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Non-polarity has been the primary 
characteristic of 21st-century geopolitics. 
The Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated the 
fragmentation of the existing world order, 
generating a mosaic of interdependent 
and compounding crises. While the United 
States and China will remain the most 
influential great powers for the foreseeable 
future, their ability to shape world politics 
will not be absolute. This report describes 
how power is diffusing to a wider array of 
international actors, what to expect in the 
second half of the coronavirus pandemic, 
the cascading effects of the changing U.S.-
China relationship, and ten volatile regions 
to watch in 2021.

Power Diffusion  
and Polar Confusion
Polarity, or the relative distribution of power 
throughout the international system, is 
the most essential structural variable for 
determining the behavior of states. In 
their quest for security, countries balance 
against threats by arming themselves and 
forming international alliances. While 
the United States and China are poised 
to remain the dominant world “poles” in 
2021 and beyond, the growing ubiquity of 
connective technologies has allowed power 
to diffuse to a wider field of geopolitical 
actors beyond the nation-state.

Regional powers like India, the 
European Union, Russia, the United 
Kingdom, Japan, Turkey, Iran, South Korea, 
Israel, Saudi Arabia, Brazil, Indonesia, 
Nigeria, South Africa, and several others 
are increasingly pursuing their national 
interests on an ad hoc basis over the 
wishes of Washington and Beijing. On top 
of this, an array of powerful corporations, 
organizations, and individuals have 
attained capabilities and wealth exceeding 
many nation-states. From this growing 
list of emerging power centers, a handful 

are attempting to co-opt the post-WWII international liberal order and 
replace it with something else. This entropic dynamic could further 
complicate acts of cooperation, fostering a novel global system that is 
neither bipolar nor multipolar.

Wider nation-state competition over emerging military technologies 
such as hypersonic weapons, autonomous systems, synthetic biology, 
and space weaponry are increasing the chances for misperception 
and escalation between states. Cost-effective “gray zone” approaches 
to international conflict such as cyberattacks are likely to increase 
in prevalence.1 The triple threat of the coronavirus, climate change, 
and rising economic inequality is likely to provoke mass protests in 
2021 and further empower both centralized and decentralized radical 
networks to fill the security role traditionally guaranteed by nation-
states.2 On its current trajectory, it is possible that this nonpolar moment 
could ultimately lead to a statist and mercantilist global order vaguely 
resembling Europe prior to the First World War.3 

The Second Year of the  
Coronavirus Pandemic
The coronavirus has been profoundly disruptive in the short-term, and 
its long-term impacts remain highly uncertain. An oil-price war between 
Russia and Saudi Arabia at the beginning of the pandemic triggered the 
sharpest decline in energy demand in over 70 years.4 While there has 
been a steep drop in overall energy investment, green technology and 
renewables have proven resilient.5 As the United States renews its energy 
transition efforts, combatting climate change will increasingly be seen 
as an industrial and national security imperative.

The development of multiple Covid-19 vaccines will likely accelerate 
global scientific development in medicine, biotechnology, and automation. 
Still, modern science appears to be acquiring knowledge faster than 
societies are developing wisdom. Made evident by the politicization of 
face masks and general vaccine skepticism, the chaos and confusion 
wrought by the pandemic has also fed a parallel “infodemic” that is 
eroding institutional trust and democracy.6 Supercharged by technology 
platforms like Facebook and ethno-nationalist politics, the United States 
has reached levels of polarization and paranoia not seen since the Civil 
War. Made evident by the tragic events at the U.S. capitol on January 6, 
2021, unfettered conspiracy theories will increasingly being recognized 
as a dire threat to U.S. domestic stability and multiracial democracy.

The pandemic has profoundly changed the job market and the way 
people engage with technologies. No longer constrained by the need 
for work-place proximity, white-collar service workers have been able 
to leave costly urban hubs for less expensive destinations across the 
country.7 As retail and food industry jobs disappear, the warehouse 
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and transportation businesses that serve 
e-commerce has thrived. It is expected 
that four in 10 pre-pandemic jobs in the 
United States may never return.8

The global economy may take another 
dip as Covid-19 cases rise throughout the 
winter, but it will eventually give way to a 
broad vaccine-led recovery over the course 
of 2021. However, many potential roadblocks 
to a swift and cohesive economic renewal 
exist. Similar to the last global financial 
crisis, stimulus efforts directed by centrals 
banks are on track to produce a K-shaped 
recovery that benefits large corporations 
over small businesses and families. For 
the first time in half a century, the global 
middle class has started to shrink and, by 
the end of 2021, over 150 million people 
are expected to fall into extreme poverty.9 
Left unchecked, this dynamic will enflame 
anti-incumbent anger and create new 
opportunities for populists politicians all 
around the world.

The pandemic has caused foreign trade 
flows to plummet and encouraged investors 
to adopt risk-averse behavior.10 Due to 
their limited stimulus capabilities and 
homogenous commodity markets, many 
countries that did not successfully respond 
to the first wave of the pandemic are 
experiencing slow and uneven recoveries.11 
Even markets that had previously been 
competitive will have difficulty servicing 
foreign currency debt, further hampering 
the chance for a swift and cohesive global 
economic rehabilitation. Total global debt 
rose by $15 trillion in 2020, suggesting a 
significant reduction in the GDP-generating 
capacity of debt and the increased potential 
for another international financial crisis.12

International travel and tourism 
will be slow to resume until vaccines are 
distributed in the developing world. The 
sharp decline of migrant labor has drastically 
reduced income earned from remittances 
and pandemic-induced border restrictions 

will continue to disproportionately impact 
displaced communities. International 
supply chain disruptions have severely 
complicated the movement of agricultural 
goods, accentuating food insecurity and 
humanitarian suffering.13 While the first 
wave of the pandemic impacted far fewer 

people in Africa than in Europe and the Americas, the virus could hit 
continent particularly hard in 2021 — especially as it continues to 
mutate.14

Though a massive global famine was averted in 2020, the resumption 
of deferred debt payments for low and middle income countries, new 
lockdowns, and the subsequent economic impacts could produce a 
“hunger pandemic” that aggravates existing crises and produces new 
ones.15 Plagued by pre-existing inequalities, marginalized communities 
within developed economies are experiencing a parallel crisis; In the 
United States, over 20% of households are now food insecure.16

Many illiberal governments have seized upon the confusion of the 
pandemic to consolidate their authority by using new surveillance 
technologies. China’s effective response to the virus has amplified 

The full extent of the pain 
and anguish induced by 
the coronavirus pandemic 
will become increasingly 
evident in 2021 and the 
years to come.  
Source: https://www.
vperemen.com/CC BY-SA 4.0
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global demand for its surveillance tools, 
promoting their authoritarian model 
of digital governance. Although global 
civil liberty protections have weakened 
in recent years, the virus may produce a 
restorative moment for global democracy 
by exposing the ineffectiveness of populist 
politicians.

Split of the Century: 
U.S.-China Decoupling
While countries and regional coalitions 
like India and the European Union are 
increasingly being viewed as great power 
actors, the United States and China will 
remain the undisputed global centers of 
gravity in 2021 and beyond. Following this 
rationale, the deteriorating relationship 
between Washington and Beijing will 
accelerate their economic and technological 
decoupling, precipitating further crises in 
the years to come. U.S. efforts to rebuild 
its global alliances, vaccine diplomacy, and 
strategic competition over technologies 
like 5G will be the dominant forces driving 
the consequential relationship.

Celebrating its 100th anniversary this 
year, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
under President Xi Jinping’s leadership 
have pushed the country in an increasingly 
totalitarian direction. Though China’s 
hardline response to the virus has allowed its 
economy to bounce back nearly 2% in 2020, 
its global reputation has not healed since it 
initially withheld critical information as the 
virus first appeared in Wuhan.17 Additionally, 
its “wolf warrior” diplomacy continues 
to ruffle feathers, especially toward its 
immediate neighbors like Australia, Vietnam, 
and India. On the other side of the Pacific, 
America’s utter failure to contain the virus 
and protect its citizens has deeply weakened 
its global standing. Further, Donald Trump’s 
anti-democratic behavior and nativist 
foreign policy has profoundly alienated the 

United States on the world stage and deeply 
wounded its credibility among its key allies.

Sustained efforts by governments 
around the world to spark domestic 
self-reliance during the pandemic have 
fragmented and regionalized supply chains, 
fueling the growing divide between Asian 

and non-Asian markets.18 A result of the abandoned Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TPP), the recently-signed Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership Agreement (RCEP) forms the largest trading bloc 
in the world.19 While China has eagerly filled the vacuum of leadership 
left by the United States over the last four years, Beijing’s new “dual 
circulation” strategy is designed to move it away from global integration 
and toward increased domestic reliance.20 It remains to be seen how this 
new strategy will comport with its expensive global infrastructure project, 
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Given China’s role as the world’s largest 
bilateral creditor to many of the most vulnerable countries, sustained 
debt overhangs make an emerging market crisis more likely.21

Decoupling is also driven by growing discomfort vocalized by 
Western governments, companies, and individuals toward China’s 

Both holding the role of 
Vice President of their 
respective countries when 
this photo was captured 
(August, 2011), Joe Biden 
and Xi Jinping are well-
acquainted. Source: David 
Lienemann/White House 
Archives
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ethical framework surrounding the use 
of technology and economic force.22 The 
CCP’s cultural erasure of Uyghurs and other 
ethnic minorities in Xinjiang and Tibet are 
likely to receive increased international 
attention in 2021.23 Still, made evident by the 
landmark China-EU investment agreement 
signed in the waning days of 2020, this 
process of economic and technological 
decoupling will be neither clean nor clear. 
China will further punish U.S. companies, 
particularly in areas such as agriculture, 
consumer goods, and entertainment, but 
avoid targeting industries where they 
remain dependent on foreign exports, like 
semiconductors. Overall, U.S. companies 
are likely to suffer in the short-term if 
the two governments cannot decrease 
reciprocal tariffs, black-listings, and other 
tools of economic warfare. 

10 Key Regions of 
Volatility in 2021
Iran, the Levant, and Yemen
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
- Quds Force (IRGC-QF) has cultivated 
powerful militia groups around shared 
values and objectives in Iraq, Syria, 
Lebanon, Yemen, and other parts of the 
Middle East.24 The collapse in global energy 
demand in Iraq and other oil-dependent 
nations in the region will decrease their 
ability to cover basic state spending, 
making currency depreciation and higher 
unemployment unavoidable. Alongside 
Russian soldiers, the Tehran-backed 
Assad regime, and a host of other bad 
actors, humanitarian access to millions 
of internally displaced Syrians has all but 
ceased. The future impact of Covid-19 on 
poverty among Syrian refugees and host 
communities in Jordan, Lebanon and 
the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) will 
be severe. Additionally, Iran, the Arab 

coalition, and the United States have not 
produced any dialogue to help settle the 
acute humanitarian crisis in Yemen. The 
Biden administration has made clear its 
desire to return to the Iran nuclear deal, 
but diplomatic goodwill between the two 
countries was thoroughly trampled by the 

Trump administration’s “maximum pressure” campaign. Whether any 
diplomatic progress in the region is achieved depends heavily on Iran’s 
elections in June of 2021, in which current President Hassan Rouhani 
is unable to run due to term limits. Increased aggression by Iran and 
its regional proxies will also bring Israel and the Arab states into closer 
alliance. How the new administration defines America’s relationship 
with regional partners, especially Saudi Arabia and Israel, will be a key 
development to watch.

Turkey, Libya, Nagorno-Karabakh, and the Eastern Mediterranean
Relations between Turkey and NATO have been strained by President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s purchase of Russian missile-defense systems, 
a Turkish military offensive against Syrian Kurdish militias, and 
several other high-profile incidents. Ten years after the NATO-backed 
intervention in Libya, the country has devolved into a protracted civil 
war with influential international backers, including Turkey, Russia, 
and the United Arab Emirates. Despite purchasing Russian military 
equipment (ostensibly to coup-proof their military),25 Ankara’s interests 
in Libya, Syria, and elsewhere are increasingly at odds with those of 

Vladimir Putin, Hassan 
Rouhani, and Recep Tayyop 
Erdoğan meeting in Sochi, 
Russia in November of 2017 
to discuss their ongoing 
role in the bloody Syrian 
Civil War. Source: Kremlin.ru/
CC BY 4.0
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Moscow. In late 2020, Turkey successfully 
pushed into Russia’s backyard with its 
support for Azerbaijan in a 44-day war 
with Armenian forces over Nagorno-
Karabakh. Although Moscow-brokered 
a ceasefire, the peace is hardly assured 
to last. Additionally, Turkey is pushing 
into the exclusive economic zones (EEZ) 
of Greece, Israel, Cyprus and Egypt in 
the Eastern Mediterranean.26 Erdoğan’s 
continued gambits for geopolitical clout 
will further isolate Turkey on the world 
stage, increasing the likelihood that his 
country’s economy — which is highly 
dependent on western finance — will take 
a big hit in 2021.

Afghanistan
20 years after invading Afghanistan, the 
United States departure date remains 
unclear. While then Vice President Biden 
was weary of the 2009 surge in Afghanistan 
during the Obama administration, his 
government is unlikely to hastily withdraw 
U.S. forces. Afghanistan will require more 
international aid to deal with impacts 
of the coronavirus pandemic and rising 
intrastate violence.27 Afghanistan’s economy 
is supported largely by foreign funding, an 
asset the Taliban can’t afford to lose. Failure 
by Afghan Security Forces and NATO 
countries to broker a sustainable agreement 
could lead to a more regional effort that 
brings in Russia and China, a difficult task 
under normal circumstances.28

India, Kashmir, and the Himalayas
In 2020, India escalated its border dispute 
with Pakistan by restricting the civil 
liberties of individuals living in Kashmir 
and Jammu. Since 2018, the number 
of ceasefire violations recorded by the 
Indian Army has nearly doubled whereas 
Pakistan has documented a 10% jump.29 
Additionally, relations between India and 
China are at their lowest point in over 30 
years. Last summer, Indian and Chinese 

soldiers clashed at their Himalayan border 
over the disputed Eastern Ladakh territory.30 
In October of 2020, China established a new 
village a mile inside what Bhutan considers 
its territory, an irredentist tactic it has also 
employed in the South China Sea.31 China 

and Pakistan will likely deepen their strategic alliance, especially if the 
United States and India sustain their current Indo-Pacific economic and 
military strategy. Still, disagreements between the world’s two largest 
democracies over India’s rising Hindu nationalist politics could hamper 
future collaboration.

China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the South China Sea
Hong Kong is unlikely to reemerge from the encroaching shadow of CCP 
authority following China’s recent National Security Law, but the threat 
of a mainland invasion of Taiwan in 2021 remains low.32 Slightly more 
likely, increased U.S.-China tensions may compel Chinese President Xi 
Jinping to increase economic and diplomatic pressure on the island to 
illicit a first move from the United States. China is likely to focus on 
more achievable goals such as further legitimizing its claim to the South 
China Sea. Watch for an expansion of China’s artificial islands, covert 
fishing boat militias, and more overt attempts to economically coerce 
regional powers like the Philippines and Malaysia into recognizing the 

Narendra Modi celebrating 
Diwali with the Indian Army 
near the Line of Control 
in Jammu and Kashmir in 
October, 2017. Source: Prime 
Minister’s Office (GODL-India)
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legitimacy of its “9-dash line” territorial 
claim.33 China’s ornery behavior in the 
South China Sea highlights the growing 
reality that escalation is most likely to 
occur during a maritime dispute rather 
than land or air.34

The Korean Peninsula
First-year American presidents are 
traditionally greeted with at least one 
North Korean military provocation. While 
it is unlikely that a conventional conflict 
will break on the Korean Peninsula in 2021, 
North Korea has significantly improved 
its nuclear capabilities over the last four 
years. Having demonstrated an extension 
in ICBM range and sophistication, Kim 
Jong Un will continue to test-launch SLBM 
missiles from a submarine.35 In the short-
term, the United States is likely to focus 
on freezing and capping North Korea’s 
nuclear facilities before pursuing more 
wishful denuclearization goals.36 Further, 
if the Biden administration is able to repair 
the trilateral U.S.-ROK-Japan alliance, 
Pyongyang will seek to further deepen its 
ties with Beijing.

Russia, Ukraine, and Eastern Europe
With a UK-EU Brexit deal finally announced 
and a likely renewed U.S. commitment to 
NATO under the Biden administration, 
Russia will not enjoy the same degree of 
permissiveness it had during Donald Trump’s 
tenure in office. Large demonstrations 
against Russian-backed dictators in Belarus 
and Kyrgyzstan and the election of west-
leaning president in Moldova demonstrate 
growing cracks in Russia’s historic sphere 
of influence. Critically, relations between 
the United States and Ukraine are likely 
to improve from their nadir following the 
2019 U.S. impeachment imbroglio. These 
developments suggest that the relatively 
young countries along Russia’s border are 
seeking to chart their own paths outside the 
traditional ideological camps of the east-

west dichotomy.37 Already dealing with a stagnating economy, coronavirus, 
and a more confrontational U.S. administration, 2021 could be a frustrating 
year for the Kremlin. At the same time, the recent cyber operation against 
U.S. government agencies demonstrates Russia’s historic propensity for 
asymmetric opportunism. Unable to achieve satisfactory results in his 
immediate periphery, Putin will continue to employ new strategies to raise 
Russia’s profile as a great power and weaken global democracy whenever 
possible.

East and Central Africa
Fighting between Ethiopia’s military and regional forces from the Tigray 
region has bled into the broader Horn of Africa.38 Mirroring Russia’s war 
in Ukraine and India’s actions in Kashmir and Jammu, Ethiopia cut off 
the region’s communication to the outside world and imposed harsh 
restrictions on civil liberties. Ethiopia is also in a heated dispute with 
Egypt and Sudan over the controversial Grand Ethiopian Renaissance 
Dam (GERD) currently under construction on the Nile river. Somalia 
has severed its ties to its neighbor Kenya, accusing it of meddling in 
Somali general elections.39 Meanwhile, shakeups to U.S. AFRICOM are 
expected to move U.S. forces out of Somalia, a move that could allow 
regional al-Qaeda affiliate al-Shabaab to regroup.40 Sustained civil unrest 
could force Ethiopia to pull its soldiers away from counterterrorism 
forces in the region.41 This all comes as a second wave of locust swarms 
further threaten the region’s tenuous food security.42 Additionally, the 
pandemic has made fragile states like the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo and Central African Republic more susceptible to interstate 
or intrastate ethnic conflict and violence over natural resources. This 
environment of instability will be welcoming to foreign interlopers like 
Russia and China.43

The Sahel
The Sahel is experiencing a massive rise in terrorism, transnational 
organized crime and the resurgence of inter-communal conflict.44 
The region has more than 1.5 million internally displaced persons, a 
twentyfold increase over the past two years.45 These trends have caused 
state authorities to withdraw into cities, allowing armed groups to 
spread throughout rural areas. Like the other multilayered security 
crises, international humanitarian actors are finding it increasingly 
difficult to reach suffering populations. In northeast Nigeria, locals are 
caught between ISIS-backed Boko Haram militants and state security 
forces, producing intense suffering.46 Several Sahel states will hold key 
elections in 2021, which, in the past, have accelerated violence in the 
region. Irregular migration from sub-Saharan Africa to Europe has 
largely shut down during the coronavirus pandemic, trapping millions of 
refugees within these countries.47 It is unclear whether the United States 
will reengage with the region and work more closely with France, the 
African Union, and the United Nations in the coming months. Without 
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renewed outside aid, terrorist attacks 
perpetrated by Islamic extremists in Africa 
will continue to rise.48

Venezuela, Central America,  
and South America
Although immediate threats to Nicholas 
Maduro’s regime have subsided, Venezuela 
continues to devolve into financial and 
humanitarian disaster.49 Meanwhile, 
Central America remains plagued by 
systemic corruption, violence, and fiscal 
ruin.50 The two regions are producing an 
unsustainable amount of migrants that 
are putting pressure on their neighbors. 
As other security threats intensify, populist 
governments in Mexico and Brazil have 
increasingly abdicated authority to their 
respective militaries. Throughout the rest 
of Latin America, the economic and social 
fallout of the pandemic has been among 
the world’s most severe. Absent significant 
international economic stimulus, the 
region is at risk of suffering another 
“lost decade” plagued by inflation, debt 
defaults, soaring crime, and crippling long-
term decline in per capita income.51 The 
pandemic could push 52 million people 
in Latin America into poverty and leave 
an additional 40 million without work. 
Women and indigenous groups will be hit 
particularly hard.52

What Comes Next?
Dysfunction at home will continue to 
impact how the United States’ achieves its 
strategic objectives abroad — especially 
if it is unable to equitably recover from 
the pandemic and its related economic, 
political, and culture shocks. Still, with slim 
Democrat majorities in both the House 
of Representatives and Senate, there are 
several restorative efforts that the Biden-
Harris administration will likely pursue in 
its first year.

Beyond a host of domestic reforms to 
help protect democracy and the rule of law, 
the new administration will seek to rejoin 
multilateral agreements like the Paris Climate 
Accords, reassert U.S. leadership within 
organizations such as the United Nations, and 
reimagine other international institutions 
like the World Trade Organization. While 
their first year in office will be dedicated to 

distributing the vaccine, they have also promised to make climate change 
and racial justice cornerstones of their administration.

The Biden team will likely continue the U.S.-China trade war in ways 
that do not isolate U.S. partners in the Indo-Pacific and Europe. They 
are unlikely to immediately pursue a trade agreement on par with TPP, 
opting instead for more limited agreements with key allies in Asia and 
Europe on sensitive technologies like 5G and AI. Recognizing the fraying 
“Washington Consensus,” a new alliance of democracies (D-10) has been 
proposed as a venue for organizing responses to “wicked” crises that 
require longterm strategic planning.53

While certainly daunting, this period of non-polarity is by no 
means a death blow to the United States’ global influence and the 
legacy of liberal internationalism. The end of liberal hegemony does 
not foreshadow the erasure of the ethics and values that define it: 
democracy, rule of law, and human rights.54 These ideas will persist 

The murder of George 
Floyd at the hands of 
a police officer in May 
of 2020 catalyzed an 
unprecedent wave of 
protests in the United 
States and around the 
world demanding equal 
justice under law. Source: 
Ted Eytan/CC BY-SA 2.0
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