
Geopolitical Impacts of the Geopolitical Impacts of the 
COVID-19 Challenge COVID-19 Challenge 

The following is a response to the MINDS Collaborative Networks 
call for thinking about the impact of COVID-19 on the global securi-
ty environment, with a particular focus on the short- and long-term 
impacts of the pandemic on international relations and defence and 
security issues. 

Author

Dr. Jane Boulden

June 15th 2020

Policy

Brief



1Defence and Security Foresight Group

Jane Boulden is a Professor at the Royal Military College of Canada. She is cross ap-
pointed to Queen’s University where she is also a Research Fellow at the Queen’s Uni-
versity Centre for International and Defence Policy. From 2004-2014 she held a Cana-
da Research Chair in International Relations and Security Studies at RMC. From 2000 
until 2004 she was a MacArthur Research Fellow at the Centre for International Stud-
ies, University of Oxford. Her books include, Responding to Conflict in Africa, the Unit-
ed Nations and Regional Organizations, (ed.) Palgrave Macmillan 2013; Jane Boulden, 
Ramesh Thakur, Thomas G. Weiss, eds., The United Nations and Nuclear Orders, Unit-
ed Nations University Press, 2009; Jane Boulden and Thomas G. Weiss, eds., Terror-
ism and the UN: Before and After September 11th, (Indiana University Press, 2004).

Jane is a member of the Defence and Security Foresight Group’s Sub-Sa-
haran Africa and Multinational Stabilization Operations Team.

About the AuthorAbout the Author

For more information on our network please visit our website uwaterloo.ca/dsf-group or email us at 
dsfgroup@uwaterloo.ca



2Defence and Security Foresight Group

Summary

The United States has the potential to shift from 
being a security asset for Canada to a security 
liability. 

The very fact that this potential exists rep-
resents a change in the geopolitical foundation 
of Canadian security policy and thinking. 

The Covid-19 pandemic is not the cause of this 
change. Rather, the pandemic has been a cata-
lyst, drawing together, consolidating and deep-
ening pre-existing patterns of US behaviour at 
the domestic and international levels. 

This development has the potential to change 
thinking about Canadian security primarily at 
the international level, but it also has implica-
tions for the national and regional levels. 

Background 

There is an important distinction between state 
power and state strength. State power is associ-
ated with traditional measures of military might. 
For the most part, determining state power is a 
straightforward exercise that involves evaluat-
ing a state’s assets (military and non-military) 
and their ability to use those assets effectively 
to generate outcomes. 

State strength, on the other hand, relates to 
a variety of factors that together speak to the 
socio-political cohesion of a state. Many factors 
come into play here. They include, inter alia, 
levels of political violence, the perceived legiti-
macy of the state amongst the population, the 
strength of and support for governing institu-
tions (as distinct from support of the individuals 
leading them), and the degree to which nation-
al security threats are seen as existing at the 
domestic rather than international level. 

One of the products of the catalytic ef-
fect of the pandemic is to lay bare the pos-
sibility that the United States is transition-
ing to becoming a weak state even while it 
continues its status as militarily powerful.
 
The United States may be moving from being 
a security asset to a security liability with these 
two alternatives situated along a continuum 
with considerable room for movement in be-
tween those two end points. The following dis-
cussion assumes that the United States is still 
close to the security asset end of the contin-
uum but is no longer solidly positioned there, 
and that it may be moving towards the liabili-
ty end of the continuum as a result of chang-
es in its socio-political status that impact an as-
sessment of its strength or weakness as a state. 

Implications for Defence and Security 
Policy 

Strong Secure Engaged (SSE), uses an analytical 
framework based on Canada, Canada’s region, 
and Canada’s international policy. That same ap-
proach is used here to evaluate the impact of 
this geopolitical change on Canadian security. 

The United states may 
be moving from be-
ing a security asset to 
a security liability with 
these two alternatives 
situated along a contin-
uum with considerable 
room for movement 
between those two end 
points.

-DSFG, Boulden
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Domestic/National Security
 
Unless there is a significant and steep decline in 
the domestic situation within the United States 
that would bring it to the point of collapse, it 
remains the case that Canada’s national securi-
ty situation will not be significantly affected by 
changes in the strength of the United States 
as a state. Even as a weak state it is unlike-
ly that the United States would pose a direct 
threat to Canada or Canadian territory. Even 
as a weak state the United States would con-
tinue to be military powerful, and would con-
tinue to view Canadian national security as an 
extension of its own security, not a threat to it.  

Regional/North American Security
 
As with national security, issues of regional secu-
rity are still likely to be dealt with cooperatively 
and jointly even if the United States moved further 
along the continuum towards weak state status. 
The ability to work jointly at this regional level is 
strongly desirable as it has an impact on each of 
the other aspects of Canadian security policy (na-
tional and international). Canada may, therefore, 
wish to augment its efforts to consolidate and 
strengthen the nature of this security relationship. 

International Security

The most significant implications, at least in the 
short term, for Canadian security policy are at 
the international level. Here, the changing geo-
political situation in the US, has an impact on 
the foundation of Canada’s pursuit of its stra-
tegic interests. These include a commitment to 
global stability, a rules-based international order 
and collective defence.  All of these values have 
been under pressure in the past three years. The 
catalytic effect of Covid-19 has deepened the 
impact of that pressure by demonstrating that 
assumptions about US commitments to those 
same values at the international level can no lon-

ger be taken as given, at least for the moment. 

Once the threat of Covid-19 and the onset of 
the pandemic became clear, the United States 
did not take the lead internationally, either alone 
or in concert with allies. It did not move to use, 
advocate the use of, or strengthen existing in-
ternational institutions to generate global re-
sponses to a global threat. Indeed, the Trump 
Administration took the opposite approach. 
They blamed, threatened and undermined in-
ternational institutions, made major decisions 
impacting many other states without prior noti-
fication, and in some instances undermined the 
positions of allies. While this behaviour is not 
particularly new, as evidenced by the US decision 
in October 2019 to withdraw troops from north-
ern Syria without informing its allies, the open 
and active rejection of an international leader-
ship role, and international institutions seeking 
to create a global response to a global threat, is 
a new development in the post-World War II era.
 
It is possible, even tempting, to argue that many 
of the changes in US domestic and international 
policies of the past few years can be attributable 
to the specific politics of the Trump Administra-
tion.  This idea contributes to the belief that if 
President Trump loses the election, we can ex-
pect the US to return to pre-Trump policies and 
attitudes. That possibility exists but it is not cer-
tain that it will be the outcome. Even if President 
Trump loses the election, three factors suggest 
the limits to the idea that a post-Trump United 
States would result in a return to business as usual. 

1. How a state does things in the international 
arena matters. The US treatment of its allies and 
its lack of involvement in key international institu-
tions, issues and conflicts in the past four years can 
not be quickly undone by a change in leadership.



4Defence and Security Foresight Group

2. US domestic political concerns are signifi-
cant and will not be removed or resolved by 
a change in leadership. The Covid crisis has 
crossed over domestic political fault lines in-
cluding economic, racial and the state versus 
federal government divides. Each of these fault 
lines has been aggravated by the covid crisis.
 
3. The way in which the election occurs will mat-
ter a great deal. The Trump Administration has 
actively undermined federal institutions, as well 
as perceptions of the legitimacy of those institu-
tions. The Covid crisis provides an added layer of 
complication to the upcoming election, and an 
added tool for those who might wish to delay or 
question the election process. How the election 
process plays out will be as important as the out-
come of the election in assessing US state strength 
and US security policy after November 2020. 

While much will depend on what happens in the 
next six months, the impact of the above analysis 
suggests that even leaving the upcoming elec-
tion aside as a factor, the changing policies and 
policy situation of the US both domestically and 
internationally is having an impact on the global 
balance of power. In this respect one of the issues 
that has received considerable attention is the 
rise of China as a major international actor. When 
measured against China’s, US military strength 
still puts it in a more powerful position. But the 
US decline in its state strength provides an open-
ing for a longer-term possibility of change. The 
combined effect of recent events may prompt 
the US to reduce its role as global leader of ideas, 
alliances, and cooperation, either out of a desire 
to disentangle from international commitments 
or out of the need to focus more on pressing 
issues at home, or some combination of the two. 

For Canada, this means that its efforts to pro-
mote and protect its interests may require a 
shifting of assumptions associated with the 
solidity of global stability, collective defence 

and a rules-based international order. Rath-
er than assuming a solid foundation and seek-
ing to protect and build further on it, Canada 
may now need to focus on protecting what ex-
ists and re-building to recover what was lost. 


