, are so profound that they require far more than mere “reform.” They 
may require rethinking what  these agencies do, and how they do it. Indeed, they 
may require rethinking the nature of international cooperation altogether.

How to Fix the System

Over the past several months, politicians and analysts alike have argued that 
the joint economic and medical crises created by the coronavirus constitute a 
breaking point:  after this event, many aspects of daily life  will be diff er ent. But in 
the world of international institutions, the opposite is more likely to be true. In-
ertia is built into the system,  because so many that are part of it have no incentive 
to change.

 There is a danger that this inertia  will be enhanced by misplaced nostalgia, in 
both the United States and Eu rope, for a supposed golden age in international co-
operation. Post- Trump— whether in 2021 or 2025— many  will argue for a return 
to the status quo ante, for the United States to simply rejoin the UN institutions 
such as the  Human Rights Council or the WHO that it has so recently criticized. 
Many  will want to sign up once again to the Paris Climate Agreement, itself an 
in effec tive half- measure, and to again pay lip ser vice to the old language of uni-
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versal rights. The temptation to make very few changes  will be strong: “Go back 
to what we  were  doing before” is the easiest policy in the world for officials to fol-
low,  because it requires no special creativity or thought.

But the temptation should be resisted. Some of the UN’s institutions, created 
for another era, cannot be saved. Authoritarian influence is too strong now, bu-
reaucratic stasis too power ful, old ways of  doing  things impossible to change. 
 There are real questions as to  whether Amer i ca can ever have the influence it once 
enjoyed. Once burned, many nations  will be twice shy— and afraid of following 
American leadership. Even if the next American president chants the old mantras, 
every one now knows that his successors might not.

Some of the all- Western institutions have outlived their usefulness as well. The 
G7, which started out as an informal club for private conversations between the 
leaders of the world’s most impor tant economies, has declined into a kind of pub-
lic relations exercise, with statements, heavy symbolism, and an unnecessary 
media circus. NATO retains its central importance, but it too needs to change. In 
an era when “warfare” no longer means just tanks and bombs, the institution is 
long overdue for a major revival. NATO has facilitated cooperation on cybersecu-
rity, but not enough. The West’s most impor tant security institution also needs a 
common strategy on disinformation and both military and nonmilitary propa-
ganda. And, of course, it needs better plans for coordinated responses to health 
challenges, which next time could come from biowarfare.

 There are some other models, some hints at what international cooperation 
could look like if we began to think about it differently. Paradoxically, even as poli-
ticians squabbled during the COVID-19 crisis, the scientific community has 
worked together with exceptional harmony. Andrew Pekosz, a virologist at Johns 
Hopkins University, told me that from the beginning, scientists in multiple coun-
tries have been sharing databases, ge ne tic sequences, and more: “When it comes 
to basic research,” he said, “networks of like- minded scientists develop quickly, and 
you can move forward.”26 All of the groups working on vaccines have been able to 
take advantage of this research;  there has even been some low- key, off- the- record, 
successful grassroots collaboration between scientists and doctors in the United 
States and China.

Maybe  these scientific networks offer a model for the  future cooperation. Per-
haps spontaneous co ali tions of countries, with an interest in achieving a par tic-
u lar goal, might find it easier to cooperate within ad hoc networks. Instead of per-
manent bureaucracies meeting in stuffy conference rooms in New York or Geneva, 
maybe we need a floating pool of  people who can manage online conferences, 
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provide expertise, move from proj ect to proj ect. The transaction cost may be 
higher, but this is a price worth paying for the resulting flexibility. This notion is 
not entirely new. Before we had the International Criminal Court, we had ad hoc 
war crimes tribunals. The ICC is now a permanent institution; as a result, it has 
inspired a backlash. If tribunals  were created only if and when they are needed— 
only when, in other words,  there is sufficient regional or global consensus— 
they would not incur the same kind of reaction. Decentralizing the UN system 
could also help solve another looming conflict— between the need for democra-
cies to confront China on some issues, such as  human rights, and to cooperate on 
other issues, such as vaccines or climate. If the organ izations that deal with  these 
 things are diff er ent, that might help.

We already have one example of how that might work. Back in May, at an on-
line meeting convened by the Eu ro pean Union, representatives of more than 
three dozen countries and international organ izations— Europe as well as South 
Africa, South  Korea, Australia, Israel, Canada, and Japan— pledged nearly 8 billion 
euros to develop vaccines, treatments, and new ways of diagnosing coronavirus 
infection. More importantly, they also agreed to make  these medical advances ac-
cessible not just to their citizens but to the entire world. The United States— the 
world’s leading source of doctors and medical innovation— was not  there. But per-
haps some  future American administration  will once again see the point of join-
ing or even leading the rest of the demo cratic world, the countries that share our 
values, in joint proj ects like this one. Institutions created to cope with a new prob-
lem may function better than existing institutions that are scrambling constantly 
to reform themselves in order to keep up with new prob lems.

The world’s democracies also need to think more broadly about their coopera-
tion strategy over the next de cade.  After two de cades of putting counterterrorism 
at the center of national  grand strategy, in 2017, the United States formally  adopted 
a National Security Strategy that was focused, instead, on great- power competi-
tion, on the dual threat to US interests from Rus sia and China. But although in-
vestments have been made in building up American military power in order to 
meet this new challenge,  little thought has been given to the  battle of ideas. The 
coming contest between democracy and dictatorship  will not be won by an Amer-
i ca that trumpets “sovereignty” and “our national interest.”

Eu rope has done no better. The Eu ro pean Union speaks often about the need 
to promote  human rights or tolerance, but  little time is spent on the real- world is-
sues that could unite the international demo cratic camp as well as inspire  those 
outside it who would like to join. A push to truly halt kleptocracy and corruption, 
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for example, using new institutions that demand real financial transparency, 
would be genuinely popu lar. Deeper attention could be paid to internet regulation 
in democracies too. Both Rus sia and especially China have tried hard to embed 
autocratic values into internet and cyber governance. Democracies, so far, have 
only dealt with this subject piecemeal. This is a proj ect that has advanced in some 
Eu ro pean countries, but it requires a commitment from the entire demo cratic 
camp. Decisions about what a truly demo cratic internet looks like— not an inter-
net run by a few secretive companies— have yet to be made.

But  these are just suggestions.  Until now, the authority of many international 
institutions has come simply from the fact that  every nation of the world belongs 
to them. The authority of new institutions, grounded in demo cratic values, would 
have to come from something  else: the power of their language, the example of 
their members, the strength of their commitment, and, of course, thoughtful 
American leadership. A revival of our commitment to universal values is neces-
sary, and a reform of the international system is pos si ble. We just have to be led 
by  people who want to do it.
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The COVID-19 crisis is a major shock to the existing complex of global rules 
sometimes described as the “liberal international order.” This order heavi ly 

emphasized global openness in trade and information flows, and it favored the 
presumptive liberalization of non- democratic socie ties that would naturally 
emerge from it. Yet the liberal order fell short of its promise to create enduring 
liberal governments in countries such as Egypt during the Arab Spring and China. 
The long- standing liberal democracies at the core of the order have become less 
enamored of openness than they used to be.

The limitations of the current version of the liberal international order had be-
gun to emerge even before the COVID-19 pandemic. In part,  these fractures 
resulted from a mismatch between the international order’s objectives and its 
assumptions about demo cratic publics. While policy makers assumed that inter-
national rule systems  were in the interests of demo cratic publics,1 in practice 
 those systems  were insulated from them and sometimes even forcibly repressed 
them.2 This constrained democracy at the national level, as controversial decisions 
 were kicked upstairs to less directly responsive global institutions. The rules gov-
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erning areas such as trade and intellectual property  were strong, while  those for 
issues such as global health  were weak, even if, as Janice Stein observes, the strong 
rules on trade required buy-in from powers such as the United States to function 
properly.

Even though the international liberal order was not constructed to be at odds 
with the interests of demo cratic publics, in practice it evolved in that way  because 
of three misguided assumptions. Proponents assumed that the interests of demo-
cratic citizens  were consonant with and/or subsumed by their interests as consum-
ers, that domestic and international po liti cal institutions  were naturally reason-
able reflections of  those interests, and that all this meant that international 
institutions  were demo cratically justifiable, even if they  were not  really demo-
cratically accountable. The first two assumptions misconceived both what citi-
zens’ interests are and how they are reflected in the po liti cal system, effectively 
undermining the third assumption. Putting aside questions of  whether demo cratic 
responsiveness is necessary in princi ple, history has revealed the limitations of 
globalized institutions that operate without public accountability. In the end, a 
global system based on openness at the expense of democracy has generated forces 
that undermine its own logic. The coronavirus has accelerated this pro cess of 
breakdown and forced a reckoning with pos si ble alternatives.

In what follows we examine a diff er ent model of globalization, grounded in 
global institutions that are more directly or indirectly accountable to publics. 
Rather than simply criticizing, we begin from a question asked by Dani Rodrik.3 
If we  were to start from scratch  after the COVID-19 pandemic and imagine what 
globalization  ought to look like, what would we want? Like Rodrik, we believe that 
a globalization based on public well- being (one that in the area of health, for ex-
ample, accepted the benefits of intellectual property and the advantages of trade, 
but subordinated them as necessary to broader public needs) would be better than 
what we have  today and better address the minimum shared needs of a broader 
global public across both demo cratic and non- democratic regimes. It would nei-
ther reject openness nor treat the assumed benefits of openness as sufficient rea-
son for insulating global institutions from demo cratic publics.

We note two impor tant provisos to the above. First,  these arguments mark our 
first efforts to think through a crisis that is still unfolding and that may still throw 
up unexpected surprises. In a dynamic world, our insights and understandings 
may well evolve as circumstances change. Second, any proposal for a diff er ent ap-
proach to global institutions has to recognize that any new arrangements  will be 
built on the foundations of the old. It is useful to ask what we would write on a 
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blank slate so that we are not trapped by the standard answers to old questions, 
but that is a quite diff er ent  thing from imagining that we  will have a blank slate.

The Crisis of International Politics

Global institutions  were on shaky ground before the COVID-19 pandemic hit. 
The existing international system was undermining its own foundations of sup-
port, especially in liberal democracies. Emergent changes to economic and infor-
mation policy had already exploded the theory that guided US international eco-
nomic policy for thirty years: that expanding openness on the international level 
 will necessarily transform illiberal states into liberal ones. Many policy makers 
now fear that global openness is self- undermining rather than self- sustaining, so 
that open economic and informational flows  will enable rising adversaries such 
as China and erode domestic support for global liberalism by enabling pop u lism 
and allowing disinformation to spread.4  These fears are exaggerated, and it is pos-
si ble that the system may adapt to changed circumstances. Nonetheless, they 
highlight key weaknesses in our previous understanding of globalization.

Such weaknesses explain why policy makers  were surprised when challenges 
to international liberalism arose in the two states most closely associated with 
global rules- based liberalism over the last 150 years: the United Kingdom and the 
United States. Even though the phenomena of Brexit and the election of Donald J. 
Trump  were driven by specific national concerns, they both signal public discon-
tent with an elite- driven model of globalization that increased support for pop u-
lism.5  There is still po liti cal support for rules- based openness in both countries. 
Many of the architects of Brexit wanted to move to a World Trade Organization– 
based order of  free trade, without other restrictions, while public support in the 
United States for  free trade is quite high. However, the co ali tions through which 
diffuse public opinion is translated into policy have shifted away from the status 
quo in both countries, as elsewhere. A pos si ble Joe Biden administration in 2020 
 will take an attitude  toward trade very diff er ent even from what a Hillary Clinton 
administration might have done in 2016. The relationship between international 
economic openness, in equality, and pop u lism dominates policy discussion to an 
extent that would have been unimaginable in the heyday of globalization.

The same is true for information policy, where the United States advocated 
open information flows and business self- regulation as the best approach both for 
global liberalism and for the interests of US firms. Now, both the Trump admin-
istration and the Biden campaign want to unravel Section 230 of the Communi-
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cations Decency Act, the cornerstone of platform self- regulation. Both believe that 
the existing self- regulatory system is being weaponized,  whether by foreign adver-
saries such as Rus sia (Biden’s fear), or by platforms run by Silicon Valley liberals 
(the Trump administration’s complaint). For their own reasons, the Eu ro pean 
Union, India, and other powers are similarly moving decisively against self- 
regulation with  little US pushback. The United States is seeking to strangle intel-
lectual exchange with China, which it sees as enabling a strategic competitor and 
even an adversary, cutting off the access of key Chinese universities to US tech-
nology and perhaps preventing Chinese gradu ate students from studying in the 
United States.

The coronavirus pandemic has further strained the system. The pandemic’s 
most notable effect has been to highlight the vulnerabilities of the transnational 
supply chains enabled by global openness. The fall of trade barriers and the cre-
ation of global networks had radically transformed the global production system, 
allowing businesses to source components and supplies from across the world. In 
many sectors, production had become truly internationalized, so that products 
 were built from components made by hundreds of suppliers in dozens of countries. 
The pandemic has sharply illustrated the fragilities of this system. When a pan-
demic means that manufacturers in one part of the world are no longer able to 
produce components (say, manufacturers of car parts in Lombardy), then entire 
production systems may be shut down.  These prob lems reinforce other prob lems, 
such as a sudden rapid increase in demand for key medical supplies across many 
countries, at a time when supply is constrained. The consequence is not only eco-
nomic stress but po liti cal contention, as countries quarrel over a  limited quantity 
of crucial medical supplies, seeking to seize what they can while holding what they 
already have.

This means that the pandemic is feeding back into the existing stresses of the 
system and exacerbating them further. The global trade system was already in 
trou ble, as the Trump administration sought to invoke security “exceptions” to jus-
tify protectionist limits on steel imports. As states begin to think about global 
supply chains as strategic sources of vulnerability,  there is a high likelihood that 
the exception  will become the rule, so that states stop thinking of global trade in 
terms of general benefits, but rather in terms of par tic u lar advantages. Equally, 
existing trends  toward blocking open flows of information are likely to accelerate. 
The United States is fighting not only with China over who produces a vaccine (and 
hence plausibly has access to its benefits) but with its Eu ro pean allies. Apparent 
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US efforts to secure exclusive access to a pos si ble vaccine produced by a Eu ro pean 
com pany have led to the German government taking a controlling stake in the 
com pany in question.

The Existing Understanding of Democracy  
and the International Order

Secular changes like the ones described above have multiple  causes and com-
plex consequences. In this essay, we focus on one crucial relationship: that be-
tween international institutions and democracy. The architects of the existing 
global order often assumed that the vari ous aspects of liberalism would reinforce 
each other.  Free trade and open information flows would strengthen existing de-
mocracies and gradually and peacefully liberalize socie ties that  were ruled by 
autocrats, leading to the spread of democracy—or, at least, in the short to medium 
term, to more responsive and benign forms of rule. This justified a largely hands- 
off approach to demo cratic legitimacy. It was not necessary to make international 
institutions properly demo cratically accountable; indeed, trying to do so would 
make them less responsive to the  actual wants of citizens.

This is not a feature of the current open- flows version of international liberal-
ism, but it was pre sent in its pre de ces sor system, which John Ruggie drew on Karl 
Polanyi to dub “embedded liberalism.”6 In that system, states had greater room to 
manage their own economies, perhaps allowing more demo cratic control at the 
national level. However, the international institutions that governed that world of 
financial controls and more  limited trade  were no more open to demo cratic voice 
than their modern successors, and the advocates of Keynesian capitalism typically 
preferred the aristocracy of expertise to the vulgar opinions of the crowd. The 
transition from managed global capitalism to open flows was not a transition from 
international democracy to non- democracy, but from one form of international 
non- democracy to another.

Now the limits of openness alone have become more apparent, including within 
the demo cratic countries that  were supposed to be the bulwark and mainstay of 
the liberal order. Furthermore, openness is far from the only desirable character-
istic for a global liberal order, and it brings other prob lems in its wake. For exam-
ple, pandemics are a predictable by- product of international interdependence: 
since at least the beginnings of the Black Death in Asia, they have crept along trade 
routes (although pro cesses of contagion that used to take de cades now take weeks). 
Yet our current model of globalization focuses on maintaining economic openness 
rather than on solving the prob lems that openness brings with it. US pressure and 
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the WTO- associated regime known as the Trade- Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS) greatly complicated efforts to provide cheap antiviral 
drugs to the Global South during the AIDS epidemic.7 Similar prob lems plague 
international cooperation over vaccine production for the novel coronavirus  today. 
Who  will own it? Who gets first access?  Will  there be restrictions on production 
and availability? The absence of any comprehensive framework to  settle  these 
questions is the outcome of multiple global  causes, including the current intellec-
tual property regime, strategic distrust among states, and the absence of binding 
rules for information sharing, research cooperation, and distribution in the global 
health regime. In the absence of such rules, informal cooperation can be benefi-
cial, but it also has clear limits.

To better understand the relationship between democracy and the institutions 
of the global order, we need to understand both the under lying assumptions of the 
guiding orthodoxy and the pos si ble alternatives. Three basic ideas guide the pre-
sent debate. The first is that the interests of demo cratic citizens can be derived 
from their interests as consumers. The second is that domestic and international 
institutions are reasonably faithful reflections of  those interests. The final assump-
tion is that,  because the first two hold, insulated international institutions are 
demo cratically justifiable, even if they are not directly demo cratically accountable. 
To the extent that  these assumptions hold, democracy and an international order 
that emphasizes economic openness are mutually reinforcing. If they do not, how-
ever, the current order rests on shakier demo cratic foundations than are cur-
rently recognized.

The first assumption unites trade economics, international po liti cal economy, 
and the broad po liti cal consensus to which they contribute— that the interests of 
citizens can be readily identified with their interests as consumers.  Under this 
argument, it is not necessary that citizens themselves understand  these interests 
properly; as former head of the Council of Economic Advisers Gregory Mankiw 
described it, “No issue divides economists and mere Muggles more than the de-
bate over globalization and international trade. Where the high priests of the dis-
mal science see opportunity through the magic of the market’s invisible hand, 
Joe Sixpack sees a threat to his livelihood.”8 All that is necessary is that elite “pol-
icy makers, observers and other participants”9 grasp the logic of comparative 
advantage, as they do. This assumption tends to transform international economic 
policy disagreements into a fantasized  battle between the forces of light (an as-
sumed general public interest in increased openness) and darkness (vari ous spe-
cial interests that want to protect themselves from foreign competition). It led 
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scholars of “open economy politics” to assume that citizens would vote in  favor of 
openness if it  were ever put to a  free vote, since the “median voter” would benefit 
from it.10 Furthermore, such scholars expected that protectionism would wither 
away over time, as increased international openness undermined the influence of 
protectionist interests, allowing for further international openness in an upwards 
ratchet.11

Second, both scholars and policy makers tended to think about domestic and 
international institutions in largely functionalist terms. Liberal scholars explained 
international institutions such as the WTO, the World Health Organ ization, and 
the International Monetary Fund as generally beneficial tools that states built to 
allow them to cooperate in addressing shared prob lems in a world where no state 
existed.12

This functionalist justification of international institutions often seemed a 
better alternative to the messy compromises of demo cratic politics. Policy makers, 
for example, wanted to remove the pro cess of trade negotiation from control by 
Congress, where they feared that hundreds of legislators, each with his or her own 
special interest to protect, would make it impossible to reach consensus, and hence 
created “fast track” procedures  under which Congress would agree to limit its own 
authority.13 While economic openness was in every one’s interest, it was po liti cally 
difficult to achieve at the national level. Hence, a combination of specialized in-
ternational institutions and domestic negotiation arrangements that  were insu-
lated from ordinary politics would allow for greater openness than would other-
wise have been pos si ble.

Such arguments supported the claim that the international order supporting 
economic openness was demo cratically accountable, even if its arrangements  were 
not subject to direct demo cratic control. Scholars like Andrew Moravcsik argued 
that this insulation prevented “the capture of government policy by narrow but 
power ful interest groups opposed to the interests of majorities with diffuse, longer- 
term, less self- conscious concerns,” while fast- track authority allowed govern-
ment to “override power ful particularistic interests in the name of the national (or 
median) interest.”14

The prob lems with  these assumptions have become increasingly clear in recent 
years. Demo cratic citizens certainly have an interest in economic prosperity, 
which has increased substantially on average as a result of global openness. Yet this 
interest is not exhaustive of their more general wants and desires. They equally 
have an interest in good health and an environment that  will not be degraded by 
global warming, pollution, and short- term exploitation. Furthermore, the eco-
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nomic benefits of globalization have not been shared evenly. Some forms of in-
equality at the national level have been substantially exacerbated by the global 
economic order,  whether it be the continuing racial disparities and increasing 
differences in life outcomes between rural and metropolitan Amer i ca,15 or the dif-
ferences in prosperity between industrial and post- industrial regions in coun-
tries such as Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom.

The institutional structures that underpinned the open economic order did not 
function as their defenders assumed and lacked accountability mechanisms 
grounded in a broad public interest. Procedures such as fast- track authority  were 
captured by business interests, which used them to cement their own par tic u lar 
advantage with re spect to international competitors.16 Free- trade agreements be-
came increasingly larded with intellectual property rules that cemented the ad-
vantage of producers in wealthy jurisdictions such as the United States and Eu ro-
pean Union, and they  were frequently imported back into  these jurisdictions as 
laws implementing  those agreements.17 Robert Keohane, who played a crucial role 
in justifying international institutions, came  later to acknowledge, “ Those of us 
who have celebrated as well as analyzed globalization . . .  demonstrated that an 
institutional infrastructure was needed to facilitate globalization, but this infra-
structure was constructed by and for economic elites. They [built] multilateral in-
stitutions to promote cooperation, but they built  these institutions in a biased 
way. Global finance and global business had a privileged status, and  there was  little 
regard for the interests of ordinary workers.”18

 These inequalities have had stark consequences for the global health regime. 
As Susan Sell and Owain Williams note in a survey article published just before 
the pandemic, the market- based international system has been associated with 
higher in equality within countries, leading to substantial differences in morbid-
ity19 even before questions of diff er ent levels of access to healthcare.20 While Sell 
and Williams acknowledge the benefits of trade and market expansion, they em-
phasize that the WTO trade regime makes it more difficult for states to take pub-
lic health actions by banning unhealthy commodities. Haley Sweetland Edwards 
documents how investor- state dispute settlement (ISDS) treaties have had similar 
consequences, quoting one  lawyer who pioneered lawsuits against toxic polluters 
as saying, “It  wouldn’t  matter if a substance was liquid plutonium destined for a 
child’s breakfast cereal. If the government bans a product and a U.S.- based com-
pany loses profits, the com pany can claim damages.”21 The WTO’s 1994 TRIPS 
Agreement allowed US phar ma ceu ti cal manufacturers to launch a campaign 
against South Africa’s efforts to produce cheap antiviral drugs to fight AIDS in 
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the 1990s, with the support of Bill Clinton’s administration.22 Efforts by develop-
ing countries and activists to push back against such mea sures have led the 
United States and the Eu ro pean Union to press for more stringent “TRIPS- plus” 
rules in bilateral and small- group multilateral trade negotiations.

Plausible counterarguments can be made against many of  these criticisms. 
Open trade arrangements have produced a general increase in prosperity and sub-
stantial reductions in global in equality, even as they have increased in equality 
within many countries. Patent protection obviously offers incentives to phar ma-
ceu ti cal manufacturers to develop and test new drugs. Yet  these counterarguments 
would also have to deal with the fact that the attachment of stringent intellectual 
property rules to international trade agreements, and the transformation of the 
ISDS system into a means of targeting general regulations that may hurt some in-
dividual business, happened without much public debate. It is pos si ble that the 
“global finance and global business” interests that Keohane describes  were driven 
by the public interest, but you would not want to bet on it.

Such prob lems weaken claims that current international institutions are demo-
cratically justified:  these institutions only reflect a narrow range of the interests 
that  people have, and they are dominated by power ful economic actors rather than 
ordinary  people. This is not to say that they are not useful or that they have no 
benefits. But the claim that trade negotiation arrangements and international in-
stitutions are demo cratic despite the fact that they are insulated from demo-
cratic publics (or in strong versions of the argument,  because they are insulated 
from national democracies) is hard to maintain.

Equally, they narrow our demo cratic imagination. As Danielle Allen has ar-
gued, “the move to treat material gain, money, as a proxy for utility permits uni-
versalization,” but it also turns “our attention away from the under lying demo-
graphic and institutional arrangements of a society. . . .  Who has power and on 
account of what sorts of institutional structures and according to what sorts of al-
locations of resources and opportunities?”23 This is true not only of domestic ar-
rangements within given socie ties, but also the relationships between socie ties and 
the world economy and global institutional structures within which they are 
embedded.

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated  these prob lems, accentuating pre- 
existing patterns of domestic in equality. While good data are still emerging, 
what data  there are suggest that substantial differences in coronavirus survival re-
inforce existing patterns of in equality.24 In the blunt description of researchers, 
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“black workers face two of the most lethal preexisting conditions for coronavirus— 
racism and economic in equality.”25 While general data are unavailable,  there is 
good reason to believe that undocumented mi grant workers have faced an unusu-
ally high toll. Production facilities such as meatpacking plants that rely heavi ly 
on mi grant  labor have been particularly hard hit.26 Coronavirus has devastated 
mi grant workers in Singapore, who  labor  under harsh conditions and live together 
in crowded dormitories.27

The po liti cal in equality of influence has reinforced  these economic disparities. 
Politicians came  under intense pressure not to impose controls that would protect 
workers in meatpacking plants, many of whom are undocumented immigrants. 
When Smithfield Foods’ chief executive, Kenneth  Sullivan, complained to Nebras-
ka’s governor about stay- at- home-order “hysteria,” he suggested that “social dis-
tancing . . .  is a nicety that makes sense only for  people with laptops.”28 The same 
com pany was also the first to warn of an urgent risk of a meat shortage in the 
United States, while sending a record- breaking amount of pork to China in the 
month of April.29 While reliable cross- national data are even scarcer,  there is good 
reason to expect that the pandemic  will greatly exacerbate global in equality. Ini-
tial estimates suggest that the pandemic  will push hundreds of millions into pov-
erty in South Asia and sub- Saharan Africa.30

Existing global institutions have not acted effectively to solve global prob lems. 
On the one hand, the institutions that underpinned global openness in trade  were 
not designed to deal with unexpected shortages in essential goods. Commitments 
to international trade have been nearly universally ignored as states rushed to 
hoard supplies of critically needed personal protective equipment, ventilators, and 
medicine, or alternatively to seize what they could in a global scramble.31 On the 
other hand, specialized multilateral organ izations such as the WHO have been in-
capable of coordinating a global response to the pandemic. They cannot main-
tain information flows in situations where states do not want them to. While its 
rules mandate that states provide information to help prevent the outbreak of epi-
demics, the WHO is in general fearful of naming states that break rules, let alone 
recommending actions against them.32  These difficulties are likely to get worse in 
the  future. The lack of global rules around vaccines is giving rise to fears of a bru-
tal scramble for access if and when an effective vaccine becomes available.33 
Equally, the pre sent intellectual property regime is likely to make it far harder for 
poor countries to gain timely access to any vaccine, especially when power ful de-
veloped countries decline to pool patents.34
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A Pragmatist Alternative

 These are both the worst and the best of times to start thinking about reshap-
ing the relationship between democracy and the international system. The world 
is in the grips of a massive crisis that has exposed the disadvantages of the pre sent 
system. At the same time, the historical moment demands a reckoning with the 
fundamental structures that underlie our po liti cal world order and a consideration 
of a wide range of possibilities for change. We thus take Rodrik’s challenge to rei-
magine globalization from first princi ples, with the notion not of profit but pub-
lic well- being at the center. We start from the argument that the existing approach 
of insulating key decisions about global politics from demo cratic publics delegiti-
mizes global politics and weakens demo cratic publics. So what would we do 
differently?

We start from a pragmatist perspective.35 John Dewey’s The Public and Its Prob-
lems is regarded as a classic of American demo cratic thought.36 Yet it is only inci-
dentally about American democracy. Instead, it starts from a straightforward set 
of intuitions: that democracy starts from the need to solve the prob lems of an in-
terdependent public; that institutions need to be connected to  those publics; and 
that the nature of the public changes as global interdependence increases. What 
this means is that we  ought to evaluate existing institutional arrangements— 
whether at the level of the nation- state, international organ izations, or other 
levels— according to  whether they are indeed connected to publics and  whether 
they solve the prob lems of interdependence. Dewey’s understanding of democracy 
stresses the accountability of institutions to publics. For Dewey, the “state” (by 
which he means something like our notion of “institution”) is the means through 
which the public organizes itself; when it is not responsive, it becomes corrupt.

Generating this kind of accountability raises two key questions: first, can pub-
lics themselves articulate their needs? Second, how do institutions become con-
nected to  those public needs, and what are the governance structures that hold the 
institutions accountable? Unfortunately, most nations currently fall badly short on 
both dimensions, and the prob lems grow worse when we move to international 
institutions.

We can see this in countries such as the United States and the United Kingdom 
that  were supposed to be shining demo cratic cities on the hill for the global world 
order but failed to solve the most basic prob lems in  people’s lives. In neither coun-
try did the demo cratic system respond well to crisis. The pandemic forced mil-
lions of  people to make untenable choices between feeding their families and pro-
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tecting their health. The po liti cal system provided few opportunities for them to 
express their dissatisfaction, obliging the public to turn to networks of self- created 
mutual aid or to labyrinthine lines snaking through the parking lots of food banks 
across the country, while elected politicians such as Donald Trump blamed China 
and the WHO for the pandemic.

It is tempting to treat such limitations of public accountability as demand- side 
prob lems, reflecting weaknesses in publics themselves.  There is plenty of evidence 
that most  people fall far short of the informed, tolerant, engaged demo cratic citi-
zen  imagined in idealized conceptualizations of democracy.37 As po liti cal scien-
tist Philip Converse famously wrote in the mid-20th  century, “most  people do not 
know most  things about politics.”38 Po liti cal scientist Robert Dahl may have put 
it best when he wrote that “politics is a sideshow in the  great circus of life.”39 Yet 
the recent wave of protests unfurling around the world in response to the killing 
of George Floyd highlights the pent-up demand  people have for po liti cal change. 
 These protests are not isolated but build on previous waves across many democ-
racies to suggest deep and widespread unrest.40

Instead of focusing on the demand side, we can examine the supply- side ques-
tion: what opportunities do  people have to articulate a collective public interest 
in a global world? Instead of stipulating the interests of citizens, we can create op-
portunities that help them articulate  these interests better and build institutions 
that are more genuinely responsive to  these interests.  Doing so can contribute to 
a more demo cratically legitimate global order in two ways. First, providing the 
public with opportunities that layer from the local to the national level to experi-
ence democracy and exercise the demo cratic voice creates a generalized public 
accountability that is currently absent in most demo cratic regimes but could be a 
cushion in times of crises like the coronavirus pandemic. Had governments been 
more accountable to broad publics,  there might have been checks that could have 
mitigated the worst impacts of the pandemic and greater public trust for the mea-
sures that governments did take. Second, to the extent that such mechanisms of 
accountability can be laddered up to international institutions, such institutions 
themselves can become more directly accountable.

Even creating opportunities for the collective articulation of public interest is 
hard  under modern conditions. Dewey’s arguments suggest that  people need real 
opportunities to join with  others to build collectivities of sufficient size to press 
against inept governments. Scholars such as Theda Skocpol, Marshall Ganz, and 
Ziad Munson point to how the United States did this in the past: at the turn of the 
20th  century, approximately forty organ izations nationwide could claim 1% or 
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more of all American adults, the equivalent of 2.1 million  people  today, as dues- 
paying members (suggesting that the equivalent of perhaps 50 million to 85 mil-
lion adults paid to be part of  these organ izations).41 Most of  these organ izations 
 were federated, creating laddered spaces through which the public engaged in civic 
and po liti cal activity on the local, state, regional, and national levels, and allow-
ing them to realize their interests in the public sphere. Some federated organ-
izations  were directly concerned with foreign policy. David John Allen’s recent 
dissertation documents how international affairs councils and similar organ-
izations sought to introduce ordinary citizens to the discussion of international 
affairs and how the arguments of Converse and his peers helped persuade funders 
to abandon  these efforts in the 1960s.42

Such opportunities are now sparse. Surveys find that in the modern era, ap-
proximately 78 million American adults spend time volunteering,43 but most of 
this volunteer work is not connected to a larger proj ect of creating shared po liti-
cal communities or structures that articulate common interests and channel po-
liti cal power. The result is a public space that emphasizes Albert Hirschman’s 
mechanism of “exit” rather than demo cratic voice and advocacy, minimizing the 
experiences  people have with collective accountability.44

Alongside civil society, po liti cal parties can play a crucial role in redressing this 
lack of opportunity. In the United States and other modern democracies, po liti cal 
parties used to be engines of articulation and accountability. Parties are structured 
to work in  every community across a nation. They have majoritarian incentives to 
be inclusive in order to build the majorities they need, and the scale to connect 
local communities with national voices. When po liti cal scientist V. O. Key was 
studying early 20th- century American po liti cal parties, he described the precinct 
captain as a “buffer between governmental agencies and the voters.”  These cap-
tains did every thing from “distributing food” to “obtaining employment” to 
“see[ing] the judge and attempt[ing] to mix mercy with justice.” As such, the pre-
cinct captains acted as a “guide” to the community for residents.45 Historians 
still debate the nature of the work  these precinct captains undertook, but one 
 thing is clear: they had a public to which they  were actually accountable. Nowa-
days, scholars describe po liti cal parties as “hollow,” arguing that beyond their abil-
ity to raise money, they lack any tangible or meaningful presence in the lives of 
voters or even party activists.46 Even in the most hotly contested American battle-
ground states, the Demo cratic Party lacks a meaningful presence. During an 
election year in North Carolina, thirteen out of a hundred county parties provide 
no contact information for the public to reach party leaders. An additional four-
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teen provide only a link to intermittently updated Facebook pages. In Wisconsin, 
twelve out of seventy- one county parties provide no scheduling information about 
public meetings. In Arizona, two out of fifteen lack any contact information.

Comparative research shows that parties are being hollowed out in many coun-
tries, precipitating demo cratic decline as key decisions are delegated to interna-
tional institutions.47 The late Peter Mair has shown that in Eu rope “the develop-
ment of [the Eu ro pean Union] has clearly played a major role in the hollowing out 
of policy competition between po liti cal parties at the national level.” 48 Parties 
came to depend less on mass membership than on elite resources, while common 
EU economic policies narrowed the “policy space,” so that parties’ policy positions 
became increasingly indistinguishable, while difficult decisions  were farmed out 
to international institutions. This in turn provided the opportunity for populist 
anti- system parties to challenge them and win voters, especially on the right.

Some parties, such as the Frente Amplio in Uruguay, are exceptions to the rule. 
They have maintained their orga nizational strength, providing insight into what 
a renewed system of demo cratic globalization might look like.49 Verónica Pérez 
Bentancur, Rafael Piñeiro Rodríguez, and Fernando Rosenblatt argue that the 
Frente Amplio sustained its orga nizational strength thanks not to activists nor 
leaders but to orga nizational rules and structures that created appropriate incen-
tives not only for activists to stay engaged but also for party leaders to remain ac-
countable to them. Such organ izations create the venues through which  people 
can learn to be part of a community debating and developing a range of ideas to 
solve its prob lems.

Even if  people have opportunities to articulate a collective interest, the second 
prob lem is ensuring that institutions can discern the articulated interests of the 
public and be held accountable. New technologies and efforts to increase govern-
ment accountability through participatory bud geting pro cesses, for example, have 
created pockets of engagement in both the Global South and the Global North.50 
However, opportunities for input are not the same  thing as accountability  unless 
citizens are given the opportunity to actually negotiate with decision makers on 
behalf of their interests.

The ideal would be to design institutional arrangements that create feedback 
effects which both incentivize and enable collective public engagement and al-
low  those who are engaged to have seats at the decision- making  table. Localized 
examples of such institutions exist, for instance, through programs such as the 
Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) and the Home Mortgage Data Act (HMDA) 
in the United States, federal laws created to outlaw “red- lining,” or identifying 
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neighborhoods in poor communities of color where banks refused to make loans.51 
The CRA required banks to create public oversight boards that would hold them 
accountable for failing to lend equitably, while the HMDA mandated that banks 
make sufficiently detailed local lending data available so that the public could see 
 whether they  were engaged in fair lending practices.  These laws gave local com-
munities the opportunity not only to provide oversight but to or ga nize around the 
data and skills they needed to be effective advocates in that pro cess. Organ izing 
happened not  because it was mandated but  because the design of the policy al-
lowed for par tic u lar policy feedbacks.52 Banks, then,  were subject to review by 
 these publics that or ga nized around the prob lem and the information.

The prob lem, however, is that  doing this at the international level is extremely 
hard. The communities that are affected by international trade policy, for exam-
ple, tend to be diffuse and hard to or ga nize. The ways in which policy affects them 
are complicated and hard to understand. Most citizens have neither the resources 
nor the time nor the expertise to pay sufficient attention, making capture by nar-
row interest groups likely, and leading to more repetition of the oscillation between 
elite capture, public resentment, and in effec tive pop u lism.

However, impor tant experiments suggest that we can usefully bring the pub-
lic even into complex and fraught debates. For example, much research has fo-
cused recently on sortition, in which a group of randomly selected citizens are 
assembled to consider the diff er ent sides of a policy question. Experts from a va-
riety of perspectives pre sent both information and diff er ent perspectives to the 
randomly chosen citizens, who then reach a collective recommendation.  These ap-
proaches have not, to our knowledge, been applied to questions of international 
politics, but they have set the stage for popu lar votes on other complicated and di-
visive questions. For example, in Ireland, two successful recent constitutional 
amendments—on marriage equality and abortion rights— resulted from recom-
mendations made by a group of randomly selected citizens, the Irish Citizens’ 
Assembly, on divisive social issues on which politicians  were unwilling to legis-
late.53 The recommendations enjoyed a high degree of demo cratic legitimacy 
 because ordinary citizens knew that  people like them had listened, deliberated, 
and come up with options that reflected their understanding of the best way 
forward.

Such approaches could be applied to difficult international policy choices, such 
as trade agreements, as an alternative to standard legislation and fast- track pro-
cedures, both of which are more vulnerable to capture. As with anti- redlining mea-
sures, such arrangements might in turn reshape into party and orga nizational 
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politics, creating the kinds of feedback loops that democracy requires. Equally, 
such groups could help to evaluate diff er ent proposals to deal with complex prob-
lems such as the coronavirus pandemic, which require trade- offs between global 
openness, international cooperation, and domestic security.

Of course, such institutions would only go so far. They would only indirectly 
reflect the genuinely global public interests that are being produced by interna-
tional emergencies such as climate change and pandemics. Building genuinely 
representative global institutions is a far harder challenge. Still, arrangements like 
 these could help to build domestic legitimacy for complex and sometimes costly 
international policies, while helping ensure that  these policies stuck closer to what 
the public actually wanted.

Conclusions

As do most proposals for change, we focus on the positive rather than the neg-
ative. It is impor tant to acknowledge that democracy has prob lems too, as the 
response to coronavirus has amply demonstrated. However, the current global or-
der is increasingly unsustainable, and it is likely to become ever more so as prob-
lems such as global warming and pandemics proliferate. An approach that is based 
on deliberately insulated international policy making and global institutions  will 
be simply unable to make the hard trade- offs that are needed, let alone to justify 
them to domestic publics. The populist alternative— withdrawing from a global 
order that is perceived as inherently corrupt— will have even worse consequences. 
We have  little choice but to figure out how to make the global order more demo-
cratically responsive.

 There are many other prob lems that we do not have space to address properly. 
One is very obvious: that many power ful states are non- democratic, or only very 
imperfectly demo cratic, and that this is not likely to change any time soon. This 
too  will limit the forms that global cooperation can take and prevent deep democ-
ratization. International politics  will never be a truly demo cratic space so long as 
power ful states are non- democratic, and it would be very hard to build such a space 
even  were democracy to spread more generally throughout the world. Demo cratic 
theorists argue about  whether a “demos” is needed for democracy to work; even 
if it is not, the potential conflicts and disagreements between  people are more vex-
ing, by several  orders of magnitude, on the international level than on the na-
tional level.

Still, even in the absence of utopian transformation, it is pos si ble to make inter-
national politics friendlier to the needs of demo cratic publics.  After all, autocratic 
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states have to be minimally responsible to their citizens’ needs too, which means 
that  there is some shared ground where democracies and non- democracies may 
negotiate over providing global goods such as health or an environment in which 
 people can live. It is pos si ble, even likely, that bringing public interests to bear  will 
make negotiation over some issues more difficult and create a global order that is 
less focused on openness. This may be a prob lem for some. but such an order is 
more likely to be po liti cally robust, at least against internal dissent arising within 
core democracies. Moreover, by starting with concrete prob lems that concern 
publics, it may be easier to cooperate over shared interests in urgent prob lems that 
also concern non- democratic countries than if we frame cooperation in terms of 
abstract princi ples that are more likely to give rise to conflict.

 There is a final point. In the summer of 2020, the United States saw protests 
that  were historically unpre ce dented in their scale, penetration, and per sis tence 
over time. They also have had an international component. It is striking that Black 
Lives  Matter protests have diffused to other democracies such as the United King-
dom and France.  Here,  there is a loose analogy to the cross- national waves of 
protests that toppled authoritarian regimes during the Arab Spring, in that one 
movement’s symbols and organ izing techniques can provide a template that can 
readily be  adopted by  others. However, in contrast to the Arab Spring, the current 
protests build on a broader wave of domestic mobilization, which has been gain-
ing strength for the better part of a de cade. Scholars such as Lara Putnam, Erica 
Chenoweth, and Jeremy Pressman are documenting how young Black Lives  Matter 
activists have been quietly organ izing in post- industrial areas like Beaver County, 
Pennsylvania, for years, creating po liti cal alliances that may now reshape Ameri-
can electoral politics.54

In short, the question may no longer focus on elite concerns of how best to in-
tegrate the public to keep the system working. The frustrations of the COVID-19 
pandemic, and of government failure to deal with the pandemic, may lead to a new 
wave of public unrest, which may then be channeled into existing frustrations and 
 will surely spill over into international politics.  These frustrations are likely to be 
especially strong in democracies such as the United States, Brazil, and Mexico, 
where inept right- wing or left- wing populist leaders are in charge and clearly ut-
terly unprepared to deal with the challenges that they confront. Ready or not, the 
public is coming.
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COVID-19 changes every thing, we are told. We know, almost certainly, that 
it does not. COVID-19 is an accelerator of global changes that  were al-

ready  under way, much more than it is a generator of sharp shifts in direction. 
The cumulative impact of  these trends that preceded the pandemic was to begin 
the transition away from American hegemony  toward a world order framed by the 
relationship between China and the United States. The pandemic  will accelerate 
 these pro cesses of world order change.  Whether that relationship  will become one 
of all- out rivalry or collaborative competition  will be determined by the policy 
choices leaders in both capitals make.

I make three arguments. First, the pandemic has quickened and deepened 
changes in patterns of global digital- communications infrastructure, trade, and fi-
nance that began more than a de cade ago.  These changes are consistent with a 
broader pattern of what I call “the rebordering of the world” in the larger context 
of the framing impact of the deepening conflict between the United States and 
China and the retreat from globalization and push  toward regionalization.

Second, I look briefly at two international institutions— the World Trade Organ-
ization (WTO) and the World Health Organ ization (WHO)— and show why, in 
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the context of an increasingly polarized world order, they are less able to fulfill the 
two critical functions of coordination and control. Dysfunctionality in established 
international institutions is the lagging indicator of a world order in transition. 
They are performing poorly not  because of bugs in their systems but  because their 
design features are a poor fit with the evolving world order.

Third, I look off- site for innovation in international governance and pay special 
attention to three diff er ent patterns of hybrid governance that have the potential 
to scale. The first is a scientific network that leapt across borders to share data and 
then worked with the WHO to purposely build a network of globally connected 
laboratories. This is a story of governance innovation that begins off- site and scales 
to include on- site and create a nimble hybrid institution. The second moves from 
on- site to off- site. When the United States deliberately para lyzed dispute resolu-
tion within the WTO, a group of like- minded states developed a work- around 
that built on WTO pro cesses but moved it off- site. Fi nally, off- site, international 
standards- setting bodies that are populated by private companies but work in the 
shadow of states are making rules for next- generation technologies that  will rewire 
global infrastructure.

A World Order Fractured and Rebordered
The Deepening Conflict between the United States and China

The immediate national responses to the pandemic took place within the larger 
framework of escalating hostility between the United States and China. Although 
the rhe toric of  today focuses on management by China of the virus and worry 
about overwhelming dependence on Chinese manufacturers of essential health 
care equipment, that conflict began long before COVID and is playing out in an 
intense competition for leadership across multiple dimensions. Prominent among 
 these is a fierce strug gle for leadership in technology.1 Years before the corona-
virus began to spread, the United States moved to deny China first- mover advantage 
in building the next- generation digital infrastructure (5G) that  will serve as the 
platform for the Internet of  Things.

Why does it  matter who builds the next generation of digital infrastructure, and 
what does this competition for leadership in technology tell us about the characteris-
tics of the evolving world order and governance? Control of communications infra-
structure has always been central to great- power dominance and world order.2 
“Leadership in 5G is a useful proxy,” Eric Schmidt said at the conference that pre-
ceded this volume, “ because advantage in platform technologies is a strong indicator 
of global advantage. When we fragment the technology stack, we split the world.”3
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The next- generation technology  will be the platform for the rapidly expanding 
digital economy and digital health platforms, and it  will be critical to the devel-
opment and scaling of artificial intelligence, robotics, cyberwarfare, and autono-
mous weapons that  will reshape national and international security. Digital net-
works are becoming increasingly fused with economic advantage and national 
security as commerce, public health, and warfare move online. The competition 
between China and the United States over 5G is of course about technology, but 
it is also about manufacturing, finance, scale, and the institutions of the next gen-
eration that  will shape coordination, competition, and collaboration as well as 
exchange and control. Mapping 5G infrastructure is one way of estimating the par-
ameters of the world order to come.

China’s leaders recognized the importance of leadership in technology in the 
shaping of the global order and invested in the development of 5G networks as a 
strategic priority. Huawei, China’s leading telecommunications com pany and na-
tional champion, has developed a substantial lead in 5G technology. Its costs are 
lower than those of its three competitors— Nokia, Ericsson, and Samsung— and 
the quality of its technology is widely, although not universally, regarded as 
high.4

As it became apparent that Huawei was moving to build the next- generation 
communications infrastructure and reap the benefits of the global first mover, the 
United States moved to constrain Huawei. It was the Obama administration that 
in 2016 instructed the Federal Communications Commission to ensure that all 5G 
technologies met a stringent set of security standards. The Trump administration 
at first rescinded  those instructions but then banned Huawei products from the 
US government and its contractors, put Huawei on the Entity List, and prohibited 
the export,  either directly or indirectly, of technology by American companies to 
Huawei.5 The Trump administration also put enormous pressure on friends and 
allies, particularly the “five eyes” that have special intelligence sharing arrange-
ments with the United States, to follow.6

The pandemic has accelerated the swing against Huawei in Eu rope and Can-
ada. Even before the pandemic, Australia had banned Huawei, and New Zealand 
had imposed increasingly stringent conditions. As the pandemic gathered steam, 
Britain announced a review of its  earlier decision to allow Huawei to build parts 
of the periphery of its network. Canada has still not yet announced its decision, 
but it seems increasingly unlikely that, amid a national conversation about shorter 
supply chains to bolster security, it  will permit Huawei to build a significant part 
of even the periphery of its next- generation network.
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The map looks very diff er ent across Africa, the  Middle East, and Latin Amer-
i ca. Even before the pandemic, Huawei had a commanding position in most of Af-
rica, enabled by China’s significant investment through the digital  Belt and Road 
Initiative. Amer i ca’s two closest allies in the Gulf, Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, had both announced partnerships with Huawei. In Asia, Japan has 
banned Huawei, and India is now considering  doing so, but Malaysia, Vietnam, and 
Thailand are all considering allowing Huawei to build significant parts of their 
networks.

The emerging pattern of the next- generation global communications infra-
structure, already clear before the outbreak of the pandemic, shows a world di-
vided and demarcated by the growing competition between the United States and 
China for leadership in next- generation technology.7 The line of division is fuzz-
ier at times than the map suggests,  because networks in some countries are ag-
glomerations built on combinations of suppliers, including Huawei as well as 
Nokia, Ericsson, and Cisco, that are building backbone. Especially in Eu rope, fore-
shadowing arguments that would be made forcefully during the pandemic, gov-
ernments chose to use a multiplicity of suppliers, hoping to reduce their depen-
dence on any one supplier in the marketplace.

COVID-19 has only deepened and sharpened that fuzzy line that was already 
 running across the global map, creating sharp strategic dilemmas for smaller pow-
ers and challenging the way international institutions function.8 The decisions 
governments make about Huawei in the next few years  will foreshadow the way 
they navigate a world order that is increasingly framed by deepening competition 
between the two  great powers, each weakened in diff er ent ways by the pandemic.

The Rebordering of the World

Layered on top of the fissure created by the broad competition between China 
and the United States is a pro cess that I call “rebordering.” As the pandemic spread, 
rebordering became vis i ble to the naked eye as governments embargoed the ex-
port of critical health equipment and closed their borders to travel. Even the United 
States and Canada, in a decision that is unpre ce dented in their history, closed their 
border to all but essential goods and ser vices. In Eu rope, where  until 2016 borders 
had largely dis appeared, borders thickened quickly in response to the spread of the 
coronavirus.

This pro cess of rebordering, along with the newly heightened importance of 
geography and place, also predates the pandemic. China, of course, led the way 
in rebordering by creating its  Great Firewall to block citizens’ access to outside in-
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formation in the name of “digital sovereignty.” In 2019, Rus sia passed a law that 
allows the Kremlin to cut Rus sia off from the internet by requiring providers to 
install special filters and routers controlled by Roskomnadzor, the state commu-
nications agency. That equipment can block access to information that the 
Kremlin considers harmful and, in a crisis, redirect or cut off traffic completely. 
Rus sia also plans to create its own domain names, separate from the Internet 
Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers, challenging the governance 
institution that assigns names through its domain name system. Iran has already 
built its own national intranet, known as the “halal net,” which has a separate hard-
ware backbone of cables, servers, and data centers. Tehran can close off access to 
the World Wide Web but still provide a suite of digital ser vices inside the coun-
try. Cuba also has a national intranet as does North  Korea.9

Rebordering was also vis i ble in the growing chorus of demands from govern-
ments in open socie ties that data that their citizens generated be “localized.” As 
socie ties become increasingly digital, citizens have become more concerned about 
who controls their data. The push for data localization, where governments are 
insisting that their citizens’ data be stored on servers physically located in their 
own country, reinforces the importance of place. The visual imagery of “clouds” 
notwithstanding, geography and borders, which never  really went away,  were back 
with a vengeance even before COVID-19.

The pandemic  will give a substantial push forward to localization. National bor-
ders  will become even more prominent in the integrated physical- digital world 
that we are moving  toward and pose new challenges for governance.

Retreat from Globalization  toward Regionalization

Reinforcing the impact of the deepening conflict between China and the United 
States and rebordering has been the retreat of globalization and the growth of re-
gionalization.  These three trends have converged to amplify their effects.

The pandemic swept through large parts of the world when globalization was 
already in retreat. In the last two de cades of the 20th  century, the pursuit of ef-
ficiency and just- in- time delivery accelerated the development of integrated global 
supply chains. The ratio of trade in goods to world gross domestic product reached 
39% in 1990 and then  rose steeply to a peak of 61% in 2008. By 2019, trade as a 
share of output in the global economy was lower than it was before the financial 
crisis, as  were cross- border financial flows, which peaked in 2007.10 The picture, 
however, is not uniform. Trade in ser vices is up, as are flows of data across borders. 
International travel and migration  were at all- time highs before the pandemic. The 
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multiple dimensions of what we have packaged together  under the loose label of 
“globalization” do not run in the same direction and are difficult to aggregate.

The regionalization of trade began long before the pandemic and is likely to ac-
celerate in its wake. Global trade negotiations that gave rise to the international 
institution that governed world trade, the World Trade Organ ization, had lost mo-
mentum by the end of the last  century. Governments moved increasingly to re-
gional and bilateral agreements to accelerate trade. Within regions, trade grew in 
the three regions that account for the bulk of world trade— Asia, led by China; 
Eu rope, led by the Eu ro pean Union; and North Amer i ca, led by the United States. 
In the last few years, as the Trump administration began weaponizing trade and 
imposing tariffs, trade between the United States and China has also declined dra-
matically. And automation, robotics, and 3D printing are all accelerating region-
alization and the shortening of supply chains.

COVID-19  will very likely accelerate  these trends even further. The pandemic 
led to heightened awareness of the importance of secure supply chains and stra-
tegic reserves that can meet the needs of vulnerable populations. The language of 
shortened supply chains and “onshoring” is hardly new, but it is now used more 
widely and with added urgency by po liti cal co ali tions that seek at a minimum to 
diversify supply chains so that no government is hostage to a single manufacturer 
or a single country.

 These changes in trade patterns map onto divisions that  were becoming clear 
to analysts whose focus is technology. Writing before the pandemic, Steven Weber 
argued that  there  will soon be several regional economies defined not principally 
by geography but by technological bound aries written in standards and data flow 
practices, both institutions of informal governance. He suggests that the emer-
gence of friction at the borders of  these regions is intentional on the part of gov-
ernments and is unwillingly and grudgingly accepted by global firms.11

 There is a lively debate about how far regionalization and rebordering can go. 
The tensions run in multiple ways. It is not clear, for example, that regional sup-
ply chains  will provide the security governments and publics are currently seek-
ing through rebordering. In the early days of the pandemic, governments slapped 
export bans on face masks and personal protective equipment. A global black mar-
ket  running on cash drove purchases of scarce supplies, often through third- 
party intermediaries. The immediate response to COVID-19 has been overwhelm-
ingly national. Regional and international institutions  were largely out of sight, 
especially at the beginning of the pandemic.
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This argument questions how well regionalization  will withstand pressures 
from national governments. Yet governments have historically experienced diffi-
culty in maintaining short supply chains in areas of strategic focus.  These are 
likely to be shorter- term concerns, restricted to the acute phase of the epidemic. 
A second quite diff er ent argument questions how far rebordering can go in a world 
economy that runs on global supply chains. Rebordering imposes economic con-
sequences and, consequently, governments, Henry Farrell and Abraham Newman 
claim, are “chained to globalization.”12 Even China and the United States, now 
competing across multiple dimensions, are aware of the significant economic 
and commercial consequences and are anxious to pursue the increasing returns 
to connection.

 There is always friction between firms that seek economies of scale and gov-
ernments that seek to assert control over their borders and provide security to their 
citizens. The two tendencies coexist and one constrains the actions of the other, 
but it is the relative balance and the directional trend that  matter and give shape 
and texture to world  orders. In the last de cade,  after more than twenty- five years 
of hyper- globalization, control and rebordering have become relatively more 
impor tant. The pandemic can only accelerate that trend. As appreciation by gov-
ernments of the po liti cal risks of efficiency and the value of resiliency grow, the 
incentive to pay a higher premium for some resilience and to decouple, at least in 
part, from globalization in strategic areas can only increase.13

Institutions and Governance in a Precarious World Order:  
The Spaces in Between
International Institutions in Health and Trade

International institutions that provide critical functions of control and coordi-
nation evolve, dis appear, or adapt to the world order in which they live.14 The 
Concert of Eu rope, a loosely constituted intergovernmental institution,  shaped the 
expectations and beliefs of Eu ro pean leaders and governance in a 19th- century 
balance- of- power system. It did not survive the outbreak of major war and was re-
placed by the League of Nations.15 The league dis appeared not only  because of its 
institutional deficiencies but also  because it was nested in a world order with few 
shared beliefs, contested norms, and big powers that sought to disrupt the system.

 After World War II, the United States created a set of international institutions, 
anchored within a framework of openness and liberalism, through the exercise of 
its hegemonic power. A tradition of liberal institutional scholarship reflected  these 
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norms and focused on solving information and coordination prob lems among 
states in a world where states wished to cooperate and  were constrained only by 
their fear of cheating.16 It is  these institutions that now find themselves  under pres-
sure as the international order becomes increasingly precarious.

COVID-19 has shone the spotlight on two institutions within that broader net-
work, the World Health Organ ization and the World Trade Organ ization. The 
WHO was created in 1948 in the rush of international institution building that 
followed the war. The WTO evolved almost forty years  later out of an  earlier looser 
agreement on trade and tariffs. Both  these institutions are intergovernmental, de-
pend on member states for their bud gets and for agreement on norms and rules, 
work by consensus, and are effective only when they are able to provide meaning-
ful control and coordination in the spaces that go beyond the state.

The two institutions play very diff er ent roles in their respective domains. The 
WHO broadly promotes, protects, and coordinates work on public health globally. 
The WTO grew out of the need for effective dispute resolution mechanisms as 
global trade deepened. It works far more within the shadow of the law than does 
the WHO. Both of  these institutions have come  under sustained attack in the last 
few years by the United States. The Trump administration has weaponized its 
funding for the first and the  legal system in the second, claiming that  these insti-
tutions do not serve US interests.

Much ink has been spilled on proposals to “reform”  these institutions to im-
prove their effectiveness, but reform is largely beside the point. The  future of 
 these institutions depends on the larger beliefs that are evolving as the United 
States loses its hegemonic status and on the “goodness of fit” with a world order 
that is in transition and generating forces that undermine  these institutions.17

President Donald Trump, alleging that the WHO was overly deferential to 
China in the early stages of the pandemic, blocked a joint commitment by the G20 
to strengthen the mandate of the WHO and give it additional resources to coor-
dinate the response globally to the pandemic, threatened to withdraw the United 
States from membership, and withheld its annual funding contribution.

In response to widespread concern that the WHO was overly deferential to 
China in the very early phase of the pandemic, an overwhelming majority of its 
members voted in  favor of a review of the WHO’s management of the pandemic 
at some  future date. This is not the first time members have pushed for an in de-
pen dent review of the per for mance of the organ ization. In the wake of SARS in 
2003, the World Health Assembly, the governing body of the WHO, strengthened 
the International Health Regulations, the core  legal requirements for state con-
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duct in health emergencies. The revisions strengthened the WHO’s surveillance 
capabilities, gave the director- general the power to declare an international emer-
gency, and required member states to develop the capacity to detect and respond 
to outbreaks of disease. In the wake of Ebola, in de pen dent experts assessed the 
WHO’s per for mance and made recommendations that led to the Health Emergen-
cies Program that is  today supplying masks and test kits to low-income countries 
upon request.18 New agencies— the World Bank’s Pandemic Emergency Financing 
Fa cil i ty and the Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention— deepened the 
ecosystem of global health management. Nevertheless, as Steven Hoffman ob-
served, the WHO can “advise but never direct; guide but never govern; lead but 
never advocate; evaluate but never judge.”19 Its members deliberately reject intru-
sive surveillance and actively keep the WHO weak.

The reforms did not give the WHO an in de pen dent intelligence capability, the 
power to conduct investigations, or to enforce compliance. Like all other intergov-
ernmental institutions, it is reliant on what member states do and on the informa-
tion that they provide. The politicization of the WHO was predictable in the con-
text of an already tense relationship between China, where the disease began, and 
a president in Washington who managed the pandemic in such a shambolic way.

Although the WTO could not be more diff er ent than the WHO, politicization 
played a similar role in paralyzing that institution. The WTO, created in 1995, sys-
tematized international trade governance and provided for binding dispute reso-
lution that provided some predictability in trade disputes. It also made it easier for 
members to lose trade disputes as it enabled elected officials to deflect blame and 
to comply. As one long- time analyst of the WTO observed, “winning is  great, but 
sometimes losing is better.”20

Over the next twenty- five years, the WTO evolved in two impor tant ways that 
made it both more effective and more vulnerable. First, it expanded its remit to 
deal with issues like government procurement and trade facilitation and in so 
 doing embedded norms in international trade governance that  were increasingly 
contested over time. Second, judicial conflict management became more impor-
tant as almost three- quarters of panel reports  were cross- appealed. The Appellate 
Body (AB) became the core of dispute resolution, evolving  toward a fully in de pen-
dent trade court.21

As the AB became more impor tant, it became an obvious target for politiciza-
tion by a dissatisfied United States. Since 2017, the Trump administration, angered 
by a ruling that it claimed “filled in new content” and amounted to judicial activ-
ism, refused to join in the consensual pro cess of appointing AB members to replace 
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 those who  were finishing their terms. The AB only has one remaining member and 
is unable to function. The conventional view of the WTO as the victory of law over 
politics misses the point. The Trump administration’s capacity to weaponize dis-
pute resolution is the victory of politics over law and governance.

Governance Moves Off- Site

Both  these institutions mirror great- power tensions, contested norms, and evo-
lution away from the liberal international order in which they  were created. That 
one is in effec tive and the other para lyzed should be no surprise. Yet governance 
is vital in both trade and health, even more so as the world order shifts, trade pat-
terns change, and the spread of infectious diseases accelerates. Where are sites of 
governance beyond formal international institutions that may be nimbler? The 
dysfunctional institutions linger on, but new governance grows up off- site in their 
shadow and new hybrids evolve.

I look at three diff er ent paths to innovation: the first moves from on- site to off- 
site; the second begins off- site and scales to include on- site to create hybrid gov-
ernance; and the third is largely off- site in the private sector.

A co ali tion of WTO members have moved governance off- site but build on on- 
site pro cesses. Canada and the Eu ro pean Union have led a pro cess to conclude an 
interim agreement that replicates as closely as pos si ble the appellate pro cess of the 
WTO. Provided that both parties agree, they can resort to Article 25—an existing 
mechanism to resolve trade disagreements—as an interim appeal arbitration pro-
cedure for any  future disputes.22

Members have also turned increasingly to plurilateral deals among co ali tions 
of the willing, to preferential trade agreements, and to regional trade agreements. 
Many of  these agreements, however, are written with WTO text “incorporated,” 
freeing up negotiators to work on “WTO plus” provisions. And some agreements 
like the United States– Mexico– Canada Agreement, which the United States has 
ratified, provide that any disputes over incorporated text must go to the WTO for 
resolution. Governance is now hybrid, working in and out of as well as around the 
WTO.23

Innovation in the governance of global health, less constrained by the need for 
law and pre ce dent, began off- site but scaled to include the WHO. The signature 
form of governance are agile arms- length networks that operate within the shadow 
of the WHO. Like in the WTO, the move long predates the outbreak of COVID-19.

The Global Influence Surveillance and Response Network, known as the flu 
network, was established in 1952. The network began informally among scientists 
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who worked with a model of open science to share data across borders. Over time 
it evolved to become a hybrid model of governance and now includes more than 
140 national labs that are networked together through six WHO Collaborating 
Centers. Governments and foundations support the network, and scientists, par-
ticipating without direct compensation, make horizontal peer- to- peer decisions 
about which strains of the flu virus to include in seasonal vaccines.

 After a five- year negotiation, the network formalized its status and practices 
inside the WHO to ensure the global supply of vaccines. In 2011, the Pandemic 
Influence Preparedness Framework replaced the informal virus exchanges with 
a formal system requiring licenses to accompany the transfer of potential pan-
demic strains. Manufacturers of vaccines that benefit from the flu network must 
share benefits in return and disputes are referred to binding international arbitra-
tion. The informal network and the international organ ization needed each other 
and evolved together to create a hybrid pattern of governance. As Amy Kapczynski 
concludes, “[the flu network] . . .  has characteristics of both significant openness— 
its information products are almost all freely shared with the public— and sig-
nificant governance.”24

The flu network played a critical role in the early management of COVID-19. 
Kapczynski estimates that 85% of the national public health laboratories that are 
now testing for COVID-19 are associated with the flu network. This was a network- 
in- waiting for scientists who early on recognized the severity of the threat. And 
the platform on which Chinese scientists first posted the COVID-19 virus se-
quences was the Global Initiative on Sharing All Influenza Data, a site created to 
share virus data.25

The flu network is only one example of a network that operates within the 
shadow of an international organ ization. Another is Gavi, the Global Alliance 
for Vaccines and Immunizations founded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Founda-
tion that works closely with the United Nations in a somewhat diff er ent hybrid 
model. With COVID-19 now reported in almost all GAVI- eligible countries, the 
alliance is providing immediate funding to enable countries to protect health 
care workers, perform vital surveillance and training, and purchase diagnostic 
tests. The Global Health Security Agenda, another hybrid model, brings together 
states, international organ izations, and a private- sector roundtable that commit 
to elevating global health security as a national priority. It organizes technical 
experts and task forces to surge capacity when needed. It seeks advice from the 
WHO but operates in de pen dently of it in an effort to move in a more focused and 
nimble way.
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Also part of the ecosystem of informal governance are the networks of scien-
tists that share information freely across borders in real time on platforms that are 
committed to open science and recognized by peers as clearing houses for new re-
search. Infectious disease specialists and virologists collaborate on websites and 
email chains to exchange information and sound alarms. An email chain devel-
oped among scientists by January 2020 was peppered with alarms that the novel 
coronavirus was highly infectious and serious. Virologists also come together for 
a weekly podcast series, This Week in Virology, to discuss the latest research.26 By 
January, most  were sounding an alarm about the severity of a virus that was cir-
culating in Wuhan. By early February, scientists from Oxford and Tsing hua Uni-
versity led the creation of the Open COVID-19 Data Working Group that assem-
bled detailed rec ords for over 10,000 cases.27  These informal exchanges in a broad 
variety of networks are critical sites of information sharing, early warning, and 
policy proposals for prevention and mitigation. They  were generally far ahead of 
formal institutions that lagged emerging patterns in the data and strategic 
response.

How can this rich pool of information and expertise be better tapped in the 
 future to provide better prevention, warning, and rules for disease management? 
Creative ideas for arms- length institutions are already being floated. One is to cre-
ate an arms- length health stability board that would work in the shadow of the 
WHO just as the international Financial Stability Board, created in 2009 in the 
wake of the global financial crisis, played a significant role in deepening the re-
silience of the large banks in systemically impor tant global financial markets.28 
A health stability board would focus only on preparedness, management, and re-
sponse to threats to global health. Similarly, a Johns Hopkins University epide-
miologist, Caitlin Rivers, has proposed the creation of a center for epidemic fore-
casting, similar to the National Weather Ser vice.29

Analogous to the plurilateral agreements that are reshaping trade are co ali tions 
of willing states that are coming together to finance and push the WHO forward. 
Costa Rica and Chile launched the COVID-19 Technology Access Pool with the 
WHO to make vaccines, tests, and treatments accessible to all. Almost forty states 
have signed on. Austria is leading a group of first movers, or countries that quickly 
flattened the curve of infection, to support the WHO and  will likely be joined by 
the Eu ro pean Union, especially Germany, and by India and the African Union; all 
seeking a way through the US- China competition.30  These new networks and 
institutions  will be useful sites of innovation in governance only if they remain 
open to accepting new members so that they can scale.
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Fi nally, the extraordinary role played by standard-development organ izations 
in setting policies, making rules, and establishing norms is worthy of attention. 
Standard- setting pro cesses appear to be “neutral,” yet it has long been recognized 
that  these pro cesses are far more than technical.31

Governance of critical digital infrastructure for the next generation is happen-
ing off- site in several ongoing standard- setting pro cesses for 5G. Standards shape 
information flows and innovation policy, influence competitiveness, and advan-
tage some companies at the expense of  others. Some of  these pro cesses are indus-
try led and have multiple stakeholders, while  others are government led and mul-
tilateral.32 The United States prefers industry- led pro cesses, but it does not enable 
and coordinate the participation of engineers from its private- sector companies 
the way China does in  these pro cesses.33 China also actively steers the government- 
led multilateral pro cesses. On- site and off- site, Huawei, enabled directly or indi-
rectly by China, is playing an outsized role in shaping the standards for 5G, deep-
ening its role as the preeminent builder of the hardware and firmware for the 
next- generation networks and its role as a rule maker in the next iteration of digi-
tal governance.34

The Advantage of Interdependence

Henry Farrell and Abraham Newman have argued that the cross- national lay-
ering of international institutions and “rule overlap” help to create new power 
asymmetries that cannot be reduced to mea sures of state power. Two implications 
follow from this analy sis. First, international institutions contribute to reshaping 
the power of states and transnational actors and, indirectly, world order. In this 
sense, international institutions are far more impor tant than what they do. Sec-
ond, centrality in  these international networks allows states to weaponize inter-
dependence to their advantage.35

Centrality remains as impor tant in the off- site and hybrid networks that I have 
described as it is in formal institutions. Indeed, it may be more impor tant as for-
mal institutions do less work, and rule making, norm setting, and governance 
increasingly move into hybrid networks that can scale.

States that are central to  these hybrid networks  will continue to have an advan-
tage. To win, however,  these states must play. China, for example, has used its 
centrality in multilateral standard- setting bodies to advance international stan-
dards on 5G that advantage Huawei, and it has coordinated participation of engi-
neers from Chinese companies in industry standard- setting bodies to give Huawei 
first- mover advantage with all its benefits. It has deepened its involvement in the 
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International Telecommunication Union and its commitments to the WHO. 
Other governments are taking governance off- site and designing institutional work-
arounds or add- ons to the institutions that Washington paralyzes. They are also 
creating plurilateral co ali tions of the willing that include the private sector, foun-
dations, and nongovernmental organ izations as well as governments to engage 
in policy development, norm setting, and rule making.

Not so the United States.  Under President Trump, the United States is leaving 
the field. It has announced its intention to withdraw from the WHO, has para lyzed 
dispute resolution in the WTO, and remains outside the new network for dispute 
resolution that is being created. Recently, it has sent confusing signals to engineers 
from its big companies about their participation in standard- setting bodies.

If the United States continues to self- isolate in the wake of COVID-19 and para-
lyze formal institutions, it  will have given up the advantages of centrality that it 
enjoys in formal international institutions that are now moving into the back-
ground. Even more impor tant, the United States risks finding itself alone as  others 
accelerate their move to take governance off- site and create hybrid institutions.
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The Nature of the Challenge

We stand at an extraordinary and challenging moment in world history. The 
twin, interrelated crises of COVID-19 and the breakdown of economic globaliza-
tion have demonstrated both the weakness of current “world order” (or perhaps 
the lack of world order) and the urgent need for some kind of framework to man-
age  these and  future challenges  going forward. Put another way, the most press-
ing issues facing us—to include the looming potential calamity from human- 
induced climate change and pandemic disease, technological transformation 
brought on by revolutions in information and biotechnology, and global economic 
insecurity— seem to require ever more international cooperation, at the very time 
that existing arrangements seem less likely than ever to produce this cooperation. 
Growing rivalry between major powers, coupled with increasing nationalism and 
popu lar distrust of po liti cal institutions, severely complicate any effort to facilitate 
the transnational efforts needed to address  these challenges. Existing international 
institutions and arrangements have fallen short in rising to the task.

It is tempting in the face of this bleak picture to recall John F. Kennedy’s apho-
rism that “[w]hen written in Chinese, the word ‘crisis’ is composed of two char-
acters. One represents danger and the other represents opportunity”1—an obser-
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vation that Rahm Emanuel, President Barack Obama’s first chief of staff, was wont 
to invoke (“a crisis is a terrible  thing to waste”).2 It is true that many of the “world 
 orders” of the past emerged from major crises, typically war and conquest: the 
Thirty Years’ War and the Westphalian system, the Napoleonic Wars and the Con-
cert, the US- led post– World War II era, and so on. The scale of death and de-
struction from COVID-19 and its consequences may not match  those in magnitude 
(yet), but in its global reach it mirrors  these world- shaking events of the past. Yet 
not all “crises” of global scale produce durable or even partially effective global 
responses, as the recent 100th anniversary of World War I has led us to recall. 
Crises may contain within them opportunity, but opportunities must be seized; 
successful outcomes are not inevitable.

So what kind of order might emerge from the current crisis, and what would 
it take to bring it about? My premise is that a  future world order is not predeter-
mined (à la Hegel or Marx), but at the same time it is constrained by what has 
come before.  There is room for statecraft (“agency”), but not all options are on the 
 table. As we think about pos si ble world  orders, it is impor tant to be modest about 
the aspiration; even the most celebrated world  orders of the past have been far less 
successful, comprehensive, or durable than the idealized versions sketched by 
some. The challenge is to develop a plausible construct that in some, albeit  limited, 
ways meets the exigencies of our time.

If “world order” is the answer, what is the question? Much of the attention in 
recent debates has focused on interstate relations, and in par tic u lar “ great power 
competition.” No doubt, managing changing power relations and aspirations 
among states is impor tant, but the most consequential challenges of our time— 
from climate change to pandemic disease, to economic prosperity, to managing 
the disruptive effects of technological innovation (particularly artificial intelli-
gence and biology)— lie outside this framework (although state rivalry certainly 
complicates the ability to find solutions). The current preoccupation with manag-
ing state- to- state relations among politicians and pundits in Washington has dis-
tracted attention from the far more pressing set of issues that  will dominate the 
coming de cades.

What would a “reasonably successful’ world order look like? It is helpful at the 
outset to consider some basic “design criteria” by which a desirable world order 
should be judged.

1.  It should facilitate sufficient international cooperation to meet the major 
transnational challenges that no one state alone can manage, with an 
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emphasis on the existential and near existential challenges such as 
climate change and pandemic disease (including the possibility of 
human- manufactured pathogens).

2.  It should facilitate efforts to reap the beneficial effects and mitigate the 
disruptive/dangerous security and economic risks of transformative 
information technologies and biotechnologies.

3.  It should be able to manage (though not end) conflict among states and 
reduce the risk of catastrophic actions by non- state spoilers

4.  It should take into account the diversity of perspectives (religious and 
secular) on what constitutes an acceptable form of governance (both 
domestic and transnational).

5.  It should accommodate both nation- state and non- state actors in rule 
setting and enforcement.

6.  It should command sufficient domestic po liti cal support within a broad 
range of nations to sustain the policies needed to maintain the order.

This is a tall order, with deep tensions among the criteria themselves, particularly 
between effective international action to meet transnational threats and the re-
quirement for broad- based po liti cal support (legitimacy). “World Federalism” may 
have technocratic appeal but  little popu lar support.

What Pos si ble Models?

Since the end of the Cold War, both academics and prac ti tion ers have advanced 
a variety of concepts for a new “world order.”  These include a brief flirtation with 
a unipolar world / American Empire3 (more recently, a Pax Sinica); a G2 “director-
ate” run by China and the United States;4 major power “spheres of influence”;5 
balance of power approaches;6 a multipolar arrangement of the world’s larger pow-
ers; an ideological consortium of like- minded states (“concert of democracies”);7 
and transnational networks led by non- state actors.8

Each of  these models  faces substantial limitations. Most of them focus on man-
aging interstate relations with  little attention to how any of  these arrangements 
might address the key transnational issues we face  today. Of course, effective he-
gemony (by the United States, or China, or whomever) could in princi ple lead to 
a unilaterally imposed international coordination, but as we have seen, no state 
 today or in the foreseeable  future  will have such predominance. At the same time, 
many contain ele ments that reflect the current international real ity, which any 
new world order must accommodate: the diffusion of power among states and to 
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non- state actors and civil society, but in the context of continued disproportion-
ate influence of the world’s two leading powers.

Despite the yearning for simplicity,  there is reason to doubt  whether any sin-
gle, parsimonious, overarching model is  either appropriate or achievable— the il-
lusive search for the “next Kennan” bumper sticker. The fact is that  today we face 
a diverse range of challenges, and the range of actors relevant to, or necessary for, 
effective action differs depending on the specific prob lem at hand; world- class 
sprinters fare poorly in marathons; to switch sports meta phors, what is needed are 
“horses for courses”— a collection of arrangements tailored to specific prob lems.

Even with re spect to  these “partial” world  orders, the tensions among the vari-
ous design criteria (particularly between efficacy, legitimacy, and po liti cal ac-
ceptability) means that we should be prepared to be satisfied with “second- best 
solutions” and avoid making the best the  enemy of the good. Put differently,  there 
are trade- offs among  these vari ous design criteria; it is not pos si ble to maximize 
against all of them si mul ta neously. To take one prominent example (elaborated 
further below), the Paris Climate Agreement of 2015 was a pragmatic effort to rec-
oncile the substantive challenge posed by carbon emissions with the po liti cal 
constraints of gaining nations’ buy-in. In terms of what is required to mitigate the 
risk of human- induced global warming, the Paris Agreement clearly falls short, but 
compared with  earlier, more top- down approaches, it was able to command 
broader public support.

Perhaps the central question is the degree to which a new world order can or 
should be based on shared values, or  whether it should be premised on a funda-
mental ac cep tance of value and ideological diversity. The tension between the two 
approaches was a core feature of the post– World War II order in which two types 
of institutions uneasily existed side by side: the values- based institutions that grew 
out of the Atlantic Charter (NATO, CoCOM, OECD, the G7) and universal insti-
tutions characterized by the princi ples of the United Nations charter (sovereign 
equality, non- interference in internal affairs).  There is considerable appeal to the 
former: arrangements based on shared values among like- minded states are eas-
ier to form, sustain, and enforce and are likely to aspire to more ambitious objec-
tives. At the same time, more universal institutions have broader reach and reflect 
the international real ity of cultural, historic, and religious diversity. This need not 
be an either/or choice; a blend of approaches is both pos si ble and, as a practical 
 matter, necessary. Despite the ongoing debate about the  future of the “liberal in-
ternational order,” the real ity is that LIO itself was part of a more complex of set 
of international arrangements even at the height of US power and influence. The 
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question is not  whether to abandon the goals and ideals of the liberal international 
order but rather how to embed them in a world where cooperation and conflict 
management requires the involvement of  others who, at least for the moment, have 
diff er ent views.

The Pillars of a New World Order: What Might  
the New World Order Look Like?
Reasonably Effective International Arrangements

The most urgent challenge facing the current international order is the “under-
production” of international cooperation.  There are many critical areas where 
every one in princi ple would be better off if states cooperated—in economists’ jar-
gon,  there are “positive- sum gains” to be had. The idea that interstate coopera-
tion can produce positive benefits is hardly new, but globalization and the emer-
gence of transformative technologies have dramatically increased the potential 
benefits of cooperation and the associated costs of autarky.

Why then has cooperation failed to emerge?  There are a number of familiar 
explanations, from  free riding and the absence of effective transnational enforce-
ment mechanisms to prevent defection, to a preoccupation with the way the 
gains of cooperation are distributed (“relative gains”), to public mistrust of insti-
tutions (witness Brexit and President Donald J. Trump’s critique of “globalists”). 
 There is a rich academic lit er a ture on both the barriers to international coopera-
tion and how  these barriers can be overcome.9

What would it take to foster greater international cooperation? One of the most 
impor tant insights, from both practice and theory— especially where the prob lem 
of cooperation involves more than two actors—is that  there are considerable ad-
vantages to having some kind of structure (formal or informal), such as transna-
tional organ izations and arrangements to sustain cooperation. Over the years, 
 there have been many efforts to develop effective strategies to achieve this goal. 
From the Central Commission for Navigation of the Rhine (established in 1816 and 
still functioning  today) to the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations (founded 
in 2004 in response to the 9/11 attacks), states and civil society have  adopted a 
range of approaches: single-  versus multiple- purpose organ izations, universal ver-
sus criteria- based membership, regional versus global, legally binding versus vol-
untary, to name just a few. In the aftermath of World War II and the advent of de-
colonization,  these efforts focused on the UN and “universal” organ izations, open 
to all states on the basis of “sovereign equality” (with impor tant exceptions, most 
notably the UN Security Council).
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Although the UN system has had its share of successes, it seems fair to say that 
the approach suffered from substantial weaknesses. Too often,  these types of 
organ izations are slow to act and face  great difficulty in reaching consensus be-
yond “lowest common denominator” responses. From the UN Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change to the World Health Organ ization (WHO) to the World 
Trade Organ ization (WTO), the limits of  these broad- based arrangements have 
become increasing clear. Moreover, in a world in which civil society plays a more 
active role, the inherent “legitimacy” of one country– one vote decision making— 
irrespective of the country’s size, stake in the prob lem, or form of government—
is increasingly in question.

What can be done to ameliorate  these limitations—to foster timely and effec-
tive international cooperation?

The past several de cades have seen a movement  toward a more pragmatic ap-
proach to international cooperation. From the creation of the G20 in the wake of 
the Asian Financial Crisis to the Major Economies Forum (established in 2009 to 
try to generate new momentum in the stalled UN- based climate talks), states have 
sought to develop arrangements that balance the value of inclusion with the ne-
cessity of timely and effective action to avoid the paralysis and lowest- common- 
denominator outcomes of more broad- based approaches.

A new international order  will need to draw on the success of some of the more 
promising innovations of recent years. The first, building on the UN Security 
Council, the role of the “Quad” in NATO, and more recently the G20, is to estab-
lish an ongoing forum of systemically impor tant countries that can provide leader-
ship and momentum to efforts to foster cooperation— a kind of “directorate” that 
can in some cases take on the effort to promote cooperation directly or to spin off 
new groups and arrangements to tackle par tic u lar challenges. The success of 
the G20 in providing leadership during the 2007–9 financial crisis demonstrates 
the value of such a group; it might well have played the same role in response to the 
health and the economic consequences of COVID-19.

The advantage of a “directorate” is both smaller size (making agreement eas-
ier to reach and limiting the role of “spoilers”) and the fact that  there is a well- 
established, previously agreed upon place to turn as new crises and challenges 
develop.  There are two principal difficulties: the prob lem of legitimacy (who is in 
and who is out) and (depending on who is “in”) the difficulty of reaching agree-
ment if  there are deeply rooted divisions among the members. The UN Security 
Council’s recurring inability to address con temporary prob lems reflects  these 
limitations.
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In the past, the G7 proved a power ful mechanism for spinning off institutions 
and regimes to address pressing transnational issues. The Financial Action Task 
Force (FATF) is a valuable example of this approach. Launched by the G7  after a 
de cade of largely inconclusive negotiations within the UN Framework, the FATF 
evolved both in scope (from an initial focus on drug trafficking to include terror-
ist financing, transnational crime, and weapons of mass destruction proliferation) 
and membership (from the original eleven members to thirty- seven  today, includ-
ing China, Rus sia, and Saudi Arabia).10 Although the initial group was small, it 
was systemically significant, comprising most of the major financial centers. Given 
the importance of  these countries to the global banking system, their decisions, 
although technically binding only on its own members, became de facto global 
standards, since smaller states had  little choice but to comply or risk financial iso-
lation. By contrast, if the effort to address money laundering had been pursued 
through a consensus, one country– one vote approach, outliers that benefited from 
shadowy finance could have blocked or weakened meaningful actions—as so viv-
idly illustrated by the ten- year effort to address money laundering through the 
UN- based Vienna Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psycho-
tropic Substances.11

The experience of the FATF is particularly valuable in thinking about how 
21st- century institutions can be effective in bringing about cooperation in the 
absence of binding transnational enforcement authority. The effectiveness of 
FATF stems in part from its norm- setting role and in part from its members’ abil-
ity to impose costs on  those who fail to comply. The two features are mutually 
reinforcing; the norms give legitimacy to the enforcement, while the enforce-
ment gives teeth to the norms.

Similarly, the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR) was created by the 
G7 in 1987. Its impact has grown through expansion (it now includes thirty- five 
members, including, most recently, India) and  because several significant non-
member states (including China, Israel, Romania, and Slovakia) have agreed to 
re spect at least some of the MTCR rules.

More recently, the G20 has played a similar role, for example, in launching the 
Financial Stability Board in response to the 2008–9 financial crisis. Notably, the 
FSB succeeded an  earlier, G7- led arrangement, the Financial Stability Forum.

A second approach is to constitute an ad hoc club or grouping to respond to 
specific challenges. Recent examples range across the most pressing transnational 
challenges, such as the Major Economies Forum (for climate change), the Nuclear 
Suppliers Group (NSG), and the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI) (for nuclear 
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and missile proliferation), to name just a few. Membership can be more specifically 
tailored to the countries that “ matter” for a par tic u lar prob lem (which can vary 
from case to case.) The membership need not be fixed. It can be expanded over time 
to include  others who meet membership criteria or per for mance commitments.

The ad hoc approach typically works best when a group of like- minded states 
seeks to fill a vacuum in transnational cooperation and raise the level of ambition. 
In the best case, the core group becomes a pole of attraction for other states. The 
Nuclear Suppliers Group, for example, began with just seven members (Canada, 
West Germany, France, Japan, the USSR, the UK, and the US) and now has forty- 
eight members. The virtue of the ad hoc approach is that members need be “like 
minded” only with re spect to one par tic u lar issue rather than broadly aligned ideo-
logically. Thus the US and the USSR  were able to cooperate in founding the NSG 
despite the Cold War divisions. The Open Government Partnership, launched by 
President Obama in 2011, included as its founding members Brazil, Indonesia, 
and South Africa, despite the many differences between the members on issues 
ranging from trade to security (the Brazilian Workers’ Party,  under Presidents 
Lula and Rousseff, had been highly critical of the United States, and just one year 
before, Brazil had defied the US in seeking to reach a nuclear deal with Iran).

 These kinds of ad hoc arrangements need not be  limited to states; they can in-
clude substate actors and civil society (the Open Government Partnership in-
cludes civil society groups on its steering committee).  Because such a group is self- 
constituted,  there may be greater prospect for agreement. The principal difficulty 
is the “startup” prob lem: the practical difficulties of launching a new arrangement 
may make it less effective to respond to fast- moving developments. It is notable 
that  after 9/11, countries turned to the FATF, an existing institution, to deal with 
terrorist financing, rather than pursue the time- consuming and fraught effort to 
launch a new organ ization.

A third approach is to rely on regional organ izations.  Because they are smaller 
and may be somewhat more homogeneous than a universal grouping, agreement 
may be easier, and they offer similar advantages of being an ongoing organ ization 
that can tackle emerging prob lems. Legitimacy is less problematic since the mem-
bership criteria are relatively “neutral” on key indicia (size, wealth, form of gov-
ernment,  etc.). The potential value of regional organ izations was one of the rea-
sons the Obama administration prioritized joining the East Asia summit.

A final strategy to overcome the limits of large organ izations is the use of 
“weighted voting,” as, for example, in the International Monetary Fund and World 
Bank, or for some issues in the Eu ro pean Union. This hybrid gives all relevant 
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states a voice, while limiting the ability of outliers to block broadly agreed upon 
action.

One key feature of  these successful innovations is a high- level po liti cal dimen-
sion to give heft to the group’s work and to foster domestic buy-in. Although  there 
is an impor tant role for bureaucratic structures in carry ing out the day- to- day work 
of facilitating cooperation, absent high- level po liti cal leadership and engagement, 
 these efforts can easily founder. The example of the WHO is indicative; the work 
is nominally guided by a “po liti cal” grouping (the World Health Assembly), but 
in practice this involves mid- level representatives with  little engagement from 
national leaders.

Setting Rules and Norms for Emerging Technologies

 These kinds of partial approaches are particularly well suited to grapple with 
the second key challenge facing any new world order: the urgent need to develop 
transnational norms and rules to govern the development and use of transforma-
tive new technologies. States acting alone have some, but  limited, capacity to ad-
dress  these challenges. At best, the result of nation- centric approaches  will lead 
to a proliferation of overlapping and conflicting rules that  will create  great waste 
and inefficiency and lead to deepening tensions between states over whose rules 
should prevail. More consequentially this approach can lead to a competitive “race 
to the bottom” and safe havens for malevolent actors to cause significant harm.

To take just one example, in the 1990s the Clinton administration began to ex-
plore rules governing the export of strong encryption, to limit the terrorist and 
criminal organ izations’ abilities to evade law enforcement. The experience dem-
onstrated that acting alone, the principal impact of national action would simply 
harm US software firms, who could not access global markets compared with com-
petitors in states that imposed no restrictions, while  doing  little to limit malevo-
lent use.  Today we see a movement  toward a similar strategy to restrict export of 
artificial intelligence– related technologies, with—as many commentators have 
noted— similar risks of a “lose- lose” outcome: disadvantaging US firms, alienating 
US partners, and  doing  little to prevent the harms the controls are supposed to 
curb. To be effective in dealing with  these new technologies, solutions must seek 
to go beyond national regulation.

International cooperation is needed not simply to manage the risks of  these 
new technologies but also to reap the benefits. The value of international scien-
tific collaboration in pushing the bound aries of discovery is well established; the 
gains of trying to reap national advantage in most cases are at best short term and 
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come at the cost of delay and increased cost in achieving the potential benefits of 
breakthroughs in areas such as biomedical research, renewable energy, and the 
like. Hyper- national approaches  will particularly harm the poorest nations, who 
lack the capacity for indigenous innovation, as the global digital divide well illus-
trates. Even more harmful is the looming danger of biological divide between 
have and have- not countries.12

Universal organ izations are particularly ill- suited for developing rules to ad-
dress  these emerging prob lems. By their nature, large consensus- based organ-
izations tend to follow the development of widely accepted rules rather than lead 
the pro cess, particularly where the prob lems are new and  there are deep divisions 
(often ideologically based) about how to proceed. The abortive effort in the Con-
ference on Disarmament to establish rules governing the use of Lethal Autono-
mous Weapon Systems (LAWS) is an impor tant illustration of the prob lem.13 
Similarly, UNESCO’s decades- long effort to address  human cloning has led to a 
search for alternative approaches.14

As with the prob lem of international cooperation more generally,  here, too, 
 there are two alternative models on how to elaborate internationally agreed rules. 
Rules are established that are open to  others to adhere to by (1) a small group of 
diverse states with differing perspectives that broadly reflect the range of interna-
tional views or (2) a group of like- minded states with similar outlooks.  There are 
obvious advantages to the first option if  there is substantial common ground 
among  these states. But as we have seen in recent years, in areas such as cyber-
crime, ideological and po liti cal differences among key states may make agree-
ment difficult.

The alternative— elaboration of norms by like- minded groups— has made some 
pro gress pos si ble. In the field of cyber, for example, the development of the Buda-
pest Convention offers a valuable example. A relatively small group of fairly like- 
minded states developed a set of rules governing cybercrime; over time, additional 
states outside of Eu rope have joined. In a similar vein, the EU’s elaboration of the 
General Data Protection Regulation has become a benchmark for other countries’ 
regulatory efforts; even where, as with the United States, nations differ about the 
appropriate rules and standards, they have had to modify their “first choice” and 
move  toward standards harmonization.

 These partial solutions have obvious limitations, particularly if systemically 
impor tant states refuse to join and can gain significant advantage over states that 
do join and comply. But this prob lem is  really not diff er ent in kind from the chal-
lenges faced by universally agreed upon rules in the absence of effective enforce-
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ment. In both cases the “defector” can gain a potential advantage. Arguably, in the 
case of broadly agreed norms, states face some greater pressure to conform to a 
norm or rule they have formally embraced, but the cases of Rus sia (with re spect 
to the UN Charter’s ban on aggression) and China (on  human rights included in 
the Universal Declaration) show that  there are limits to this constraint. The like- 
minded approach also risks exacerbating tensions with states that are excluded 
from the initial rule setting and who, for substantive or po liti cal reasons,  will sim-
ply resist adhering to rules set by  others. If the states outside the like- minded 
bloc are strong enough and have a sufficient stake in an alternative normative re-
gime, this approach could lead to competing “like- minded” blocs (à la Cold War), 
thus contributing to conflict.

 There is no hard- and- fast rule as to which approach should be pursued; the 
most fruitful approach  will vary with subject  matter (another example of  horses 
for courses). In the best of cases, over time  those norms and rules elaborated  under 
 either of  these “partial” pro cesses  will become widely accepted and states  will face 
increasing pressure from other states and civil society to join (witness the experi-
ence with the Ottawa Treaty on landmines). But what is impor tant is to recognize 
that even partial solutions can have benefits and waiting for broad international 
consensus to emerge is a  recipe for inaction. For two de cades, the United States 
has failed to ratify the Biological Weapons Convention, in part out of concerns over 
the efficacy of compliance mechanisms and the advantages that might accrue to 
states that fail to comply.  These prob lems are real; cheating cannot be totally pre-
cluded and some states  will remain outside. But as the experience of the Non- 
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) suggests,  there are substantial benefits, even when 
some states remain outside the regime and some nominally inside fail to comply.

Engaging the Public and Civil Society

A new world order must recognize that while states remain a central ele ment 
of the international landscape, the experience of the last de cades has demon-
strated that legitimacy and acceptability cannot be taken for granted, even when 
governments can agree among themselves. The backlash against deepening inte-
gration in the EU, the grassroots movement against landmines, and the protests 
against  free trade have all demonstrated the fundamental need to include non- 
state voices and perspectives in order to sustain effective international action. In 
recent years  there has been a growing trend to give civil society a significant role 
in international negotiations and the operations of international organ izations.15 
In the 1999 Kyoto Climate Change negotiations, for example, nongovernmental 
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organ izations and business groups  were included in the US del e ga tion. More re-
cently, the UN relied heavi ly on stakeholder input in the development of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals, responding to a criticism that the pre de ces sor Mil-
lennium Development Goals  were largely a product of insider experts with  little 
public input.

The WTO experience demonstrates the fundamental importance of including 
civil society in shaping the rules. The breakdown of the Seattle WTO negotiations 
in the face of protests over the secret “green room” negotiations was a harbinger 
of a broader trend; despite greater engagement with civil society in connection 
with the recent Trans- Pacific Partnership trade talks, concerns about openness 
and transparency contributed to the Obama administration’s failure to gain 
ratification.

Engaging civil society can be especially valuable in developing norms and stan-
dards governing new and emerging technologies, particularly where scientific 
and technical expertise is critical to effective action. From the International En-
gineering Task Force (IETF), which helped set standards governing the operation 
of the internet, to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), groups 
of experts can help contribute to consensus building, although the IPCC experi-
ence demonstrates the limits of civil society in rule setting without po liti cal 
backing.

 There is no doubt that broadening civil society participation and increasing 
transparency  will complicate being able to reach agreements; the familiar tactics 
of horse- trading and informal exploration of compromises are much harder if ex-
posed to constant public scrutiny by affected constituencies. But the ultimate 
test of efficacy is not having reached an agreement but rather implementing it, and 
the difficulties associated with including civil society are increasingly the neces-
sary price for adequate public support.

Involving civil society can also help address the prob lem of enforcement, in part 
 because the enhanced legitimacy that comes from stakeholder involvement makes 
voluntary compliance more likely, and in part  because civil society can have an 
impor tant role in monitoring and publicizing compliance/noncompliance, which 
can contribute directly to enforcement.

Sino- US Relations

Addressing the dramatic deterioration in Sino- US relations is essential to con-
structing a reasonably good new world order— not only  because  there is a real dan-
ger that the growing rivalry could turn into real conflict with devastating conse-
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quences not just for the two countries. Absent some basic joint understanding 
about managing  these bilateral relations,  there is  little prospect to build the needed 
global cooperation necessary to meet the most pressing transnational challenges. 
Put another way, a new Sino- US understanding is the necessary underpinning to 
meaningful pro gress on the three key objectives of a new world order: enhanced 
global cooperation, addressing the impact of new technologies, and avoiding major- 
power conflict.

The need for such an understanding to avoid a major interstate conflict is self- 
evident; we should constantly be mindful that while the “Cold War” stayed largely 
cold, we lived in the shadow of a global holocaust for de cades. It would be fool-
hardy to assume that some invisible hand  will save us from that same danger 
should Sino- US relations continue to deteriorate.

But a new understanding is vital not simply to avoid a third world war. Absent 
Sino- US cooperation, efforts to address the key transnational threats  will be 
 limited at best.  Because both countries have such a consequential role in most of 
the major issues of our time— from sustaining global growth, to climate change, 
to technological innovation— partial solutions that include only one  will at best 
have  limited impact. In part this is a question of efficacy: consider a climate agree-
ment that does not include the two largest emitters of green house gases.

In addition, neither side is likely to move unilaterally to address a global prob-
lem if it believes the other  will gain an advantage by failing to reciprocate. The 
recent US decision to walk away from the Intermediate- Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty ( because it leaves China  free to develop missiles that threaten the US and 
its allies) and growing dissatisfaction (among Demo crats and Republicans) 
with the WTO (driven by doubts about China’s commitment to fair and open 
trade) are motivated by a legitimate concern about  whether China is seeking 
unilateral advantage. Similarly, the US decision to withdraw from the Paris Cli-
mate Agreement can undermine the likelihood that China  will effectively rein in 
its green house gas emissions.

In the past, the United States was able to join with like- minded states to develop 
international organ izations and regimes with the hope or expectation that China 
would simply accede to them— witness the experience of the NPT and related re-
gimes (nuclear supplier group, MTCR) as well as the WTO and the FATF.  There 
may still be some circumstances  under which China might be willing to join a 
regime established by  others. For example,  there was some reason to believe that 
had the United States ratified the TPP, China might have been open to joining. But 
increasingly, China is unlikely to become part of arrangements in which it had no 
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voice in shaping and is increasingly willing to offer alternative arrangements to 
compete with US- centric institutions (Shanghai Cooperation Organ ization, Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank, the  Belt and Road Initiative, the Conference on 
International Confidence Building in Asia). China has enough clout to make it 
costly for many states to join US- centric institutions and has offered states a va-
riety of inducements to join the China- centric camp. Thus the danger of the United 
States or China pursuing a “like- minded” strategy that deliberately excludes the 
other, as it risks further dividing the world into competing camps rather than pro-
moting needed cooperation.

Taken together,  these  factors make a power ful case for the centrality of Sino-
 US cooperation as the most promising ave nue to broader international coopera-
tion, as the Obama- Xi agreement on climate illustrates. But reaching  these bilat-
eral agreements  will be increasingly difficult if the overall context is an adversarial 
relationship between the two. The United States and the Soviet Union did find 
areas of cooperation during the Cold War (smallpox eradication, space explora-
tion); perhaps more impor tant, during the era of détente, the United States and 
the Soviet Union set bounds to the areas of competition (through arms control 
agreements and the Helsinki Accords). But even that model  will be insufficient to 
create the context for meaningful Sino- US cooperation on the most impor tant but 
challenging transnational tasks of our time. So long as both sides are preoccupied 
with relative gains, reaching agreement on issues of the global economy and en-
vironment as well as on emerging transformational technologies  will be difficult. 
The case of COVID-19 has proved painfully instructive. Rather than providing 
global leadership in cooperative mea sures to mitigate and ultimate prevent the dis-
ease, both sides are focused on how the other is seeking to use the crisis for na-
tional advantage. COVID has proved that it is nearly impossible to insulate areas 
where cooperation would benefit both countries from the po liti cal rivalry.16

As I have written in more detail elsewhere, the “golden period” of Sino- US co-
operation (from the Nixon visit to the mid-2000s) was characterized by a more 
or less explicit view that the relationship was not zero- sum.17  Unless the two sides 
develop a new form of understanding that takes into account both China’s rise as 
a near peer of the United States and the United States’ legitimate determination 
not to simply cede global dominance to China, the prospect that the two countries 
 will provide global leadership for cooperation is dim. On the contrary, by focus-
ing on relative gains, the stage  really is set for a new cold war in which both sides 
seek to line up countries to oppose the other; a  recipe for friction and stalemate 
rather than global cooperation.
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What can be done to create a context to limit the rivalry and create space for 
cooperation? During the Cold War, the framework that helped limit US- USSR ri-
valry revolved around formal treaty and negotiations, from the Anti- Ballistic 
Missile Treaty through the Helsinki Final Act. This approach has failed in the con-
text of post– Cold War US- Russian relations and is even less likely to be success-
ful in transforming Sino- US relations. A new understanding  will need to be based 
on a willingness by each side to demonstrate through its actions; that is, in mak-
ing choices about how each pursues its national interests, it  will, where pos si ble, 
seek to do so in ways that do not directly threaten the other’s concept of its national 
interest. At its core, this means abjuring strategies that are inherently zero- sum, 
particularly the pursuit of primacy and emphasizing sufficiency.

Achieving and implementing such an understanding  will not be easy.  There 
may be cases, perhaps fundamental, where the conflict between the two sides’ con-
ceptions are ultimately irreconcilable. But difficult does not mean hopeless: for 
nearly fifty years the United States and China have managed the uniquely sensi-
tive issue of Taiwan by each not directly challenging the other’s bottom line (for 
the US, no reunification by force; for China, no de jure in de pen dence for Taiwan). 
Many areas of dispute  today can be managed in a similar fashion. For example, 
the United States could achieve its fundamental interest in freedom of navigation 
in the South China Sea by agreeing with China to voluntary limits on each side’s 
use of the  waters and islands in the region. Each side could evolve its military doc-
trine away from offensive- oriented strategies that seem threatening to the other 
(A2D for China; long- range precision strategic strike by the US)  toward less de-
stabilizing postures. The agreements reached between the United States and 
China during the Obama administration on commercial espionage18 and nonmil-
itarization of the South China Sea islands,19 if implemented transparently by China, 
offer another example of ways to put a break on the growing rivalry and demon-
strate the possibility of a positive- sum outcome.

The values agenda represents an especially difficult and impor tant test. The 
United States must find ways to remain true to its conviction on the universality 
of  human rights and democracy without pursuing actions that  will be seen by 
China as an effort to weaken China or force regime change. Each side must accept 
that efforts to pursue its “first best” choice (supremacy) is unachievable and ulti-
mately counterproductive.

This in turn would open up the space for pursuing positive- sum outcomes. A 
good place to start would be biomedical research and public health. Rather than 
focus on the competitive aspects, both sides could agree to lead an international 
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and open collaboration, along the lines of the International Space Station or small-
pox eradication.

Conclusion

Many discussions of world order  labor heavi ly  under the shadow of the bibli-
cal image of creation: a short burst of concentrated activity leading to a fully 
formed new world. From Westphalia to Vienna to Paris 1919, Bretton Woods and 
San Francisco 1946,  there was yearning for a constitutive moment that would 
guide the next era. We all long to be “pre sent at the creation.” What ever merit the 
meta phor may have in describing the establishment of previous world  orders, it 
seems implausible  today. Instead, we should draw inspiration from Max Weber’s 
“slow boring of hard boards” or George F. Kennan’s meta phor of policy planning 
as gardening. By focusing on the building blocks and trial- and- error implementa-
tion guided by the design criteria outlined above, we can reasonably hope to bring 
some modest order to the current chaos. This is ambition enough.

The United States is uniquely well positioned and capable of leading this effort, 
for three reasons. First, the US remains by far the preeminent economic, military, 
and technological power in the world and, as a result, has an outsized influence 
on the choices that  others  will make. Second, the habit of leadership and the tra-
dition of pragmatic prob lem solving fit the needs of the moment. Cooperation is 
rarely self- organizing; although many or all can benefit, it takes a first mover to 
galvanize the effort. Pragmatism has been the American way; the US is rarely 
prone to the reflections of the alleged French diplomat who is said to have asked, 
“Yes, I know it works in practice, but can it work in theory?” Third, the United 
States has much to gain; by taking the lead, the new arrangements and norms are 
more likely to reflect US values and interests.

Pro gress, if only partial, is pos si ble. To succeed, US strategy must reject two 
 great temptations. The first is an illusory belief that the US can thrive and be se-
cure by  going it alone; our historical experience cautions against such an ap-
proach, which is even more likely to fail in a world where borders and oceans are 
 little protection against dangers, even from faraway places. The second is a pre-
mature decision that the United States and China are fated to be rivals in an all- 
out competition in which only one side can prevail. The US must be prepared to 
do what is necessary to protect ourselves and our friends’ security, prosperity, and 
way of life against all challengers (state and non- state actors); if China is deter-
mined to achieve global or regional dominance and pursue its interests at the 
expense of the United States and our allies, we should resolutely meet that threat, 
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even if it means a new cold war. But such an outcome should come as a result of 
China’s choice, not ours; the United States should continue to make clear that we 
are prepared to work hard and creatively to pursue a diff er ent path if China, too, 
is ready in deed and not just rhe toric. Following this course could open the small 
win dow that remains for the US and China to work together and with  others to 
build new structures of cooperation. If it fails,  others are more likely to rally to our 
side in a rivalry that was not our choice.
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Every crisis seems epochal in the moment, when normal patterns of be hav ior 
are profoundly disrupted and normal patterns of policy are profoundly inad-

equate. Yet determining, in real time, which crises  will indeed have seismic 
effects— sweeping away one era and ushering in another—is uncertain. The tre-
mendous flux that crises create can make it hard to remember that the interna-
tional system has more inertia than we realize. It also means that the most con-
fident predictions can prove to be wrong.

So what effect  will COVID-19 have on the international system? At this point, 
no one knows,  because no one knows how much damage, over how much time, 
the pandemic  will inflict. It is pos si ble to imagine a scenario in which nationwide 
lockdowns are lifted, governments muddle through with basic precautionary mea-
sures, a vaccine becomes available, and the existing system survives mostly in-
tact. It is just as easy to imagine a scenario in which a far more lethal second wave 
hits, neither vaccines nor herd immunity provide rescue, and COVID leaves a 
shock  every bit as profound as World War I or World War II.
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At this relatively early stage, the bulk of informed opinion leans  toward a 
maximalist— and deeply pessimistic— appraisal. COVID-19 is causing “the end of 
the liberal world order,” writes G. John Ikenberry. A recent Council on Foreign 
Relations report offers a similarly bleak assessment.1 Other observers argue that 
the crisis may shift the global ideological balance  toward autocracy; that it may 
be Amer i ca’s “Suez moment” and accelerate China’s ascent; that it may end or dra-
matically roll back globalization; and that it  will, or should, cause Washington to 
fundamentally reorder its approach to national security.2 COVID-19, the early con-
sensus holds,  will be a hinge in history, akin to the assassination of Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand in 1914—or perhaps even the crises of the 1930s and 1940s.3

Maybe, but maybe not. Precisely  because  there is so much uncertainty  today, 
we must consider a range of  futures. To be clear, COVID-19 is not a geopo liti cal blip 
of  little consequence. It has already taken a ghastly  human toll and caused disas-
trous dislocations. It is sharpening the key rivalry of the 21st  century and high-
lighting strains that  were already disordering the world. The post- COVID land-
scape  will be diff er ent than the landscape of December 2019.

But it  will not necessarily be a fundamental altering of the global system on par 
with what happened when World War II destroyed two leading  great powers, Ger-
many and Japan; catalyzed the collapse of the  great Eu ro pean colonial empires; 
and propelled the United States to international primacy. And it need not be a 
dramatically more menacing landscape. Yes,  there is one scenario in which 
COVID-19 ends the US- led international system— and the most extreme version 
of that scenario might begin to approximate a World War II level of change.  There 
is also another scenario in which the pandemic weakens autocracy and pop u lism 
more than democracy, underscores Amer i ca’s structural power even as it tempo-
rarily damages the country’s soft power, catalyzes a more formidable balancing 
co ali tion against China, and leads to a more realistic form of globalization as well 
as renewed cooperation between the world’s demo cratic states. In this essay, we 
lay out both scenarios and make a cautiously optimistic case that the brighter one 
could still materialize.

So much depends, however, on what choices Amer i ca makes in a post- COVID 
world—on the way that the United States responds to the  great structural ques-
tions that crisis has raised. The COVID pandemic reminds us that “American lead-
ership” is not a cliché or a euphemism. It is arguably the single most impor tant 
 factor in determining  whether the arc of history bends  toward something better 
or something worse. For the more hopeful scenario we outline to materialize, 
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Amer i ca must soon recover the tradition of enlightened global leadership it pres-
ently seems to have abandoned.

The World That Made the Pandemic

What ever its long- term effects, COVID-19 already qualifies as the greatest shock 
to the international system since the 2007–9 financial crisis, and perhaps since 
September 11, 2001. Yet  there is something puzzling about the way COVID has 
upended socie ties around the globe.

So far, the novel coronavirus that  causes COVID appears to be significantly less 
lethal than the virus that caused the Spanish flu pandemic of 1918–19. Most of 
the world’s population has access to vastly better medical care than it did one hun-
dred years ago. But that pandemic did not shut down socie ties for months or 
threaten to destroy previously thriving national economies.4 No one thinks of the 
20th  century as being broken into pre– Spanish flu and post– Spanish flu eras. This 
may be  because the world had already been so profoundly disrupted by World 
War I. Or the fact that COVID has been both less lethal and more disruptive may 
reflect that many countries are now better able to survive national shutdowns, 
thanks to remote work and the availability of countercyclical fiscal policies. Per-
haps we are worse off  today  because we are better off  today. And this puzzle may 
simply show that socie ties place a higher value on saving  human lives than they 
once did: they no longer view pandemics as tragic but essentially unavoidable 
phenomena.

The effect of COVID has been so outsized  because it broke loose in a world 
where the stability, prosperity, and peace that so many  people enjoyed  after the 
Cold War was already being challenged by newer conflicts and cleavages. Five key 
trends— the pre- existing conditions— combined to increase the damage caused by 
the pandemic, while reducing the chances of a more effective response.

1. The paradoxical state of globalization. Pandemics have happened in eras of far 
less globalization than our own. Yet the intensely interconnected nature of the 
modern world is one reason this disease went in just weeks from being a “prob lem 
for China” to a global mega- crisis. The ease of global travel permitted the disease to 
hop from China to nearly  every other continent before the nature or even the exis-
tence of the outbreak was widely understood. Extremely high levels of economic 
integration accelerated and magnified the economic pain. Just- in- time supply 
chains and integrated financial markets are boons to efficiency and prosperity in 
good times; they become transmission  belts for disruption when  things go bad.
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Yet the trajectory of COVID-19 was also accelerated by a countervailing 
 factor— the high level of pop u lism and anti- globalization sentiment among key 
policy elites. That sentiment is a reaction to the dislocation globalization brings. 
But it had the perverse effect of slowing and hampering the coordinated response 
that would have been necessary to impede an aggressive disease from spread-
ing in a highly globalized world. Leaders in the United States initially relied on 
border closures and travel restrictions as substitutes for, rather than ele ments of, 
a comprehensive national and international response; some officials welcomed 
COVID-19 as a spur to economic decoupling between Amer i ca and China.5 
In a number of countries, populist sentiment— stoked by anti- globalization 
leaders— downplayed or even disparaged warnings from public health experts. 
Fi nally, anti- globalization sentiment in high- places undermined efforts to 
mount an early, multilateral economic or fiscal response.6 In early 2020, the 
world had the real ity of interdependence but lacked the mindset of interdepen-
dence necessary to manage it wisely.

2. A combination of Chinese hyper- assertiveness and Chinese hyper- insecurity. The 
best chance to prevent a pandemic would have been to limit the initial outbreak 
at its source. Yet  doing so requires high levels of trust, transparency, and account-
ability within a po liti cal system. Most authoritarian polities would fall short in 
 these areas; a Chinese system that has become increasingly personalized and neo- 
totalitarian failed miserably. Local officials squelched whistle blowers and sup-
pressed news of the disease for crucial weeks in December and early January. Cen-
tral officials and Xi Jinping himself then did likewise. Much of the pandemic’s 
virulence and spread can be traced to this Chinese information blackout, which 
reflected the deep insecurity of a regime obsessed with threats to its rule.7

To prevent international embarrassment and isolation, China then blustered in 
ways that worsened the under lying global public health prob lem. Beijing employed 
economic and diplomatic pressure— whether explic itly or implicitly—to prevent 
countries such as Cambodia from shutting their borders to Chinese travelers or 
other wise limiting their exposure.8 Xi coerced the World Health Organ ization to 
delay reporting human- to- human transmission and other wise to refrain from 
sounding the alarm while  there was still time for stronger preventive action.9 
China then responded to the inevitable international criticism with a diplomatic 
offensive meant to obscure its early  mistakes. All of  these actions flowed from the 
growth of Chinese assertiveness dating back to 2008–9, and all hurt the chances 
of containing the outbreak.
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3. Surging great- power competition. All  things equal, we would expect a better 
global response to transnational threats in periods of low international tensions— 
when patterns of cooperation between leading powers are well established, 
positive- sum dynamics are prominent, and policy makers do not hope that a com-
mon danger  will inflict asymmetric harm on a rival. When power and influence 
are more contested, however, mistrust impedes cooperation and zero- sum con-
cerns come to the fore.10

By early 2020, this statement described US- China relations well. Despite a tem-
porary truce in the post-2017 trade war, each side was deeply suspicious of the 
other’s motives and actions; each viewed the other as an increasingly dangerous 
rival. That the COVID-19 crisis erupted amid widespread speculation about a “new 
Cold War” ensured that it was viewed through the lens of the competition.

This trend compounded Beijing’s unwillingness to share information about the 
virus and its origins.  Doing so would have seemed particularly dangerous for a re-
gime locked in a spiraling competition with the United States. It meant that the 
early weeks of the crisis  were characterized by escalating propaganda warfare and 
a dearth of meaningful high- level coordination. Most broadly, it ensured that the 
international dimensions of the US and Chinese responses to the crisis took on a 
mutually antagonistic rather than a mutually supportive quality, in opposition to 
the concerted stimulus that the two countries took in 2008–9.

4. Deep strains in the liberal order. A liberal international order is characterized 
by a dense web of international institutions and deep cooperation among like- 
minded states. One of the primary reasons for such an order is to respond col-
lectively to common challenges that emerge from interdependence. If any crisis 
would be tailor- made for an interdependent, cooperative response, it would be a 
viral pandemic that does not re spect borders, reaches  every continent, and inflicts 
massive costs to economies and  human lives. But such a response did not happen. 
The liberal international order did not produce a collective response  because that 
order was beset by internal divisions, suspicions, and distractions.11

The cohesion of the order’s core— the developed, demo cratic world— had been 
weakened by resurgent illiberalism. The Eu ro pean Union was plagued by per sis-
tent internal tensions, strong populist movements, and the distraction caused by 
Brexit. Po liti cal relationships between the United States and other key democra-
cies  were more strained than at any time since the 1970s; commercial and diplo-
matic disputes had depleted mutual trust and sympathy. Fi nally, the crisis revealed 
alarmingly high levels of institutional rot within key bodies such as the WHO, 
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thanks to pressure exerted by authoritarian powers— namely, China— that had in-
filtrated the order without accepting its under lying values.12

In fairness, aspects of international cooperation— within Eu rope, for instance— 
did improve as the crisis progressed. The Federal Reserve kept the global econ-
omy afloat by stabilizing a wobbling financial system.13 But if crises expose the 
under lying strength or weakness of every thing they touch, COVID-19 showed that 
the liberal order was struggling.

5. A leadership vacuum. The liberal order does not function on its own; it re-
quires a hegemonic power to catalyze collective action. Yet the United States re-
fused to play that role. Extreme po liti cal polarization, heightened by the presiden-
tial impeachment saga and election- year gamesmanship, rendered Americans 
unable to reach even a common understanding of the threat.14 Key aspects of con-
temporary American governance— denigration of expertise, a penchant for traf-
ficking in untrue or misleading information, a re sis tance to systematic planning 
or preparation, a hyper- transactionalist foreign policy— left the United States par-
ticularly ill- placed to exercise global leadership and lent a lurching, unilateral 
quality to its response.15 Other demo cratic countries  were not capable of filling the 
resulting vacuum.

 These five trends interacted in potent ways. Rising great- power competition 
 fueled Chinese hyper- insecurity and hyper- assertiveness. Weak leadership and 
high levels of anti- globalization sentiment exacerbated strains within the liberal 
order. Deep interdependence and the rot within international institutions served 
as a  recipe for trou ble. Pandemics do not arise in a vacuum, nor is their trajectory 
determined entirely by the laws of science. Rather, intertwined geopo liti cal and 
geo- economic  factors did much to shape the course of the disease.

The World  after COVID, Take 1

What sort of world  will COVID create? The negative scenario is not hard to en-
vision; it seems that almost  every analyst of global politics has described some 
variation of this outcome. Even assuming that the pandemic does go away— that 
we are in a world  after COVID-19 rather than a world of COVID-19— this scenario 
involves dramatic regression along four key axes.

1. The rollback of globalization. If a world crisis  were to be designed with delib-
erate intent to undermine globalization, it would look much like the global re-
sponse to COVID-19. Nations closed their borders, curtailed information flows, 
decoupled from global supply chains, and mistrusted other nations.  These actions, 
moreover, seemed to vindicate pre- existing discontent. While the young had 
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grown disenchanted with globalization’s market dislocations, many older citizens 
in the United States and Eu rope had become disillusioned with globalization’s per-
meable borders and high levels of immigration. As Francis Fukuyama observed 
shortly before the pandemic, “ every generation’s  mental framework is  shaped by 
the collective experiences that mark its members’ formative years. . . .  For  people 
born  after 1990, it is neoliberalism and its associated policies of fiscal austerity, 
privatization, and  free trade that have taken on a negative valence.”16

So far,  there is  little grounds for optimism that globalization  will quickly reas-
sert itself. Much international travel remains suspended; many firms assume that 
pre- existing supply chains, particularly  those involving China,  will not be quickly 
reconstituted. The increasingly zero- sum climate of US- China relations  will not 
abate anytime soon, and  will further accelerate the unwinding of globalization as 
it existed in December 2019.

2. Decisive and adverse shifts in the balance of power. Analysts have long been pre-
dicting the decline of the United States and the rise or resurgence of its challeng-
ers. Some of this has been driven by structural and secular trends, some of it by 
policy choices in numerous capitals. At first glance, COVID-19 appears to have has-
tened  these shifts.

The stumbling response to the pandemic in Eu rope and especially the United 
States seems to have crippled the co ali tion that dominated global affairs since 
World War II. The damaged economies and diminished assets of the transatlan-
tic powers have reduced their financial resources, while the global perception of 
Amer i ca in par tic u lar has diminished. Nothing exemplified this more than the 
pathetic spectacle of the aircraft carrier USS Theodore Roo se velt. The world 
watched as this former avatar of American power projection limped into port at 
Guam, its crew waylaid by widespread infections, and its captain humiliatingly 
relieved from command  because of a dysfunctional po liti cal dispute in Washing-
ton, DC.

Meanwhile the putative success of China in containing the pandemic, coupled 
with Beijing’s aggressive diplomatic offensive combining economic aid and po liti-
cal warfare, seemed to lift China’s global standing even higher. Typical is the ar-
gument of the Singaporean scholar Kishore Mahbubani that the geopo liti cal ef-
fects of the pandemic have “created a massive opening that China has taken full 
advantage of, on its way to victory over the post COVID-19 world.”17 Perhaps this 
time the prophets of American demise  will fi nally be vindicated.

3. The erosion and perhaps collapse of the liberal order. The key institutions and 
relationships on which the world has traditionally depended in prior crises have 
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been absent or deficient in this one. The United Nations Security Council and 
United Nations itself have been nonentities; the World Trade Organ ization and 
International Monetary Fund have found ered in halting the spiral of protection-
ism and economic decline; the G7 cannot even agree to meet; the Eu ro pean Union 
initially did  little to assist hard- hit member states; and the WHO was discredited 
as a mouthpiece for China and then abandoned by the United States. Much of this 
dysfunction stems from the US- China competition and its spillover into interna-
tional institutions.18 Yet frictions between the leading countries of the order— the 
United States and its demo cratic allies— have also increased rather than decreased; 
Amer i ca,  under the Trump administration, initially reacted to the crisis by increas-
ing its estrangement from the relationships and institutions that make the order 
function. If American policy in par tic u lar continues in this direction for much 
longer, the strains on the liberal order could well become unbearable.

4. The decline of democracy and the ascent of illiberalism and pop u lism. Democ-
racy has suffered twin blows to its global standing. First, the public health response 
of many democracies to the pandemic has been weak. Democracies such as Italy, 
Spain, France, the United Kingdom, Brazil, India, and— most obviously— the 
United States have endured some of COVID-19’s worst effects, and  these harms 
have been compounded by governance failures. The slow and vacillating responses 
by many of  these nations’ leaders; the deficiencies in testing, in tracing, and in 
providing medical supplies; and the overwhelmed hospital systems have all dis-
played demo cratic shortcomings to the world.

The second blow has come from authoritarians and their aspiring imitators. 
Many autocrats have used the crisis to consolidate power and squelch dissent. 
From Belarus to Beijing to Brazil (the latter still a democracy but increasingly frag-
ile), journalists have been jailed in growing numbers, and other dissidents have 
been targeted for state repression.19 Other leaders such as Hungary’s Viktor Orbán 
have imposed emergency laws and suspended civil liberties.20 Dictators and would-
be dictators are not letting this crisis go to waste, and their opportunism recalls 
the way in which other global crises, such as the  Great Depression, led to global 
recessions of democracy.

If the Cold War ended with the triumph of democracies over authoritarian sys-
tems, perhaps the pandemic marks the end of the post– Cold War era, and the 
surprising reversal— the triumph of the authoritarian/populist model over democ-
racy. And if the world order we have come to know features American domi-
nance, deep globalization, an expanding liberal order, and the ascent of liberal po-
liti cal values, then perhaps COVID is pushing us into an entirely new era.
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The World  after COVID, Take 2

This pessimistic scenario is plausible, especially if one simply extrapolates from 
early responses to and effects of the crisis. But it is not foreordained. That Ameri-
can dominance, the liberal order, and other aspects of the pre- COVID status quo 
have continued for de cades suggests that they possess a higher degree of resilience 
than many observers appreciate. Just as impor tant, a closer look at some of the dy-
namics unleashed or highlighted by the crisis points to a more optimistic scenario 
that includes several opportunities for Washington and its allies. That scenario 
is, in many ways, the mirror image of the one previously described. We outline 
it  here not  because we believe it is certain to materialize but  because we believe 
its plausibility indicates that the outlines of the post- COVID world are still very 
much up for grabs. In this scenario:

1. The pandemic leads not to de- globalization but to re- globalization along geopo-
liti cal lines. While trade, finance, and  people flows all dropped markedly at the 
height of the pandemic, the fundamental  drivers of long- term globalization— 
technology that shrinks distances, the quest for economic growth that spurs trade, 
and the recognition that global prob lems do not recognize borders— have not 
been undone. If anything, they are underscored. For example, the need for growth 
to reduce the crushing debt burden created by the pandemic- generated depres-
sion  will, we believe, eventually produce a resurgence in global trade.

In some ways, the crisis may create opportunities for deeper globalization. 
As individual nations and leaders wrestle with the next phases of the COVID 
 response, particularly antiviral therapies, vaccine development, contact tracing, 
and mass immunity, it  will become clear that no one nation- state  will be able to 
develop  those alone. The resulting networks, some that evolve organically and 
 others reinforced by institutional mandates and incentives,  will create connective 
tissue binding nation- states together rather than furthering their distance. Simi-
larly, the continuing decline in birth rates among industrialized nations, coupled 
with aging populations and increasing entitlement payments,  will confront gov-
ernments with unpalatable choices, the least unattractive of which  will likely be 
increasing immigration to replenish the workforce.

The medium- term outlook could well be managed globalization, along two dis-
cernible directions. First, supply chains  will likely diversify, with the risk pre-
mium justifying the inefficiencies of redundancy. In most cases, even with the ad-
vances of additive manufacturing, the costs of entirely onshoring production 
back to the United States  will be prohibitive. But savvy firms should be able to 
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generate more resilient production chains without complete onshoring, and  those 
firms  will have a competitive edge over  others chasing the unicorn of autarky.

Second, globalization  will increasingly occur within rather than across geopo-
liti cal lines. The quest for diversification and modest US- China decoupling  will 
likely result in a diversion of trade and investment flows to other countries, partic-
ularly historic allies like Eu rope and Japan and other regions, such as South America 
and Southeast Asia, where the states have their own incentives to minimize their 
vulnerabilities to Chinese coercion. Geopo liti cal logic  will reinforce and accelerate 
this trend since such deeper trade and economic integration could strengthen the 
“ free world” economy for a competition with Beijing.21 And globalization driven by 
the fourth industrial revolution plays against China’s advantage in low- cost  labor 
and in  favor of the advantages enjoyed by the United States and its geopo liti cal 
allies— relatively highly educated work force and wealthy consumers.

2. The pandemic does not result in dramatic, adverse shifts in the balance of power. 
Even optimists would concede that Amer i ca’s geopo liti cal position has worsened 
somewhat as a result of the crisis. That China seemed to gain the upper hand in 
its fight against the spread of COVID-19 just as the United States and its major al-
lies  were slogging through the toughest phase of the lockdown reinforced the 
impression of waning Western, and especially American, power and created a per-
ception that Beijing now enjoyed a win dow of opportunity to pursue its aims 
while Washington and its demo cratic allies  were laid low.

If the psychological balance shifted rapidly, however, the material balance did 
not shift in a decisive or enduring way. The pandemic adversely affected  every ma-
jor economy and market: almost  every geopo liti cal unit that has been touted at 
one time or another as a pos si ble emerging disrupter of US primacy— the Eu ro-
pean Union, Rus sia, India, or Brazil— suffered a grievous economic wound. If any-
thing, the flight of international investors  toward the United States in the  middle of 
the crisis underscored the fundamental sources of US structural strength.

The pandemic also underscores some fundamental Chinese prob lems. In con-
trast to the  Great Recession of 2008–9, which largely exposed American financial 
weakness while foregrounding Chinese rising economic power, COVID has drawn 
attention to Chinese economic and po liti cal fragility.22 “Wolf warriors” have not 
been able to obscure the real ity that China botched its initial response to the 
spread of the virus and then botched its attempt to cover up this fact with crude 
propaganda and gifts of defective PPE.23

From the Chinese Communist Party’s point of view, the most promising indi-
cator is the fact that the pandemic shook global and American domestic confi-



Maybe It  Won’t Be So Bad  307

dence in the United States. Over the medium and long term, however, it is not 
clear that even this issue  will redound to China’s advantage. While American soft 
power and diplomatic prestige often attach in the short term to the successes and 
failures of a par tic u lar leader, they tend to reset quickly  after the next electoral 
cycle. Previous declines in American soft power— under George W. Bush, for 
instance— were followed by sharp bounce backs, in some cases caused by nothing 
more than a change in the White House. If, a year from now, the United States is 
seen to be acting more competently at home and abroad, the deeper sources of 
American soft power and prestige may reassert themselves. And if the United 
States leads in developing and distributing a working vaccine— a big “if,” but an 
area in which it is well positioned for success— then the soft- power bounce back 
could be substantial.

For China, by contrast, the long- term diplomatic trends seem more troubling. 
The fact that dozens of countries called for an international inquiry into the pan-
demic’s origins, that international anger at China  rose considerably on multiple 
continents, and that a number of countries that had previously accommodated 
China swung  toward a harder line all indicated that Beijing may confront a more 
formidable balancing co ali tion in the years to come. Admittedly, forging an effec-
tive balancing co ali tion  will require more skillful US diplomacy than of late. But 
it is quite pos si ble that this pandemic  will scathe China more than the United 
States.

3. The liberal order holds and is revitalized. As poorly as the institutions of the 
liberal order performed during the initial stages of the pandemic, they still com-
mand more legitimacy in the rest of the world than any plausible alternative. And 
 unless the United States reacts to the crisis by simply abandoning the institutions 
and relationships it created— a prospect that does not seem as outlandish as it once 
might have— the more likely scenario could be reform and innovative new insti-
tutions rather than collapse.

Lamentations over the weaknesses of international institutions often go in tan-
dem with expressions of nostalgia for a past golden era of multilateral coopera-
tion. But such an era never existed. International institutions have always faced 
geopo liti cal challenges and criticism for their failings. Yet they adapted and en-
dured, and that could happen again. What may emerge is a shift to a two- tiered 
order: one level involves the world’s democracies and has a higher level of cohe-
sion and ambition, and the second level is a broader order that involves a larger 
number of countries and a lower level of cohesion and ambition, reserved only for 
transnational issues such as pandemics and climate change.24
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For example, the G7 could evolve into a D10 that includes the leading democ-
racies committed to developing alternatives to technological dependence on 
China; the United Kingdom has already proposed such a reform. The EU is con-
sidering plans to deepen fiscal integration by making additional funds available 
to COVID- stricken economies. US military alliances are likely to prove even more 
relevant in the more competitive world that is now emerging; the imperative of 
decreasing economic dependence on autocracies could lead, over time, to trade 
and investment agreements that focus on deepening ties between Amer i ca and 
like- minded democracies. And if the United States commits to fighting harder for 
influence in obscure but impor tant institutions that China has sought to corrupt, 
the result could be (over time) to increase the effectiveness of  those institutions.

Admittedly, the US suspension of participation in the WHO does not fit well 
with this assessment. Neither does the Trump administration’s withdrawal from 
the Trans- Pacific Partnership, nor its penchant for trade wars with demo cratic al-
lies. So, the crucial caveat  here, and across all dimensions of the more optimistic 
scenario, is that this depends on  whether the United States plays the role of leader 
or spoiler in the years ahead.

4. The pandemic proves deadlier for autocrats and populists than for demo crats. 
Authoritarians and populists have short- term advantages in confronting a 
pandemic— for example, in implementing draconian public health mea sures and 
exploiting the demagoguery that accompanies suffering. But several months into 
the pandemic,  there does not seem to be a lasting dictator’s dividend. The nations 
that displayed the most effective responses are liberal democracies, including 
South  Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Denmark, New Zealand, and Germany. Singapore, 
a soft- authoritarian city- state, is the main example of a non- democracy that mar-
shaled an effective response and is almost the exception that proves the rule.

The per for mance of the world’s foremost authoritarian regimes was somewhere 
between mediocre and catastrophic. China’s delayed response to the coronavirus 
outbreak, once galvanized, drew on the advantages that authoritarianism offers, 
including mass lockdowns and mass surveillance.25 Yet that response was neces-
sary  because the authoritarian system had prevented a more effective  earlier re-
sponse, and the pandemic almost certainly caused much higher numbers of infec-
tions and deaths than its government has admitted.26 Iran, Rus sia, Turkmenistan, 
and North  Korea also seem to have been hit very hard, with the damage obscured 
only by their lack of transparency. As mentioned  earlier, many demo cratic nations 
have also underperformed. But the point is that neither type of po liti cal system has 
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a mono poly on ineptitude of initial response, and democracies are still well posi-
tioned to win the governance challenge over the long term.

From a  free press, to an in de pen dent judiciary, to opposition parties, to decen-
tralized governance, to elections, democracies possess an ecosystem of self- 
correction that provide warnings when policies are not working, information 
channels for suggesting new approaches, policy laboratories for experimenting 
with diff er ent responses, and accountability channels for citizens to  either reward 
or punish their elected leaders and the administrators who serve  under them. Au-
thoritarian systems, in contrast, eschew  these mechanisms, any of which could 
threaten the autocrat’s mono poly on power. In the near term, admittedly, such 
crises can provide po liti cal cover for leaders to consolidate control; they can also 
create the anger and resentment on which populist leaders thrive.27 But authori-
tarians cannot in defi nitely hide from the convergent pressures of disaffected citi-
zens, dysfunctional health systems, eroding control, and economic stresses ac-
centuated by the crisis, and their po liti cal systems tend to be more brittle than 
democracies when confronted by such challenges.

The greater challenge for democracies may be in shaping the global narrative 
about which system is performing better. That authoritarian information cam-
paigns are often unconstrained by truth also creates propaganda advantages for 
autocratic regimes, at least in the short term. But one of the lessons of the Cold 
War is that authoritarian information campaigns trade short- run effectiveness for 
long- run persuasiveness,  because they rely on a gap between truth and propaganda 
that becomes hard to sustain over time.28 Shaping the global narrative  will require 
better policy efforts than the democracies have shown thus far, but  there is no rea-
son they cannot compete.

Conclusion: From Crisis to Opportunity

The  future is not binary; the world may well end up somewhere between  these 
two scenarios. Or  these two  futures could unfold sequentially: in the near term, 
when the disruptions are greatest, the darker trends are most pronounced, but in 
the longer term, as the crisis eases, more favorable forces reassert themselves. Still, 
it is useful to frame the  future against  these two scenarios  because they illustrate 
the range of likely outcomes. It is also pos si ble that the alternatives for the  future 
could be somewhat starker than we think. If the same  factors that lead to a good 
(or bad) outcome on one dimension lead to a similar outcome on other dimensions, 
then the likelihood of the overall outcome leaning sharply one way or the other 
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becomes higher. This raises what may be the most impor tant  factor in determin-
ing which way the  future breaks: American policy.

If both the pessimistic and the optimistic scenarios are realistic enough to be 
plausible, only one is attractive from the vantage of a US policy maker. Most of the 
national interest goals that have driven American foreign policy since World War II 
would be harder to secure if the pessimistic vision proves true. Even critics from 
the so- called “restraint” school who criticize  those goals as overly ambitious would 
likely prefer retrenchment from within the optimistic world rather than have such 
changes imposed by the harsh realities of the pessimistic world. The real debate 
among analysts is not  whether the optimistic scenario is desirable but  whether it 
is achievable.

If the pessimistic scenario is inevitable, US  grand strategy must change pro-
foundly. If globalization, the liberal order, and democracy itself are in inexorable 
decline, the United States must retreat. If the balance of power has shifted perma-
nently, concessions to allies and rivals alike are unavoidable. If pandemics are 
the greatest threats facing the United States, “hard security” issues must be 
downgraded.29

No doubt global public health  will receive more attention as a geopo liti cal secu-
rity prob lem  going forward than it did in the past several de cades. For the foresee-
able  future, warnings about the next pandemic  will have greater traction, and pol-
icy mea sures designed to better prepare for and head off the next pandemic  will be 
taken more seriously— and funded more generously— than they  were over the last 
de cade. Amer i ca  will presumably invest more in stockpiling essential medical 
equipment and phar ma ceu ti cals, constructing early warning mechanisms, strength-
ening bureaucratic response capabilities, and creating an infrastructure for the 
rapid development of vaccines. It should invest more in fortifying the international 
mechanisms needed for a global response to the next pandemic. If more Americans 
have already died from COVID-19 than all of Amer i ca’s wars since World War II, 
then national security priorities should be adjusted accordingly.

It does not follow, however, that  there should be a fundamental re orienting of 
national security away from traditional state- based issues and  toward the  human 
security concerns of development and public health. When 9/11 vaulted terrorism 
to the top of Amer i ca’s national security agenda it did not, in fact, make the other 
concerns— what might be called the September 10 agenda— moot. The most tren-
chant critique of Amer i ca’s response to 9/11 is that it focused excessively on the 
novel threat, to the point that the country eventually lost ground in dealing with 
other threats. In the same way, the pandemic, and the social disruption it threat-
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ens,  will interact with pre- existing national security concerns in ways that make 
them even more pressing, not less. Put simply,  there are few if any significant na-
tional security challenges that have abated as a result of COVID. Rather than 
tempering existing patterns of conflict, or making irrelevant the clashes of inter-
est and ideology that provoke them, in many cases the pandemic seems to be mak-
ing  these issues— from US- Russia tensions to the threat of an ISIS resurgence in 
the  Middle East— worse.30

Most notably, if the Sino- American rivalry helped make the pandemic, then the 
pandemic is making a sharper Sino- American rivalry. As one of us has written 
elsewhere, COVID-19 appears to have convinced a large number of Americans 
what a long series of Chinese provocations in the South China Sea and other ar-
eas could not— that the regime in Beijing represents a significant threat to their 
physical well- being and livelihood. The crisis has also produced greater support in 
the United States for deepened ties with Taiwan, while tempting China to exploit 
the world’s distraction by expanding its control in Hong Kong and its territorial 
claims from South Asia to the South China Sea.31 Not least, the pandemic has re-
vealed the stakes in the Sino- American competition for influence in interna-
tional organ izations and countries around the world.32

In short, the pandemic has made great- power competition more impor tant, not 
less. COVID has surely proved that Americans are as likely to die as a result of the 
“soft” threats of the  human security agenda as they are from the “hard” threats 
of the traditional security agenda. Yet it has also created near- term win dows of op-
portunity for actors posing hard threats that  will require the traditional tool kit 
and deep engagement to suppress.

The case for adapting US  grand strategy on the margins, rather than radically 
restructuring it, is even more compelling if the optimistic scenario is within reach. 
And  here the role for US policy is even more critical. COVID is interacting pow-
erfully with pre- existing structural forces. But if structural trends constrain pol-
icy choices, then policy choices can also shape structural trends— particularly 
when the policies in question are  those of the world’s mightiest state. And on  every 
dimension, the question of  whether the pessimistic or the optimistic scenario ma-
terializes hinges to a  great extent on US choices.

If the United States commits its vast power and prestige to deepening coopera-
tion and economic integration with the democracies, to promoting a geopo liti-
cally informed globalization rather than a  wholesale retreat from globalization, 
to reforming and competing for influence within the institutions of the liberal 
order that underperformed or  were corrupted by authoritarian influence, and to 
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developing the policies— not simply the rhe toric—of responsible competition 
with China, then the fluidity that the crisis has created may well redound to the 
advantage of Amer i ca and the “ free world.” If the United States returns to a pat-
tern of greater competency and responsibility in its statecraft, its soft power and 
prestige  will prob ably once again prove resilient. Yet if the United States chooses 
a course of narrow economic nationalism, gratuitous provocation of its closest 
allies, retreat from institutions in which it does not get its way, and continued 
downgrading of efforts to promote democracy and  human rights, and indefinite 
floundering in discharging its responsibilities at home and abroad, then the bal-
ance of possibilities may well tip in  favor of the darker scenario.

The quality of US global leadership is inextricably a function of the quality of 
US po liti cal leaders— above all, the caliber of the president. And  here the United 
States has been hamstrung. At almost  every turn in the COVID crisis, the Trump 
administration has stumbled  after choices that would make the pessimistic sce-
nario more likely.

When China was hiding the true nature of the pandemic, the Trump admin-
istration was praising Beijing. By the time the pandemic was an undeniable global 
crisis demanding a coordinated response, the Trump administration acted alone 
through contradictory edicts rather than in close coordination with  others. When 
the inherent unknowns of the science and public health response demanded cau-
tion, President Donald Trump offered reckless nostrums and inane conspiracies. 
When a more aggressive response might have better prepared us, the Trump ad-
ministration did less; when a more cautious response might have eased the pain, 
the Trump administration did more. Throughout, the common thread was not 
what would best enable the country to overcome the crisis but what would best 
position the president to overcome a negative headline. And when trou ble did ma-
terialize, the president’s instinct in this crisis and throughout his presidency was 
to lash out— sometimes against allies, sometimes against rivals, but in ways more 
often destructive than helpful.

Bringing about the better scenario  will require better American leadership in 
myriad ways.  These include using the power to convene other nations for common 
goals; setting the agenda for what issues to focus on and how; providing economic, 
personnel, and technological resources  toward international challenges; leading 
the gathering, analy sis, and sharing of information on global prob lems; pioneer-
ing innovation and creative solutions; deploying leverage to induce or persuade 
 those other wise reluctant to make responsible choices; serving as a moral exem-
plar; demonstrating competence in policy design and implementation; and being 



Maybe It  Won’t Be So Bad  313

willing to sacrifice narrow self- interest in  favor of the enlightened self- interest that 
comes from pursuing a larger global good. This list is an implicit indictment of all 
that was lacking in American statecraft as the pandemic spread and a reminder 
of just how dramatically US per for mance  will have to change to tip the balance 
from a dark  future to a brighter one.
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A fter the terrorist attacks on 9/11, the United States re oriented itself to focus 
on terrorist networks and rogue states. Congress created a new institution, 

the Department of Homeland Security. President George W. Bush made terrorism 
and counterproliferation the organ izing princi ple of US national security policy. 
The administration  adopted the 1% rule—if  there was a 1% chance of something 
happening, it would be treated as an imminent danger. This doctrine would lead 
to the invasion of Iraq. Almost two de cades  later, the United States still wages a 
low- intensity, high- technology war against terrorist networks all over the world.

The coronavirus has surpassed 9/11 and the global financial crisis as the defin-
ing international event for the majority of Americans. Over 130,000 Americans 
have died to date, and over forty million have lost their jobs. More  people are  dying 
from COVID-19 globally than almost anything  else.1 The virus placed im mense 
strain on globalization, brought travel to a virtual halt, exposed strains within the 
Eu ro pean Union, and poses the greatest challenge to the Chinese Communist 
Party since 1989. And that is as of this writing in June 2020. The crisis may be a 
long one that extends well into 2021.

Some experts believe that the COVID-19 crisis must lead to a radical trans-
formation of US strategy. Alexandra Stark, a scholar at New Amer i ca, wrote that 
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“COVID-19 is likely to become another 9/11 moment, one that again reshapes 
Americans’ conceptions of what security means. . . .  Rather than taking a securi-
tized approach to COVID-19, a new  grand strategy must be fundamentally ori-
ented around  human well- being.”2 Joseph Cirincione, formerly head of Plough-
shares, wrote in The National Interest that Amer i ca “does not need all the weapons 
the majority once considered vital, nor are needed as many soldiers, airmen, or 
Marines at a time when Amer i ca’s best defense is global cooperation, not mili-
tary confrontation.”3 Writing in The Atlantic, Peter Beinart called for Joe Biden to 
pursue a “radically diff er ent foreign policy” that recognized “the desperate need to 
improve international cooperation before the next pandemic hits.” 4

This approach would be in keeping with the 9/11 pre ce dent and, indeed, with 
 earlier examples of the United States’ responses to strategic shocks. In addition, 
it would reor ga nize US foreign policy around the new danger and mobilize the re-
sources of the nation to tackle it. In practical terms, this would mean elevating 
pandemics and the climate as the top national priorities, while seeking coopera-
tion from other nations on  these  matters even at the expense of other interests.

However, this approach also runs the risk of making similar  mistakes to the 
post-9/11 moment by misdiagnosing the nature of the challenge and focusing on 
one dimension of a strategy to the neglect of other impor tant ele ments. Before the 
terrorist attacks, the Bush administration expected to focus on China. A year  later, 
the administration called great- power competition obsolete  because primacy made 
balancing irrational. The Bush administration would continue to play an impor-
tant role in providing regional order, but it did not do as much as it should have 
to build new alliances and partnerships, particularly in Southeast Asia, where 
relationships  were defined through the prism of counterterrorism. But the China 
challenge did not go away. Indeed, a few months  after the attacks, a Goldman 
Sachs economist named Jim O’Neill coined the term “BRIC” (Brazil, Rus sia, India, 
and China) and predicted that their rise, in par tic u lar China’s rise, would be the 
defining event of the de cade.

Pandemic disease and climate change  will remain significant dangers to socie-
ties around the world for some time to come. COVID-19 badly exposed Amer i ca’s 
lack of preparedness. The United States must genuinely expand its definition of na-
tional security to include pandemics, and it must invest much more in preventing a 
recurrence in the  future. The United States is even further  behind in tackling cli-
mate change and must do much more to prepare for the climate crises of the  future.

But  these are not the only challenges or crises. China has become more totalitar-
ian, aggressive, and assertive; this arguably exacerbated the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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 There is unfinished business from the financial crisis, and the broader crisis of 
globalization has been simmering for some time. Po liti cal interference by author-
itarian states has worsened since the Rus sian attack on the 2016 election that 
went largely unanswered. US strategy needs to change, but it must respond to 
all of  these challenges, not just the most recent.

The common thread of most of  these challenges is that socie ties are interdepen-
dent and therefore vulnerable to one another at a time of increasing geopo liti cal 
and ideological competition between democracies and authoritarian regimes. 
Concentrating on one side of this equation while ignoring the other side is a stra-
tegic  mistake. Focusing on transnational challenges and making international co-
operation the primary goal of US  grand strategy  will not actually produce coop-
eration at the desired levels. Focusing only on great- power competition while 
ignoring the need for cooperation actually  will not give the United States an en-
during strategic advantage over China.

We have to move beyond the false dichotomy of transnational challenges ver-
sus hard security and better understand the strategic moment we are in, with all 
of its nuances. This essay looks at the implications of COVID-19 for great- power 
competition. What lessons can we learn? First, I look at the evolution of US  grand 
strategy between 2016 and COVID-19. Second, I examine the impact of COVID-19 
on the strategic debate and identify the strategic lessons we should learn from 
the crisis. Fi nally, I outline a “ free world strategy” that deals with both transna-
tional challenges and great- power competition by deepening cooperation with 
 free socie ties on three areas— resilience, solidarity, and shaping the international 
environment.

The US  Grand Strategy Debate from 2016 to COVID-19

The past four years in  grand strategy have been dominated by a debate on the 
merits and demerits of the concept of great- power competition, which was the fo-
cal point of the Trump administration’s 2017 National Security Strategy.5 Upon 
taking office, the Trump team was able to take advantage of a broader bipartisan 
shift in the foreign policy community away from the notion that the major pow-
ers would converge on one model of liberal international order and  toward a more 
geopo liti cally competitive concept of the world.6 If Hillary Clinton had been 
elected, she was likely to have moved in this direction too. But the Trump admin-
istration put its own sheen on the concept. It was heavy on sovereignty and na-
tional interest, light on values and transnational challenges, and  silent on the ori-
gins of the competition or Amer i ca’s end goal. Nevertheless, it was a significant 
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shift and was backed up by the National Defense Strategy, which set the priorities 
for the Pentagon. It put the shift in even starker terms that the National Security 
Strategy stated that “inter- state strategic competition, not terrorism, is now the 
primary concern in U.S. national security.”7

President Donald J. Trump was not fully on board.  There is no rec ord of him 
ever having spoken about the core tenet of the strategy— that of great- power com-
petition. Even in his speech introducing the strategy,  there was one line about 
Rus sia and China being great- power rivals, which he ad- libbed to convert it into 
a plea for cooperation with Rus sia on counterterrorism.8 Trump had his own set 
of national security priorities, and geopo liti cal competition was not on it. In his 
speeches and remarks, he consistently highlighted four threats: (1) immigrants, 
(2) trade deals, (3) nuclear weapons (particularly in North  Korea and Iran), and 
(4) allies taking advantage of the United States. His ferocious rhe toric on China, 
mainly motivated by trade, gave top cover for his administration’s great- power 
rivalry.

The arrangement between Trump and his national security teams was an open 
marriage of sorts. They publicly committed to one another but did their own  thing. 
For the officials, great- power competition was the substantive reason that justified 
staying and working for the president. It gave them a sense of purpose, and they 
made pro gress, beginning the pro cess of re orienting the Department of Defense 
around a new mission. But substantive prob lems remained. Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo and then National Security Advisor John Bolton  were much more 
focused on Iran than on China. Bolton also had his own pet proj ects, such as 
Venezuela. Secretary of the Trea sury Steve Mnuchin was skeptical of decoupling 
and tended to be more dovish on China. It was unclear what would happen if 
Trump actually struck a trade deal with Beijing. The Trump administration repeat-
edly rebuffed efforts by Eu ro pean leaders to work together on China. Although 
 there was a dialogue with Asian allies, the president was unhappy with most of 
Amer i ca’s trade and basing agreements and sought to renegotiate on much more 
favorable terms.

The Trump administration was also never quite able to nail the values dimen-
sion of the competition with China, which most observers believed was a crucial 
distinction between the two sides. Trump was deeply suspicious of the notion that 
US strategy should be guided by a set of values, such as democracy, liberty,  human 
rights, and a belief in the sovereign equality of nations. He was naturally drawn 
to strongmen, had a rec ord of admiring the use of force against domestic opposi-
tion, felt that foreign policy should be purely transactional, and maintained that 
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alliances  were a mechanism through which smaller countries manipulated and 
took advantage of the United States. According to Bolton, Trump even told Xi Jin-
ping that building concentration camps in Xinjiang was the right  thing to do.9 
He also seemed to give Xi a green light for repression in Hong Kong. The rest of 
the administration would push the values dimension when they could, but they 
 were heavi ly constrained by Trump.

Meanwhile, Americans began to change their strategic view, moving  toward 
the great- power competition concept. Rus sia’s interference in the 2016 election 
raised the specter of authoritarian interference in American elections and turned 
many Demo crats into cold warriors. Xi’s abolition of term limits signaled that he 
intended to remain in power for the rest of his life, turning China into a personality- 
centered dictatorship. Meanwhile, China’s rapid advances in technologies, par-
ticularly artificial intelligence, facial recognition, and social credit scores, provided 
it with the means for a high- tech totalitarian society. China’s be hav ior helped 
smooth the way for a tougher, more competitive approach in both parties, caus-
ing some to speak of a new consensus. The US- China competition is increasingly 
seen as a contest of systems— free socie ties and authoritarianism— that  will di-
rectly shape the choices we make on technology, individual rights, the economy, 
and foreign policy.

It was not just the United States. Eu ro pean countries began to shift their ap-
proach  toward China, away from one of economic engagement and  toward one of 
limiting Chinese influence in Eu rope. This was summed up in the EU’s 2019 doc-
ument EU- China: A Strategy Outlook, which stated: “China is, si mul ta neously, in 
diff er ent policy areas, a cooperation partner with whom the EU has closely aligned 
objectives, a negotiating partner with whom the EU needs to find a balance of 
interests, an economic competitor in the pursuit of technological leadership, and 
a systemic rival promoting alternative models of governance.”10 On the eve of 
COVID-19, Eu rope remained committed to a policy of engagement with China, 
but it was also taking steps to protect itself against China’s economic practices 
and to speak with one voice.

By the end of 2019, the Trump administration was communicating two dra-
matically diff er ent strategic messages to the world. For the se nior officials, it was 
all about competition with China, including strengthening Amer i ca’s alliances and 
partnerships. For the president and a handful of his loyalist aides, it was Amer i ca 
First, meaning a skepticism of alliances, a mercantilist foreign policy, and a dis-
missal of values that underpinned the post– World War II order.
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Demo crats embraced ele ments of the great- power competition concept, but 
they worried that the administration’s version left no room for a substantive stra-
tegic dialogue with Beijing, making any cooperation on shared challenges all but 
impossible. It also effectively ruled out a strategic effort to forge a common front 
with Amer i ca’s allies in Eu rope. Nevertheless,  there was some bipartisan support 
for a competitive approach  toward China. Many Eu ro pe ans who attended the 
2020 Munich Security Conference in mid- February, weeks before COVID-19 rav-
aged Eu rope and the United States, commented that they  were particularly struck 
by the tough line both parties took on China and the question of  whether Hua-
wei should be allowed to build Eu rope’s 5G infrastructure.

Understanding the COVID-19 Moment

The COVID-19 pandemic was a stark reminder of the dangers that transna-
tional threats pose to our socie ties and way of life. More  people died in the 
United States than in all of the post– World War II conflicts combined. Over ten 
million  people have been infected globally, which may be a considerable underes-
timate. The International Monetary Fund biannual report, World Economic Out-
look, labeled the crisis “The  Great Lockdown” and now estimates a reduction in 
global growth of 4.9% in 2020, making it the most severe recession since the  Great 
Depression and far worse than the 2007–9 global financial crisis.11 Even the 
countries that managed well— South  Korea and Germany— paid a heavy eco-
nomic price. Each nation’s impulses  were to respond nationally;  there was  little 
coordination with their neighbors. In the Eu ro pean Union, the most sophisticated 
and developed experiment in shared sovereignty short of formal nationhood, bor-
ders closed, and it was  every country for itself, at least in the first month.

In the early days of the COVID-19 crisis, it appeared as though the deteriora-
tion in the West’s relations with China might be slowed down or even reversed. 
Trump signed a trade deal with China, paving the way for a reelection campaign 
that emphasized his ability as a negotiator. He praised China’s response to 
COVID-19 and expressed confidence in Xi. China, for its part, was consumed by 
the crisis and inwardly focused. The EU sent over fifty tons of protective equip-
ment to China to assist their efforts. Eu ro pean officials said  little about it, largely 
out of re spect to Chinese authorities. French president Emmanuel Macron re-
portedly told a colleague that Chinese officials would remember Eu rope’s sup-
port in the  future.12 Theoretically, COVID-19 opened a pathway for greater cooper-
ation among the major powers on transnational challenges. Between the outbreak 
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of SARS in southern China in 2002 and 2016, US personnel worked closely with 
China on pandemics. This fell apart during the Trump administration. The Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention and the National Institutes of Health both 
reduced their presence inside China. Some observers suggested that, perhaps if 
the United States prioritized cooperation over competition, it may be pos si ble to 
nurture a US- China partnership on this and other issues such as climate change.13

However,  there are reasons to be skeptical. China has become much more re-
pressive and secretive since Xi came to power, and this accelerated over the past 
four years. It is quite pos si ble that cooperation on pandemics would have ended 
even without Trump, although he surely contributed to it. Xi’s China sees trans-
parency as a threat. It covered up the virus early on, failed to share crucial infor-
mation with the World Health Organ ization and neighboring countries in a timely 
fashion, silenced the doctors who dissented, and refused to grant the international 
community access to China to investigate the origins of the virus.14

Moreover, if one sets aside the United States, China’s relations with the rest of 
the world reveal some worrying patterns. It has become more aggressive, assertive, 
and bullying. In February 2020, it put considerable pressure on countries not to 
restrict travel with China, even as it prohibited domestic travel to and from Wuhan 
domestically. It asked donor countries to keep a low profile to save face.  Later, it 
would freely impose its own travel restrictions on other countries, and it would 
demand that all  those that received aid from China issue public declarations of 
support. China would threaten trade tariffs on Australia for daring to suggest an 
international investigation into the origins of the virus, and it would also launch 
a massive cyberattack on that country in June. Chinese forces engaged in a deadly 
clash with Indian troops along the border— the first time lives  were lost in such 
a clash in forty- five years. It introduced a harsh new security law in Hong Kong, 
effectively ending one country, two systems.

Perhaps most instructive is China’s diplomacy in Eu rope. The EU is  eager to pur-
sue a constructive and cooperative agenda with China. This year was supposed to 
see the first ever summit in Leipzig between Xi and all twenty- seven EU leaders, 
with a focus on an investment treaty, climate change, and Africa. Although the EU 
had turned more wary of China since 2015— largely for economic reasons—it is also 
wary of being drawn into the US competition with Beijing. COVID-19 presented 
China with the perfect opportunity to work with the EU and to attempt to drive a 
wedge into the heart of the transatlantic alliance. It did not turn out that way.

China behaved very assertively in Eu rope, seeking praise for foreign assistance, 
pressuring countries that criticized China’s rec ord, and trying to take advantage 
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of the economic downturn to snap up crucial assets at knockdown prices and to 
push its 5G agenda. Its ambassadors  were quickly labeled “wolf warriors”  after the 
jingoistic Chinese action movie. The EU recoiled at its assertiveness and pushed 
back, tightening investment regulations and directly criticizing China for spread-
ing disinformation.

We may need cooperation with China to tackle pandemic disease properly, but 
China’s national and global response to COVID-19 should remind us that we 
should be realistic about how much cooperation we can get from China’s Com-
munist Party regime. It  will be  limited, imperfect, and hard to trust. As the rest 
of the world’s experience shows, even if the United States  were to approach China 
in a less hostile way, Xi’s China is likely to remain secretive and assertive. It may 
also become increasingly aggressive in its actions.

What we learned from COVID-19 was that we are si mul ta neously facing near 
worst- case scenarios for transnational threats and great- power competition, with 
each exacerbating the other. And then  there is a third prob lem— COVID-19 reveals 
an enormous governance gap between the United States and other democracies, 
such as South  Korea, Germany, and Taiwan. The United States had shortages of 
key medical supplies.  There was extremely weak leadership from the federal gov-
ernment. Some states performed well, but  others did not. The result was an 
uneven patchwork of efforts that served, ultimately, to undermine rather than to 
strengthen one another. The results  were clear. By midsummer, the United States 
had over three million cases, vastly more than any other nation, and over 130,000 
fatalities. It was arguably the biggest failure of government since the  Great Depres-
sion. Not all democracies performed well (Britain and Sweden, for instance, also 
did poorly), but  those that did  were able to take mass coordinated actions to limit 
social interaction early, kept to it in a disciplined way, and employed technology 
as part of a contact and tracing system. Experts have long argued that to be strong 
overseas, the United States must be strong at home and that it has a lot of work to 
do to prepare for 21st- century challenges. COVID-19 proves the point, if it  were 
ever in dispute.

 Toward a  Free World Strategy

If a post-9/11- style revolution in American strategy—to focus on transnational 
threats at the expense of other prob lems—is undesirable, then how should we 
think about change? Should the United States simply try to do better at what it was 
already  doing before Trump— invest more into tackling transnational challenges, 
seek reform and improvements to multilateralism and international institutions, 
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narrow the counterterrorism fight, and gradually pivot to the Asia- Pacific? Should 
it try to do less internationally, passing the baton on to  others and concentrating 
on the monumental task of domestic renovation and reform to recover not just 
from the COVID-19 crisis but also from de cades of government dysfunction and 
underinvestment. Or, should the United States undertake more radical reforms 
and seek an organ izing princi ple to guide its strategy?

A technocratic approach may sound attractive, but it offers  little guidance on 
how to determine priorities or update US strategy for a changed world. What 
should our expectations be of a bilateral dialogue with China? What should the 
balance be between seeking cooperation on shared prob lems and competing with 
China? Should the United States aim for an inclusive form of multilateralism or 
work with like- minded democracies? Without a theory of the case, the United 
States is prone to strategic drift and  will be forced to make decisions by the course 
of events rather than of its own volition.

 Doing less internationally to focus on nation building at home misunderstands 
the nature of the domestic challenges we face. Pandemics, climate change, exter-
nal interference in demo cratic pro cesses, illiberal ele ments in domestic politics, 
and questions about the balance between technological advancement and individ-
ual rights are not unique to Amer i ca. They are shared by  free socie ties to some 
extent. And they must be dealt with collectively. The real challenges from other 
 great powers  will not go away or slow down just  because Americans want to fo-
cus on the home front. In fact, they may accelerate— the pandemic, the recession, 
and doubts about Amer i ca’s commitment to its alliances sap the capacity of other 
democracies and makes the world more crisis prone.

So what should the United States actually do? As in any discussion of  grand 
strategy, the answer in part depends on one’s definition of the national interest. 
For all of its flaws as a strategic document, this may have been most clearly articu-
lated in NSC-68, the highly classified assessment of the Soviet Union just before 
the outbreak of the Korean War. It stated that the fundamental purpose of the 
United States is to “assure the integrity and vitality of our  free society, which is 
founded on the dignity and worth of the individual.” To achieve this, NSC-68 
called on the United States “to build a healthy international community” and a 
“world environment in which the American system can survive and flourish.” 
This, the document said, “we would prob ably do even if  there  were no interna-
tional threat.”15

NSC-68 advocated for a highly active and ambitious US foreign policy. We can 
debate its relevance, but its definition of the national purpose captured the link-
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age between domestic welfare and the international in a way that many alterna-
tives did not.  Today, the United States finds its democracy and status as a  free 
society challenged. The pandemic is an impor tant piece of this. It revealed real 
shortcomings in the capacity of government to deal with an existential challenge 
to Americans’ way of life. But it is far from the only piece.

 Free socie ties are in trou ble. As Freedom House has documented, the world has 
become less  free over the past four years, due in large part to illiberal forces within 
democracies.16 Many democracies also strug gle to cope with fundamental chal-
lenges, including in equality, climate change, and the automation of work. Exter-
nally,  free socie ties have the real threat of po liti cal interference from authoritar-
ian states and networks of corruption. Other challenges, such as  those arising out 
of artificial intelligence, loom large.

Placing the health, security, integrity, and prosperity of the  free world as the 
centerpiece of US strategy is a way of integrating domestic, transnational, and 
great- power challenges in a way that actually sets priorities and helps to guide pol-
icy. The concept of the  free world is one with a lineage dating back to just before 
World War II. According to the Swarthmore po liti cal scientist Dominic Tierney, 
internationalist Americans began to use the term “ free world” in 1941 to press 
for entry into the war against the Nazis.17 It took off in the early Cold War period 
but fell into disuse during the Vietnam War and was discarded  after the fall of the 
Soviet Union. Its weakness was always that the world was more of a shaded gray 
than black and white.

Presidents would continue to pay it rhetorical homage. They would mention 
“leader of the  free world,” but no one took it seriously as a strategic concept. Re-
cent developments give the term new meaning. The nature of freedom has been 
cast in doubt by new technologies, demagogues inside democracies, dictators in 
China and Rus sia, income in equality, climate change, and COVID-19.  There is a 
question about what the United States stands for and why it competes with  others. 
The  free world is ripe for revival and redefinition.

In this new context, a  free world strategy would have three core ele ments to it: 
(1) resilience, (2) solidarity, and (3) shaping the international system.

Resilience

Resilience means ensuring that  free socie ties are strong enough to withstand 
threats from within and from without. At a most basic level, it means investing in 
critical infrastructure, including public health, education, and research and de-
velopment. However, it also means tackling corruption and oligarchy, protecting 

[3
.1

44
.1

7.
45

]  
 P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
24

-0
4-

24
 0

4:
16

 G
M

T
)



326  Thomas Wright

demo cratic institutions and the rule of law against erosion at the hands of popu-
list nationalists, and reforming international tax and financial regulations. 
It means  doing this with like- minded  free socie ties and putting pressure on 
backward- sliding democracies, including Poland, or  those that are on the verge of 
full- blown authoritarianism, such as Hungary.

Resilience also includes a strategic review about the extent and nature of our 
engagement with authoritarian countries— economically, culturally, po liti cally, 
and technologically—to ensure that we are inoculated from any negative exter-
nalities of the authoritarian system. Vanderbilt professor Ganesh Sitaraman, 
who has written extensively about resilience, has outlined three strategic steps that 
should be taken: (1) selective disentanglement to uncouple “the American econ-
omy from Chinese corporations, investments, and the Chinese economy in sectors 
that are of critical importance to national security”; (2) diversification of economic 
partners; and (3) “a coherent development policy—an internal policy to support 
and strengthen innovation and industry.”18

Solidarity

Authoritarian countries have become bolder in seeking to intimidate demo-
cratic countries, particularly small and  middle powers. China uses its asymmet-
ric economic power to make po liti cal demands on smaller countries and the pri-
vate sector. It is not just China. Saudi Arabia cut off economic ties to Canada and 
reduced its investment in Germany  after their foreign ministers criticized Riyadh 
for arresting  women’s rights activists and for Saudi policy in Yemen, respectively.

Authoritarian states can do this  because the  free world does not stand as one. 
Each nation must fend for itself. In a  free world framework, the United States 
would begin to put together a po liti cal equivalent of Article 5 of the North Atlan-
tic Treaty— when an authoritarian power seeks to illegitimately coerce a  free so-
ciety,  there  will be a collective response.  Free socie ties would also work proactively 
to  counter disinformation, corruption, and intelligence operations and to protect 
our technological infrastructure.

Shaping the International Order

China and other authoritarian states have made  great inroads into the interna-
tional order, shaping organ izations like the World Health Organ ization and di-
luting international norms.  Under the Trump administration, the United States 
has largely disengaged from  these institutions. In a  free world strategy, the United 
States would work with other  free socie ties to strengthen liberal norms and to set 
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up new structures where existing ones fall short. This co ali tion should also coop-
erate to reform and shape the global economic order— reducing corporate tax loop-
holes, tackling in equality, and regulating international finance. This is a form of 
competitive multilateralism whereby democracies actively contest illiberal values 
rather than cede the field to countries such as China.

 There are challenges with a  free world framework. It would be hard to institu-
tionalize.  After all, where would the line be drawn? Hungary certainly could not 
join but what about India, Brazil, or Poland? Some, including many Eu ro pe ans, 
might see it as an anti- China alliance and would be reluctant to take part? This is 
why it should be informal— a goal of US strategy that should be practically pur-
sued but not institutionalized. An expanded G7 with Australia, South  Korea, 
and India could serve as a proxy of sorts, but its power would be as an organ izing 
princi ple of US strategy.

The line- drawing issue has been problematic in the past. During the Cold War, 
countries could be part of the  free world even if they  were not  free as long as they 
 were committed to a balance of power that favored the democracies. One prob-
lem with that approach is that some countries may try to play both sides— leading 
to competitive outbidding by the superpowers to get autocracies in their column— 
and that authoritarianism at home can have negative spillover effects (e.g., on 
corruption). It is more impor tant that the core of the  free world maintain high 
standards rather than be as broad as pos si ble. The  free world could still ally with 
non- democracies on a transactional basis where  there is a pressing strategic rea-
son to do so, but they could not be part of that inner core  unless they are making 
real pro gress on improving their domestic system of government. It would be ac-
knowledged that  there is something special and enduring about cooperation be-
tween democracies.

The pandemic shows why rivals must cooperate on shared challenges even as 
they compete ferociously in other spheres. The United States and the Soviet Union 
worked together on the nonproliferation treaty, arms control, and public health. 
Working with like- minded  free socie ties must not preclude a dialogue and coop-
eration with China on shared challenges. In fact, it could facilitate it. If the United 
States and its allies and partners work together to agree on a common position, 
they can negotiate collectively from a position of strength with China and help to 
shape its choices. Cooperation between democracies and authoritarian powers  will 
be difficult and  limited in scope, but it is achievable if it is transactional and based 
on mutual interest. Democracies  will have to think anew, though, about what co-
operation with China would entail.
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During the Cold War, arms control was only pos si ble  because strategists devel-
oped the counterintuitive concept of second- strike survivability whereby each 
superpower would be more secure if the other could absorb a first strike and re-
taliate, thus laying the foundation for mutually assured destruction. We need sim-
ilar concepts to generate cooperation on transnational challenges. Perhaps such 
cooperation should be compartmentalized and sealed off from other parts of the 
relationship. Maybe the United States and China should try to cooperate on a par-
tial decoupling to make each less vulnerable to the other.  These are questions 
that US and Chinese officials must discuss in a renewed strategic dialogue.

The Post- COVID Moment

The COVID-19 crisis and its aftermath may be a rare reordering moment in the 
international order. US  grand strategy is prone to massive oscillations  after ma-
jor crises. Americans would do well to avoid that this time. The strategy needs to 
change, but it must accommodate all of the developments underway, not just one. 
A focus on transnational challenges to the exclusion of great- power competition 
and hard security would only mean that a health and economic crisis would be ac-
companied by major geopo liti cal crises, compounding Amer i ca’s already mount-
ing prob lems. The United States’ top foreign policy priority for the next year must 
be defeating the virus and shaping the post- virus world. The strategic question is 
what follows that? What should guide US strategy for the next de cade or two?

Deepening cooperation with other  free and demo cratic socie ties, not just on 
geopo liti cal issues but also on shared domestic challenges, offers the most promis-
ing path forward. Americans want a strategy that is directly connected to their 
daily lives and the challenges they face. A  free world strategy includes geopo liti cal 
interests in faraway places, but the core of it is about protecting liberty, prosperity, 
and democracy at home. It is less about the past— the liberal international order, 
alliances, and institutions— and more about providing solutions to modern prob-
lems, threats, and challenges,  whether they are from new technologies, a virus, the 
environment, or a hostile foreign power. Great- power competition  will continue in 
a  free world strategy, but it  will be  shaped and  limited by this doctrine in positive 
ways. It  will reduce the risk that great- power competition  will undermine Ameri-
can democracy and liberty at home by keeping to the forefront of our minds what 
the United States is competing for. If policy makers are serious about refining and 
improving the  free society as a goal for a core group of like- minded states, it also 
allows them to avoid the excesses of the Cold War, including how the competition 
with the Soviet Union turned into a global contest spanning  every region. A  free 
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world strategy also offers a framework to connect the foreign and domestic in a 
way that helps Americans realize the purpose set out in the Declaration of In de-
pen dence. It is the right strategy for a nation and a world troubled on all fronts.
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W hile the pandemic facilitated nationalist backlash against global supply 
chains and international organ izations, it has actually revealed we need 

more globalization, not less. Our prob lem is overreliance on single- sourcing 
supplies rather than on a multiplicity of suppliers. Another issue is overreliance 
on a single international health organ ization malleable by the country in posses-
sion of its presidency rather than a web of many formal and informal groupings 
whose interests compete to produce Madisonian checks on power and provide a 
maximum of information as a basis for national and international action. Our 
vision for a better world should be an international order of greater connectedness 
and greater accountability. The method and means for attaining such an order 
should be to use the tools of  free socie ties to protect and advance  free socie ties.

What has made the American- dominated order cost- effective enough to be sus-
tained by a reluctant hegemon is that the rules  were beneficial enough to cajole 
voluntary compliance. Rather than construct an international order that maxi-
mized its dominance, the United States  limited its direct power normatively, le-
gally, and institutionally. It gave other states leadership roles and the ability to in-
fluence terms and institutions, which spread the burden of common prob lems 
more widely and made US dominance less objectionable than has been the case 
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for previous hegemons. Leading with a light hand has served the United States 
well. Since the end of the Cold War, Republicans especially have clamored for 
changing the terms to US advantage and withdrawn from treaties and institutions 
they considered unduly constraining, believing the magnitude of American power 
alone is sufficient to safeguard the nation’s interests.

The pandemic and associated policy failures in the United States have created 
an opening for renewed appreciation of international cooperation to create stra-
tegic depth and to identify and begin solving prob lems before they reach Ameri-
can shores. In the globalized order of our American creation, we are not strong 
enough to protect our interests alone. We should return to the aggravating work 
of co ali tion building, compromise, and institutional leadership so that we have the 
ability to see prob lems as they are developing and to address them before they 
affect American lives and grow to costlier dimensions. The only alternatives are 
leaving us poorer and more vulnerable to  others creating an order hostile to our 
interests.

G. John Ikenberry’s end- of- history vision of a self- sustaining liberal interna-
tional order, operable even without American leadership, is not manifesting in 
the fifteen years of American retrenchment.1  Middle powers have made some 
impor tant contributions, but major initiatives elude without a hegemonic prime 
mover. It is also not clear that  free world institutions are any more effective than 
 those with universal membership; like- minded groups are more durable in agree-
ment once compromise has been reached but are often much slower to reach it. 
Without the United States to drive ambitious multilateralism,  middle powers are 
unlikely to become an effective counter- China co ali tion. But China’s “wolf war-
rior” aggressiveness during the pandemic has given  free socie ties the excuse to 
reevaluate policies and cooperate on both institutional and policy means for rein-
ing in China’s ability to partake of the benefits of a rules- based order without 
shouldering its burdens, which is a good start.

The United States should not  settle for a policy that is solely coercive of China, 
however. We are over- militarizing China policy, which plays to China’s advantage 
since they have the easier military task, and it leaves on the sidelines the vitality 
and creativity of  free socie ties. We should instead underwrite allied initiative, ex-
pand power- sharing institutions, and invest in a diplomatic and economic corps 
able to work bilateral relationships and drive policy agendas in overlapping multi-
national institutions— the G7 and an incipient D10 as well as the G20.

Pandemic recovery in the United States is certain to broaden the aperture of na-
tional security, incorporating health and preparedness and perhaps education. We 
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should welcome  those changes, as they  will rebuild sources of domestic strength in 
the United States, which are essential to public support for an activist foreign policy 
that constraining China and expanding rules- based globalization  will require.

The major consequences of the pandemic for the international order may be 
thus: re nais sance in Amer i ca of the value of international engagement, protection 
by  free socie ties against China, and strengthening of the domestic foundations of 
American power.

The End of Globalization?

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought some ele ments of globalization to a 
screeching halt: movement of  people across national bound aries has been com-
pletely  stopped, shipping goods contracted to a tenth of their volume, and global 
supply chains have been revealed and questioned as countries limit export of 
medi cations, holding onto them instead for national consumption. Governments 
seeking to prevent crushing economic pain to their citizens are restricting assis-
tance to foreign firms as they dispense stimulus to their own. Yet governments 
are not evil for preferential treatment of their own citizens, especially in a national 
emergency.

The United States closed its borders to immigration and barred any entry to 
travelers from China and other pandemic hot spots on the advice of the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention.2 The enormous Keynesian splashing out of $2 
trillion in economic stimulus was restricted to national recipients. Funding for 
vaccine development has likewise been national or geopo liti cal.

Some states, including the United States, go further, seeing economic oppor-
tunity in the pandemic to renationalize business lost to lower- cost international 
producers. Amer i ca’s trade representative accused China of profiteering off the 
pandemic. He said, “Onshoring Amer i ca’s public health industrial base is both a 
national imperative and the logical conclusion to draw from a pandemic that has 
exposed the weak underbelly of globalized supply chains and the risks of not do-
mestically producing your essential medicines and medical countermea sures.”3

But many of the constrictions on globalization are temporary. Businesses pre-
ceded government instruction, curtailing transport and closing shops for reputa-
tional or profitability reasons; as the pandemic recedes,  those reasons  will reverse 
direction. Draconian immigration restrictions are unsustainable and  will quickly 
run up against the business case for both high- skilled and low- skilled  labor. Green 
card applications are sure to rebound considerably, as  will both  legal and illegal 
immigration, once policy impediments become costly.
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The activities currently impeded are also not the totality of globalization. Food 
has remained available and transportable through national screens on other goods. 
Skilled  labor mobility in some fields like health care has been incentivized by re-
laxing credentialing.4 Financial markets remain alarmingly volatile but robustly 
fluid across national borders.

Restrictions creeping into the globalized order and likely to be of long duration 
are not the result of the pandemic. Cross- border investment has never fully re-
covered from the 2008 global financial crisis. To the extent cross- border financial 
transactions are curbed, it is by government monetary policy that preceded the 
pandemic, as in China preventing convertibility of the renminbi, or using the pan-
demic as a geopo liti cal opportunity, as in the case of the United States proscrib-
ing pension funds from buying Chinese shares. The same dynamic affects cross- 
border data transmissions: enormous volumes yet also restricted by authoritarian 
government efforts to renationalize control or retain advantage in big data research 
for artificial intelligence.5

The Economist predicts “the pandemic  will politicize travel and migration and 
entrench a bias  towards self- reliance. This inward- looking lurch  will enfeeble the 
recovery, leave the economy vulnerable and spread geopo liti cal instability.”6 Fric-
tions  will surely occur as national economies recover at diff er ent speeds. But the 
Economist is generalizing to the entirety of the world what is likelier to be a phe-
nomenon specific to a regime type or even a specific country.

The increase of global connectedness has lurched forward and backward for 
centuries; it has never been a linear pro cess, and we should not be overconcerned 
to see it reined back in some in ways that  will diminish domestic opposition to the 
globalization that continues and that protects  free socie ties from surreptitious for-
eign influence or overt aggression. The pandemic could just as well accelerate 
globalization into greater diversity of suppliers and markets, reducing single point 
reliance on China, in par tic u lar, to the advantage of other developing coun-
tries. That would be a net expansion of globalization, even if restricting it in 
one instance.

The greatest economic consequence of the pandemic prob ably  will not be 
 wholesale renationalization. Once economies begin to recover and dramatic stim-
ulus mea sures end, businesses  will return to seeking markets, investors, inex-
pensive supplies, and production centers. Governments worried about economic 
recovery are unlikely to override the business case for trade and foreign invest-
ment, with one exception.
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China Rising?

The greatest economic consequence of the pandemic is likely instead to be 
geopo liti cal:  free socie ties using policies occasioned by the pandemic to bifurcate 
technology, investment, education, and supply chains to exclude China. Hostility 
 toward authoritarian regimes generally has been increasing as their incursions 
into  free socie ties are exposed. But it had not been sufficient before the pandemic 
to exclude Rus sian money from the United States and the United Kingdom or to 
exclude Chinese government– affiliated companies from Eu ro pean and even rural 
American communications infrastructure.

China’s policy decisions during the pandemic are fueling specifically Sinopho-
bic attitudes. The rejection was already picking up speed before, but the pan-
demic has revealed China to be an unreliable partner— covering up existence of 
COVID-19, producing false data that misdirected other states’ responses and in-
hibited protection of their populaces, grandstanding humanitarian contributions 
that turned out to be unhelpful, aggressively pursuing military advantage in con-
tested territorial claims while other governments focus on public health, threat-
ening states seeking international inquiry into origins of the pandemic, attempt-
ing to mobilize diaspora populations in  free socie ties, and unleashing “wolf 
warrior” diplomacy to intimidate critics. China has managed to grab interna-
tional opprobrium from the jaws of early advantage despite the  mistakes of  free 
socie ties.

No country has leaped eco nom ically so far and so fast as China since its 1979 
jettisoning of Maoist economics, doubling the size of its economy  every eight years 
 until 2008.7 Since 2008, however, gross domestic product growth has been trend-
ing downward to around 5.5% and has not yet settled into even a soft seabed.8 
The capital investments and productivity growth that drove China’s rapid eco-
nomic rise are producing diminishing returns, reforms necessary to stoke con-
tinued GDP growth have stagnated, and the  middle-income trap that captures so 
many developing economies looms. A country that has so much to gain from West-
ern tolerance of its continued partial participation in the rules of international 
order has nonetheless made sustainment of that position much more difficult by 
overtly rejecting the “responsible stakeholder” partnership on offer.

 Whether the scattershot of aggressive policies is the result of disciplined gov-
ernment action, policy entrepreneurialism seeking to align with leadership pref-
erences, or the irrepressible arrogance of a rising power shedding a policy of hid-
ing its strength and biding its time, China has succeeded in turning both the 
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national security and business communities against it. A general conclusion is 
forming, and not just among Western countries (in fact, they are some of the slow-
est to join), that China is seeking “to alter the norms that underpin existing insti-
tutions and put in place the building blocks of a new international system coveted 
by the Chinese Communist Party.”9

The United States was not even the first mover; Australia was. Australia was 
the country that first excluded Huawei from its communications infrastructure in 
2011 out of concern China might use access to sabotage power networks and other 
critical infrastructure.10 Since then, the base of support has broadened. The Aus-
tralian Parliamentary Joint Committee on Intelligence and Security concluded 
“that the Chinese Communist Party is working to covertly interfere with our me-
dia, our universities and also influence our po liti cal pro cesses and public de-
bates.”11 That is, preying on the openness of  free socie ties to corrupt and corrode 
them.

And what has been surprising is how  little effort China’s government makes to 
disguise “the CCP’s repurposing of globalization as an engine meant to power— 
and win global consent for— the party’s pro gress  toward ‘the center of the global 
stage.’ ”12 Britain’s “golden era” of ties to China that Tory governments  were bank-
ing on to buffer any economic damage from leaving the Eu ro pean Union has 
come to a screeching halt. The EU’s lead diplomat Josep Borrell may make sooth-
ing noises, but the EU Commission’s 2019 strategy considered China a “systemic 
rival” and the EU Parliament passed legislation condemning China’s policy on 
Hong Kong.13 Japan is reshaping its relations with countries on China’s periph-
ery by strengthening their coast guards to protect fisheries against Chinese in-
trusion and has teamed up with India to provide infrastructure financing to com-
pete with China’s  Belt and Road Initiative.14 Australia, India, Japan, and the 
United States have formed a “security conference of demo cratic states that 
seeks to strengthen democracy.”15 Gears are meshing in many countries to shield 
themselves from exposure to China.

What might have been handled as the economic jostling to create space and 
stature for a rising China has, in response to the belligerence of China’s own ac-
tions, become a full- spectrum ideological strug gle. Countries such as Germany 
that resent President Donald Trump’s trade wars and distrust his aggressive igno-
rance are nonetheless being pulled into alignment with his policy direction by 
the activism of their own values- laden civil society. Countries such as Singapore 
that desperately do not want to have to choose between economic cooperation 
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with China and hedging their bets by security cooperation with the United States 
see that space narrowing.

All this China might have avoided had it not burst from the penumbra of a more 
accommodating policy that professed to become a responsible stakeholder while 
continuing to flout decisions of the arbitration tribunal against it, trespass on ter-
ritorial  waters of its neighbors, have support for leadership roles in standard- 
setting international organ izations, contest dominance of the next generation 
technologies while remaining intertwined with the universities and companies of 
the West, build military bases on artificial islands while the United States bleated 
ineffectually, lock poor countries into debt spirals while exporting its  labor and 
capital excesses, and watch retrenchment destroy US alliances. China’s policy 
choices may result in its worst outcome: the United States re orienting its national 
security strategy to focus on China and gaining allied support just as China’s 
prospects of becoming a  great-power challenger succumb to the limits of China’s 
approach.16

The optimal policy for China was the strategy they  adopted for the Paris Cli-
mate Agreement negotiations: demanding bilateral prior agreement with the he-
gemon as acknowl edgment of stature while pleading the poverty of a developing 
country to claim the benefits  others would receive, validating its partial compli-
ance and creating the pre ce dent of international agreement with special rules that 
apply only to it. The challenge for  those who claim China’s government consists 
of disciplined mandarins with a hundred- year strategic horizon is to explain why 
China has activated the antibodies against its continued rise now.17 Its current pol-
icy choices seem more like trying to act to advantage to reshape the order before 
their win dow of opportunity closes.

Amer i ca Sinking?

China is, of course, not the only country having a bad pandemic, po liti cally and 
eco nom ically. Despite having months of warning plus a well- developed and funded 
public health infrastructure, the United States leads the world in COVID-19 infec-
tions and deaths, with the highest deaths per million population of any country 
in the world.18 The president extols “cures” with no medical foundation and ad-
vocates dangerous social practices; enacts policies like visa cancellations that hurt 
education, innovation, and business creation; evidently has no national or inter-
national plan for managing  either the pandemic or economic recovery; and retains 
the ardent support of Republicans in Congress and the party rank and file. American 
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soft power has seldom looked less magnetic, its ability to shape the international 
order less persuasive.19

Yet, as Joseph Nye has argued, the United States has strong structural advan-
tages: good neighbors, strong demographic trends that  will keep the workforce ex-
panding, an ecosystem for technology generation.20 It has deep and fluid capital 
markets and corporate reporting requirements that make equities attractive. In 
addition to  those advantages, it has dollar hegemony. What other country already 
 running trillion- dollar- a- year deficits for consumption (rather than long- term in-
vestment) could get away with spending a tenth of its  whole GDP in stimulus with 
no effect on interest rates? Exorbitant privilege indeed.

The United States also has an in de pen dent Federal Reserve that despite Trump’s 
proclivity for narrow, nationalistic “Amer i ca first” policies, has chosen to become 
central banker to the world: cutting interest rates, providing dollar swap lines, buy-
ing corporate bonds, dampening volatility, and reinforcing Trea sury bonds as a 
safe haven for investors.21 The pandemic has been an eye- popping example of the 
law of gross tonnage applied to economics: ships of large displacement set course 
and smaller craft navigate around them. In this case, the larger ship plotted a risk-
ier course so that smaller craft would be in less danger. Where its po liti cal leader-
ship has faltered, the dollar, capital markets, and government agencies—shielded 
by design from po liti cal influence—have succeeded.

The pandemic has been an elaborate morality play about the American po liti-
cal system, showcasing distributed power as governors, mayors, businesses, and 
civic groups set policy in de pen dent of or in contravention to federal demand. 
When the Trump administration cut funding to the World Health Organ ization, 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation replaced it. Regional collectives of governors 
cooperated in absence of federal leadership. Converging in time with protests 
about police brutality and unequal justice, the military denuded its commander 
in chief of a praetorian guard by affirming its fealty to the Constitution, a ringing 
reminder of how  little can be done with power  unless a leader wins the po liti cal 
argument. American politics are messy, and they have always been messy. They 
are messy by design, restricting the concentration of power, tying elected officials 
tightly to public concern, and enabling porousness for influence by civil society.

The risk tolerance of the American public, even when obviously incurring dan-
ger, has been breathtaking, even terrifying, to behold. Americans are rebelling 
against the boredom of pandemic lockdowns, refusing scientific expertise about 
protection, treating public safety restrictions as unbearable tyranny, and tolerat-
ing thousands of new infections and hundreds of deaths each day. Former poet 
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laureate Robert Pinsky has written, “American culture as I have experienced it 
seems so much in pro cess, so brilliantly and sometimes brutally in motion, that 
standard models for it fail to apply.”22 We are the country whose Founding  Fathers 
(bar one) published scurrilous diatribes  under pseudonyms about one another; the 
country where a president (Andrew Jackson) challenged the Supreme Court to en-
force its unwelcome verdicts, refusing to do so himself; the country that has im-
peached three presidents. It is an impor tant cultural attribute, with a continuity 
from our immigrant composition through 19th- century settlers voluntarily mov-
ing into Comanche territory to policies like Chapter 11 bankruptcy’s forgiveness 
of debt, and what Walter Russell Mead describes in Special Providence as “finan-
cial esprit.”23 A tolerance for volatility in public safety and prosperity marks out 
the country from other socie ties. The United States created the global financial 
crisis and was among the first economies to recover from it. With forty million 
Americans out of work and the economy contracting by 30% in the second 
quarter, American stock markets had both their lowest and highest bounds 
stretched during the pandemic.24

And while Amer i ca’s adversaries may crow about its objective failures, subjects 
in authoritarian regimes may also notice the limits of power forced on the presi-
dent: governors and doctors unhesitatingly contradicting the president to reliably 
inform the public, and police and soldiers kneeling before protesters to acknowl-
edge their demands.  These subjects also see the accountability to policy deci-
sions being forced by journalistic exposure or  legal action against the govern-
ment by appeal to the constitutional authority higher than law.

Even in failure, advantage in some ways still accrues to the United States, as 
Pulitzer Prize– winning journalist Dele Ologode points out: “The reason it has suf-
fered this terrible blow to its reputation is  because it holds itself to a higher stan-
dard and the world holds it to a higher standard. . . .  The world is not protesting 
that Xi Jinping is locking up 1m Uighurs. . . .  Nobody holds China to that kind of 
standard.”25

What we have right in the US model is actually extraordinarily difficult for 
other countries to get right. Social cohesion may be more difficult amid diversity, 
but the challenge is not unique. China’s looming demographic impoverishment 
could easily be overcome by immigration, but it lacks the cultural ac cep tance that 
makes the magnetism of Amer i ca’s appeal. How do you create an ecosystem ac-
cepting of change? Numerous countries want their own Silicon Valley but  will not 
tolerate the boom- and- bust economies, build the wealthy and unfettered research 
universities, accept social and po liti cal upheaval of disruptive technologies at scale, 
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or endure the cultural sanctimoniousness of tech culture. As General Ulysses S. 
Grant complained about his boss, Secretary of War Edward Staunton, “He could 
see our weakness, but he could not see that the  enemy was in danger.”26 The same 
holds true for the United States and the West. We are excellent at diagnosing our 
own weaknesses and often give our adversaries and competitors unacknowledged 
benefit of our advantages in our assessments.

The pandemic and protests against police brutality are not the first blows to the 
attractiveness of Amer i ca’s image in the world.  Those blows are legion. What 
makes them bruises but not mortal wounds has been two  factors: (1) that many 
Americans shared in the condemnation, and (2) that our strug gles are universal. 
We are not the only country in which citizens are not equal before the law, where 
police can be brutal, where grifters are elected to high office, or where politicians 
bungle disaster response. But we have the means to correct  those prob lems, in-
stead of suffering what Nigerian writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie terms “the 
oppressive lethargy of choicelessness.”27 And it is in the correcting that the dyna-
mism of American society restores the country’s stature. We are always one med-
ical breakthrough, legislative compromise, or election away from deserving the 
power our society wields.

Durability of the Existing Order

If China ceases to rise and/or the US fails to recover, the international order 
could still be reshaped by states other than the  great powers.  There are at least four 
options: (1) the “rise of the rest,” (2) cresting the BRIC (Brazil, Rus sia, India, and 
China) wave, (3)  middle-power “co ali tions of the competent,” and (4) corrosion of 
the state system.28 None appear imminent.

Fareed Zakaria’s 2009 prediction of an emerging post- American world antici-
pated a fundamental re distribution of economic and po liti cal power to what had 
been considered the margins of the international order. “It is the birth of a truly 
global order.”29 That has not materialized, and the pandemic is likely to be much 
more devastating to developing economies since they rely on raw material demand 
and export- driven growth more than do the developed economies. The pandemic 
is also likely to put lesser- developed public health systems  under crushing strain. 
Some marginal powers have dramatically advanced their visibility and potentially 
power through excellence in preparing for and  handling the pandemic, but Tai-
wan’s success is unlikely to translate into supplanting China’s weight in the inter-
national order.
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Excitement over the BRIC countries (South Africa was added in 2010) dimmed 
on the basis of their economic underper for mance long before the pandemic hit 
and well before achieving the aspiration that “the dollar  will be abandoned by 
most of the significant global economies and it  will be kicked out of the global 
trade finance.”30 Collapse of commodity prices, corruption, and divergence of their 
economies make the grouping less meaningful than anticipated, while po liti cal 
frictions among members inhibit cooperative action (Brazilian president Jair Bol-
sonaro accused China of “buying Brazil”; India and China violently dispute their 
borders).31 None of the five countries are weathering the pandemic particularly 
well. Brazil is second only to the United States in deaths. Rus sia’s health system 
is buckling  under cases. Vladimir Putin is forced to accept a fourfold decrease in 
oil production  after six weeks of damaging dispute with Saudi Arabia and is pushed 
to delay the referendum on extending his presidency and further denting its legiti-
macy with the statistically improbable outcome.32 So the BRICs are not replac-
ing the existing order anytime soon.

In the absence of great- power success, or emergence of new power centers from 
the margins, an opportunity yawns open for  middle-power cooperation to define 
the international order. John Ikenberry argued this would be the ultimate fulfill-
ment of the liberal international order, when it did not require American power 
to sustain it.33 That Elysian Field has not yet been attained. Ten signatories of the 
Trans- Pacific Partnership brought it into being even with the withdrawal of 
the United States, but, as Gideon Rachman has pointed out, it would not have 
coalesced without the American effort to get the deal in the first place. France’s 
president Emmanuel Macron corralled fourteen Eu ro pean countries into an Inter-
vention Initiative to claim strategic autonomy from the United States, but it has 
not actually done anything. The prob lem with “co ali tions of the competent” is that 
they need a prime mover for their initiatives to reach escape velocity.34 They can 
help sustain the order but are unlikely to redefine or expand it.

A final challenger to the existing order is entropy: rules corrode, institutions 
embrittle,  great powers become unwilling or incapable of asserting order. Ameri-
can retrenchment and the lack of alternatives could simply produce the “emer-
gence of a less cooperative and more fragile international system.”35 Beyond the 
Economist’s pandemic prediction, the international order could even return to 
the medieval model where states recede in importance and other groupings— 
businesses, religious organ izations, cities— become the unit of action in the inter-
national order. Philip Bobbitt argues the end of international ideological competition 
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casts into doubt the legitimacy of law, strategy, and the mono poly of vio lence 
on behalf of the state, meaning its purposes no longer suit the environment.36

Bobbitt’s prediction may be borne out, but not for the reasons he anticipates. 
International co ali tions of shared values transcending the geographic bound aries 
of states and creating competing loyalties, pervasive personal communications 
tools that challenge the state’s control of information, and global transmissibility 
of money and  people have created circumstances in which, for example, the US 
government can formally withdraw from the Paris Climate Agreement, roll back 
regulation of carbon emissions, and even sue the State of California for establish-
ing standards higher than  those required by the federal government. Still the 
actions of states, cities, businesses, philanthropists, and informed citizens mak-
ing purchasing choices propel the United States into being the first country to 
meet its Paris Climate Agreement goals.37 Distributed powers and mobilized 
publics may not destroy the state but can combine to act in its absence. Such a 
system would play to the civic strengths of  free socie ties that enable such activ-
ity and benefit from diversity of activity.

The American experience of the COVID-19 pandemic suggests they cannot yet 
substitute for action of the federal state, however. Surely most citizens would have 
preferred a federal government using its international relationships and institu-
tions as strategic depth: identifying burgeoning prob lems, utilizing international 
organ izations like the World Health Organ ization and international relationships 
cultivated by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and federal intelli-
gence ser vices to get a robust understanding of pending dangers early, organ izing 
the agencies for developing plans for assistance to affected populations that would 
tamp down spread, alerting governors to impending dangers so they can prepare 
in advance of infections, and coordinating international cooperation to create a 
common understanding and flow resources.  These are  things only the federal gov-
ernment has the breadth to do, and for sub- federal actors to figure out how to 
replace federal action takes costly time during a pandemic.

 Because  there continue to be constraints on ac cep tance of alternatives, it  will 
be difficult to move from the equilibrium of this international order. So, advocates 
of the order have few practical alternatives to try to cajole the United States back 
into a more constructive posture. They may be aided in that task by Americans 
themselves. The US government’s manifold failures during the pandemic may ac-
tually strengthen the current international order by demonstrating to Americans 
the value of their country constructively engaged in the international order we 
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created to reduce the plagues, wars, and impoverishment that  shaped the lives of 
World War II’s survivors.

Connectedness and Accountability

American administrations of both stripes have missed impor tant opportunities 
for multilateral advances; for example, no US president has expended the po liti-
cal capital to ratify the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, even 
though we  were a major force in its creation. We not only comply with its terms 
but also enforce them on other countries. But it must be acknowledged that in the 
past twenty- five years, Republicans have mostly lacked the creativity to pursue 
multilateral negotiations beyond trade. Instead, they have preferred to withdraw 
from treaties rather than renegotiate and to withhold funding from institutions 
not wholly in line with our policy preference. The Trump administration’s baccha-
nalia of repudiation includes withdrawing from the Trans- Pacific Partnership; 
the Paris Climate Agreement; the Iran nuclear agreement; the UN  Human Rights 
Council; the Intermediate- Range Nuclear Forces Treaty; the Open Skies Treaty; 
the UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organ ization; and potentially the 
New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty.

While Trump administration actions are damaging to structures of interna-
tional cooperation and to American reliability as an international partner, they 
have occasioned a pendular swing  toward greater support for alliances, immigra-
tion, and international trade among the public. This has resulted in a rare bipar-
tisan congressional action to refuse funds for withdrawal of troops stationed in al-
lied countries or repudiation of alliance commitments.38

Although Americans want a more internationally engaged Amer i ca, they do not 
necessarily want the international order to remain exactly as it has been.39 Con-
cerns about allied  free riding are not unique to the Trump administration— novel 
and self- defeating as their approach to achieving it may be. In fact, they parallel 
concerns about globalization: Americans  favor them but are concerned po liti cal 
leaders are not preserving enough of their benefits for Americans. The experience 
of the pandemic should occasion reconsideration of what Nick Eberstadt terms 
“global integration without solidarity.” 40

China was admitted into economies, partnerships, standard- setting bodies, and 
institutional leadership roles without following the rules that constrained be hav-
ior of other states. And China has persisted in projecting its domestic practices 
onto international fora, kidnapping booksellers in Hong Kong, disappearing its 
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own head of Interpol, manipulating the World Health Organ ization, violating 
the terms of its agreement with Britain about Hong Kong, reweighting the In-
ternational Monetary Fund basket of currencies without making the renminbi 
convertible.

Forcing China to play by the rules  will only be pos si ble if the United States 
forms a united front with other countries also experiencing Chinese “exception-
alism.” That means we need to prioritize our grievances and not pick fights—on 
trade or burden sharing or denigrating leaders—on all fronts. We need to create 
incentives and alternatives to China’s mono poly positions, and that means further 
diversifying supply chains, not renationalizing them across the board.

The devastation wreaked by the pandemic on American lives and the economy 
is sure to engender recovery programs that expand the definition of national se-
curity beyond its current pinched and militaristic confines.  These programs, too, 
could strengthen the existing international order by strengthening the domestic 
foundations of American power. For example, use economic recovery programs to 
repair and update infrastructure, make health care portable rather than reliant on 
employment to improve both health and  labor mobility, generate broader- based 
prosperity, and expand access to quality education.  These are not only social goods 
in themselves; they are necessary precursors for Americans to care about the shape 
of the international order.

The cost of rejuvenating the economy and smoothing over the disruptions 
caused by the pandemic is likely to create sustained downward pressure on de-
fense spending. If indulged, this  will incur increased risk of the United States 
losing its wars and  will encourage challengers to test that proposition. But it  will 
also likely create sustained downward pressure on spending for nonmilitary ele-
ments of American power. We already have a foreign policy that lurches  toward 
the military;  unless we spend the money and attention to balance our portfolio by 
expanding the size and capability of our diplomatic and economic professionals, 
our policies  will become even more militarized. As the architect of the National 
Defense Strategy points out, our strategy for managing China is not over- militarized, 
but its execution is  because the Department of Defense is the only arm of govern-
ment carry ing out the strategy.41

US policy in the Trump era has become a jeremiad of demands rather than the 
practice of diplomacy, that we can wring maximal gains out of  every negotiation 
without creating enduring resentment. It is not and we cannot. We need to work 
through institutions such as ASEAN or the UN that may not be valuable to us but 
are to  others. We need at least to tolerate institutions we do not participate in such 
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as the International Criminal Court that serve  others well and expend the effort 
to bring our own practice in line with the rules, by, for example, ratifying the Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea. We even need to make compromises that advan-
tage  others to gain their voluntary cooperation,  because that is less expensive than 
coercing compliance.

That international institutions and cooperation are imperfect is, however ex-
asperating, immaterial to the fact that they are the genius of the American- led 
world order and our greatest lever to bring  others into line with our practices. In 
1945, when Amer i ca stood astride the world like a colossus, comprising half of the 
world’s GDP and with a military that had won wars on both sides of the world, it 
voluntarily restrained its own power by creating rules and institutions that shared 
power. It is through  those rules and institutions that the United States shares the 
costs and responsibilities of solving prob lems before they take on costlier and more 
dangerous dimensions for us to bear alone.
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The COVID-19 pandemic seems at once to be top of mind for international 
relations scholars while low on their list of enduring  drivers. As economists 

and public health experts tally the virus’s accumulating effects, prominent inter-
national relations scholars have generally  limited their analy sis to the ways in 
which COVID-19 is accelerating trends already underway. Structural explanations 
prevail. The US national security community appears more concerned but con-
flicted.  Will the pandemic convince Americans to draw inward, amplifying na-
tionalist sentiments and reducing the appetite for multilateral approaches? Or  will 
it give new impetus for global engagement?

Making predictions in the  middle of the pandemic is fraught. Yet history and 
recent events provide guides, and they point  toward this pandemic mattering and 
mattering big. It  will not only accelerate changes underway, but if policy makers 
are up for the challenge, it pre sents an opportunity to reshape the  future of world 
order and national security. For defense watchers, this prospect is both daunting 
and fortuitous. The US defense world could use some reshaping if it is to contrib-
ute effectively to the nation’s  future.
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COVID-19 and the International System

Some prominent analysts have spoken of COVID-19 as “an accelerant” to trends 
already underway in the international system. “The pandemic and the response 
to it,” one writes, “have revealed and reinforced the fundamental characteristics 
of geopolitics  today.”1 COVID-19 is undeniably serving this accelerating function 
in several ways. Yet  there is also evidence the pandemic may help reshape the in-
ternational system. If democratic- minded nations can seize on this potential, the 
straight- line projections of the accelerant narrative would be inadequate to cap-
ture the force of COVID-19’s effects.

The frame of competition among  great powers, so prominent in US national 
security circles, is clearly playing out during the pandemic. In addition to contin-
ued foreign policy adventurism by Rus sia, Iran, and North  Korea, China has 
attempted a multipronged influence campaign around COVID-19, including 
covering up and misinforming on the scale of cases inside China; undertaking 
health diplomacy, such as providing personal protective equipment (PPE) to Italy 
and other hard- hit countries; issuing official statements blaming  others; and ma-
nipulating social media to divide Western countries.2 Rus sia and Iran have under-
taken less ambitious but similar efforts.3 Ever audacious, Rus sia pointedly do-
nated medical equipment to the United States in April 2020. President Donald 
Trump, for his part, has attempted to focus attention on China’s inaction and dis-
sembling at the outset of the outbreak, but he has done so using racist language 
about COVID-19, referring to it as “kung flu” and the “Chinese virus.” Secretary 
of State Mike Pompeo has repeatedly called it the “Wuhan virus.” 4

As the pandemic turns up the heat between the United States and China, it is 
illuminating two facts at once. First, it underscores that the most impor tant bilat-
eral power dynamic for the coming de cades is between  these two countries. Sec-
ond, however, it provides further evidence that bi polar ity  will be an inadequate 
description for the evolving international system.5 Competition between the 
United States and China is not on pace to define the system to the same degree 
US- Soviet relations defined the Cold War era, and COVID-19 has set them back 
even further. Neither nation has fared well in managing the pandemic, with trust 
and confidence declining for both. The world is not nonpolar, but  these two pow-
ers, it seems, have failed to generate magnetism sufficient to induce the levels of 
bandwagoning and/or balancing be hav ior expected of bipolar systems.

Instead, countries such as Germany and South  Korea, and, but for Sweden, the 
Eu ro pean Union, have proved more  adept and resilient in managing the crisis. 
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This may only fuel the degree of in de pen dence some states and entities are exert-
ing from the United States and China, including other  great (although lesser) pow-
ers, from the Eu ro pean Union (or France and Germany, if the reader prefers), the 
United Kingdom, and Japan to India to Rus sia. Several of  these  great powers, as 
well as Pakistan, North  Korea, and soon potentially Iran, are also declared nuclear 
weapons states, further complicating simplistic bi polar ity narratives.6

Then  there are the transnational and subnational issues affecting the nature 
and expression of power itself. Even before COVID-19, several such trends  were 
demonstrating their importance to the international system. Climate change 
stands out, given its potential to affect states’ sources of strength— especially eco-
nomic, demographic, and geographic—as well as their inclinations  toward coop-
eration and conflict as they seek to mitigate and adapt to changes underway.7 Also 
notable is the revolution in advanced technologies, which is proliferating know- 
how and production in fields like biology, information and computing, and robot-
ics, both across states and below the state level. Shifts in military and economic 
power differentials could come from any of  these vectors, but they are most 
likely to come at the intersection of several. For example, global information 
consumption, advanced computing algorithms, the availability of vast amounts 
of social media data, and automation are combining to influence operations of 
unpre ce dented scale. In many cases,  these campaigns aim at dividing socie ties 
and nations, amplifying ideational challenges between autocracies and democ-
racies, feeding ethnic nationalism, and amplifying concerns around globaliza-
tion and internationalism.

As a pandemic, COVID-19 manifests the potential of transnational challenges 
to interstate relations and the operations of the international system. It is also be-
getting or accelerating a range of other transnational and subnational trends. In 
addition to spurring new influence operations, tension between globalization and 
nationalism is playing out around travel bans, support for the World Health Organ-
ization, and the search for supply-chain in de pen dence. Two prominent po liti cal 
scientists recently warned that amid COVID, “the world seems to be headed 
 toward growing division and national self- reliance.”8

Where mere acceleration of trends ends and reshaping of the international sys-
tem begins is open to some debate. Still, it appears that a collective focus on the 
former is obscuring evidence of the latter. Just as jarring global events, like wars, 
have done in the past, it is worth asking  whether COVID-19 may shift the trajec-
tory of the international system  toward greater order. Several scholars are skepti-
cal the pandemic  will or can do so.9 Yet  there are some early signals in domestic 
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and foreign affairs that should not be quickly dismissed. Three of the most nota-
ble signs are moves by some demo cratic regional powers to balance nationalism 
with greater international engagement, the growth of citizen movements, and ex-
panding public awareness of and push back against influence campaigns.

First, the abject failures of the United States and China to lead international 
COVID efforts is spurring greater voter engagement on internationalism inside the 
United States and other democracies, providing some green shoots of hope for a 
shift  toward greater cooperation. In the wake of Brexit, when a further unwind-
ing of the Eu ro pean Union seemed pos si ble, the EU instead demonstrated substan-
tial appetite for integration with its creation of a COVID-19 stimulus fund. Simi-
larly, South Korean president Moon Jae-in used the banner “Corona Diplomacy” 
to convince the G20 to hold a virtual emergency summit on COVID in March 
2020.10  These democracies, largely performing well in meeting the pandemic’s 
challenges, are developing more agency and moving to act cooperatively in the 
absence of global leadership from elsewhere. Recent polling suggests most of the 
US public shares this interest in greater global engagement and multilateral ap-
proaches to tackle security prob lems.11

Second, autocracy may be winning, but democracy is poised for a resurgence. 
The downward slide in global freedom is well documented and has been ongoing 
for nearly fifteen years.12 Existing restrictions on citizen liberties in North  Korea, 
China, Rus sia, and Iran have been accompanied more recently by backsliding in 
places like the United States, Hungary, and Saudi Arabia as well as substantial 
new repression in India. Unsurprisingly, attacks from right- wing extremists grew 
more than 230% from 2013 to 2018 in the United States, Oceania, and Eu rope.13 
 COVID-19 and the societal restrictions imposed to combat it have already been 
used to generate new conspiracy theories and further fuel such extremism, result-
ing in neo- Nazi attacks in the United States.14

The decline of freedom is not standing unchallenged. Over the past de cade, 
protest movements have been on the rise, growing more than 11% globally between 
2009 and 2019 and above that level in the advanced democracies of Eu rope and 
North Amer i ca. In 2019 alone, anti- government protests occurred in 114 coun-
tries.15 A 2016  labor rights protest in India drew the largest protest crowds in 
history, estimated at more than 180 million  people.16 The five largest protest gath-
erings in US history have all occurred since the 2017 inauguration of President 
Trump, each significantly larger than his inauguration crowd.17

Where it is not repressed,  people in the streets can translate into  people at the 
ballot box. In the 2018 US congressional midterm election, almost 50% of the 
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eligible voting population voted, the highest percentage of midterm voters since 
1914. In 2014, just one midterm cycle  earlier, turnout had been the lowest in 
seventy- two years, at 36.7%. This is not solely a US phenomenon; voting has 
surged in Eu rope as well. The December 2019 Eu ro pean Union parliament elec-
tions saw the highest EU turnout percentage since 1994.18 The outcomes of  these 
elections in the United States and Eu rope did not all point in one po liti cal direc-
tion. In several Eu ro pean countries, nationalist parties performed very well. 
Nevertheless, the degree of recent voter engagement is striking, juxtaposed as it is 
against global threats to freedom. In the first half of 2020, Chinese repression in 
Hong Kong and police brutality and systemic racism in the United States seem 
to have only propelled global protests and citizen mobilization.

Fi nally,  there are signs that the pandemic is spurring greater demo cratic resil-
ience to influence operations. As noted previously, China has substantially ramped 
up its disinformation efforts in the United States and around the world in the wake 
of its early failure to stem the pandemic.19 China is not alone. Rus sia and Iran are 
suspected of similar information campaigns aimed at deflecting from their own 
pandemic challenges and seeding doubts and divisions in the West.20 Such disin-
formation efforts align fully with the kind of gray zone tactics that periods of in-
tense interstate competition breed. Compared to prior years, however, democra-
cies around the world have been especially quick to “name and shame” China and 
 others engaged in disinformation, calling early attention to the prob lem and pro-
viding early and direct health information to publics in ways that build trust in 
 these demo cratic governments.

Of course, some disinformation efforts are coming from inside Western socie-
ties themselves. In the United States, President Trump, other elected officials, and 
 those close to them have also lied and misled on public health safety issues aris-
ing during the pandemic.  These efforts, while still deadly in their effects, have 
been blunted by the competence and airtime afforded to epidemiologists and other 
health professionals. Moreover, the pandemic’s propensity to deliver outcomes that 
align to expert advice has helped push back against conspiracy theories and lies. 
Whereas the public had grown cynical about expertise prior to COVID-19, by 
April 2020, more than two in three Americans expressed trust in the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention and their doctors for accurate information. Fewer 
than one in four put  great faith in President Trump’s public health information.21 
This figure fell well below Trump’s electoral polling, which suggests that even 
some of his supporters are distinguishing between his attractiveness as a po liti cal 
figure and his reliability as a public health leader. It is more difficult for disinfor-
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mation to thrive in an environment where expertise is valued, and small gains may 
be built upon in other areas. The Black Lives  Matter movement appears to be fur-
ther spurring  counters to disinformation. The capture of Ahmaud Arbery’s and 
George Floyd’s killings on video and the subsequent crowdsource debunking of 
antifa attacks are empowering citizens to use technology to reset popu lar para-
digms of fact and fiction.

The pandemic thus may not only be shaping the international order, it may be 
shaping it in positive directions that previously seemed unlikely.  Whether positive 
change now follows depends largely on the direction taken by  great powers. De-
mocracies have an opportunity for collective action. If they can capture it, the na-
ture of their security and the order itself may improve. Nowhere is this possibil-
ity more tantalizing than in the United States.

National Security Anew

COVID’s potential to reshape our world extends from the international sphere 
to the making of US national security. As of this writing, more than 130,000 
Americans have died from COVID-19, with well over 2.3 million cases of the vi-
rus reported in the United States.22 The economic impacts of the pandemic are 
historic in scale, generating sizable business closures and unemployment while 
prompting massive government stimulus spending. A pair of McKinsey analysts 
likens the moment to Amer i ca’s mobilizations for two world wars. Rather than ask 
residents to join a war effort beyond their homes, government incentives during 
COVID-19 are designed in part to help  people socially distance and reduce non-
essential activity.23

How could this seismic dislocation fail to affect how Americans pursue national 
security? History suggests Americans typically adjust policy agendas at home and 
abroad as world events emerge. The Soviet space program led to the National De-
fense Education Act, failures in Vietnam led President Richard Nixon to China, 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union begot new attention to small wars and ethnic 
conflicts, 9/11 shifted US focus to countering terrorists around the world and fight-
ing regime- changing wars in the  Middle East, and, most recently, Rus sian and 
Chinese coercion has led to renewed priority on “ great-power competition.” Yet 
 these examples also demonstrate that Americans often react late, tend to “fight the 
last war,” tune out foresight analy sis, and at times reach for cures that are worse 
than the disease. The most impor tant question for national security, then, is not 
 whether COVID-19  will affect our conception of global challenges and US strategy 
but how well we meet the challenge.
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The most immediate implication of COVID-19 for US national security  will be 
to strengthen long- standing efforts to broaden the conception of security to en-
compass health, climate, and domestic economic and societal competitiveness. 
The stimulus packages already passed into law begin the needed reboot of the 
global health policy agenda, which had been a priority for multiple congresses and 
administrations prior to the Trump administration’s evisceration of  these pro-
grams. The goal now  will be to shift from the “cycle of crisis and complacency” 
on global health to building enduring pandemic preparedness.24

This pandemic’s legacy  will also be felt in a more rapid embrace of climate 
change as a priority issue in national security. Health and climate are linked, and 
approaches to addressing them also share similarities: they typically require ac-
tion at the local, national, and international level; the private sector and regular 
citizens meaningfully contribute to solutions for both; they affect every one, but 
they  will hit the world’s most vulnerable first and hardest; they are best met with 
long- term, preventative policies; and many of the means to effect change lie out-
side the traditional national security tool kit. It thus bears exploring the implica-
tions of climate change more closely, as COVID-19 is likely to help it resonate as 
a national security issue with average citizens and security experts.

Heretofore a deeply partisan issue, climate change is increasingly a bipartisan 
priority for millennials and Generation Z voters. In the 2020 presidential election 
cycle, this cohort  will be equal in size to baby boomers and their pre de ces sors 
(aged 56 and older).25 That climate change is a threat has long been accepted by 
the national security community. More than a de cade ago, the US intelligence 
community concluded that “global climate change  will have wide- ranging impli-
cations for US national security interests over the next 20 years.”26 With COVID, 
the politics, technology, and economics of climate change are fi nally catching up 
to analysts’ concerns.

As a security issue, climate change multiplies security challenges in four ma-
jor ways: (1) it threatens the existence of nations, (2) it makes weak states weaker, 
(3) it drives new contests among the strong, and (4) it imposes financial costs on 
security providers.

Eliminates territory: Sea level rise fueled by warming at the Earth’s poles cre-
ates a near- term existential crisis for island nations, especially in the Pacific Ocean. 
For instance, the Marshall Islands, with its population of more than fifty- five thou-
sand, expects to be underwater by 2030.27 Nations in the Ca rib bean Sea,  those at 
low altitude, and  those with low- lying areas are also vulnerable to extinction or 
substantial dislocation.
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Makes weak states weaker: Climate change accelerates instability by exacerbating 
under lying socioeconomic and po liti cal prob lems. It puts pressure on  water re-
sources, food production, and livelihoods and is affecting first many who are least 
able to cope. This includes nations that lack the governance practices and institu-
tions to address the needs of their citizens. According to UN population projections, 
of the one hundred fastest- growing cities (by population), eighty- four are catego-
rized as facing extreme risks of climate change and a further fourteen face high cli-
mate risks, mostly in Africa and Asia.28  These results may be seen in the number 
and scale of humanitarian disasters, disease outbreaks, socioeconomic unrest, mass 
migration, crime, corruption, and intrastate vio lence, as well as interstate tensions. 
 There is even a link to the flow of mi grants from Central Amer i ca across the US 
border, as climate change degrades farming conditions in places like Guatemala.29

Drives new geopo liti cal competition: Geopo liti cal competition is also playing out 
in climate change. Nowhere is this more evident than the Arctic. Since 2002, 
NASA estimates that the Arctic minimum sea ice has declined at a rate of 12.8% 
per de cade.30 The region is hotter  today than it has been at any point over the last 
four thousand years. With sea lanes opening, transits of the Bering Strait have 
more than doubled in the past de cade.31 Rus sia, the United States, and other na-
tions adjacent to the Arctic, and China, which is attempting to brand itself as a 
“near Arctic” nation, all have expressed interest in the Arctic’s natu ral resources, 
including minerals and petrochemicals.  These nations also find the promise of 
shorter shipping routes between East Asia and the Atlantic Ocean appealing. New 
coastlines are also generating new military facilities in strategic locations, espe-
cially by Rus sia.

Security provider costs: The Department of Defense’s own capacity to respond 
to climate- related disasters is  under strain. The US military operates in many ar-
eas of the world that face significant degradations from climate change, includ-
ing within the United States. In 2018 and 2019, extreme weather at Tyndall Air 
Force Base (Florida), Marine Corps Base Camp Lejeune (North Carolina), and Of-
futt Air Force Base (Nebraska) inflicted more than $8 billion in damage.32 Finan-
cial costs on the military are also borne when the US military deploys in support 
of civilian agencies at home, such as with forest fires and hurricanes, and overseas, 
such as with tsunami relief. The Pentagon must brace for bud get and readiness 
impacts resulting from climate- related increases in the frequency and severity of 
natu ral disasters.

Health and climate are just two of the “nontraditional” issues propelled to the 
center of the national security agenda in 2020. The United States is stumbling in 
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meeting the task of global economic competition and Rus sian and Chinese gray 
zone tactics like po liti cal, economic, and information coercion.  These failures, 
taken together with COVID-19, the brutal killing of George Floyd, and the pro-
foundly imprudent use of force against protesters in Washington, DC, have weak-
ened US global standing. As I have argued elsewhere, healing Amer i ca’s domestic 
dysfunctions is a national security imperative.33 The politicization and utter fail-
ure of US actions in response to COVID-19, and the spectacle of the Trump 
administration’s strongman showmanship in the face of calls for racial justice, 
send signals of ineptness that play directly into competitors’ narratives and plans. 
The United States cannot compete to secure its interests in the global arena when 
it is incapable of unifying and progressing its society at home.

With all that COVID-19 is revealing, US national security is primed for change. 
Advancing a more encompassing approach to security requires a new look at our 
national strategies, institutions, and investments. Disruptive collaboration that 
hones the nation’s competitive edge  will require trust and partnership between the 
government and the private sector. Competing effectively also requires pooled 
approaches with like- minded democracies. The US alliance system and interna-
tional institutions need both repair and new vision. A next generation of diplomats 
must be grown. Information must be elevated as a significant ele ment of foreign 
policy and economic statecraft expanded not only to coerce rivals’ be hav ior but 
also to persuade friends and partners. In a world of growing multipolarity, the 
United States  will need the collective strength of civil society, academia and busi-
nesses, and allies and partners to meet the challenge China and other authoritar-
ian states pre sent to its interests.

Implications for the Military

The United States  will also still need its military. Acknowledging the many se-
curity needs that exist outside the military realm does not erase the real ity that 
China, Rus sia, and other states are demonstrating the  will and capability to use 
military forces to alter the character of the international system on terms that 
threaten American democracy and prosperity as well as the rule of law. Many 
Americans wrongly assume the nation retains a tolerable military edge to deter 
threats to its vital interests. The US advantage is eroding. Rus sia and China are ag-
gressively pursuing advanced military capabilities, including in missiles, cyber-
space, and space, and they are also using fait accompli tactics, disinformation, and 
proxy warfare to achieve relative gains.
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The COVID-19 pandemic worsens many aspects of military competition for the 
United States. It is heightening the level of threat, requiring increased attention on 
the health and readiness of the armed forces, and expanding needs for defense sup-
port to civil authority at home and possibly abroad.  These realities worsen the al-
ready troubled fiscal picture confronting the Department of Defense. Added to the 
sluggish pace of US adaptation to, or counterstrategy for, the high- low mix of capa-
bilities and tactics potential adversaries are putting forth, prospects for defending 
against some classes of military threats are waning. As with national security more 
broadly, however, COVID-19 pre sents an opportunity to reshape rather than just 
accelerate current military trends seeming to  favor Rus sia and China.

Military Threats in the Pandemic

Adventurism by China and Rus sia continues amid the COVID-19 outbreak. In 
the first half of 2020, China has renewed tensions with India over disputed bor-
der territory. It has also provoked skirmishes in the South China Sea with Vietnam 
and Malaysia, with the latter incident involving US and Australian vessels as well. 
It has stepped up its maritime activities near Taiwan, as has the United States, and 
near Japan. Perhaps most ominously, it has imposed a new national security law 
in Hong Kong that expands the Chinese Communist Party’s digital and physical 
autocracy beyond its mainland.

Even as China agitates beyond its borders, the pandemic  will almost certainly 
push back its military spending agenda. Using its own, usually rosy, assessments, 
the pandemic has damaged China’s economy, with growth declining by 6.8% 
in the first quarter of 2020. Likely more telling of COVID’s effects is China’s an-
nouncement to forego any growth targets for this year.34 Then, in May, China 
announced its smallest planned increase in defense spending in thirty years. The 
reported defense downshift is small, and  future  People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
bud get trends bear monitoring. Beyond assessing shifts in its defense top line, un-
derstanding how China is spending its defense funds would shed light on COV-
ID’s impacts. China is not prone to provide such transparency, but it is reasonable 
to assume that it  will divert military funds to cover costs related to the pandemic, 
including the PLA’s role in domestic security, internal infrastructure proj ects, and 
force health and readiness expenses. Its industrial base is also likely suffering dur-
ing COVID, due to worker absenteeism and pos si ble work stoppages.

The Rus sian military, and likely its industrial base, are also suffering from mis-
management of the virus. First claiming no military personnel  were infected, 
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Rus sia has been forced to announce some quarantines in its army.35 The Rus sian 
defense bud get was already projected to decline slightly in FY2021, and COVID’s 
effects on the Rus sian economy, together with the collapse of oil prices,  will pres-
surize it further. However, Rus sia has typically protected its highest- priority mili-
tary proj ects during difficult times, and it is reasonable to assume President Vladi-
mir Putin  will attempt to do so again in the coming years.

To date, Rus sian aggression has continued during the pandemic. It undertook 
unsafe fighter maneuvers near US aircraft operating in the Mediterranean. It per-
formed a direct- ascent antisatellite missile test, following on the heels of weapon- 
like satellite maneuvers near US space assets in February. Most notably, it stepped 
up the scale of its presence in Libya even as it remains engaged in Eastern Ukraine, 
Crimea, and Syria. As noted previously, its influence operations also continue 
apace, focused on influencing the forthcoming US presidential election, Eu ro pean 
democracies, and the transatlantic relationship.

The US Military and COVID-19

As China, Rus sia, and  others grapple with the pandemic’s effects on their econ-
omies and militaries, and continue to press against US interests, Amer i ca’s mili-
tary is confronting its own challenges. Most immediately, it must attend to the 
health of ser vice members and their families, as well as the broader defense work-
force. Health and readiness are interdependent: health precautions impede some 
readiness mea sures, but a sick force cannot be a ready force. To date, the armed 
ser vices have stayed relatively healthy and relatively ready. The most significant and 
public COVID-19 outbreak occurred on the USS Theodore Roo se velt, an incident that 
brought the resignation of an acting navy secretary and the firing of the vessel’s 
captain. Overall, however, the number and severity of infections has been manage-
able. The Department of Defense cannot take for granted this  will continue and 
thus must sustain focused attention— and investment—to ensure COVID-19 does 
not become a significant health and readiness challenge. This necessitates use of 
temporary quarantines, shifts in exercise plans, and other adaptations.

In addition to health and readiness concerns for its own, the Department of 
Defense also has a long history of providing defense support to civilian authori-
ties in times of national emergency. President Trump declared COVID-19 to be just 
such a national emergency in March 2020, with a lackluster federal response 
following thereafter.  After this very slow start, the Department of Defense has 
dedicated some attention and resources to its domestic support mission. It has not 
fully met the potential of its role in assisting contracting efforts through the De-
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fense Production Act, and its early efforts to lend medical personnel and assets, 
such as hospital ships,  were underwhelming. More recently, the president tasked 
the secretary of defense with co- leading Operation Warp Speed, which aims to 
rapidly produce and distribute a vaccine to Americans. It is too early to judge that 
effort.

The Pentagon’s slow response in aiding civil authorities on COVID-19 stands in 
contrast to the speed with which it found itself embroiled in the White House’s 
plans for countering Black Lives  Matter protests. The ensuing civil- military crisis 
erupting in Lafayette Park and around Washington, DC, in June 2020 may gen-
erate further pressure to rebalance the national security enterprise away from 
military solutions. Trust between citizen and soldier is central to healthy civil- 
military relations in a democracy. Now more than at any other time in a genera-
tion, the military establishment may be called on to prove itself worthy of that 
trust, and of the investment American taxpayers make in it.

The pandemic is thus pressurizing defense spending by increasing demands on 
its resources at the same time economic and societal trends may be lowering the 
total funds available. Before COVID, the Trump administration was already sig-
naling that the defense bud get would likely be lower in a second term. At the be-
ginning of 2020, the bud get deficit was  running at about $1 trillion, and deficit 
hawks  were looking ahead to the potential for more constrained federal spending 
in a hoped- for second term. The pandemic has now eliminated the possibility of 
significant near- term deficit reduction. Stimulus funds to help the economy sur-
vive and recover from the coronavirus have ballooned the deficit to $4 trillion, 
with the potential for further spending to come. Together with the trust deficit the 
military now bears with some lawmakers and citizens, and the desire to invest in 
other areas of American competitiveness and national security, the new fiscal real-
ity has only increased the pressure to constrain defense spending in the next 
presidential administration, no  matter which candidate wins.

A squeeze on military spending  will not be easily borne. The United States does 
not retain the advantages it once had, and the hurdles to cutting smartly are high. 
Despite the Winston Churchill adage,  running out of money does not always gen-
erate more thoughtful approaches to strategy and, without strong leadership, can 
amplify rather than stamp out bureaucratic pathologies. Yet neither does having 
more defense dollars equate to better capabilities or likely victory.  There are sim-
ply too many po liti cal and bureaucratic  factors affecting how defense dollars are 
spent to make a direct correlation between inputs and outcomes one way or an-
other. If US history provides any guide on  these  matters, it is that the nation at 
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times reaches pivot points in which it acts to reshape its national security approach 
and Amer i ca’s military. COVID-19 cannot take full credit for bringing the United 
States to this point, but its role is larger than is currently acknowledged and cer-
tainly greater than a mere accelerant to the pro cess.

It is not enough to reach a pivot point. One must also exploit it. Many changes 
are needed to compete effectively in the modern military realm, including limit-
ing ongoing military operations and making greater use of collective approaches 
and nonmilitary foreign policy tools.36 Three force development priorities partic-
ularly bear mention for reshaping Amer i ca’s defense in a post- pandemic world.

1.  The United States must conceive, test, and constantly adapt its strategic 
and operational approaches in line with its goals. It must have theories of 
victory. The leadership of the Department of Defense spends most of its 
energy building bud gets, monitoring current operations, and navigating 
acquisition issues. Its strategic and conceptual enterprises are too often 
backwaters. If the department is to change the way it fights, it must start 
with an enterprise- wide commitment to the operational art, tied to 
strategic purpose and experimented with routinely. Failure is an option, 
and the more it happens early and cheaply, the better for the evolution of 
thought and capability. If the US military is  going to seize the advantage 
rather than react to advances made by  others, its leaders must be selected, 
trained, and rewarded for  these attributes.

2.  In an era of competition and global threats, the United States would do 
well to ensure flexibility with a high- low mix of capabilities. Even as it 
takes a portfolio approach, the US military should prioritize in two 
crosscutting areas. First, it should capitalize on its own asymmetries, at 
the strategic (e.g., alliance), technological (e.g., undersea warfare), and 
operational (e.g., a ready and well- trained force) levels. If defense spend-
ing is cut substantially, many worthy investments may need to be slowed 
or shelved, so getting the asymmetries right  will be vital. Second, it should 
ensure sufficient investment to close gaping weaknesses, especially in 
logistics, cyberspace, information operations, and space. Relative US 
advantages and weaknesses  will shift over time, so this force development 
priority must interact with the prior one. The United States  will need a 
systems approach in which it continuously assesses capability investments 
against current theories of victory while using its capability findings to 
inform the evolution of  those theories.
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3.  The United States  will need a global posture that acknowledges the 
pressure for speed of response with the need to provide sanctuary for 
follow-on forces. Allies and partners that are resident in Eu rope and Asia 
can and should provide significant ele ments of localized early response. 
Nevertheless,  there are advantages for the United States in positioning 
certain types of capabilities close to potential adversaries. Ensuring strong 
relationships with allies and partners  will be vital to ensuring needed 
access for American forces and for generating the capabilities and 
interoperability required during crises.

A shift in approach cannot come soon enough. The US rhe toric on competition is 
well outpacing the real ity of its capabilities, both across society and within de-
fense. Cultural change is not happening swiftly enough, hampered by a business- 
as- usual approach on personnel, conceptual art, experimentation, acquisition, and 
bud get. The po liti cal  will to take unpop u lar stances is low, including needed de-
cisions to curtail some current production, to close underused installations, to re-
design structures and operations, and to undertake substantial benefit reform. If 
the moment passes, COVID’s legacy for the military may simply be to further ex-
pand the distance between the goals of American deterrence and its ability to 
credibly achieve them.

Conclusion

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic is reshaping the world as we know it. The 
United States and China  matter tremendously to the  future order, but states are 
glimpsing a true world of anarchy facilitated by  these two powers, and they are look-
ing beyond their own borders for ways to manage it. The American public also sees 
disorder and the nation’s contribution to it. Together with evidence of systemic dys-
function at home, the United States is beginning to grapple with the need for change 
and assessing the domestic and international ele ments that might strengthen Amer-
icans’ safety, prosperity, and freedoms. Countervailing trends  toward ethnic nation-
alism and government control coexist with  these realities, as they have for at least 
the last de cade. With all that the pandemic has exposed, however, the winds of 
change are blowing more clearly  toward a chance for reform and renewal.

For defense watchers,  these trends might be ominous. US defense spending is 
likely to decline in the coming years,  under pressure from the reshaping of Amer-
ican national security and in the presence of fiscal challenges that the pandemic 
is substantially compounding. Amer i ca’s military is still needed, and it is in some 
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trou ble. Yet  there is opportunity for the US military in the broader shifts under-
way, from increased economic competitiveness to strengthened tools of statecraft 
to repaired relations with allies. The pandemic may just be the long- awaited gal-
vanizing moment the United States needs to generate major improvements in its 
military and defense enterprise.
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Global crises inevitably raise questions of global leadership. As the world con-
fronts a dramatically changing climate, a pandemic, a global economic re-

cession, and an ongoing refugee crisis, it seeks competent leaders that both model 
best be hav ior and bear a greater share of the burden in responding to  these chal-
lenges. But in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, when the world came call-
ing, both superpowers, the United States and China, fell short. The United States 
flailed helplessly, unable to overcome a lack of presidential leadership, a partisan 
divide, and a broken health care system.1 On the global stage, the United States 
abdicated leadership in spectacular fashion. Its moves to divert personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE) away from other countries,2 as well as its suspension of 
funding and subsequent move to withdraw from the World Health Organ ization 
(WHO),3 served as defining and devastating symbols of the Trump administra-
tion’s “Amer i ca First” mantra. China, in contrast, sought to grasp the mantle of 
global leadership. It provided material and technical support for much of the world 
and pledged significant assistance to meet the challenge of  future pandemics. Its 
response was marred, however, by both a lack of transparency and accountability 
that enabled the virus to spread within China and abroad and its self- aggrandizing 
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and coercive diplomacy.4 Moreover, any hope that the two powers would to-
gether step up to coordinate a global response was quickly quashed by the efforts 
of each to offload blame onto the other. The WHO also failed its mandate to ar-
ray the world’s resources to ensure the timely and transparent transmission of 
best policy options and practices in combating the pandemic.5 The triumph 
belonged to the  middle and large powers, such as Taiwan, South  Korea, and Ger-
many, who boasted competent leaders and resilient systems. They managed to ar-
rest the spread of the virus at home and offer assistance to  others in need. None-
theless, they lacked the heft and reach to lead globally in a sustained manner.

The failure of global leadership in response to the COVID-19 pandemic illus-
trates the much larger challenges in global governance that the world confronts 
 today. The institutions, norms, and values of the current international order are 
not adequate to meet the range of needs and demands of the world’s  peoples; some 
need to be bolstered, while  others need to be reformed. At the same time, the pan-
demic also laid bare the scope and scale of China’s ambition to reshape the geostra-
tegic landscape and reform international institutions to reflect its preferred norms, 
values, and policies. For de cades, China has maintained a low- profile foreign policy 
and selectively adapted to the current international order, contributing to a wide-
spread belief that the country was on a path, however long and tortuous, to becom-
ing a “responsible stakeholder” in the international system. Yet since coming to 
power in 2012, Chinese Communist Party (CCP) General Secretary and President 
Xi Jinping has advanced an alternative vision of the international order and China’s 
place within it. As China’s be hav ior over the course of the pandemic underscores, 
this vision poses a threat to a number of norms underpinning the current order, 
including freedom of navigation and overflight,  free trade, open socie ties, and the 
rule of law, as well as to the international institutions embodying  these norms. Xi 
seeks to create what he has characterized as “a community of shared destiny for 
mankind”— a rules- based order in which the norms and values of authoritarian 
countries and  those of demo cratic systems coexist and are protected equally.

The United States, for its part, has signaled that, at least for the duration of the 
Trump administration, it can no longer be relied upon to serve as the standard- 
bearer for the current international order. President Donald Trump understands 
international institutions and multilateral arrangements more as constraints than 
enablers of US power and influence. He has devalued the role of alliances and 
withdrawn from some international institutions, while ignoring the norms inher-
ent in  others. Yet the United States does not want to cede global leadership to 
China. It has recognized China as a “strategic competitor” and “revisionist power” 
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and  adopted a strategy to compete with,  counter, and contain China— erecting 
bulwarks against Chinese initiatives to reorder the global order, while aggressively 
encouraging its allies and partners to join in the effort.

For much of the rest of the world, Chinese be hav ior and the US posture have 
created an increasingly complicated and challenging situation. Neither super-
power offers an attractive world vision, but countries are being asked— and some-
times coerced—to choose sides in ways suggestive of a cold war. In response, a 
number of officials and foreign policy experts have offered alternative frame-
works, in which China and the United States compete but also seek out areas of 
cooperation. One such approach, “coopetition”— a concept borrowed from the 
business world— acknowledges competition as a defining feature of the bilateral 
relationship but also underscores the advantages to be realized from cooperation 
in certain well- defined areas to produce a greater good.6  Others have drawn on an 
idea from the natu ral sciences, “coevolution,” to suggest that the United States and 
China naturally share broad areas of common purpose and should identify oppor-
tunities to learn from the other, change, and adapt for mutual benefit.7 Both coope-
tition and coevolution offer the two countries the opportunity to reset the rela-
tionship and embark on a new diplomatic endeavor that takes cooperation as a 
core strategic objective— a good in and of itself. And both approaches, if fully real-
ized, would contribute to a world order led by the United States and China that 
was more stable and better able to respond to global challenges.

Yet the COVID-19 pandemic also raises the question of  whether the  future of 
the world should rely so completely on the intentions, capabilities, and actions of 
China and the United States. China’s wide- ranging attacks on the basic norms and 
institutions underpinning the current rules- based order and the United States’ de-
termination to reduce its support for many of the international institutions that 
support this order make China in par tic u lar, but also the United States, destabi-
lizing forces within the international system. In this current real ity, it is worth ex-
ploring the opportunities for other countries, many of which displayed gover-
nance capabilities superior to  those of China and the United States during the 
pandemic, to play a larger role in shaping the  future international order, its insti-
tutions, values, and norms.

China Reaches for the Crown

In a short essay published in Noema in June 2020, “China: Threat or Opportu-
nity?,” former Singaporean diplomat Kishore Mahbubani argues that even as 
Amer i ca’s geopo liti cal influence has receded and China’s has expanded, Beijing 
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has no interest in providing global leadership. According to Mahbubani, China has 
“benefited from the rules- based global order” and has “no desire to overturn this 
order.”8 More than two hundred US scholars and analysts expressed a similar view 
in a letter published in the Washington Post in July 2019, in which they argued that it 
was “not clear”  whether Beijing saw global leadership as “necessary or feasible,” and 
in any case, while China might be “seeking to weaken the role of Western demo-
cratic norms within the global order,” it was “not seeking to overturn vital eco-
nomic and other components of that order”  because China, itself, had benefited from 
that order.9

Despite their apparent confidence in the staying power of the current rules- 
based system, Xi’s stated intentions and policies over the past almost de cade sug-
gest other wise. Xi has called for China to “lead in the reform of the global gover-
nance system”10 and to create a “community of shared destiny,” in which universal 
values and the institutions and multilateral arrangements that support them, such 
as the US- led alliance system, no longer define the international order.11 Xi has 
further advanced China as a model for other countries, claiming that “the China 
model for a better social governance system offers a new option for other countries 
and nations who want to speed up their development while preserving their in de-
pen dence.”12 (While  there is no one clearly accepted definition of this model, at 
its heart it is a variant of authoritarian capitalism, characterized, as University of 
Michigan professor Yuen Yuen Ang has described, by extensive state control over 
po liti cal and social life, including the media, internet, and education, and an econ-
omy that reflects a mix of both market- based practices, as well as the strong hand 
of the state in core sectors of the economy.13)

Xi’s objectives in promoting a China model and calling for reform of global gov-
ernance institutions are both defensive—to protect China from international 
criticism— and offensive—to ensure that international norms and values align 
with and serve Chinese values and po liti cal and economic priorities. States and 
international institutions that reflect China’s values on  human rights and cyber- 
governance, for example, are less likely to criticize Beijing’s  labor and reeducation 
camps in Xinjiang and more likely to support China’s negotiating stance in inter-
national institutions on the primacy of cyber- sovereignty. And they may also em-
brace Chinese trade, investment, and security ties in support of  these norms and 
values. To advance  these objectives, Xi has moved both strategically and opportu-
nistically, using China’s sovereignty claims, its  Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), its 
position within international institutions, and its economic prowess to incentiv-
ize and coerce actors to align their practices with Chinese preferences.
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Chinese Ambitions Meet COVID-19

The story of COVID-19 is still evolving, but its implications for China’s position 
on the global stage are already emerging. While the international community 
lauded China for its ability to mobilize its vast resources to combat the pandemic, 
Beijing’s approach has also raised doubts about its model, the nature of its inter-
national influence, and the desirability of Chinese leadership on the global stage.

As China’s leaders moved to control the spread of COVID-19, a high degree of 
po liti cal centralization and the deep penetration of the CCP into Chinese society 
enabled them to quarantine more than one hundred million  people,14 to deploy 
significant financial and  human capital to construct hospitals and makeshift quar-
antine centers,15 and to command enterprises across the country to manufacture 
the PPE necessary to meet the Chinese and  later international demand.16 In ad-
dition, the government’s already operational surveillance technology and close ties 
with Chinese technology companies allowed it to track and contain the spread of 
the virus in much of the country. Yet this same authoritarian model also enabled 
the spread of the virus within China and beyond the country’s borders. The tight 
control over information, as well as the lack of transparency, an open media, and 
the rule of law, delayed the transmission of critical information that could have 
contained the spread of the virus in its initial stages. Millions of Chinese left the 
city of Wuhan, the epicenter of the epidemic, to travel during the Lunar New Year, 
many unknowingly carry ing the virus with them. The Chinese government ma-
nipulated and destroyed information regarding the true number of cases and 
deaths, further putting Chinese citizens and the rest of the world at risk.17 (Still, 
 today,  there is no accurate accounting of the number of COVID-19- related cases 
and deaths in China, with some outside estimates placing the number of cases in 
China in January 2020 at thirty- seven times the official number.18) Chinese citi-
zens  rose up to challenge the official narrative, undertaking their own investiga-
tions into the number of cases and deaths, creating maps that tracked the virus’s 
path, developing trusted platforms for citizens to access verified information, and 
even criticizing Xi and the CCP directly for their  handling of the virus. The mes-
sage to the rest of the world: if the Chinese  people  don’t trust their government, 
why should it? By March 2020, the government had arrested over eight hundred 
Chinese citizens for pursuing in de pen dent inquiries and publicly questioning the 
government’s actions.

At the same time, Xi took advantage of the pandemic to extend China’s reach 
into the po liti cally contested regions that it claims as its sovereign territory, including 
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much of the South China Sea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. In the South China Sea, 
China has consistently ignored the 2016 ruling by the Permanent Court of Ar-
bitration that deemed its claims unlawful and has continued to take destabilizing 
actions to realize its claims. Beijing used the distraction of the pandemic to es-
tablish two districts to oversee the Paracels Islands and Macclesfield Bank, 
which are also claimed by Vietnam and Taiwan, and name eighty diff er ent fea-
tures in the South China Sea, fifty- five of which  were underwater. At the same 
time, Chinese vessels rammed and sunk a Viet nam ese shipping boat and threat-
ened Malaysian and Indonesian ships.19 Beijing also took advantage of the pan-
demic to enforce its po liti cal norms within Hong Kong. China’s National  People’s 
Congress passed a draft national security law that dramatically curtails Hong 
Kong citizens’ po liti cal and civil rights.20 According to many international experts, 
the law breaches the “one country, two system” princi ple and the city’s de facto 
constitution, the Basic Law.21 Fi nally, China used the pandemic to enforce its sov-
ereignty claims over Taiwan. Unification with Taiwan is a top priority for Xi,22 
and as the pandemic spread, Beijing insisted on treating Taiwan as a province of 
China. The Chinese leadership initially refused to allow Taiwan the right it granted 
countries to charter planes to bring their citizens home from Wuhan, claiming 
that the Taiwanese had been “well cared for.”23 It also rejected entreaties by Tai-
wanese officials to grant them direct access to World Health Organ ization brief-
ings on COVID-19 or to permit Taiwan to participate as an observer member of 
the World Health Assembly gathering, the annual meeting of the WHO’s plenary 
body.24

Beyond its immediate neighborhood, China has also sought to extend its val-
ues and normative preferences to other countries through the BRI, its grand- scale 
global infrastructure plan. While many countries have courted BRI investment, 
the Chinese- led proj ects have also resulted in widespread popu lar protests in host 
countries around Chinese lending, environmental, and  labor standards.25 And 
some countries, which have incurred significant debt due to BRI proj ects, have 
sought to cancel or renegotiate additional Chinese investment.26 Over time, the 
Chinese leadership has also opportunistically expanded the BRI to advance its se-
curity and po liti cal ambitions. For example, China established its first military 
base in Djibouti and has helped develop and manage more than seventy ports and 
terminals in thirty- four countries, several of which now provide  People’s Libera-
tion Army (PLA) navy ships with con ve nient docking and refueling opportuni-
ties.27 Equally significant, Beijing has used the BRI to export its values and norms 
around  human rights and internet governance. As cyber  legal experts Kadri Kaska 
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and Maria Tolppa note, China treats the internet not as a technological environ-
ment but rather as an information space that needs to be “protected from subvert-
ing state power, undermining national unity [or] infringing upon national hon-
our and interests.”28 To this end, Beijing hosts two-  to three- week seminars for BRI 
countries on how to conduct online censorship and surveillance, providing both 
the policy framework and the surveillance technology.29 Tanzania, Zimbabwe, and 
Vietnam have all modeled their cybersecurity laws  after that of China.30

China’s bold moves to transform the geostrategic landscape are further rein-
forced by a quieter but highly effective effort to transform values and norms 
within international institutions. China now holds the top position in four of the 
fifteen United Nations specialized agencies— more than any other country— and 
it uses its leadership to enforce its own normative preferences. For example, as 
head of the International Civil Aviation Organ ization (ICAO), it has blocked  people 
who support Taiwan’s membership in the ICAO from the organ ization’s Twitter 
feed.31 And, even as it has used the BRI to gain adherents for its norms around 
 human rights and internet governance, it has pushed to have  these same norms 
codified in UN agreements. In 2019, for example, China successfully advanced 
an anti- cybercrime pact that supports its preference for cyber- sovereignty and 
grants authoritarian governments much greater leeway to censor online po liti cal 
dissent.32

While  human rights activists and scholars have long expressed alarm about 
China’s norm and standard setting within the UN, the extent of China’s influence 
became a  matter of global concern during the pandemic. In par tic u lar, the WHO’s 
calls for the international community to avoid imposing travel bans or other wise 
isolating China, its reluctance to declare a Public Health Emergency of Interna-
tional Concern, and its praise for the Chinese government’s  handling of the cri-
sis raised serious questions in the minds of many observers about undue Chinese 
influence.33 This was not the first time that the relationship had come  under scru-
tiny. Scientific experts had also criticized the WHO for its 2019 decision to in-
clude traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) in its International Classification of 
Diseases (a document that validates certain treatments and medicines for doctors 
to diagnose patients) without subjecting TCM practices to the same rigorous test-
ing demanded of Western medicine and treatments included in the document.34

Under lying much of China’s success in shaping global norms is its ability to de-
ploy its economic power  either to incentivize or to coerce other actors into ac-
cepting its preferences. In October 2019, the United States was rocked by the 
case of Houston Rockets General Man ag er Daryl Morey, who tweeted, “Fight for 
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Freedom, Stand with Hong Kong.” In response to the tweet, Chinese companies 
cancelled all licensing deals for Rockets merchandise, and the Chinese govern-
ment banned all CCTV broadcasts of NBA games and reportedly called on the 
NBA to fire Morey. State- owned CCTV went even further to state that “any re-
marks that challenge national sovereignty and social stability are not within the 
scope of freedom of speech,”35 suggesting that the Chinese government had the 
right to apply the same standards of  free speech it practices at home to actors 
abroad. Chinese diplomacy during the COVID-19 pandemic displayed this same 
coercive ele ment. While Chinese diplomats provided PPE and medical support 
to tens of countries, they also demanded that the countries express public grati-
tude for the PPE and for China’s “ great effort and sacrifice” on behalf of the rest of 
the world.36 If countries did not publicly thank China, Beijing threatened to with-
hold its medical supplies.37 Australia’s call for an international investigation into 
the origins of the coronavirus triggered an even more dramatic response. China’s 
ambassador to Australia Cheng Jingye suggested that the Chinese  people would 
stop sending their  children to study in Australia, drinking Australian wine, and eat-
ing Australian beef. Within two weeks of the ambassador’s remarks, Beijing banned 
more than one- third of Australia’s beef exports and levied an 80% tariff on Aus-
tralian barley.38

China is advancing an alternative world vision in which freedom of navigation, 
 free trade, open socie ties, and the rule of law are no longer the normative back-
bone of the international system. Instead, the norms and values of authoritarian 
states would equally shape or perhaps even dominate the world’s governance 
structures. While the Trump administration has displayed  little interest in don-
ning the mantle of global leadership traditionally worn by the United States, it has 
also refused to cede the mantle to China.

The United States Abdicates . . .  but Not Entirely

China’s effort to assume the mantle of leadership in global governance reflects 
one tectonic shift in the global order; the United States’ abdication of leadership 
on the global stage is another. Waving a banner of “Amer i ca First,” President 
Trump has argued that the United States has sacrificed its own interests in sup-
port of other countries— that it has borne an unfair share of the burden of global 
security and fallen victim to unequal trade deals that have disadvantaged the 
American  people. He devalues allies and multilateralism, viewing them as con-
straints on American interests and power, and he has reduced the United States’ 
global commitments by withdrawing from some multilateral institutions and 
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ignoring  others. On just his third day in office, President Trump ended US partici-
pation in the final stage of negotiations around the Trans- Pacific Partnership, the 
twelve- nation trade deal that would have been the largest regional trade accord in 
history.39 In short order, he also announced the withdrawal of the United States 
from the United Nations  Human Rights Council, the UN Educational Scientific 
and Cultural Organ ization, the Paris Climate Agreement, the Iran nuclear deal, 
and the Intermediate- Range Nuclear Forces Treaty.40 In the midst of the COVID-19 
pandemic, President Trump also pledged to stop funding and then to withdraw 
entirely from the WHO. In addition, the president’s transactional approach to dip-
lomatic engagement— suggesting that history and historical obligation are fun-
gible and every thing is open to negotiation— has cost the United States credibil-
ity with its allies and partners.

US domestic politics have also harmed US standing on the global stage. In 
par tic u lar, according to a Pew Research Center poll, President Trump’s inflam-
matory rhe toric around Muslims, efforts to restrict immigration from Muslim- 
majority countries, construction of the border wall, and perceived lack of care 
for ordinary  people all contributed to a 50% drop in confidence in the president 
among the citizens of the United States’ top allies within just his first six months 
in office.41 The chaotic response of the Trump administration to the pandemic, 
failures of the US health care system, and evidence of pervasive racial injustice also 
have tarnished the United States’ image and contributed to a sense of relative US 
decline.

The result of the United States’ retreat from leadership, both intentional and 
not, is an international order that is headless and increasingly vulnerable to Chi-
nese ambitions and influence. Yet despite its failure to proj ect an affirmative pol-
icy in support of the current international order, the Trump administration has 
moved aggressively to prevent a Chinese- led order from emerging. The Trump ad-
ministration has labeled China a “strategic competitor” and “revisionist power” 
that seeks to replace the United States as the dominant power in Asia and to re-
fashion the international system to serve its own self- interest.42

This new assessment of Chinese intent has led the Trump administration to 
conclude that the traditional policy of “engage but hedge” is no longer adequate 
to the task of managing the bilateral relationship and to adopt a policy best under-
stood as “compete,  counter, and contain.” The administration devotes significant 
effort to denying China its ambitions of realizing its sovereignty claims, spread-
ing its influence through the BRI, and setting norms and standards in the United 
Nations and other international organ izations. The United States has also hardened 
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its defenses against efforts by China’s state- led technology sector to enhance its 
competencies through the acquisition of US intellectual property and financial 
capital.43 Far from  going it alone, the Trump administration has alternately cajoled 
and bullied allies and partners to join in this effort.

With regard to the BRI, for example, the United States has loudly and publicly 
accused China of practicing predatory loan policies and weak governance stan-
dards.44 The administration and Congress established a new institution, the US 
International Development Finance Corporation, and passed new legislation, the 
Asia Reassurance Initiative Act, to enable the United States and its partners to bet-
ter compete with the BRI. The United States also joined with Australia and Ja-
pan to create the Blue Dot Network, a certification pro cess for companies and 
countries seeking to ensure high- quality infrastructure proj ects.45 As a result of 
US efforts, many countries have revisited the terms of their BRI deals, slowed 
down or cancelled proj ects, and reconsidered new Chinese investment.

The Trump administration has  adopted a similar approach to addressing Chi-
na’s normative challenge to freedom of navigation in the South China Sea. The 
administration has publicized Chinese illegal activities in the region and has 
ramped up its freedom of navigation operations from three in 2016 to nine in 2019.46 
It also has persuaded Australia, Japan, Vietnam, the United Kingdom, France, and 
India, among  others, to increase their multilateral maritime patrols.47 And unlike 
previous US administrations, the Trump White House did not hesitate to cancel 
cooperative activities when China flouted international law. For example, when 
China continued to militarize contested features in the South China Sea’s Spratly 
Islands, the United States Navy disinvited Beijing from its 2018 Rim of the Pacific 
Exercise.48

In the trade and investment realm, the United States has long criticized Chi-
na’s unfair practices, such as barriers to market access, intellectual property theft, 
and state subsidies, among  others, and the Trump administration has also targeted 
the bilateral trade deficit as an issue of central concern, using tariffs to force a 
trade deal in which China has agreed to purchase an additional $200 billion in US 
products. At the same time, in ways that give credence to Cold War analogies, 
where trade and investment intersect with national security and  human rights, the 
administration has embarked on an effort to decouple the US economy from that 
of China. In  these areas, the Trump administration seeks to prevent China’s econ-
omy from benefiting from US technological know- how or financial capital and to 
prevent Chinese and US companies from participating in activities that contrib-
ute to Chinese  human rights abuses. While the Trump administration has con-
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ducted most of its trade policy through bilateral negotiations with China, it has 
encouraged other countries to adopt similar trade and investment policies around 
national security and  human rights. Most notably, the United States has launched 
a global campaign to persuade countries to bar the deployment of Huawei’s 5G 
technology in their telecommunications infrastructure on the grounds that the 
com pany poses a national security threat.49

Even in areas President Trump considers low priority, such as the United Na-
tions, the administration has developed a robust effort to push back against Chi-
nese initiatives. President Trump has long denigrated the United Nations, calling 
it an “underperformer” and “not a friend of democracy,” and he has complained 
about the large share of the United Nations’ bud get paid by the United States.50 
Nonetheless, his foreign policy team has targeted the United Nations as an impor-
tant arena in which to  counter Chinese influence. In March 2019, and then again 
in September 2019, the Trump administration successfully prevented the inclusion 
of the BRI in the reauthorization resolution for the UN mission in Af ghan i stan, 
despite the fact that the reference had been included for the three years prior. Jona-
than Cohen, acting US permanent representative to the United Nations, argued 
that China was “using Security Council resolutions as a platform for inappropri-
ately promoting self- serving initiatives,” further criticizing the BRI for its “known 
prob lems with corruption, debt distress, environmental damage, and lack of trans-
parency.”51 And in March 2020, the Trump administration also helped prevent 
China from assuming leadership of the World Intellectual Property Organ ization 
by working with allies and lobbying other countries.

Cold War 2.0

In the face of this hardening competition, many officials and analysts believe 
the United States and China are edging  toward, or are already in the midst of, a 
cold war.52 Chinese State Councillor Wang Yi, for one, has asserted that the rela-
tionship is at risk of arriving at a “new Cold War,”53 while Oxford historian Timo-
thy Garten Ash has urged every one to “call a spade a spade” and acknowledge 
that the two countries have already arrived at such a state.54  Others, however, view 
US- China economic interdependence as a mitigating  factor and argue that the two 
countries are far from “locked in an implacable ideological strug gle that seeks to 
end in the demise of the other.”55

Certainly, parallels can be drawn between the Cold War that characterized 
much of the US relationship with the former Soviet Union and the current con-
flict between the United States and China. Although China is not engaged in an 
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effort to export communist ideology, it is exporting ele ments of authoritarianism. 
It has also established alliances (albeit not treaty alliances), such as the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation, with like- minded actors to support its controversial po-
sitions on anti- terrorism, internet governance, and  human rights. The ideologi-
cal divide between the United States and China is also reinforced by both coun-
tries’ efforts to develop separate innovation and manufacturing supply chains for 
advanced technologies. And while military conflict between the United States and 
China remains hy po thet i cal, the South China Sea, Taiwan, and the competing 
claims of China and Japan over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands all have the poten-
tial to draw the United States and China into a larger conflict. Any Chinese moves 
to develop additional military bases could also help create the conditions for the 
establishment of hardened military alliances or security blocs.

Even if the dimensions of the US- China conflict do not align precisely with 
 those of the United States and former Soviet Union,  there are few signs that  either 
country is prepared to find a way out of the relationship’s downward spiral. But 
 there is also  little appetite globally for the United States and China to allow ten-
sions in the relationship to solidify into a new cold war. Few, if any, countries 
would welcome the demand to align with one or the other  great power and sac-
rifice the economic and security benefits of a less polarized world. Moreover, the 
prospects for addressing global challenges— climate change, pandemics, refugees, 
and financial crises— are all diminished in a world characterized by sharp divides 
and a zero- sum mentality.

Coopetition and Coevolution

Concern over the prospect of a US- China cold war has contributed to grow-
ing support for a number of alternative conceptions for the US- China relationship, 
such as coopetition and coevolution, that recognize the inevitability of competi-
tion between the two countries but attempt to stabilize it by introducing a renewed 
focus on cooperation. In coopetition, for example, the overall relationship between 
the United States and China is defined by competition, but the two countries 
would work to identify par tic u lar policy challenges that could be better addressed 
through cooperation. For example, China and the United States might compete in 
a wide variety of areas in the biotech space but could establish a partnership to 
develop a vaccine for COVID-19 that they would deliver at no cost to the rest of 
the world.

Coevolution is even more ambitious in its belief that the United States and 
China can find a path forward together. As outlined by former Acting Assistant 
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Secretary of State for East Asia and Pacific Affairs Susan Thornton,  there is vir-
tually no area in which China and the United States cannot coevolve. In East Asian 
regional security, for example, China should “evolve to see the value of the con-
straining effects of the U.S. security presence in the region,” and the US is “ going 
to have to evolve in respecting legitimate Chinese security concerns.” Even in the 
value- laden arena of global governance and international institutions, Thornton 
suggests that the United States should acknowledge China’s complaints that it 
 didn’t have a say in establishing in the international system and that the United 
States should “work with China on reforming  these institutions, since they need 
changing anyway.”56

Both coopetition and coevolution are attractive in their confidence that areas 
of cooperation can be expanded and areas of competition can be bounded if both 
countries simply commit to the effort. Yet to be operationalized effectively, both 
frameworks, and in par tic u lar coevolution, must at least acknowledge, if not ad-
dress, some of the under lying realities of Chinese be hav ior that complicate their 
chances of success. For example, coopetition assumes that both players  will act in 
good faith, but Xi Jinping has left  behind him a string of broken promises and 
agreements, including, for example, a promise not to militarize the seven artifi-
cial features in the South China Sea and the 2015 US- China Cyber Agreement on 
cyber economic espionage. Coevolution, for its part, assumes a greater common-
ality of values and interests between China and the United States than China’s be-
hav ior around  human rights and internet governance might suggest. Thornton, 
for one, does not believe China intends to “overturn the international system” 
 because it has “served China well.” In this context, her argument that the United 
States and China should reform international institutions together becomes a 
more realistic proj ect. Fi nally, as more than three de cades of US “engagement” 
with China demonstrate,  there is a risk in establishing cooperation as an objective 
or a good in and of itself. It encourages the actor more committed to cooperation 
to excuse or even ignore the other’s missteps or malign actions out of fear that co-
operation other wise  will not ultimately be realized.

The Third Way

The COVID-19 pandemic revealed a number of impor tant and unfortunate 
truths about the current international rules- based system. First, it lacks a worthy 
leader that is willing and able to place its narrow self- interests second to the greater 
global good. Second, its institutions cannot be relied on to or ga nize an effective 
response to a significant global challenge. Third, and most impor tant, in the near 
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term, its norms and institutions face a serious and per sis tent threat from China. 
Taken together,  these conclusions suggest a set of three priorities for ensuring that 
the current rules- based order is reinvigorated and reformed in ways that better en-
able it to meet ongoing global challenges and emergent crises.

First, the world’s market democracies should take as their greatest strategic pri-
ority a recommitment to the norms and values, as well as the institutions, that 
underpin the current international order. In practical terms, this means pushing 
back consistently against Chinese efforts to undermine the rules- based system. 
Notwithstanding the claims of some observers and analysts to the contrary, China 
poses a direct and sustained threat to international norms and values, including 
freedom of navigation,  free trade, and good governance and  human rights. More-
over, as the pandemic underscored, if left untended, international institutions, 
such as the WHO, risk being captured by China in ways that are harmful to the 
interests of the larger international community.

Importantly, this effort to bolster the current rules- based order is most accu-
rately and powerfully framed as a value and norm- based contest, not as a US- China 
competition. The ongoing conflicts in the South China Sea, for example, should 
be understood not as a battleground for regional security primacy between the 
United States and China but as what it is: a normative challenge by China to free-
dom of navigation that should engage not only the United States but also all par-
ties to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. A bilateral US- China 
framework elevates  every issue into a signal of relative power and influence and 
naturally advantages China. As the rising power, any relative Chinese gain be-
comes a win, even if the United States retains the dominant position. The US- 
China competition frame also enables Beijing to claim that US actions are moti-
vated solely by its desire to avoid losing its primacy to China.57 Moreover, as the 
pandemic demonstrated, the world cannot consistently rely on the United States 
to bolster international norms and institutions. All market democracies must be 
prepared to step up to assume a degree of leadership in defending the current in-
ternational system.

The world’s advanced market democracies should also reach out to a broader 
array of countries in their efforts to ensure a more robust and resilient inter-
national rules- based system. They should use pre- existing demo cratic alliance 
structures and organ izations, such as NATO, the Organisation for Economic Co- 
operation and Development, and the G7, to develop partnerships with still- 
developing economies to reinforce the value of the international system’s norms 
and institutions. For example, as the advanced market economies consider the cre-
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ation of trusted supply chains for national security– related goods, they could 
structure opportunities for developing economies to participate.

Second, advancing the norms of the current international order and restraining 
the advance of the China model is only one ele ment in ensuring the long- term re-
silience of the rules- based order. As Hans Kundnani has suggested, the interna-
tional order must be not only defended but also reformed.58 Already, for example, 
 there have been calls for the WHO to be more transparent in its reporting on mem-
ber state compliance with international health regulations.59 In addition,  there are 
impor tant insights to be gained from the values, norms, and policies of the coun-
tries that most successfully combated the pandemic. What do they suggest, for ex-
ample, for global governance debates around issues such as individual privacy and 
collective security or the importance of adhering to norms of transparency?

Fi nally, the United States should continue to call out China on its efforts to sub-
vert the values and norms of the rules- based order and not shy away from a rela-
tionship characterized overwhelmingly by competition. Still,  there is room for 
consideration of coopetition, if not coevolution, to help stabilize the bilateral re-
lationship in ways that can also contribute to spur positive outcomes on the global 
stage. Even at the height of the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union 
cooperated on a series of arms control treaties that significantly advanced global 
security. The United States and China could similarly partner to address a current 
global challenge, such as climate change. Given that the two countries contribute 
42% of the world’s total emissions of the green house gas, carbon dioxide,60  there 
is perhaps no other issue on which the two countries could make as immediate and 
significant a contribution to global security and, in the pro cess, perhaps stave off 
further deterioration in the bilateral relationship.
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Coronavirus struck like a flash of lightning that illuminates for an instant 
distant horizons other wise obscured. The impact of this pandemic high-

lights three central realities of world order— and disorder.
First and most fundamentally, coronavirus magnifies the under lying structural 

real ity that  will be the defining feature of world order and disorder for as far as 
any eye can see. In what we are coming to recognize as the  Great Rivalry, a ris-
ing China is seriously threatening to displace a ruling United States from its ac-
customed position at the top of  every pecking order. In twelve of sixteen cases over 
the last five hundred years, such Thucydidean rivalries ended in war.

Second, despite this inevitable and inescapable rivalry, coronavirus also pro-
vides a vivid reminder that each nation  faces external threats it cannot defeat by 
itself acting alone. However unnatural, however uncomfortable, each must come 
to recognize the other as its insufferable but inseparable conjoined twin. As 
American and Rus sian Cold Warriors learned painfully as they acquired super-
power nuclear arsenals capable of destroying their adversary, neither could sur-
vive a nuclear war. To coexist rather than co- destruct, both came to recognize the 
necessity to constrain their competition.

Chapter Twenty- One

The US- China Relationship 
 after Coronavirus
Clues from History

Graham Allison
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Third, this deadly pathogen has condemned the United States and China, de-
spite their hostility, to work together, at least to the extent necessary to ensure 
their national survival and well- being. In their search for a new strategic ratio-
nale for their relationship, perhaps they can find a way forward by combining an 
ancient Chinese concept of “rivalry partners” and an insight President John F. 
Kennedy came to  after having survived the Cuban Missile Crisis. He called for 
the United States and the Soviet Union to coexist in a “world safe for diversity.”

Each of  these central realities is best understood through the lens of Applied 
History: the explicit attempt to illuminate current challenges and choices by an-
alyzing the historical rec ord.1 First, we need to assess how coronavirus  will 
change the nature of world politics. In a tweet: much less than most of the com-
mentariat is currently claiming.

“A Possession for All Time”: Applying History  
to Clarify the Coronavirus

Imagine a conversation between two  great Applied Historians: Thucydides 
and George Marshall. Thucydides asserted that “as long as  humans are  human, 
the  future  will resemble the past.” In contrast to the celebrated playwrights of 
classical Greece who left Oedipus no choice about killing his  father and marrying 
his  mother, Thucydides analyzed the past in order to inform  future statecraft. As 
he explained in the introduction to his History of the Peloponnesian War, his pur-
pose was to help  future po liti cal leaders, soldiers, and citizens understand war so 
that they could avoid  mistakes made by their pre de ces sors. As the founder of real-
politik, as well as history, his analy sis of the  great war that destroyed the two lead-
ing city- states of Greece begins with under lying structural realities and basic mo-
tives of  human be hav ior. In his summary,  these  were “fear, honor, and interest.” 
Thus, as he wrote, he hoped his history would be “a possession for all time.”2

In their classic Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision Makers, Ernest 
May and Richard Neustadt hold up Marshall as a model Applied Historian for his 
ability to think in “time- streams”— seeing connections between the past, pre sent, 
and  future. In their summary, “The essence of thinking in time- streams is imag-
ining the  future as it may be when it becomes the past— with some intelligible 
continuity but richly complex and able to surprise.”3 Both in directing Amer i ca’s 
war effort and in constructing the Eu ro pean Recovery Act, Marshall was sensitive 
to choices that could set the course of events on a diff er ent path. As May and Neus-
tadt put it, he knew that “what  matters for the  future in the pre sent is departures 
from the past, alterations, changes.” 4
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If  these two men lived  today, what might they say about the impact of this novel 
virus and the pandemic it has caused? Marshall would likely ask, “What  will 
change?” Thucydides might answer, “Not the fundamentals.”

When facing immediate threats to survival,  human beings respond: me and 
mine first. As long as states remain the primary units in international relations, 
and heads of state remain dependent on support from the citizens of their state for 
their jobs, President Donald Trump  will not be the only leader who puts his own 
nation first.

Thucydides would thus be skeptical of the claims now being made by many in 
the American foreign policy establishment that coronavirus means the end of in-
ternational relations as we have known it. He would likely remind us of the proc-
lamations of an “end of history” at the end of the Cold War. He might contest 
Henry Kissinger’s proposition that “the coronavirus pandemic  will forever alter the 
world order” and require “the post- coronavirus order.”5 He would likely reject the 
president of the Council on Foreign Relations’ claim that “ today and for the  century 
ahead, the most significant threats that we face are less other states than a range 
of transnational prob lems.”6 He would not agree with Larry Summers’s assertion 
that post- coronavirus, we  will live in a “world where security depends more on ex-
ceeding a threshold of co- operation with allies and adversaries alike than on 
maintaining a balance of power.”7 And he would find delusional the “ great awak-
ening” many international observers have hailed in which enlightened leaders em-
brace the solidarity of all 7.7 billion inhabitants of planet Earth, create a “one 
world” vaccine, and bury petty nationalisms in a new era of globalism.8

If one small nuclear bomb devastates the heart of a  great city, or a state launches 
a bioterrorist attack a hundred times deadlier than COVID-19 against an adver-
sary’s major airport hubs, or China takes advantage of the world’s preoccupation 
to forcefully reintegrate Taiwan with the mainland, Thucydides would expect 
 that those who have been unhinged by this novel virus  will return to Earth.

A shared interest in defeating coronavirus  will not override the US- China com-
petition and redefine the  future of the relationship. Instead, coronavirus  will 
become yet another ele ment in the greatest geopo liti cal challenge of our lifetime.

A  Great Thucydidean Rivalry

In speculating about the world  after coronavirus, Thucydides would begin with 
structural realities. Just as he identified that the rise of Athens and the fear it in-
spired in Sparta made war nearly inevitable, he would note that the defining 
feature of international politics  going forward  will continue to be an analogous 
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rivalry between a rising China and a ruling United States. Coronavirus has now 
become another dimension along which  these rivals are waging their competition. 
How each nation addresses this challenge and how their response affects their na-
tions’ gross domestic products (GDPs), their citizens’ confidence in their govern-
ment, and their standing in the world  will become another strand in this rivalry.

“The Biggest Player in the History of the World”

What has happened to the relative power of the United States and China since 
the US victory in the Cold War introduced what most of the American national 
security establishment thought would be a unipolar era in which Amer i ca would 
lead, other nations would take their assigned place in the new “liberal interna-
tional rules- based order,” and peace would be ensured by McDonald’s Golden 
Arches?9 In two words: tectonic shift. Never before in history has a rising power 
ascended so far, so fast, on so many diff er ent dimensions. Never before has a rul-
ing power seen its relative position change so quickly.10

 After nearly half a  century of competition, when the Cold War ended and the 
Soviet Union dis appeared, in 1991, the United States was left eco nom ically, mili-
tarily, and geopo liti cally dominant. But that was then. Although GDP is not every-
thing, it does form the substructure of power in relations among nations. The US 
share of global GDP— nearly one- half in 1950— has gone from one- quarter in 1991 
to one- seventh  today.11 China has been the chief beneficiary of this transformation. 
In the past generation, its GDP has soared: from 20% of the US level in 1991 to 
120%  today (mea sured by the metric that both the CIA and the International Mon-
etary Fund judge the best yardstick for comparing national economies: purchas-
ing power parity, or PPP).12

In Asia, the shift in the economic balance of power has been even more dra-
matic. Having emerged as the world’s largest exporter and second- largest importer, 
China is the top trading partner of  every other major East Asian country, includ-
ing US allies.13 As an aggressive practitioner of economic statecraft, Beijing does 
not hesitate to use the leverage this provides, squeezing countries such as the Phil-
ippines and South  Korea when they resist Chinese demands. Globally, China is 
also rapidly becoming a peer competitor of the United States in advanced technolo-
gies.  Today, of the twenty largest information technology companies, nine are 
Chinese.14 Four years ago, when Google, the global leader in artificial intelligence 
(AI), the most significant advanced technology, assessed its competition, Chinese 
companies ranked alongside Eu ro pean companies. Now, that state of affairs is 
barely vis i ble in the rearview mirror: Chinese companies lead in many areas of 
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applied AI, including surveillance, facial and voice recognition, and financial 
technology.

China’s military spending and capabilities have surged as well. A quarter 
 century ago, its defense bud get was one- sixteenth that of the United States; now, 
it is one- third and on a path to parity.15 Moreover, this is the difference when mea-
sured in market exchange rate. If converted to PPP, China’s defense bud get is al-
ready as large as— and possibly larger than— the United States’ defense bud get.16 
Unlike the United States, China’s priority military missions include “internal do-
mestic security.” But whereas the US defense bud get is spread across global com-
mitments, many of them in Eu rope and the  Middle East, China’s bud get is focused 
on East Asia. Accordingly, in specific military scenarios involving a conflict over 
Taiwan or in the South China Sea, China may have already taken the lead.

Short of  actual war, the best tests of relative military capabilities are war games. 
In 2019, Robert Work, a former US deputy secretary of defense, and David Och-
manek, one of the Department of Defense’s key defense planners, offered a pub-
lic summary of the results from a series of classified recent war games. Their bot-
tom line, in Ochmanek’s words: “When we fight Rus sia and China, ‘blue’ [the 
United States] gets its ass handed to it.”17 As the New York Times reported: “In 18 
of the last 18 Pentagon war games involving China in the Taiwan Strait, the US 
lost.”18

In short, as the Singaporean statesman and world’s premier China watcher Lee 
Kuan Yew once told me: “The size of China’s displacement of the world balance 
is such that the world must find a new balance. It is not pos si ble to pretend that 
this is just another big player. This is the biggest player in the history of the world.”19

When a rising power threatens to displace a ruling power, alarm bells should 
sound: extreme danger ahead. Thucydides explained this dangerous dynamic in 
the case of Athens’s rise to rival Sparta in classical Greece. In the centuries since 
then, this story line has been repeated over and over. The last five hundred years 
saw sixteen cases in which a rising power threatened to displace a major ruling 
power. Twelve ended in war.20

No argument that fails to ask the “Marshall question” is complete.  After listen-
ing to, or indeed making a compelling case for a proposition, Marshall would 
often say, “Just one more question: How could I be wrong?” I can identify a dozen 
ways and am sure participants in the forum can think of more. Many forecast a 
significant slowdown in China’s extraordinary growth rate and, indeed, have been 
 doing so annually for the past two de cades. Of course, as Stein’s Law says: a trend 
that cannot continue in defi nitely  won’t. But predicting that something  will hap-
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pen is much easier than saying when it  will. President Xi Jinping’s attempt to re-
vitalize the Chinese Communist Party as the Leninist Mandarin vanguard of 1.4 
billion  people may flounder. As Lee Kuan Yew told him directly, he’s trying to put 
21st- century apps on a 20th- century operating system.21 China’s military may be-
have recklessly and provoke a military confrontation that China loses— and that 
could lead to the overthrow of its new emperor. Xi could slip in his bathtub. And 
so forth. While US planners must consider all reasonable contingencies, basing our 
strategy to meet the China challenge on the expectation that the Chinese econ-
omy or po liti cal system fails would be a  mistake.

 Unless Xi is unsuccessful in his ambitions to “Make China  Great Again,” China 
 will continue challenging Amer i ca’s accustomed position at the top of  every peck-
ing order. If Xi succeeds, China  will displace the United States as the predomi-
nant power in East Asia in his lifetime.  Unless the United States redefines itself 
to  settle for something less than number one, Americans  will increasingly find 
China’s rise discombobulating.

As Thucydides explained, the objective real ity of a rising power’s impact on a 
ruling power is bad enough. But in the real world,  these objective facts are per-
ceived subjectively— magnifying misperceptions and multiplying miscalcula-
tions. When one competitor “knows” what the other’s “real motive” is,  every ac-
tion is interpreted in ways that confirm that bias. Moreover, beyond real ity and 
psy chol ogy, Thucydidean dynamics are derived by a third  factor: domestic politics. 
As we are now seeing vividly in the current US presidential campaign, a funda-
mental axiom of electoral politics declares never let a serious competitor get to 
your right on a  matter of national security. Thus, both campaigns seek to protect 
their candidate from claims that he is “soft” on China and to demonstrate that he 
 will be tougher in combating this rival than his opponent.

Are confrontation and competition inevitable? Yes. But is war— real bloody 
war— inevitable? No. To repeat, no. Debate about  whether this competition would 
become “Cold War II”— a rivalry waged along  every azimuth excluding uniformed 
combatants attacking the adversary’s soldiers or citizens— began with Vice Presi-
dent Mike Pence’s de facto declaration of cold war against China in earnest in late 
2018.22 While the many differences between  today’s world and the world in which 
the “Wise Men”  shaped Amer i ca’s Cold War strategy are at least as crucial as the 
similarities, one key likeness stands out. As in the Cold War, rivalry has begun to 
metastasize through  every dimension of the US- China relationship, including the 
coronavirus. In turn, each nation’s response to the coronavirus has magnified the 
sources of their Thucydidean rivalry.
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One Coronavirus, Two Systems

In this competition to be number one, coronavirus pre sents a preview of “one 
crisis, two systems” performance— displaying vividly each government’s weak-
nesses and strengths.23 The imperative for the US and Chinese governments  today 
is to act to defeat this scourge. But as each attempts to do so, it must recognize 
that its response to the coronavirus crisis  will have profound consequences for 
the larger rivalry for leadership. From economic growth over the next twelve 
months, to its citizens’ confidence in their government, and each nation’s stand-
ing around the world, successes and failures in meeting a test that has captured 
the mind of the world  will  matter hugely.

Unfortunately, most of the US commentary about this aspect of the current 
crisis has focused on China’s effort to manipulate the narrative. Where did the 
coronavirus first appear? In China. Who failed to nip the crisis in the bud? Chi-
nese authoritarianism has displayed all its ugly features in suppressing initial re-
ports, delaying transmission of bad news to superiors and dissembling. Of course, 
China is vigorously selling its story line and attempting to rearrange the facts to 
show itself in the best light. Despite the Chinese government’s best efforts to re-
write history, it cannot disguise the fact that  there is much in this case for which 
China deserves blame. But the effort by many in Washington as well as the Blob 
(the foreign policy establishment) to make this the primary story line is escapist—
an attempt to duck responsibilities for their own failures. Focusing on the words 
in this case rather than the deeds misses the mountain  behind the molehill.

Unlike the rhetorical debate about this issue, or governments’ attempts to shape 
a narrative, coronavirus is providing a test in which citizens can see for themselves 
who delivers and who does not. Crises are, in effect, showtime, when the curtain 
is drawn and the lights are up. What ever the words and promises that have gone 
before, the audience can judge for itself  whether  those on the stage can play their 
instruments or sing. Governments’ claims about their capabilities and rhe toric 
about who or what is the greatest fade as the truth is revealed.

Markets are now betting that China has essentially succeeded in the first  battle 
in this long war.  After a bungling start that wasted weeks and imposed significant 
costs on itself and on the world, once China’s President Xi and his team grasped 
the magnitude of the challenge, they acted boldly and decisively to contain its 
spread and then to defeat it. To do this, they drew a cordon sanitaire around not 
only the eleven- million- person city of Wuhan, but the entire province of Hubei 
with its sixty million  people—in effect, quarantining a population the size of New 
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York and California combined. They then flooded this province with health work-
ers supported by thousands of  People’s Liberation Army soldiers, imposed a lock-
down in which citizens had to shelter in their apartments, and conducted massive 
testing. When individuals  were found to be infected, or even thought to be likely 
to be contagious, they  were separated strictly from the healthy population. An-
nouncements from the Chinese government can never be taken at face value. Its 
government has manipulated data and even the criteria for what counts as a new 
case. But despite this noise, at this point, the evidence from all sources suggests 
that  these efforts have actually succeeded in bending the curve of infections 
 toward zero.

On the other hand, the United States remains mired in this mess. It has expe-
rienced more infections and more deaths than any other country on the planet; 
closed down its own economy and society, leading to an economic decline larger 
than any experienced since the  Great Depression; added $3 trillion to its national 
balance sheet; and is still struggling to find its way. The current patchwork reopen-
ing of its economy and society has been followed by waves of new infections and 
poisonous po liti cal recriminations.

Lest the reader despair at this point, a reminder from history may be in order. 
Democracies are notoriously slow to awaken to change but when fi nally aroused 
and focused are ferocious in their response. American democracy’s rec ord provides 
the extreme case of this weakness. Had any of its wars been declared over at the end 
of the first quarter— from the Revolutionary War to the Civil War to World Wars I 
and II—we would have lost. Despite our miserable rec ord in the first rounds of what 
promises to be an extended war against coronavirus, it is much too soon to count 
us out. Historically, when finely focused, Americans have proved indomitable.

Since the coronavirus crisis  will be testing us for many months, if not years to 
come, no one can be sure  today what  these results  will show six months from now 
or this time next year. But if an impartial Martian strategist  were to judge Amer-
i ca’s and China’s per for mance in this war  today, the answer would be clear: the 
USA lost.

The geopo liti cal consequences of  these responses for the United States and its 
rivalry with China must be assessed in four dimensions: (1) impact on each nation’s 
GDP, (2) impact on citizens’ confidence in their government, (3) impact on each 
nation’s capacity and  will to assist other nations as they attempt to ensure the lives 
and well- being of their citizens, and (4) impact of all of the above on the reputa-
tions of the United States and China and their standing in the eyes of governing 
classes in  every other nation.
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The Chinese government understood and accepted that its response would hit 
the economy hard. But  after a single quarter in which its economy declined by al-
most 7%, China reopened for business and has now returned to positive growth 
in the second quarter and beyond.24 The American response has caused its econ-
omy to suffer a sharper decline than in any equivalent period in the  Great Depres-
sion and has put the United States on track to enter 2021 with a GDP smaller 
than it had last year.25 If China now returns to robust economic growth, on the 
one hand, and the United States teeters on the brink between an extended reces-
sion and a genuine depression for months, the gap between the GDP of China and 
the United States  will grow.

The initial missteps in responding to coronavirus raised serious questions about 
China’s party- led government and especially about its president, who as “COE”— 
chief of every thing— has projected a “cult of competence.” But the rapid turn-
around and the results that followed have renewed Chinese citizens’ confidence 
in their leader and in their form of government— especially as they watch the 
United States continuing to stumble. Coronavirus has amplified Amer i ca’s dys-
functional democracy in an already vicious election year. Moreover, if an au-
thoritarian government demonstrates competence in ensuring its citizens’ most 
basic  human right— the right to life—as a demo cratic, decentralized government 
flounders, propaganda about China’s virtues or vices  will be a sideshow.

Nations that have successfully managed challenges within their own borders 
have the resources to lend a helping hand to  those desperately seeking assistance. 
 After World War II, the United States accounted for half of the world’s GDP. It 
therefore had the means to conceive and launch the Marshall Plan for Eu rope. 
That allowed a devastated Britain, France, Germany, and Italy to survive, recover, 
and become parts of the American NATO alliance against the Soviet Union. As 
Germany’s  great end- of– Cold War Chancellor Helmut Kohl never tired of saying, 
in the ruins of a defeated country, as a teenager who was cold and hungry, he re-
ceived his first overcoat and food from American soldiers who had less than a 
year before been in deadly conflict with Nazi armies.

Which way is aid flowing in this crisis? With whom have both the United States 
and France placed  orders for millions of face masks?26 Who is the major supplier 
to the world of protective equipment, ingredients for tests, ventilators, and other 
medical supplies? As the United States has wrestled with its ally France over whose 
delivery of masks from China comes first, China has provided protective equip-
ment and medicines to more than one hundred countries, focusing in par tic u lar 
on countries it sees as impor tant in its campaign for global influence.27 Italy is one 
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of  these, and Italians who  were overwhelmed by endless videos of hospitals being 
overrun and lines of coffins  will not soon forget who provided protective equip-
ment, ventilators, and hundreds of doctors and who, including their EU partners 
and the United States, sent get-well cards. China’s usurpation of the role the United 
States has played for the past seven de cades as the benevolent provider of assis-
tance to states in their most desperate moments may become the meta phor for 
historians writing the requiem for the American  century.

In addition, the United States and China are each  doing every thing in their 
power to win the vaccine race. Anyone who has any doubts about which popula-
tion the winner  will vaccinate first is still in need of a dose of real ity.

Moreover, we should never forget the larger canvas.  There China’s meta- 
narrative is a story of its inevitable rise and Amer i ca’s irreversible decline. A na-
tion that began the  century with a GDP less than a quarter of Amer i ca’s has now 
overtaken the United States to create an economy larger than ours. A military that 
was forced to back down in the Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1996 when the United States 
sent two carriers to the theater has over the past two de cades built up an arsenal 
of “carrier- killer” missiles that would force the United States to make diff er ent 
choices  today. In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, China’s leadership was 
emboldened by its success in returning to rapid growth as the United States was 
stuck in secular stagnation.  Unless the United States can find a way to meet the 
current coronavirus challenge, China could be tempted to take greater risks, in-
cluding forcibly bringing Taiwan  under Beijing’s rule.

In sum, as the United States and China navigate the coronavirus crisis, they are 
si mul ta neously facing off in the competition between their two fundamentally dif-
fer ent conceptions of governance. Americans and Chinese  will see how well—or 
poorly— their form of government ensures their safety.  Others around the world 
 will draw conclusions about the relative strengths and weaknesses of an American- 
style decentralized democracy with its core commitment to individual liberty, on 
the one hand, versus China’s party- led autocracy in which order is the paramount 
po liti cal value, on the other.

Inseparable Conjoined Twins

Despite this rivalry, coronavirus also provides a vivid reminder that each na-
tion  faces external threats it cannot defeat on its own. Even if one nation succeeds 
in driving the rate of new domestic infections to zero, when its citizens return 
from abroad, they can bring it with them, creating further waves of infections. This 
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dilemma illuminates a fundamental feature of the relationship first learned by 
American and Soviet cold warriors: the United States and China, like the United 
States and Soviet Union, are insufferable but inseparable conjoined twins.

Cold War Wisdom

 After exploding its first bomb in 1949, the Soviet Union rapidly developed a 
nuclear arsenal so substantial and sophisticated that it created what nuclear strat-
egists recognized as mutual assured destruction, or MAD.28 This described a 
condition in which neither the United States nor the Soviet Union could be sure 
of destroying its opponent’s arsenal with a nuclear first strike before the  enemy 
could launch a fatal nuclear response.  Under such conditions, one state’s decision 
to kill another is si mul ta neously a choice to commit national suicide. President 
Ronald Reagan’s one- liner captures the central truth: “A nuclear war cannot be 
won and must therefore never be fought.”

If Reagan was right, then between nuclear superpowers, the menu of  viable 
strategic options cannot include nuclear attack. In rivalries between nuclear su-
perpowers in which neither has dominance on  every rung up the escalation lad-
der from conventional war, the use of conventional military forces to attack the 
adversary also becomes almost unthinkable— for anything short of a threat to na-
tional survival. History saw  these constraints emerge in the Cold War, beginning 
with the Berlin blockade of 1948, and the US government’s refusal to come to the 
rescue of Hungarian freedom fighters when they  rose up in 1956 or Czech freedom 
fighters trying to escape Soviet domination in 1968.

Cold War strategists learned that survival  under  these conditions necessitated 
shaping the competition around five Cs: caution, communication, constraints, 
compromise, and cooperation. To guard against the risk of their “cold” war turn-
ing “hot,” the United States and the Soviet Union accepted— for the time being— 
many unacceptable facts on the ground.  These included Soviet domination of the 
captive nations of Eastern Eu rope and the Communist regimes in China, Cuba, 
and North  Korea. In addition, the rivals wove an intricate web of mutual con-
straints around the competition, constraints that President Kennedy called “the 
precarious rules of the status quo.” To reduce the risk of surprise nuclear attacks, 
for instance, they negotiated arms control treaties that provided greater transpar-
ency and instilled greater confidence in each party that the other was not about 
to launch a first strike. To avoid accidental collisions of aircraft or ships, they ne-
gotiated precise rules of the road for air and sea. Over time, both competitors 
tacitly agreed to each other’s three nos: (1) no use of nuclear weapons, (2) no di-
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rect overt killing of each other’s armed forces, and (3) no overt military interven-
tion in each other’s recognized sphere of influence.

Nevertheless, while superpower arsenals create what students of security stud-
ies have called a “crystal ball effect” that reminds policy makers of the devastat-
ing consequences of war and thus engenders additional caution, in confronting the 
Soviet Union in the Cuban Missile Crisis, President Kennedy still took what he 
judged to be a one- in- three chance of nuclear war.29

Nuclear weapons, in effect, made the United States and the Soviet Union (and 
now Rus sia) inseparable conjoined twins. While each still had a head, a brain, and 
the  will to act, their backbones had been fused to become one. In their united 
breast beat a single heart. On the day that one  stopped the other’s heart from beat-
ing, both would unquestionably die. As awkward and uncomfortable as this 
meta phor is, it captures the defining fact about the US relationship with the So-
viet Union in the Cold War. And it remains the defining truth many 21st- century 
Americans imagine somehow vanished when the Cold War ended. While the 
Soviet Union dis appeared, its superpower arsenal certainly did not.

 Today, China has developed a nuclear arsenal so robust that it creates a 21st- 
century version of MAD with the United States. Thus, however evil, however 
demonic, however dangerous, however deserving to be strangled it is, the United 
States must strug gle to find some way to live with it—or face  dying together.

21st- Century Mini- MADs

The shared fate of the United States and China does not stop with mutual as-
sured nuclear destruction. In our interconnected world, it instead goes beyond to 
a number of “mini- MADs,” challenges that threaten mutual assured “defeat,” if not 
“destruction,” for both countries that neither can overcome alone.

Viruses carry no passports, have no ideology, and re spect no borders. When 
droplets from an infected patient who sneezes are inhaled by a healthy individual, 
the biological impact is essentially identical  whether the person is American, Ital-
ian, or Chinese. When an outbreak becomes a pandemic infecting citizens around 
the world, since no nation can hermetically seal its borders,  every country is at risk. 
The inescapable fact is that all 7.7 billion  people alive  today inhabit one small planet 
Earth. As President Kennedy noted in explaining the necessity for coexistence 
with the Soviet Union in facing mutual, existential nuclear danger: “We all breathe 
the same air. We all cherish our  children’s  future. And we are all mortal.”30

Pandemics are one mini- MAD. Climate change is another. Given the fact that 
 every citizen on planet Earth lives inside a single biosphere,  unless the United 
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States and China—as the number one and number two emitters of green house 
gases, respectively— can find ways to restrain emissions or limit their effects, by 
 century’s end, citizens could find the climates in both countries unlivable. The 
Paris Climate Agreement took a small step  toward recognizing this fact and be-
ginning to act to address the challenge. President Trump’s withdrawal from the 
pact and denial of the prob lem is hard to understand.

Financial crises, like the events of 2008 that occurred  after the collapse of 
Lehman  Brothers, which produced a Great Recession and threatened a second 
 Great Depression, can also only be managed if the two largest economies in the 
world work together. In 2008, they did. As former secretary of the trea sury Hank 
Paulson— the key player for the United States in that event— has said, the Chinese 
cooperation in coordinating a Chinese fiscal stimulus was at least as impor tant, 
and perhaps more impor tant, than American action in what could have become a 
global depression.31 (And  those who have forgotten the po liti cal consequences of 
the  Great Depression of the 1930s should google fascism and Nazism.)

Rivalry, indeed intense rivalry, between the United States and China is inevi-
table. But coronavirus is a reminder that in key arenas of international affairs, nei-
ther country can live without the other.

Condemned to Cooperate

As long as the United States and China depend on each other for their security 
in the face of mutual threats, cooperation  will be as much a defining feature of 
world order as rivalry. This deadly pathogen has condemned the United States and 
China, despite their hostility, to work together, at least to the extent necessary, to 
ensure their national survival and well- being.

Victory for each  will require an effective vaccine. In the current race for that 
vaccine, we see both the benefits of cooperation and the inevitability of rivalry. 
Even as both countries rush to create a vaccine that  will almost certainly be used 
on the winners’ own population first, impor tant aspects of its development have 
been team efforts. By quickly sequencing the genome of the virus and posting it 
on the Web, China provided essential data for scientists around the world. Joint 
ventures between a German biotech firm and a Chinese partner, Harvard Medi-
cal School and Guangzhou Institute, and  others underscore the fact that science 
advances fastest when scientists everywhere combine their strengths.
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Rivalry Partners

The United States’ core national interest is “to preserve the United States as a 
 free nation with our fundamental institutions and values intact,” as the defining 
statement of Cold War strategy put it.32 But could that goal be achieved in a world 
that also included an Evil Empire, as Ronald Reagan rightly called the Soviet 
Union? Or,  today, in a world with a rapidly rising authoritarian China?33

In the first chapter of the Cold War, leaders we now revere as the “Wise Men” 
answered “no.” George Kennan’s Long Tele gram identified the Soviet Union as “a 
po liti cal force committed fanatically to the belief that with the United States  there 
can be no permanent modus vivendi.”34 According to Kennan’s diagnosis, the So-
viets “believed it was necessary that our society be disrupted, our traditional way 
of life be destroyed, the international authority of our state be broken, if Soviet 
power was to be secured.”35 As Amer i ca’s first secretary of defense, James For-
restal, put it: Soviet Communism is “as incompatible with democracy as was Na-
zism or fascism.”36

But  after having survived the Cuban Missile Crisis in which he confronted the 
prospect of a nuclear war that could have killed hundreds of millions of  people, 
President Kennedy had second thoughts. In the most significant foreign policy 
speech of his  career, delivered just five months before he was assassinated, Ken-
nedy signaled a major shift in American Cold War strategy. While never wavering 
in his conviction that the Soviet Union was evil and the US- led  free world good, 
he nonetheless concluded that an unconstrained effort to bury Soviet- led totalitari-
anism had become unacceptably dangerous.

 Going forward, the United States and Soviet Union would have to find ways to 
constrain their competition and even compromise: to live and let live in a world 
of diverse po liti cal systems with diametrically opposed values and ideologies. In 
a bit of rhetorical jiujitsu that stood President Woodrow Wilson’s long- standing call 
for a “world safe for democracy” on its head, he insisted that hereafter, the prior-
ity in the Cold War would be to build a “world safe for diversity.”37

What led President Kennedy to such a dramatic change of mind? The experi-
ence of existential nuclear danger. He  really believed that the confrontation in 
which he had stood eyeball- to- eyeball with the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev 
could have ended in nuclear Armageddon. Having survived, as he gave thanks, he 
vowed that hereafter he would do every thing in his power to ensure that neither 
he nor any of his successors would ever have to do that again.
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Could Kennedy’s insight offer clues for Americans and Chinese strategists  today 
as they think about how to escape Thucydides’s Trap? Could it be enlarged and 
enriched by a concept of “rivalry partnership” that emerged a thousand years ago 
in ancient China?

Rivalry partners sounds like a contradiction. But it describes the relationship 
the Song Emperor of China established with the Liao, a Manchurian kingdom on 
China’s northern border,  after concluding that his armies would not be able to de-
feat them. In the Chanyuan Treaty of 1005, Song China and Liao agreed to com-
pete aggressively in some arenas and si mul ta neously to cooperate intensely in 
 others. In a unique version of Chinese tributary relations, the Chanyuan Treaty 
required the Song to pay tribute to the Liao, who agreed to invest that payment 
in economic, scientific, and technical development in Song China.38

Sustaining this rivalry partnership required managing recurring crises and 
adapting to new conditions. Nonetheless, the era of peace between the two rivals 
that followed lasted 120 years. Moreover, the payments created an early form of 
a market, stimulating economic growth in China that supported the development 
of arts and learning in what Chinese historians now describe as a “golden era.”

The question  today is  whether American and Chinese government leaders 
could find their way to a 21st- century analogue of the Song’s invention— one that 
would allow them si mul ta neously to compete and cooperate.

The toxic cocktail of pride, arrogance, and paranoia engulfing both rivals is a 
serious challenge to cooperation. But what may be an alien concept to world lead-
ers  today is normal for the leaders of our most dynamic companies. Apple and 
Samsung, for example, are fierce competitors in selling smartphones. But Sam-
sung is also Apple’s essential supplier of components for smartphones.39 Corona-
virus makes incandescent the impossibility of identifying China clearly as  either 
foe or friend. Rivalry partnership may sound complicated, but life is complicated.

Conclusion

What lasting impact  will coronavirus have on relations between the United 
States and China? While the  future is uncertain, I’ll rec ord my bet that Thucydides 
 will be a better guide than  those who are now proclaiming a transformation of in-
ternational relations.

Could a rivalry partnership in a world safe for peaceful competition between 
diverse po liti cal systems serve as the starting point for a new strategic concept for 
managing the dangerous dynamic between China and the United States  today? 
For po liti cal leaders unable to see shades between black and white, this may prove 
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too demanding. If so, Thucydides would say they chose their fate. But since our 
survival is at stake, we must hope that po liti cal leaders learn from history to navi-
gate a complicated, difficult, challenging rivalry— one in which the United States 
and China have both competing interests and shared interests they have to man-
age in order to survive.
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Containing COVID-19 requires opposite moves. Stopping the virus requires 
radical separation—of the sick and the healthy, of communities stricken and 

 those spared, of nations whose borders are ordinarily open to  people and goods. 
In a better world, this radical separation would be paired with intense coopera-
tion—cooperation in finding and distributing a vaccine, restarting the world 
economy, and pooling resources to prevent  future outbreaks. COVID-19 marks 
one of the first times that we as a species have faced a sudden global crisis with 
modern communications linking us seamlessly together. It could easily be a 
unifying moment.

Instead, in fewer than six months, the outbreak of COVID-19 has cracked the 
bridge that was thoughtfully constructed between the United States and a rising 
China in the years since Henry Kissinger’s 1971 visit to Beijing. Rather than co-
operating with each other and sharing the burden of global leadership at a mo-
ment of crisis, Washington and Beijing turned their animus on each other. The 
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 others by applying science and technology thoughtfully and working together across fields.
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pre sent friction, despite the two nations’ economies sharing a deep structural 
interdependence, showcases how easily domestic policy and decision making in 
both countries can destabilize a relationship that had been growing more frag-
ile for some time. Even as China surpassed Mexico and Canada to become the 
United States’ largest trading partner in April 2020, informed commentators 
are now talking of a new cold war and wondering  whether Taiwan  will be the 
next domino to fall  after Hong Kong’s  wholesale absorption into the mainland’s 
system of governance and control.1

Prudent leadership is needed to transcend the pre sent tensions and establish 
a new framework for how the United States and China  will cooperate and com-
pete in the years to come. The framework must place technology as its central axis. 
Advanced technology is at the core of US- China competition and cooperation in 
global markets  today. While calls for “decoupling” are reaching a higher decibel 
than ever before, leaders of both countries must resist the temptation to isolate in-
dustries and talent. We cannot— and should not— attempt the kind of expansive 
decoupling being called for by some. Neither coexistence nor global pro gress is 
pos si ble  unless the leaders of both countries find ways to revive cooperation even 
as the two countries enter a new phase of economic competition intensified by 
deep ideological differences and geopo liti cal rivalry.2

Five ele ments  will underlie a recalibration of the relationship in such a way that 
preserves sovereignty and security, enables US companies to win the  great game 
of platform competition now  under way in global markets, and lets the United 
States continue to reap the beneficial aspects of interchange. They are as follows: 
(1) some purposeful decoupling of specific linkages that introduce unacceptable 
vulnerabilities; (2) continuing cooperative research, which brings significant joint 
benefit; (3) a clear commitment to commercial interchange between tech sectors; 
(4) greater collaboration in shared challenge areas; and (5) gearing up to win the 
platform competition through greater federal investment in research and devel-
opment (R&D).

Before exploring each ele ment in turn, we must first understand why COVID 
has become an inflection point in the relationship between the two dominant ac-
tors in the global system and how the under lying intensification of technological 
competition brought us to this point.

What the Virus Wrought

While greater cooperation may emerge in time, the early months of the pan-
demic have been characterized by radical separation.  There is a new fragility in 
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the world, which we feel collectively. Leaders seem driven by rapid- fire response 
to events, neglecting reason or long- term perspective. This dynamic is especially 
evident between the United States and China. One of the first breaks in coopera-
tion occurred when N95 respirator masks produced by foreign- owned factories in 
China  were effectively nationalized by the Chinese Communist Party without suf-
ficient consultation. When China’s own demand for medical- grade masks stabi-
lized as the Wuhan outbreak subsided, China then pursued a ruthless and ulti-
mately counterproductive program of “mask diplomacy” that tied the export of 
scarce medical supplies to coercive ends.3 Conditions for receiving lifesaving ship-
ments included recipients making public statements of support for the Chinese 
Communist Party, heads of state giving thanks beside Chinese aircraft delivering 
supplies, or, most perniciously, recipients agreeing to a greater market share and 
dropping security concerns for telecommunications com pany Huawei. It was not 
Beijing’s finest moment.

Nor was it Washington’s best hour. As the outbreak grew in the United States, 
escalating accusations about the origin of the virus and questions about early 
transparency around the threat it posed produced a disastrous break in diplomacy 
for international health, with the United States ultimately defunding the World 
Health Organ ization and President Xi Jinping of China effectively pledging to re-
place the US contribution with Chinese funds. Coming  after the US withdrawal 
from the Paris accord on climate, it was a second major retreat by the United States 
from an established framework for global cooperation.

With neither the United States nor China joining together in any of the global 
COVID vaccine co ali tions striving to optimize R&D and production, analysts have 
raised the specter of a dangerous kind of “vaccine nationalism” playing out.  These 
fears only grew when Gustave Perna, the four- star general appointed to run Op-
eration Warp Speed, the US government’s vaccine initiative, was asked  whether 
the list of countries that the United States was prepared to cooperate with includes 
China: “It does not,” he responded.4 A successful vaccine candidate held by the 
United States or by China could swiftly become an instrument of geopo liti cal com-
petition, slowing the global administration of inoculum that is the one assured 
way to end the pandemic and restart the global economy. The costs to the world 
of China and the United States failing to cooperate are high.

The Deeper Fissure

When we ask ourselves why the rivalry has intensified, technology explains it 
to a much more significant extent than do the recent breakdowns induced by 
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COVID. China’s new technological prowess applied to an ambitious global agenda 
has destabilized the relationship. In emerging technology—in par tic u lar, artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) and 5G (fifth- generation mobile broadband)— Chinese and 
American companies are competing over platform dominance in global markets. 
Platform technologies are assemblages of hardware, software, and ser vices that, 
by virtue of network effects, quickly become invincible in their sectors. Think 
Facebook and Weibo in social media, Google and Baidu in search, Amazon and 
Alibaba in online retail. Leveraging the positive feedback loop that results from 
rapid expansion, platform technologies often expand to other sectors and ser-
vices. The  future  will increasingly become a  battle over platform technologies 
dominated by a small number of companies from information- rich countries.

While both governments harbor ambitions of leading the world in research, ap-
plications, and market share, the Chinese government has acted most vigorously 
in support of its “national champion” companies. As recently as May 2020, Presi-
dent Xi announced that Beijing  will invest $1.4 trillion over six years to acceler-
ate the rollout of 5G wireless networks, improve technology infrastructure, and 
develop new AI systems. Huawei’s runaway market dominance in 5G is in fact the 
first platform technology of the internet age in which a Chinese firm has a break-
out lead over the United States and other Western competitors, which have fallen 
 behind in the race to develop and deploy the next generation of telecommunica-
tions technology. China, like the United States, is building an innovation system 
in which networks of knowledge, talent, and entrepreneurism drive advances so 
rapidly that few  others  will ever catch up.

Part of the reason why our government is not yet matching Beijing’s aggressive 
backing of science and technology is that many Americans still have an outdated 
vision of China, viewing it, in essence, as a still- developing nation rather than a 
peer with aspirations for global influence on par with the United States. In three 
generations, China transformed from having a per capita income of about $90 in 
1960 to about $10,000  today. China has already passed the United States in gross 
domestic product based on purchasing power parity. China poses a larger eco-
nomic challenge to the United States than the Soviet Union did. As a leading 
historian recently noted, “the Soviet Union could never draw on the resources 
of a dynamic private sector. China can.”5 Now, the Chinese government has 
ambitions— and specific plans, with promises of billions of dollars in funding—
to surpass the United States in areas such as quantum communications, supercom-
puting, aerospace, 5G, mobile payment, new energy vehicles, high- speed railway, 
financial technology, and AI.
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Already  today, China has almost twice as many supercomputers as the United 
States. It has approximately fifteen times the number of deployed 5G base stations 
as the United States.6 By 2025, Chinese researchers are expected to overtake 
American researchers in the 1% of most- cited scientific papers in AI.7 By 2030, 
China is expected to spend more than the United States on overall R&D, in abso-
lute terms.8 Sometime  after 2030, the Chinese economy likely  will become larger 
than ours.9

China’s rapid technological pro gress unsettles Americans for many legitimate 
reasons. China is challenging the most impor tant engine of American economic 
power— its innovation system. Americans believe that China’s ambition to domi-
nate the world’s digital infrastructure  will,  whether through design or impact, cre-
ate a new geopo liti cal real ity. Americans see China’s technological ambition 
through the lens of its authoritarian system and its use of technology at home to 
maintain control. Americans also resent that China’s growth has been delivered 
in part by restricting the access of US firms to its domestic market, by theft of in-
tellectual property, by forced technology transfer, and by other odious coercive 
economic tools. The United States welcomed China into the global trading system 
and welcomed Chinese students into American universities; and from the Amer-
ican perspective, that move has cost Americans jobs, hurt the American  middle 
class, and is now threatening US leadership abroad. Chinese leaders, meanwhile, 
see US actions meant to hinder the growth of China’s technology companies as the 
overreaction of a declining power unwilling to allow China to exercise influence 
commensurate with its stature.

While the race for global market share in platform technologies may at first 
glance appear zero- sum for the firms involved, a web of under lying connections 
makes it anything but. Technical collaboration among US and Chinese research-
ers and the interlocking set of commercial activities between each country’s tech-
nology economy are a major driver of wealth and pro gress for both countries and 
for the world. Preserving the beneficial aspects of this research, talent, and mar-
ket ecosystem is essential for economic reasons. The question, given pre sent ten-
sions, is how.

A New Technological Relationship

To move beyond the current dynamic, both sides must seek a new arrangement. 
What has been lost in US- China discord is this: if this rivalry could generate 
healthy competition fought on an even playing field, the two countries would have 
more to gain by competing fairly and cooperating where pos si ble than by oppos-
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ing each other on all fronts. The question now is how we redraw the relationship 
in a way that recognizes the centrality of commercial competition and the need 
for that competition to occur fairly and without geopo liti cal escalation. Let 
me propose five princi ples that I believe can guide us to a new technological 
relationship.

Some Purposeful Decoupling Is Necessary

In  limited areas— namely, areas with clear security and military applications— 
some purposeful decoupling is necessary and, in fact, may stabilize the relation-
ship by delineating clear no-go zones. The breakdown of cooperation over medi-
cal supply chains is one example. A half- century- long march  toward optimizing for 
efficiency, with “just in time” logistics stretching across global supply chains, left 
countries around the world facing shortages of critical medical supplies when the 
pandemic hit. Each nation  will have to take careful stock of what it relies on, where 
that is produced, and how  future shocks can be mitigated by combinations of iron-
clad supply guarantees, stockpiling, and domestic production capacity. Finding a 
new set point between efficiency and resiliency in the context of Chinese supply 
chains, without closing ourselves off to the world or spurning the prosperity that 
an interconnected economy can deliver, is an impor tant issue for the United States 
to address. While  doing so  will not be easy or without costs, the prob lem is solv-
able. Similarly, preserving essential state functions, such as telecommunications, 
necessitates decoupling hardware and ser vices that introduce unacceptable secu-
rity threats into the network core, as is the case with Huawei.

Harder areas to establish a clear plan for decoupling include technologies such 
as AI, which are inherently dual use, but we must begin that discussion. It should 
begin with a basic question: If China halted trade with the United States in a cri-
sis or in response to rising tension, what products or materials key to national 
security would the United States not be able to build or procure domestically or 
find elsewhere in the world market? We should not overact, but we must under-
take a careful and systematic analy sis.  Today we might depend on China for per-
sonal protective equipment and ventilators. We must make sure, though, that it 
is never an electronic chip or any other critical technology that leaves us in a 
position of being coerced or having to concede a vital interest  because of our 
dependence.

Decoupling, seen through this lens, is not just about disconnecting from China. 
It is about revitalizing Amer i ca’s own productivity in critical areas and building 
up allies’ and partners’ capacities. Done right, purposeful decoupling could spur 
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a commercial re nais sance in par tic u lar classes of technologies across Western na-
tions and their allies, helping to strengthen the liberal world order.

Continuing Cooperative Research, Which Produces  
Significant Joint Benefit

Advocates for much stronger prohibitions on commercial interchange have 
pushed US leadership to take steps  toward more fully decoupling the international 
research system, especially on AI and biology but also in other areas of technol-
ogy too. They cite China’s well- documented espionage, intellectual property theft, 
and talent recruitment programs, which are unquestionably disadvantaging our 
companies, our universities, and our military.10 It is certainly true that par tic u lar 
types of joint ventures between Chinese and US firms do need to be placed off 
limits due to national security concerns. Greater policing of intellectual property 
theft in industry and academia is necessary, on a scale appropriate to the size of 
the prob lem. Also needed in policy is a more careful demarcation of the dynamics 
of cooperation, competition, and mutual benefit across diff er ent kinds of research— 
fundamental, applied, product development. But it would be a catastrophic 
 mistake to make unfortunate and serious edge cases the basis for undoing a sys-
tem that has on the  whole yielded impressive joint gains and driven the accrual 
of enormous economic value.

Take AI as an example. Analy sis by Schmidt  Futures of top AI research submit-
ted to conferences shows that research collaborations between American and 
Chinese institutions are, by a wide margin, the most productive AI research pair-
ings in the world. Two- thirds of the research papers published by US- based insti-
tutions at top AI conferences have a coauthor of Chinese descent. Additionally, the 
United States has benefited enormously from its ability to attract top Chinese tech-
nical talent. A recent analy sis indicated that of a group of 128 high- level research-
ers with undergraduate degrees from Chinese universities whose papers  were pre-
sented at AI conferences, more than half currently work in the United States. 
Among international students majoring in computer science and math at US uni-
versities, nearly 20%  were Chinese nationals.11 At the same time, the Chinese 
tech ecosystem has prospered as well, since a sizable number of China’s technol-
ogy and research leaders educated in the United States return home to take lead-
ership roles. The community of Chinese American technologists and their imme-
diate American colleagues know best the fruits of global technological collaboration. 
Their voices are necessary to help us confront the challenges we face and find ad-
ditional ways that cooperation can be sustained and encouraged. We must not 
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lose sight of how competition in research, in peaceful application, and in com-
mercial markets is healthy, normal, and most often accelerates technological pro-
gress for every one.

Clear Commitment to Commercial Interchange  
between Tech Sectors

Anyone with an Amazon account, or  really any American consumer, grasps the 
kind of economic value being generated in China in response to US consumer de-
mand. The vital role that the US export market plays for China, along with Chi-
nese owner ship of US Trea sury securities and the value of the US dollar, is widely 
understood to have powered both economies to unpre ce dented heights. What is 
less known is the value that accrues to US firms selling goods and ser vices to 
China, especially in the technology market.

 Today China accounts for about 45% of global semiconductor demand but re-
lies on imports for more than 90% of its chip needs. Semiconductors are China’s 
single largest import ($241 billion), followed by oil ($228 billion)— leading to the 
oft- repeated and stunning fact that China spends more on silicon than it does on 
hydrocarbons.12  These foreign semiconductors are critical components for China’s 
national champion companies, including ZTE in telecom. Although moves to de-
couple the chip ecosystem have already begun, with US government restrictions 
on par tic u lar classes of hardware leading the Chinese to accelerate their own do-
mestic design and production capacity, companies based in the United States 
and its allies, including Taiwan,  will continue to supply the majority of this cru-
cial hardware, at least in the short term. Apple’s hardware and ser vices are another 
easily identifiable illustration of beneficial interchange; in the hands of one in five 
Chinese smartphone users are iPhones designed in California and loaded with 
tools and ser vices from Apple’s App Store.

 Human capital is perhaps an even more significant aspect of how entrepreneur-
ial technology companies have been founded and grown. It is hard to find an ar-
rangement that has had more mutual benefit to the development of technology and 
wealth on both sides of the Pacific than the influx of high- skilled Chinese talent 
to the United States. Just as leading American technology firms have executive 
teams that are internationally diverse, especially on the engineering and product 
development side, Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent all have US- educated executives 
within their ranks. It is not just the old guard  either. Colin Huang, China’s new 
second- richest man and the founder of the rapidly growing e- commerce com pany 
Pinduoduo, was educated in the United States and has written publicly about his 
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formative experience starting his  career at Google.13  These high- profile “sea tur-
tles” act not only as crucial carriers of value in US- China interchange. Having a 
stake in each society, they are also a beachhead from which further dialogue and 
stronger cooperation can be built.

The United States is an overwhelming winner as well. In fact, multicultural-
ism is arguably our deepest competitive moat in the development of technology, 
protecting the lead that many US firms have built over global competitors. Just as 
teams of international talent within US firms have been the biggest driver of com-
mercial breakthroughs in the last generation, the primary determining  factor for 
 whether the  future of technology  will be defined in the United States or China in 
the coming generation is  human capital. The ability to attract and retain top- tier 
talent from around the world drives a flywheel spinning continuously faster in 
which the best talent comes to the United States to work at the best institutions 
on the most cutting- edge intellectual property. High- skilled immigration and di-
versity power our nation’s competitive advantage in technology. Continuing to 
draw the best talent  here is a core competency for our country, and we should be 
 doing every thing we can to reinforce it.

Ultimately, both the United States and China would be harmed if their eco-
nomic and technological systems decouple fully. Imagine a world with two 
wholly diff er ent internets— How much would that set us back in the creation of 
new products, ser vices, and technologies? How much would two separate inter-
nets set back cooperation in health care, science, and research? How much would 
it increase the risk of a miscalculation militarily between the two greatest pow-
ers in the world system? When viewed in this light, it is easier to see how delib-
erately splitting the “tech stacks” upon which our modern lives are built  will much 
more likely make the world smaller, not bigger.

Greater Collaboration in Shared Challenge Areas

The scope of pos si ble cooperation between the United States and China is 
growing in concert with the promise of technology. AI, machine learning, and 
expanding digital connectivity provide a rich arena for cooperation to solve the 
world’s hardest challenges. The outbreak of COVID-19 spotlights the importance 
of making pro gress in health care and global health security and in channeling 
modern machine learning techniques  toward fighting a pandemic.  Others chal-
lenge areas, such as climate change, are ripe for cooperation and in urgent need 
of solutions that scale.  There are still other areas such as AI safety— that is, ensur-
ing AI systems do only what they are designed to do— where cooperation would 
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benefit both countries and many  others as well. The world would be a better place 
if China and the United States found a way to meet  these challenges together, even 
as they continued to compete in global markets.

A  great question before policy makers is how to call attention to  these shared 
challenge areas more explic itly to reaffirm the mutual benefits of cooperation and 
to make pro gress together. One could imagine both top- down and bottom-up ap-
proaches. A commission of prominent Chinese and American po liti cal and busi-
ness leaders could, for instance, craft a joint strategy to maximize cooperation in 
specific areas. We could similarly pull a page from the Cold War handbook for 
US- Soviet cooperation and boost bottom-up approaches driven by young  people, 
 whether through new incarnations of student exchanges that build on existing suc-
cesses (e.g., the Schwarzman scholars program) or more modern takes such as a 
youth competition on major US and Chinese social media platforms. What ever 
approaches we pursue, we must act now, as one can sense a turning tide. News 
that broke in mid- June 2020 about Baidu, the Chinese internet search  giant, with-
drawing from the Partnership on AI, a US- industry- based effort to address the 
ethical challenge of AI, is illustrative of the kind of cooperation that could be lost 
if the break between the two nations accelerates.14

Gearing Up to Win the Platform Competition

While greater cooperation is essential to realizing the benefits of the US- China 
relationship, we must also remain clear- eyed that we are in a fierce competition 
with China. Forcing action through engagement  will only produce mutual bene-
fits if we stay ahead or at parity in this competition. With the intensification of 
the competition  after breakout pro gress made by the Chinese on multiple fronts, 
we must take action now to keep from falling  behind.

Indeed, the trends are stark. Absent change, we  will soon be competing with 
a country that has a bigger economy, more investment in R&D, better quality re-
search, wider application of new technologies, and stronger computing infra-
structure. As the 2020s begin, we should be gearing our policy and legislation to 
compete effectively in a 2030s world that may look very diff er ent. We must devise 
a comprehensive national strategy to win. That strategy must see the range of tech-
nologies emerging  today as interconnected opportunities. Advances in quantum 
computing  will spur developments in AI, pro gress in AI  will help accelerate 
discoveries in biotechnology, 5G networks  will open up new opportunities to 
leverage AI applications, and so on. Such a strategy could embrace the following 
ele ments.
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Funding. Overall federal R&D spending has not kept pace with technological 
change. Simply put, we need to place big bets. US government funding for R&D 
has seen a decades- long decline and is now at pre- Sputnik levels as a percentage 
of gross domestic product.15

Nationwide Infrastructure. Given the interconnected nature of emerging tech-
nologies, we must invest in foundational infrastructure. This includes supporting 
a competitive and secure global alternative to Huawei in 5G, ensuring that the US 
microelectronics supply chain is resilient and assured, and investing in next- 
generation and high- performance computing.

Flexible Grants. The United States gradu ates the largest number of science and 
engineering doctorates of any country. We need new mechanisms to accelerate 
expert research in the postdoc and ju nior faculty phases. Congress should consider 
more models for multiyear investments in promising researchers, not just fund-
ing specific proj ects.

Government- Industry- Academia Collaborations.  Because the commercial sector 
outspends the government on R&D in many impor tant areas, the government 
must partner more closely with private companies to shape technology develop-
ment. Partnerships can help researchers overcome technical and financial barri-
ers. Congress should also explore tax incentives for companies that share data and 
provide computing capabilities to research institutions, and it should accelerate 
efforts to make government data sets more widely available.

Talent Development. The United States needs major new STEM (science, tech-
nology, engineering, and mathe matics) education initiatives at the K–12, college, 
and gradu ate levels. This includes expanding the existing STEM scholarship pro-
grams and designing new ones. We also need to attract more global expertise to 
Amer i ca. That helps our competitiveness.

A New Rivalry and Relationship

With COVID, unexpected hardship took hold in Wuhan and soon spread the 
world over. Hardships are now affecting our families, our communities, and our na-
tion. No corner of the world  will escape. An even bigger and more far-reaching set-
back is the prospect that the intensification of the US- China rivalry in a moment of 
global crisis  will produce a permanent condition. A sharp break between the two 
dominant actors in the global system, at a time when all of humanity should be 
reaching for cooperation against a mutual threat, would be a costly setback.

The  future—if managed by prudent leaders— must transcend the pre sent con-
frontation. If market and platform dominance  really is synonymous with geopo-
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liti cal dominance, then we must prepare for a  great power relationship with China 
that could risk outright confrontation. It  will be a  future much closer to the Cold 
War paradigm of “peaceful coexistence,” only one with potentially devastating 
consequences to our own economic trajectory. But if we pursue fierce technologi-
cal competition on a transparent, open, and reciprocal playing field, then I wel-
come the challenge of “competitive cooperation.”

 Today, the Chinese are competing to become the world’s leading innovators. The 
United States is not playing to win. That must change. Our way to technology leader-
ship is a dual path: better protect our innovations and out- innovate our competitors. 
Decoupling completely is not a  viable option. We must embrace the core notion that 
competition produces benefits for both nations— that it spurs us both to be better.

What must we do to win in such a world? We must reassert our own American 
system, preserving the demo cratic values at its core. This means addressing deep 
fissures and inequalities and remembering that immigrants give us our strength; 
alliances, our scale; ideas and creativity, our power. If we lead in this way— the 
American way— our allies, and ultimately the rest of the world,  will join us.
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In Liu Cixin’s extraordinary science fiction novel The Three- Body Prob lem, China 
recklessly creates, then ingeniously solves, an existential threat to humanity. 

During the chaos of Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution, Ye Wenjie, an astrophysi-
cist, discovers the possibility of amplifying radio waves by bouncing them off the 
sun and in this way beams a message to the universe. When, years  later, she receives 
a response from the highly unstable and authoritarian planet Trisolaris, it takes the 
form of a stark warning not to send further messages. Deeply disillusioned with 
humanity, she does so anyway, betraying the location of Earth to the Trisolarans, 
who are seeking a new planet  because their own is subject to the chaotic gravita-
tional forces exerted by three suns (hence the book’s title). So misanthropic that she 
welcomes an alien invasion, Ye cofounds the Earth- Trisolaris Organ ization as a kind 
of fifth column, in partnership with a radical American environmentalist named 
Mike Evans. Yet their conspiracy to help the Trisolarans conquer Earth and eradi-
cate humankind is ingeniously foiled by the dynamic duo of Wang Miao, a nano-
technology professor, and Shi Qiang, a coarse but canny Beijing cop.1

The nonfictional threat to humanity we confront  today is not, of course, an 
alien invasion. The coronavirus SARS- CoV-2 does not come from outer space, 
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though it shares with the Trisolarans an impulse to colonize us. The fact, however, 
is that the first case of COVID-19— the disease the virus  causes— was in China, just 
as the first messages to Trisolaris  were sent from China. Similar to The Three- Body 
Prob lem, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) caused this disaster— first by cov-
ering up how dangerous SARS- CoV-2 was, then by delaying mea sures that might 
have prevented its worldwide spread. Yet now— again, as in Liu Cixin’s novel— 
China wants to claim credit for saving the world from it. Liberally exporting 
testing kits, face masks, and ventilators, the Chinese government has sought to 
snatch victory from the jaws of a defeat it inflicted. Not only that, but the deputy 
director of the Chinese Foreign Ministry’s Information Department has gone so 
far as to endorse a conspiracy theory that the coronavirus originated in the United 
States. On March 12, Zhao Lijian tweeted: “It might be [the] US army who brought 
the epidemic to Wuhan.”2 Zhao also retweeted an article claiming that an Amer-
ican team had brought the virus with them when they participated in the World 
Military Games in Wuhan last October.

It was already obvious early in 2019 that a new cold war— Cold War II, between 
the United States and China— had begun. What started out in early 2018 as a trade 
war— a tit for tat over tariffs while the two sides argued about the American trade 
deficit and Chinese intellectual property theft— had by the end of the year meta-
morphosed into a technology war over the global dominance of the Chinese com-
pany Huawei in 5G (fifth generation) network telecommunications; an ideologi-
cal confrontation, in response to Beijing’s treatment of the Uyghur minority in 
China’s Xinjiang region and the pro- democracy protesters in Hong Kong; and an 
escalation of old frictions over Taiwan and the South China Sea. Henry Kissinger 
himself acknowledged last November that we are “in the foothills of a Cold War.”3

The COVID-19 pandemic has merely intensified Cold War II, at the same time 
revealing its existence to  those who last year doubted it was happening. Chinese 
scholars such as Yao Yang, a professor at the China Center for Economic Research 
and dean of the National School of Development at Peking University, now openly 
discuss it.4 Proponents of the era of US- China “engagement” since 1972 are now 
writing engagement’s obituary, ruefully conceding (in Orville Schell’s words) that 
it found ered “ because of the CCP’s deep ambivalence about the way engaging in 
a truly meaningful way might lead to demands for more reform and change and 
its ultimate demise.”5 Critics of engagement are  eager to dance on its grave, urg-
ing instead that the  People’s Republic be eco nom ically “quarantined,” with its role 
in global supply chains drastically reduced. To quote Daniel Blumenthal and Nick 
Eberstadt, “The maglev from ‘Cultural Revolution’ to ‘Chinese Dream’ does not 
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make stops at Locke Junction or Tocqueville Town, and it has no connections to 
Planet Davos.”6 Moves in the direction of economic quarantine are already hap-
pening. The Eu ro pean Chamber of Commerce in China says that more than half 
its member companies are considering moving supply chains out of China. Japan 
has earmarked 240 billion yen ($2.2 billion) to help manufacturers leave China. 
“ People are worried about our supply chains,” Prime Minister Shinzo Abe said in 
April.7 “We should try to relocate high added value items to Japan. And for every-
thing  else, we should diversify to countries like  those in ASEAN.” In the words of 
Republican senator Josh Hawley of Missouri: “The international order as we have 
known it for thirty years is breaking. Now imperialist China seeks to remake the 
world in its own image, and to bend the global economy to its own  will . . .  [W]e 
must recognize that the economic system designed by Western policy makers at 
the end of the Cold War does not serve our purposes in this new era.”8 In early 
May, Missouri’s attorney general, Eric Schmitt, filed a lawsuit in federal court 
seeking to hold Beijing responsible for the outbreak.

To be sure, many voices have been raised to argue against Cold War II. Yao Yang 
has urged China to take a more conciliatory line  toward Washington, by acknowl-
edging what went wrong in Wuhan in December and January and eschewing 
nationalistic “wolf warrior” diplomacy. A similar argument for reconciliation to 
avoid the “Thucydides Trap” has been made by Yu Yongding and Kevin Gallagher. 
Eminent architects of the strategy of engagement, notably Hank Paulson and Rob-
ert Zoellick, have argued for its resurrection.9 Wall Street remains as addicted as 
ever to the financial symbiosis that Moritz Schularick and I christened “Chime-
rica” in 2007, and Beijing’s efforts to attract big US financial firms such as Amer-
ican Express, Mastercard, J. P. Morgan, Goldman Sachs, and BlackRock into the 
Chinese market are proving successful.10 Nevertheless, the po liti cal trend is quite 
clearly in the other direction. In the United States, public sentiment  toward China 
has become markedly more hawkish since 2017, especially among older voters. 
 There are few subjects  these days about which  there is a genuine bipartisan con-
sensus in the United States. China is one of them.

It is therefore stating the obvious to say that Cold War II  will be the biggest chal-
lenge to world order, whoever is sworn in as president of the United States next 
January, for most of that person’s term in office. Armed with John Bolton’s new 
memoir— which reveals President Donald J. Trump to be privately a good deal 
more conciliatory  toward his Chinese counterpart, Xi Jinping, than he has been in 
public— Joe Biden’s campaign can now claim that their man would be tougher on 
China than Trump.11 According to the Beijing- controlled Global Times, Chinese 
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netizens have taken to mocking the American president as  Chuan Jianguo, or 
“Build- up- the- country Trump”— a kind of parodic Manchurian Candidate.12 By 
contrast, the language of some potential cabinet- level appointees in a Biden admin-
istration is so tough in places as to be indistinguishable from that of Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo. Michèle Flournoy’s recent Foreign Affairs article featured 
fighting words that might equally well have been spoken by the late senator John 
McCain.13 Indeed, they echo arguments made by McCain’s former aide, Christian 
Brose, in his new book, The Kill Chain.14

Commentators (and  there are many) who doubt the capacity of the United States 
to reinvigorate and reassert itself imply, or state explic itly, that this is a cold war 
the Communist power can win. “Superpowers expect  others to follow them,” 
Kishore Mahbubani told Der Spiegel in April.15 “The United States has that expec-
tation, and China  will too, as it continues to get stronger.” In an interview with 
the Economist, he went further: “History has turned a corner. The era of Western 
domination is ending.”16 This view has long had its supporters among left- leaning 
or sinophile Western intellectuals, such as Martin Jacques17 and Daniel Bell.18 The 
COVID-19 crisis has made it more mainstream. Yes, the argument runs, the fatal 
virus may have originated in Wuhan,  whether in one of the local “wet markets” 
where live wild animals are sold for their meat or in one of two biological research 
laboratories located in the city. Nevertheless,  after an initially disastrous sequence 
of events, the Chinese government has been able to get the contagion  under con-
trol with remarkable speed, illustrating the strengths of the “China model,” and 
then to bend the global narrative in its  favor, recasting itself as the savior rather 
than scourge of mankind.19

By contrast, the United States has badly bungled its pandemic response. “Amer-
i ca is first in the world in deaths, first in the world in infections and we stand out 
as an emblem of global incompetence,” retired diplomat William Burns told the 
Financial Times in May.20 “The damage to Amer i ca’s influence and reputation  will 
be very hard to undo.”21 The editor in chief at Bloomberg, John Micklethwait, and 
his coauthor Adrian Wooldridge wrote in a similar vein in April. “If the 21st  century 
turns out to be an Asian  century as the 20th was an American one,” wrote Law-
rence Summers in May, “the pandemic may well be remembered as the turning 
point.”22 Nathalie Tocci, who advises the high representative (foreign minister) of 
the Eu ro pean Union (EU), Josep Borrell, has likened this moment to the 1956 Suez 
Crisis. The American journalist and historian Anne Applebaum has written: “ there 
is no American leadership in the world . . .  [T]he outline of a very diff er ent, post- 
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American, post- coronavirus world is already taking shape . . .  A vacuum has 
opened up, and the Chinese regime is leading the race to fill it.”23  Those who take 
the other side of this argument— notably Gideon Rachman and Joseph Nye— are 
in a distinct minority. Even Richard Haass, who argues that “the world following 
the pandemic is unlikely to be radically diff er ent from the one that preceded it,” 
sees a dispiriting  future of “waning American leadership, faltering global coopera-
tion, great- power discord.”24

Meanwhile,  those who believe in historical cycles, such as hedge- fund- manager- 
turned-financial- historian Ray Dalio, are already writing the obituary for a dollar- 
dominated world economy. The historian Peter Turchin has made a similar argu-
ment on the basis of “structural demographic theory,” predicting in 2012 that the 
year 2020 would be “the next instability peak [of vio lence] in the United States.”25 
Who, given the circumstances of 2020, can blame the playwright David Mamet 
for being haunted by Cassandra’s prophecies?

As Henry Kissinger has argued, the pandemic “ will forever alter the world 
order . . .  the world  will never be the same  after the coronavirus.”26 But how ex-
actly  will the international system change? One pos si ble answer is that COVID-19 
has reminded many countries of the benefits of self- reliance. In Kissinger’s words: 
“Nations cohere and flourish on the belief that their institutions can foresee ca-
lamity, arrest its impact and restore stability. When the Covid-19 pandemic is over, 
many countries’ institutions  will be perceived as having failed.  Whether this judg-
ment is objectively fair is irrelevant.”27 Not every one shares Daniel Bell’s ecstatic 
assessment of the per for mance of the Chinese Communist Party. True, this may 
not be Xi Jinping’s Chernobyl. Unlike its Soviet counterpart in 1986, the Chinese 
Communist Party has the ability to weather the storm of a disaster and to restart 
the industrial core of its economy. Yet  there is no plausible way that Xi can now 
meet his cherished goal of having China’s 2020 gross domestic product be double 
that of 2010: COVID-19 has necessitated the abandonment of the growth target 
that was necessary to achieve that. In an effort to keep down unemployment, the 
government has ended the prohibition against street vendors in major cities. Nor 
should Xi be regarded as po liti cally unassailable. On reflection, it may prove to be 
somewhat naïve to have assumed that China was likely to be the net beneficiary 
of the pandemic.

However, that is not to say that the United States  will somehow emerge from 
the pandemic panic with its global primacy intact. It is not just that Trump himself 
bungled his response to the crisis, though he certainly did. Much more troubling is 
the realization that the parts of the federal government that are responsible for 
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 handling a crisis such as this also bungled it. The Department of Health and 
 Human Ser vices (HHS) is a mansion with many  houses, but the ones that  were 
charged with pandemic preparedness appear to have failed abjectly: not only the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention but also the Food and Drug Admin-
istration, the Public Health Ser vice, as well as the National Disaster Medical 
System. This was not for want of legislation. In 2006 Congress passed a Pandemic 
and All- Hazards Preparedness Act, in 2013 a reauthorization act of the same name, 
and in June 2019 a Pandemic and All- Hazards Preparedness and Advanced Inno-
vations Act. In October 2015, the bipartisan Blue Ribbon Study Panel on Biode-
fense, cochaired by Joe Lieberman and Tom Ridge, published its first report, call-
ing for better integration of the agencies responsible for biodefense. In 2019 it was 
renamed the Bipartisan Commission on Biodefense “to more accurately reflect its 
work and the urgency of its mission.”28

Since August 2017, Robert Kadlec, a  career US Air Force doctor, has been as-
sistant secretary for preparedness and response at HHS. On October 10, 2018, 
Kadlec gave a lecture at the University of Texas’s Strauss Center on the evolution 
of biodefense policy in which he quoted from Nassim Taleb’s Black Swan as part 
of his argument for an insurance policy against a pandemic. “If we  don’t build 
this,” concluded Kadlec, “ we’re gonna be ‘SOL’ [shit out of luck] should we ever be 
confronted with it . . .   We’re whistling in the dark, a  little bit.”29 The previous 
month, the Trump administration had published a thirty- six- page report, National 
Biodefense Strategy (2018). Its implementation plan included as one of its five goals: 
“Assess the risks posed by research, such as with potential pandemic pathogens, 
where biosafety lapses could have very high consequences.”30

As a consequence of the failure of the public health bureaucracy during the 
pandemic, the United States has fallen back on the 1918–19 playbook of pandemic 
pluralism (states do their own  thing; in some states a lot of  people die) but has com-
bined it with the 2009–10 playbook of financial crisis management. A significant 
part of the national economy was shut down by state governors in March and 
April; meanwhile the national debt exploded, along with the Federal Reserve sys-
tem’s balance sheet. By May, lockdowns had become intolerable for most Repub-
licans, but state governments  were nowhere near having the integrated systems 
of testing and contact tracing necessary for economic reopening to be anything 
other than “dumb,” in the formulation of John Cochrane.31 As this debacle has 
played out, it has been like watching all my  earlier visions of the endgame of Amer-
ican empire—in the trilogy Colossus (2004), Civilization (2011), and The  Great De-
generation (2012)— but speeded up.
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The truth is that this crisis has exposed the weaknesses of all the big players 
on the world stage: not only the United States but also China and, for that  matter, 
the Eu ro pean Union. This should not surprise us. History shows that plagues are 
generally bad for big empires, especially  those with porous frontiers (witness the 
reigns of the Roman emperors Marcus Aurelius and Justinian);32 city- states are 
generally better at limiting the spread of pathogens. In 2019 the new Global Health 
Security Index ranked the United States first and the United Kingdom second in 
the world in terms of their “global health security capabilities.”33 It proved other-
wise. A league  table of coronavirus health safety published in early April by the 
Deep Knowledge Group puts Israel, Singapore, New Zealand, Hong Kong, and Tai-
wan at the top. (Iceland deserves an honorable mention, too. And some second- 
tier  great powers— notably Germany and Japan— have also done well, minimizing 
infections and deaths without inflicting protracted lockdowns on their econo-
mies.) The key point is that  there are diseconomies of scale when a new pathogen 
is on the loose. Four of  those countries, in their diff er ent ways, had reasons to be 
paranoid in general as well as focused on the specific danger of a new coronavi-
rus. Israel, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan had learned the lessons of SARS 
and MERS. By contrast, the big global players— China, the United States, and the 
EU— have all done quite badly, each in its own distinctive way. (Among members 
of the Organisation for Economic Co- operation and Development, the United 
States rates below Austria, Denmark, and Germany in one recent assessment, but 
above Belgium, Italy, and Spain.)34 The winners in the short run are none of the 
above empires. The winners are  today’s equivalents of city- states.

The question is, Who gains from this stunning demonstration in Israel, Singa-
pore, and Taiwan that, in a real crisis, small is beautiful? On balance, I would say 
that the centrifugal forces unleashed by the pandemic are a much bigger threat 
to a monolithic one- party state than to a federal system that was already in need 
of some decentralization. To which of the three empires do the successful city- 
states feel most loyalty? That is the question.

As Kissinger observes, “No country . . .  can in a purely national effort overcome 
the virus . . .  The pandemic has prompted an anachronism, a revival of the walled 
city in an age when prosperity depends on global trade and movement of  people.” 
Ultimately, Taiwan cannot prosper in isolation; no more can South  Korea. “Ad-
dressing the necessities of the moment,” Kissinger writes, “must ultimately be 
coupled with a global collaborative vision and program. Drawing lessons from the 
development of the Marshall Plan and the Manhattan Proj ect, the U.S. is obliged 
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to undertake a major effort . . .  [to] safeguard the princi ples of the liberal world 
order.”

The reputation of the Trump administration is currently at rock bottom in the 
eyes of most scholars of international relations. The president is seen as a wreck-
ing ball, taking wild swings at the very institutions on which the liberal world or-
der supposedly depends, notably the World Trade Organ ization and, most re-
cently, the World Health Organ ization, to say nothing of the Joint Plan of Action 
on Iran’s nuclear program and the Paris Agreement on the climate. Yet reasonable 
questions may be asked about the efficacy of all of  these institutions and agree-
ments with re spect to the Trump administration’s core strategy of engaging in 
“strategic competition” with China.35 If an administration is judged by its actions 
in relation to its objectives, rather than by presidential tweets in relation to some 
largely mythical liberal international order, a rather diff er ent picture emerges. In 
four distinct areas, the administration has achieved, or stands a chance of achiev-
ing, meaningful success in its competition with China.

The first is financial. For many years, China toyed with the idea of making its 
currency convertible. This proved to be impossible  because of the pent-up demand 
of China’s wealth  owners for assets outside China. More recently, Beijing has 
sought to increase its financial influence through large- scale lending to develop-
ing countries, some of it (not all) through its  Belt and Road Initiative. The crisis 
unleashed by the COVID-19 pandemic has presented the United States with an 
opportunity to reassert its financial leadership in the world. In response to the se-
vere global liquidity crisis unleashed in March, the Federal Reserve created two 
new channels— swap lines and a repo fa cil i ty for foreign international monetary 
authorities—by which other central banks can access dollars. The first already ap-
plied to Eu rope, the United Kingdom, Canada, Japan, and Switzerland and was 
extended to nine more countries, including Brazil, Mexico, and South  Korea. At 
its peak, the amount of swaps outstanding was $449 billion. In addition, the new 
repo fa cil i ty made dollars available on a short- term basis to 170 foreign central 
banks. At the same time, the International Monetary Fund—an institution the 
Trump administration has shown  little inclination to undermine— has stepped in 
to manage a spate of requests for assistance from around a hundred countries, can-
celing six months of debt payments due from twenty- five low- income countries 
such as Af ghan i stan, Haiti, Rwanda, and Yemen, while the G20 countries have 
agreed to freeze the bilateral debts of seventy- six poorer developing countries. As 
international creditors brace themselves for a succession of defaults by countries 
such as Argentina, Ec ua dor, Lebanon, Rwanda, and Zambia, the United States is 
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in a much stronger position than China. Since 2013, total announced lending by 
Chinese financial institutions to  Belt and Road Initiative proj ects amounted to 
$461 billion, making China the single biggest creditor to emerging markets. The 
lack of transparency that characterized  these loans long ago aroused the suspicions 
of Western scholars, notably Carmen Reinhart, now chief economist at the World 
Bank.36

It is one  thing to lament the dominance of the dollar in the international pay-
ments system; it is another to devise a way to reduce it.37 Unlike in the 1940s, when 
the US dollar stood ready to supplant the British pound as the international reserve 
currency, the Chinese renminbi remains far from being a convertible currency, as 
Hank Paulson and  others have pointed out. Chinese and Eu ro pean experiments 
with central bank digital currencies pose no greater threat to dollar dominance.38 
As for Facebook’s  grand design for a digital currency, Libra, it “has about as much 
chance of displacing the dollar,” one wit observed, “as Esperanto has of replacing 
En glish.”39 The most that can be said is that the United States now lags worryingly 
 behind Asia, Eu rope, and even Latin Amer i ca when it comes to innovations in fi-
nancial technology. But it is hard to see how even the most ambitious scheme— 
the projected East Asian digital currency consisting of the Chinese yuan, Japa nese 
yen, South Korean won, and Hong Kong dollar— will come to fruition, in view of 
the profound suspicions many in Tokyo feel  toward the financial ambitions of 
Beijing.

The second area where US dominance seems likely (though not certain) to be 
reasserted is in the race to find a vaccine against SARS- CoV-2. According to the 
Milken Institute,  there are over 170 vaccine research proj ects  under way at the 
time of writing this, ten of which are now in  human  trials.40 The most advanced 
candidate is AZD1222, first developed by researchers at Oxford and Vaccitech. It 
and six  others— including  those of Moderna and Pfizer— are being given US gov-
ernment funding as part of the Trump administration’s Operation Warp Speed, 
the White House program for accelerating vaccine development. True,  there are 
also five vaccines in clinical  trials in China, but four of them are inactivated whole- 
virus vaccines, an  earlier generation of medical science than Moderna’s mRNA-
1273. An early April survey in Nature noted that “most COVID-19 vaccine devel-
opment activity is in North Amer i ca, with 36 (46%) developers of the confirmed 
active vaccine candidates compared with 14 (18%) in China, 14 (18%) in Asia (ex-
cluding China) and Australia, and 14 (18%) in Eu rope.” 41 It is pos si ble that one of 
the Chinese contenders  will beat the odds and produce a vaccine. It is neverthe-
less worth remembering the recurrent prob lems the  People’s Republic has had in 
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recent years with vaccine safety and regulation, most recently in January 2019, 
when  children in the province of Jiangsu received out- of- date polio shots, and be-
fore that in July 2018, when 250,000 doses of vaccine for diphtheria, tetanus, 
and whooping cough  were found to be defective. It was only thirteen years ago that 
Zheng Xiaoyu, the former head of the Chinese State Food and Drug Adminis-
tration, was sentenced to death for taking bribes from eight domestic drug 
companies.

Third, the United States is pulling ahead of China in the “tech war.” The Trump 
administration’s pressure on allied countries not to use 5G hardware produced by 
Huawei is yielding results. In Germany, Norbert Röttgen, a prominent member of 
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s Christian Demo cratic Union, helped draft a bill that 
would bar any “untrustworthy” com pany from “both the core and peripheral 
networks.” 42 In Britain, Neil O’Brien, Conservative member of Parliament and 
founder of the China Research Group, and a group of thirty- eight rebel Tory back-
benchers appear to have succeeded in changing Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s 
mind about Huawei, much to the fury of the editors of China Daily. Perhaps more 
significant are the US Commerce Department rules announced on May 15 that 
would cut Huawei off from using advanced semiconductors produced anywhere 
in the world using US technology or intellectual property. This includes the chips 
produced in Taiwan by the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Com pany, or 
TSMC, the world’s most advanced manufacturer. The new rules pose a potentially 
mortal threat to Huawei’s semiconductor affiliate HiSilicon.

Fi nally, the United States’ lead in artificial intelligence research, as well as in 
quantum computing, would appear still to be commanding, although the recent 
decision by President Trump to restrict visas for computer programmers and other 
skilled workers who enter the country with H-1B visas could ultimately reduce that 
lead. One recent study showed that, while “China is the largest source of top- tier 
AI researchers, . . .  a majority of  these Chinese researchers leave China to study, 
work, and live in the United States.” 43 Frey and Osborne concluded a recent sur-
vey of the tech war as follows: “If we look at the 100 most cited patents since 2003, 
not a single one comes from China . . .  A surveillance state with a censored Inter-
net, together with a social credit system that promotes conformity and obedi-
ence, seems unlikely to foster creativity.” 44 If Yan Xuetong, dean of the Institute 
of International Relations at Tsing hua University, is correct in contending that 
Cold War II  will be a purely technological competition, without the nuclear brink-
manship and proxy wars that made the first one so risky and so costly, then the 
United States is the favorite to win it.
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It can hardly be claimed that the Trump administration is “safeguard[ing] the 
princi ples of the liberal world order.” It would nevertheless be fair to say that, in 
practice, the administration has been quite effective in at least some of the steps 
it has taken to execute its stated goal of competing strategically with China.

The  great achievement of the vari ous strategies of containment pursued by the 
United States during the Cold War was to limit and ultimately reverse the expan-
sion of Soviet power without precipitating a World War III. Might strategic com-
petition prove less successful in that regard? It is pos si ble. First,  there is a clear and 
pre sent danger that information warfare and cyberwarfare operations, honed by 
the Rus sian government and now being  adopted and enacted by China, could 
cause severe disruption to the US po liti cal and economic system.45

Second, as Christian Brose has argued, the United States could find itself at a 
disadvantage in the event of a conventional war in the South China Sea or the Tai-
wan Strait,  because US aircraft carrier groups, with their F-35 fighters, are now 
highly vulnerable to new Chinese weapons such as the DF-21D, the world’s first 
operational anti- ship ballistic missile (“the carrier killer”).46

Third, the United States already finds it difficult to back up words with actions. 
China has signaled that it  will impose new national- security laws on Hong Kong, 
dealing a blow to the territory’s autonomy and surely violating the terms of the 
1984 Sino- British Joint Declaration, which guarantees a “one country, two sys-
tems” model  until 2047. Adding vari ous Chinese agencies and institutions to the 
US Commerce Department’s entity list  will not deter Beijing from  going ahead. 
Nor  will similar economic sanctions threatened by indignant senators. Secretary 
of State Pompeo has gone out of his way to show friendliness  toward the Taiwan-
ese government this year, publicly congratulating President Tsai Ing- Wen on her 
reelection in January. Yet how effectively could the United States react if Beijing 
de cided to launch a surprise amphibious invasion of the island? Such a step is 
openly proposed by nationalist writers on Chinese social media as a solution to the 
threat that Huawei  will be cut off from TSMC. One lengthy post on this subject 
was headlined “Reunification of the two sides, take TSMC!”

The reunification of Taiwan and the mainland is Xi Jinping’s most cherished 
ambition and is one of the justifications for his removal of term limits. Xi may well 
be asking himself if  there  will ever again be a more propitious time to force the 
issue than this year, with the United States in a lockdown- induced recession and 
just months away from a contentious and decisive election. While the Pentagon is 
skeptical of China’s ability to execute a successful invasion, the  People’s Liberation 
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Army is rapidly increasing its amphibious capabilities. With good reason, Graham 
Allison has warned that the administration’s ambition to “kill Huawei” could 
play a role similar to the sanctions imposed on Japan between 1939 and 1941, cul-
minating in the August 1941 oil embargo.47 It was economic pressure that ulti-
mately drove the imperial government to  gamble on a war that began with a 
surprise attack on Pearl Harbor.48 If it  were the United States that suddenly found 
itself cut off from TSMC, the boot would be on the other foot, as the Taiwanese 
com pany’s new foundry in Arizona  will take years to complete and  will be no sub-
stitute for the much larger facilities it has in Taiwan.49

Cold wars can deescalate in a pro cess we remember as détente. But they can 
also escalate: a recurrent feature of the period from the late 1950s  until the early 
1980s was fear that brinkmanship might lead to Armageddon. At times, as John 
Bolton has shown, President Trump inclines to a very crude form of détente.  There 
are impor tant members of his administration who lean in that direction, too. We 
hear occasional melodious mood  music about the phase one trade deal announced 
late last year,50 despite abundant evidence that it is being honored by Beijing 
mainly in the breach.51 Yet the language of the secretary of state remains consis-
tently combative. To be sure, his meeting with Yang Jiechi, the director of the CCP 
Office of Foreign Affairs, in Hawaii on June 17 was notable for the uncompromis-
ing harshness of the language used in the official Chinese communiqué released 
afterward.52 But that might have been exactly what Secretary Pompeo wanted on 
the eve of his hard- hitting speech to the Copenhagen Democracy Summit, which 
was clearly intended to galvanize his Eu ro pean audience.

How likely is this appeal to be successful? In some quarters, not at all. The Ital-
ian foreign minister, Luigi Di Maio, was one of a number of Italian politicians 
all too ready to swallow Beijing’s aid and propaganda back in March, when the 
COVID-19 crisis in northern Italy was especially bad. “ Those who scoffed at our 
participation in the  Belt and Road Initiative now have to admit that investing in 
that friendship allowed us to save lives in Italy,” Di Maio declared in an interview.53 
The Hungarian prime minister, Viktor Orbán, was equally enthusiastic. “In the 
West,  there is a shortage of basically every thing,” he said in an interview with 
Chinese state tele vi sion. “The help we are able to get is from the East,” he con-
tinued.54 “China is the only friend who can help us,” gushed the Serbian presi-
dent, Aleksandar Vučić, who kissed a Chinese flag when a team of doctors flew 
from Beijing to Belgrade.55 However, mainstream Eu ro pean reaction, especially 
in Germany and France, has displayed a rather diff er ent sentiment. “Over  these 
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months China has lost Eu rope,” Reinhard Bütikofer, a German Green Party mem-
ber of the Bundestag, declared in an interview in April.56 “The atmosphere in Eu-
rope is rather toxic when it comes to China,” said Jörg Wuttke, president of the EU 
Chamber of Commerce in China.57 On April 17, the editor in chief of Germany’s 
biggest tabloid, Bild, published an open letter to General Secretary Xi Jinping 
titled “You are endangering the world.”58 In France, too, “wolf warrior diplomacy” 
has been a failure.

One reason for its failure is that,  after an initial breakdown in early March, 
when sauve qui peut was the order of the day, Eu ro pean institutions have risen to 
the challenge posed by COVID-19.59 In a remarkable interview published on 
April 16, the French president declared that the EU faced a “moment of truth” in 
deciding  whether it was more than just a single economic market. “You cannot 
have a single market where some are sacrificed,” he told the Financial Times.60 “It 
is no longer pos si ble . . .  to have financing that is not mutualized for the spend-
ing we are undertaking in the  battle against Covid-19 and that we  will have for the 
economic recovery.”61 He continued: “If we  can’t do this  today, I tell you the pop-
ulists  will win— today, tomorrow, the day  after, in Italy, in Spain, perhaps in France 
and elsewhere.”62 His German counterpart agreed. Eu rope, declared Angela 
Merkel, was a “community of fate” (Schicksalsgemeinschaft). To the surprise of 
skeptical commentators, the result was very diff er ent from the cheese- paring that 
characterized the German response to the global financial crisis.63 The Next Gen-
eration EU plan, presented by the Eu ro pean Commission on May 27, proposed 
750 billion euros of additional EU spending, to be financed through bonds issued 
by the EU and to be allocated to the regions hardest hit by the pandemic.64 Per-
haps even more significantly, the German federal government  adopted a supple-
mentary bud get of 156 billion euros (4.9% of gross domestic product) followed by 
a second fiscal stimulus package worth 130 billion euros (or 3.8% of gross domes-
tic product), which— along with large- scale guarantees from a new economic sta-
bilization fund— was intended to ignite recovery with a “ka- boom,” in the words 
of Finance Minister Olaf Scholz.65 Such large- scale fiscal mea sures, combined 
with large- scale asset purchases by the Eu ro pean Central Bank, have done much 
to dampen support for the populist right in most EU member states.

Yet this successful reassertion of Eu ro pean solidarity— made easier by the de-
parture of the United Kingdom from the EU negotiating  table— has had an unex-
pected consequence from the vantage point of Washington. Eu ro pe ans, especially 
young Eu ro pe ans and especially Germans, have never since 1945 been more 
disenchanted with the transatlantic relationship. In one pan- European survey 
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conducted in mid- March, 53% of young Eu ro pe ans said they had more confidence 
in authoritarian states than democracies when it came to addressing the climate 
crisis.66 In a German poll published by the Körber Foundation in May, 73% of Ger-
mans said that their opinion of the United States had deteriorated— more than 
double the number of respondents who felt that way  toward China.67 Just 10% of 
Germans considered the United States to be their country’s closest partner in for-
eign policy, compared with 19% in September 2019. And the proportion of Ger-
mans who prioritized close relations with Washington over close relations with 
Beijing has decreased significantly, from 50% in September 2019 to 37%, roughly 
the same share as  those who preferred China to the United States (36%).

In the Cold War with the Soviets, it is sometimes forgotten that  there was a 
Non- Aligned Movement (NAM), which had its origins in the 1955 Bandung Con-
ference hosted by Indonesian president Sukarno and attended by the Indian prime 
minister Jawaharlal Nehru, the Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, his Yugo-
slav counterpart Josip Broz Tito, and the Ghanaian president Kwame Nkrumah, 
as well as the North Viet nam ese president Ho Chi Minh, the Chinese premier 
Zhou Enlai, and the Cambodian prime minister Norodom Sihanouk. Formally 
constituted in 1956 by Tito, Nehru, and Nasser, the NAM’s goal was (in the words 
of one of Nehru’s advisers) to enable the newly in de pen dent countries of the Third 
World to preserve their in de pen dence in the “face of [a] complex international sit-
uation demanding allegiance to  either of the two warring superpowers.” For 
most Western Eu ro pe ans and many East and Southeast Asians, however, non-
alignment was not an attractive option. That was partly  because the choice be-
tween Washington and Moscow was a fairly easy one— unless the Red Army’s 
tanks  were rolling into a country’s capital city. It was also  because the NAM’s 
geopo liti cal nonalignment was not matched by a comparable ideological nonalign-
ment, a feature that became more prominent with the ascendancy of the Cuban 
dictator Fidel Castro in the 1970s, fi nally leading to a near breakup of the move-
ment over the Soviet invasion of Af ghan i stan.

 Today, by contrast, the choice between Washington and Beijing looks to many 
Eu ro pe ans like a choice between the frying pan and the fire or, at best, the  kettle 
and the pot. As the Körber poll mentioned above strongly suggests, “The [German] 
public is leaning  toward a position of equidistance between Washington and Bei-
jing.” Even the government of Singapore has made it clear that it “fervently hope[s] 
not to be forced to choose between the United States and China.” Moreover, “Asian 
countries see the United States as a resident power that has vital interests in the 
region,” the Singaporean prime minister wrote in a recent issue of Foreign Affairs. 
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“At the same time, China is a real ity on the doorstep. Asian countries do not want 
to be forced to choose between the two. And if  either attempts to force such a 
choice—if Washington tries to contain China’s rise or Beijing seeks to build an ex-
clusive sphere of influence in Asia— they  will begin a course of confrontation 
that  will last de cades and put the long- heralded Asian  century in jeopardy . . .  Any 
confrontation between  these two  great powers is unlikely to end as the Cold War 
did, in one country’s peaceful collapse.”68

Lee Hsien Loong is right in one re spect at least. The fact that both world wars of 
the 20th  century had the same outcome— the defeat of Germany and its allies by 
Britain and its allies— does not mean that Cold War II  will have the same outcome 
as it pre de ces sor: the victory of the United States and its allies. Cold wars are usu-
ally regarded as bipolar; in truth, though, they are always three- body prob lems, 
with two superpower alliances and a third nonaligned network in between. This 
may indeed be a general truth about war itself: that it is seldom simply a Clausewitz-
ian contest between two opposing forces, each bent on the other’s subjugation, but 
more often a three- body prob lem in which winning the sympathies of the neutral 
third parties can be as impor tant as inflicting defeat on the  enemy.69

The biggest prob lem facing the president of the United States  today, and for 
years to come, is that many erstwhile American allies are seriously contemplating 
nonalignment in Cold War II. And without a sufficiency of allies, to say nothing of 
sympathetic neutrals, Washington may well find Cold War II to be unwinnable.
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