
© Eric Rosenbach 2021

Geopolitics and Technology
in the Biden Administration

Eric Rosenbach
Co-Director 

Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs
January 2021



© Eric Rosenbach 2021

Agenda
1. Dimensions of the geopolitical competition and tech
2. Today’s Headlines:  Russia, Iran and China
3. Three sectors to watch: Semiconductors, Finance, Space
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Old School “Risk” or the New Great Game?
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Three dimensions of geopolitical competition
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National security • Control of critical networks and information flows
• Ability to wage “war by other means”

Economic strength • Profitability of domestic tech companies → jobs and taxes
• Primacy in key industries that attract top talent and create innovation hubs

Values and 
principles

• Global standard-setting for the development and use of tech
• Ability to dictate values and moral principles embedded in emerging tech 
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5G Semiconductors Digital Finance SpaceArtificial Intelligence

(Some) sectors “at play”
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National security • Control of critical networks and information flows
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Semiconductors
• Tiny chips that form the bedrock of many 

advanced technologies, from smartphones to 
weapons systems

• Complex, interdependent supply chain involving 
many companies with facilities based all over the 
globe; but U.S. has dominant position

• U.S. national security concerns primarily driven 
by Huawei’s 5G infrastructure; policymakers have 
deployed export controls to attack Huawei’s 
supply chain for chips
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U.S. seeking to starve China of chips

Manuf. Equipment suppliers

Produce specialized tools to  manufacture chips

Integrated device  manuf.

Design and manufacture chips

e.g., Intel, Samsung

Designers / “Fabless”

Design only

e.g., Broadcom, Qualcomm, HiSilicon

Foundries

Manufacture only

e.g., TMSC, SMIC

Customers

e.g., Huawei

U.S. policy actions

• 2019 export controls: Restricted U.S. 
companies from selling semiconductors 
to Huawei 

• 2020 export controls: Restricted foreign 
companies that manufacture using U.S. 
software or technology (nearly 
everyone) from selling to Huawei

Semiconductors 101

Market leaders

Source: Adapted from Chad Bown (PIIE)
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3

New Chinese semiconductor companies

Source: Semiconductor Industry Association (left); WSJ, 16 Nov 2020 (right)

U.S. policy: An own-goal?

China ($145BN)

APAC ex CHN/JPN ($113BN)

Americas ($79BN)

Europe ($40BN)

Japan ($36BN)

Semiconductor market share by region 

U.S. Firms Other firms
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Digital Finance
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• Digitization across spectrum of financial 
services, and particularly in retail 
payments and lending

• Two trends to watch: Integration of 
payments on social media platforms and 
widespread adoption of digital currencies

• U.S. strength based in thriving private 
sector; Chinese government making 
concerted efforts to bolster its financial 
power 
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Chinese FinTech: So far, a domestic story
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Source: Statista, WSJ

Ant revenue by location, 1H2020
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• None

• NA

• 1000s of private firms

• Liability of private firms

Authority

Liability

Digital cash todayGreater De-centralization Greater Centralization

“Private tokens”
“Central bank digital currencies”

• One central authority

• Liability of central authority
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China’s digital yuan may be the future of money
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Three geopolitical implications

Tracking illicit financial 
flows, including terrorist 

financing and money 
laundering

Implementing 
sanctions

Setting standards – and 
values – for data 

privacy and security
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• Over the past two years, the cost to 
launch satellites via commercial space 
launch has plummeted, resulting in 
sharp growth in the number satellites 
deployed for communications, research 
and surveillance.

• The prospect of mining valuable 
resources on the moon, asteroids and 
Mars has driven an explosion of 
commercial investment in space 
exploration. 

• The Trump Administration advanced 
important innovations in space policy, 
including the development of the 
Artemis Accords in 2020.
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“Space is already an 
arena of great power 
competition…and China 
is the most significant 
threat going forward.”

- Secretary of Defense 
Lloyd Austin
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Takeaways
• Competition in various tech domains will define the U.S.-China competition in 

coming years. The AI and 5G races are already well underway; sectors to watch 
include chips, finance, and space, but also biotech and batteries. 

• The “basics” of how not to lose America’s edge
- Create a vibrant pool of top talent through immigration policy and investment 

in STEM curricula 
- Coordinate with allies and partners to set tech standards, leverage export 

controls, sanctions, and other economic statecraft tools for maximum effect, 
and knowledge share 

- Maintain predictable, stable business environment
• The big questions: Is the free market sufficient to protect American geopolitical 

interests? Should the U.S. have an industrial policy?
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