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Where is Asia Heading?:

When Disease Control is Entangled with Politics
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n international relations, when countries pursue zero-
Isum goals, such as quest for territories, then conflicts
are the natural result. If national goals are partially com-
patible, then both conflict and cooperation are expected
(such as in international trade and investment that also
involve market competition). If nations pursue common
goals, then we expect collaboration (such as mitigation
of global warming, although there might be quarrels on
distribution of costs and the issue of free-riding). When
a pandemic is an international concern, and there is an
obvious common interest to control the disease, namely
“No one is safe until everyone is safe,” then we expect
international cooperation. However, COVID-19 seems
to negate this expectation. Countries in the world typi-
cally stick to their competing coalitions when they fight
COVID.

International structure is at the root of this phenome-
non. The US and the PRC are the two superpowers in
the world. Their conflict has intensified as the Chinese
closed in and sometimes surpassed the US in many
fields of their competition. In international relations the-
ories, we call this “power transition,” a situation that is
prone to conflict between the status quo hegemon and
the rising power. Their rivalry under such circumstances
is almost inevitable. Those countries that are closely
allied with the two great powers tend to act with their
group leaders. There are also countries that attempt to

avoid being dragged into the hegemonic rivalry but find
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such position increasingly untenable. Hegemonic com-
petition is zero-sum, and yet control of COVID is a
shared goal of the US and the PRC. The question is,
would COVID control mitigate US-PRC competition
and promote great power cooperation, or simply lend
itself to the existing hegemonic rivalry. These two ten-
dencies are “mitigation” and “absorption.”

At the onset of the pandemic, mutual help across
national borders was commonplace, only to give way to
conflict along existing schism. Initially controversy
focused on emergency measures taken by governments
to restrict travel from infected areas, or to grab medical
supply. It then got into origins of disease, conspiracy
theory, and state responsibility. COVID was entangled
with domestic politics. US President Donald Trump’s
praise of China for its swift measures to contain the dis-
ease soon gave way to attack on Chinese attempt to con-
ceal the transmissible nature of COVID-19, adding the
pandemic to the hyper-tensioned Sino-US relationship.
China rebutted with its own version of conspiracy,
claiming that the US was the source of the virus. The
WHO was supposedly the most important mechanism
to mitigate the rivalry between the two great powers
under the rapid spread of COVID and prompt their col-
laboration to fight the disease. It failed miserably in that
role as the US considered the organization biased toward
China and withdrew from it. In late 2020, the Sino-

American rift over COVID has become the newest page
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of Cold War 2.0. “Absorption” overwhelms “mitiga-
tion.” Although President Joe Biden led the US back to
the WHO, the two great powers remained opposed to
each other on the COVID issue. President Biden further
ordered the US intelligence agencies to investigate into
whether the COVID virus was leaked from a Wuhan
laboratory, a key issue in determining China’s responsi-
bility in causing the deadliest pandemic since the 1918
Spanish Flu.

The vaccination map of the world gives us a clear
idea of how the maritime and continental coalitions are
facing off against each other. Today, the most widely
used COVID vaccines include Pfizer-BNT, Moderna,
and AstraZeneca developed by the West, the Chinese
Sinopharm and Sinovac, and the Russian Sputnik V.
Basically the US and its Western allies do not use
Chinese or Russian vaccines, nor do China and Russia
use Western vaccines. Although with relatively low vac-
cination rates, China and Russia vigorously promote
their vaccines internationally, whereas the West would
not donate or sell vaccines until their own vaccination
rates have reached a high level in their pursuit of herd
immunity. Although giving different weights to “vac-
cine diplomacy,” both groups selectively supply vac-
cines to consolidate and/or expand sphere of influence.
The pattern of vaccine uses and manufacturing reflects
the underlying structure of the competition between the

US-led maritime coalition and the PRC-Russia
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continental quasi-alliance (of course despite significant
overlap between the Chinese and Russian vaccine
spheres the two are not identical, as shown in the case of
Vietnam that welcomes Russian Sputnik V but not
Sinopharm or Sinovac).

Taiwan is a vivid case that shows the confluence of
international politics and vaccine diplomacy. As
Taiwan’s relation with the Chinese mainland getting
increasingly strained under the DPP government that
came to power in 2016, the country becomes a natural
ally of the US in its rivalry with China and thus receives
a level of American support unseen for decades.
Beijing’s aggressive posturing toward the country has
made it “the most dangerous place on earch,” according
to The Economists. When COVID-19 became a global
threat in early 2020, Taiwan took advantage of its newly
acquired position as a semi-ally of the US and deepened
that relationship. It turned out that strategic affinity and
pandemic support reinforced each other. As Taiwan is at
the forefront of the US-led coalition containing an asser-
tive China, there has been little if any collaboration
across the Taiwan Strait to combat COVID-19, despite
thick economic integration and massive personnel
exchanges. Taiwan only accepts Western vaccines. It
also develops its own vaccines based on technology pro-
vided by the US. When it was in dire need of vaccines
under a surge of cases in May, both the US and Japan

donated a significant amount of Moderna and AZ
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vaccines, thus alleviating the shortage. In sum, Taiwan’s
vaccine sphere and strategic sphere coincide. This is a
typical case in Asia where a country’s strategic position
determines its vaccine choices.

COVID-19 has developed into the most destructive
pandemic since the Spanish Flu of 1918, infecting 200
million people and killing more than 4 million. Its vari-
ants are proliferating and threatening to render many of
the vaccines ineffective. It is bewildering that when
faced with this common enemy, the international com-
munity has not demonstrated high level of cooperation.
On the contrary, the pandemic has been absorbed into
the impending new cold war, the confrontation between
the maritime and continental coalitions, and the US-PRC
hegemonic rivalry. International politics has huge
impact on disease control. There has been little knowl-
edge sharing among nations to combat their common
enemy. “Absorption” overwhelms “mitigation.”

To prevent further deterioration of the situation, there
is urgent need to first isolate disease control from inter-
national politicking, namely to stop “absorption.” The
second step is to alleviate political tension through col-
laboration in disease control and in other functional
areas. The third step is to slow and reverse the trajectory
towards the new cold war. Failure to do so would lead to

serious consequences.
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