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Instead of indicating a shift in the fundamentals of the global order, COVID-19 has reinforced the 

pre-existing trends in international political apparatus namely, eroding credibility of the global 

governance systems, retreat from globalisation due to growing protectionism and the waning influence 

of regional institutions (in case of the European Union). But the most profound trend in the political 

realm is entrenchment of great power rivalry and strategic competition between the US and China. 

The pandemic has exacerbated the tensions between them which were already accentuated by the 

trade war, war of narratives, fuelled by diplomatic duels. Thus, any hope for the elimination of rivalries 

in the face of a global catastrophe was dashed to the ground and the international community has 

been deprived of a streamlined leadership in framing a coherent global response to the pandemic.  

 

Far from mobilising a coordinated response as the US did while containing Ebola in 2014, Donald 

Trump downplayed the intelligence warnings given early this year, slammed scientific opinion, picked 

fights with governors and dismantled the National Security Council (NSC) pandemic unit designed to 

combat the COVID threat. His reckless foreign policy included blaming China for the virus, seizing 

and blocking vital shipments of medical supplies bound to other countries, thus insulating itself at the 

expense of its allies, let alone setting an example by leading a charge against the pandemic. This 

botched response resulted in making the US the new epicentre of coronavirus with 1,872,660 cases 

and 108,211 deaths. Thus, to deflect criticism from his inept response, Trump has directed all his 

energy towards scapegoating China. 

 

China’s opacity about the severity of the outbreak lulled the nations into dangerous complacency and 

delayed national responses to the pandemic. Thus, China tried to whitewash it by spreading conspiracy 

theories, disinformation campaigns about the origin of the virus and sending faulty medical kits to 

crisis-stricken countries. But its role as a provider of global public goods failed to burnish its soft 

power credentials. The refusal to accept the culpability for COVID deaths and worldwide disruptions 

have taken a major beating on China’s international image. It has also invited global backlash in the 
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form of an independent inquiry into the origin of the virus, sponsored by the EU with the backing of 

Australia and the US, which could be also supported by staunch US allies like Japan and South Korea. 

 

With the COVID pandemic, China's centrality in global economic system might start to shrink with 

the countries re-evaluating their dependence on China not through trade or economic imbalances but 

through the prism of national security threats which needs to be mitigated, further giving an impetus  

to the relocation of global supply chains away from China.  

 

Even the EU failed in showing regional solidarity in dealing with the economic fallout of the virus. 

For the EU states, their first instinct was to look inward—shut borders, impose travel bans and restrict 

the flow of medical equipment to their neighbours. Germany and France initially restricted the flow 

of medical aid to Italy, the hardest hit by pandemic, only to be later helped by China. Its timely and 

rapid humanitarian aid to the Eurosceptic leaders of Italy and Hungary portrayed the EU as 

incompetent in alleviating the distress caused to the economies and public health of its member states.  

 

Further, the rich northern zone states led by Germany and Netherlands dispelled the idea of issuing 

corona-bonds (mutualised debts which every EU state would help pay off) as it would mean bailing 

out the highly indebted states of Portugal, Italy and Spain at the expense of their own tax payers’ 

money. Regional unity was further undermined by China's copious investments in financially weaker 

countries of Central and Eastern Europe, who in exchange for China's capital aid vetoed resolutions 

which were meant to censure China’s human rights record and its political overtures. The EU is 

worried that Eurosceptic states who have labelled China as a saviour in the time of the crisis may 

succumb to China’s divide and rule tactics allowing it to carve out a deeper political and economic 

footprint in the region. These fault lines may render the impact of new foreign investment screening 

mechanisms—finalised by the EU to scrutinise China's investment in critical assets, technology and 

infrastructure—ineffective.   

 

This raises the question of how the EU, China's largest trading partner and a "systemic rival”, will 

reset its relations with China, which are underlined by the current irritants of Huawei's entry into the 

EU markets for building 5G networks and China’s disinformation campaign and its abysmal human 

rights record. To avoid getting caught in the geopolitical contest of rival powers, the EU will need to 

hedge its bets wisely between its economic partner China and military ally US. The EU stands to lose 

its soft power appeal if it caves into China's pressure of abandoning its position into the probe of 

tracing the virus's origin. By doing so, the EU will go astray from the fundamentals of its foreign 

policy—transparency, advocacy for human rights, political freedom and guaranteeing space for 

political dissent. 

 

Nearly every element of the international matrix, i.e., global public health, global economies, 

globalisation and international institutions of governance, was a casualty of this pandemic, except the 

dominant feature of great power politics. It is an indispensable fact that China’s rise and the ensuing 

power competition was a byproduct of the US retreat from multilateralism and willing abdication of 



 

Centre for Public Policy Research 
Independent. In-depth. Insightful 

 

3 
Centre for Strategic Studies 

its global leadership. On the other hand, the EU will be exposed to this zero-sum geopolitical 

competition at a time when it is facing an existential crisis.  

 

Initially the EU's consensus deficiency over equal sharing of the economic brunt of the pandemic had 

paralysed a common unified response to the pandemic. But as the dust settles on the COVID crisis, 

the EU countries have managed to navigate these economic troubles through robust measures. The 

German-French proposed COVID Recovery Fund would allow the European Commission to borrow 

50 billion euros from the market and distribute it in the form of grants to countries like Italy, Spain 

and Portugal, which are hardest hit by the virus. This is unprecedented as the EU till now has bailed 

out all the countries even during the financial crisis of 2008, by providing loans which forced the 

member states to introduce harsh austerity measures followed by the budgetary cuts on social welfare 

schemes, fuelling discontent among its populace. This first ever initiative to introduce grants will help 

the countries recover without being saddled with unconditional debt and re-invigorate the spirit of its 

economic integration which might strengthen the debate of pushing the EU towards a deeper fiscal 

union. The joint fiscal capacity measures along with the plan of buying trillions of euros of bond might 

help the EU to bounce back quickly compared to other economies. The borrowed money from the 

markets will be repaid from the EU's future budgets and it will be forced to diversify its tax revenues 

to fund the recovery programmes, which might lead the way for an intense debate of pan European 

taxes such as that on carbon emissions and digital transactions. Whatever it is, if this proposal of 

recovery fund is unanimously passed by the 27 member states, it will at least for the time being shun 

the popular debates about the demise of the EU solidarity and its fading economic and political clout 

on the global stage. 

 

In spite of having superior military and economic resources at their disposal, China and the US proved 

to be inept in handling the pandemic outbreak at home and both showed utter disregard for 

international institutional governance and co-operation. Their failure in spearheading a global 

response at the time of the crisis will contribute to their waning influence and thus the struggle for 

assuming global primacy will exacerbate the great power competition. If the EU member states are 

able to reconcile and work for pan regional ambitions, it might regain its lost opportunity of asserting 

itself as an indispensable player in the post-COVID global order and might be in a better position to 

wither the great power obstructionism by doubling down its efforts to work with middle powers such 

as France, South Korea, Japan, New Zealand and India on issue-based governance.  
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