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The 50th anniversary of the World Economic 

Forum coincides with a period of profound 

global change. These events prompted the 

Forum to draw on its network of diverse 

experts – heads of leading global think tanks 

and research institutions – and present 10 

chapters that explore the emerging shape of 

geopolitics in the new era.
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The Expansion 
of Geopolitics

The expansion of geopolitics can be seen across a number of areas – economic, 

environmental, technological – where it is an open question whether powers will 

Børge Brende, President, World Economic Forum

The world appears to be on the brink of a new era – not since the 

end of the Cold War three decades ago has the global landscape 

been primed to be redrawn in such a significant way. New centres 

of power, new alliances and new rivalries are emerging, putting 

pressure on institutions governing global trade and security. 

As power is shifting and dispersing, domains for geopolitical 

competition or cooperation are also expanding.
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collaborate to address fast-approaching challenges, adopt a posture of rivalry in a bid to 

gain advantage or take an approach that is some combination of the two.

Understanding the trajectory of geopolitics is a prerequisite for navigating the new global 

environment. That is why the World Economic Forum asked heads of think tanks from 

around the world to explore the direction of global relations, focusing on how geopolitics 

today is expanding to include new actors as well as new domains across which power 

dynamics are operating. The interdisciplinary and multiconceptual nature of this analysis is 

fit for purpose – only by exploring the full dimension of global relations through a diversity 

of perspectives can we hope to gain practical insight into the geopolitics of our new era.

Domains for competition or cooperation
That the world is in a period of significant transition is apparent. In approximately a 

decade, seven of the world’s 10 largest economies are expected to be from current 

emerging markets.1 Alongside the rise of new economic powers, increased military 

spending by several of these countries is creating new regional and global dynamics.2 The 

shifting distribution of global power, according to John R. Allen, President of the Brookings 

Institution, is “creating a moment of genuine danger in international affairs” – one that calls 

for a reassertion of Western-led multilateralism. But Fyodor Lukyanov, Chairman of the 

Presidium of the Council on Foreign and Defense Policy, feels the sun has set on the age 

of a stable post-Cold War order. Instead, he argues, there are likely to be more “ad hoc 

coalitions of countries” as the “efficiency” of 20th-century global institutions declines.

Indeed, the identity of the global community – and the very idea of a community itself 

– is being contested. Robin Niblett, Director of Chatham House, examines the rise of 

nationalism around the world, arguing that the trend stems from ingrained, even primal, 

tendencies among states to support national mythologies. Paradoxically, the only way 

to achieve a cooperative geopolitical framework, Niblett argues, is through governing 

structures at the state and local levels that accommodate strong national identities. Qi 

Zhenhong, President of the China Institute of International Studies, makes the case that 

global frictions – particularly those between the West and non-West – are largely the result 

of values-based alliances that have served to exaggerate differences between cultures. 

The path towards stronger multilateral cooperation, for Qi, is through respect for diverse 

cultures, as well as through a collective global identity. 

When it comes to technology, digitalization across 

industries and societies is becoming a matter of 

course – what has come to be known as the Fourth 

Industrial Revolution. Breakthroughs in technology 

are offering powers opportunities to coordinate 

in unlocking new possibilities, but these same 

The expansion of geopolitics 
can be seen across a 
number of areas – economic, 
environmental, technological
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advances can tempt powers to seek strategic advantage.3 Samir Saran, President of the 

Observer Research Foundation, argues that because digital technology will be a frontline 

of geopolitical competition, the formation of a “D20” group, comprised of the leading 

technology companies and global powers, is necessary to mitigate conflict. But Amos 

Yadlin, Executive Director of the Institute for National Security Studies, offers a dose of 

scepticism about the power of digital technologies to upend the balance of military power. 

In arguing that the strategic advantages of artificial intelligence in a military context may be 

short-lived, Yadlin counsels stakeholders not to place excessive faith in a single defense 

system, even if it appears promising.

On the environment, the window for stemming the effects of climate change is closing 

and the world is entering a stage in which the repercussions of our actions – or inactions 

– is becoming apparent. Yet, it remains to be seen whether the most pronounced effects 

of global warming – the melting of ice caps in the Arctic, for instance – will serve as a 

wake-up call for ambitious multilateral action or as an opportunity to exploit new resources 

for strategic advantage. Indeed, Jane Harman, Director, President and CEO of the Wilson 

Center, sees a climate-changing world as one that 

offers areas for both geopolitical cooperation as well as 

competition. Focusing on reducing global emissions is 

vital, she states, but so too is viewing the effects of a 

changing climate through a prism of national security. 

“The winner of the green technology race will find 

tremendous economic and geopolitical rewards at the 

finish line,” Harman says. Yoichi Funabashi, Chairman 

of the Asia Pacific Initiative, sees the effects of rising 

temperatures as a geopolitical X-factor of sorts. Because states will capture advantages 

that come with new shipping routes in the Arctic or new market opportunities for 

sustainable infrastructures but will also face dangers from rising seas and stronger storms, 

Funabashi argues it is difficult to identify which states will be most impacted by climate 

change and in which way.

The economic landscape is the area in which the road ahead, in terms of geopolitical 

rivalry or cooperation, is perhaps the most uncertain. Global growth in the near term is 

expected to soften and the International Monetary Fund has called for “synchronized 

policy action” to stem a slowdown.4 But some powers have used the tools of an integrated 

global economy – trade, foreign direct investment, protocols around cross-border data 

flows – to coerce global rivals rather than advance shared prosperity. Within this context, 

L. Enrique García R., President of the Council on Foreign Relations of Latin America and 

the Caribbean, makes the case for developing economies, such as those in Latin America, 

to resist taking sides and instead to play the long game by focusing on the fundamentals 

of building stronger intra-regional ties and producing more globally competitive products. 

One only needs to look to the 
recent past to see the value 
of a cooperative geopolitical 
framework
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Shaping the future

As domains for global cooperation or rivalry expand, shaping the direction of geopolitics 

becomes ever more complicated. To be sure, stakeholders can cooperate across 

individual domains while competing across others. But over time, cooperation will 

likely beget cooperation and rivalry will likely beget rivalry. The more powers compete 

and pursue strategic advantage at the expense of addressing shared technological, 

environmental and economic challenges, the more likely it will be that a broader sense of 

friction will develop across the global system. A rivalrous global system will in turn make it 

more unlikely that shared priorities are fulfilled. 

One only needs to look to the recent past to see the value of a cooperative geopolitical 

framework. Whether it was strengthening security protocols in the aftermath of the 11 

September terrorist attacks or preventing a global depression in the aftermath of the 

2008 financial crisis, multilateral efforts were key to advancing safety and prosperity. As 

the world becomes even more interconnected in terms of flows of information, capital 

and people, states will be more reliant on one another to realize positive outcomes for 

themselves and the global community. At a time when power dynamics are in flux, there is 

an opportunity for stakeholders to make the decision to shape geopolitics in a cooperative, 

rather than competitive, manner.
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Disrupting the 
International 
Order



Throughout modern history, established regional or 

international orders have been overturned when a shift 

in technology has enabled or amplified a change in the 

balance of military or economic power. That was true 

when new technologies and techniques of sail vaulted 

Portugal past the larger European powers to become 

the first Western nation to establish a major presence in 

the Indian Ocean; when steam and the invention of the 

loom and new financial techniques powered the English 

industrial revolution; and when new approaches to mass 

production catapulted the United States to the top of the 

world economy – and then to the forefront of the defence 

of the free world in World War II and during the Cold War.

13Shaping a Multiconceptual World
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The American-led arrangements that emerged have been the backbone of international 

order ever since, and the systems of alliances and multilateral institutions that have 

supported this order have been the bulwark of international stability. But as we near the 

75th anniversary of the end of World War II and mark the 30th anniversary of the end of 

the Cold War, a combination of economic and technological shifts is once again driving 

geopolitical change.

Some of these changes arise from hugely positive developments: integrating into 

the global economy and undergirded by liberal institutions like the World Trade 

Organization, emerging markets have pulled more 

than a billion people out of poverty and forged a global 

middle class. During the same period, institutions 

like the United Nations, driven by the West but 

encompassing genuinely global collaboration, made 

sustained progress on reducing the ills of civil war, 

infectious disease and humanitarian crises. But for 

all the positives, there is no escaping the reality that 

the cumulative effect of changes fuelled by economic 

and technological developments over the past three decades are creating a moment of 

genuine danger in international affairs.

Technological change and the rebalancing of 
power

The technological advances and an economic rebalancing under way are causing the 

world to enter a new phase – one where the non-Western powers, as well as some 

non-state actors, see low-cost and relatively low-risk opportunities to weaken the 

United States and the Western alliance.

One area where this danger is pronounced is in East Asia. As China’s growth has 

vaulted it into the top ranks of global economic power, it has progressively shed its 

strategy of “hide and bide” and begun to exert itself in political and strategic affairs, 

in its region and beyond. The economic and export prowess of China is intrinsically 

challenging the dominance of the Western model in international affairs. Again, some of 

this is productive: China’s surge into Africa in the 1990s, in search of food, mineral and 

energy resources to power its growth, helped to pull more than a dozen African nations 

into middle-income status. But with global economic reach comes global interests and 

the temptation to project global power; now China has moved into a new phase of 

expansion – into a global network of ports, technology plays and infrastructure assets 

that in some theatres seem purposefully designed to challenge the West.

Economic and technological 
developments over the past 
three decades are creating a 
moment of genuine danger 
in international affairs
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Added to this are powerful changes in the technological sphere: not only the deeper and 

now pervasive integration of cyber networks into military technology but also the wide 

penetration of social networks – and above all qualitative leaps in the effectiveness and 

power of supercomputing, artificial intelligence and biotechnology. Any one of these 

technologies could amplify shifts in the balance of geopolitical power – especially amidst 

a lapse in US global leadership and a weakened and disorganized multilateral order. The 

current US Administration has usefully focused on the China challenge; but it has chosen 

to react to these developments not by deepening its commitment to democratic values 

and securing or expanding its alliance structure, but by alienating its closest friends and 

weakening multilateral arrangements just when they are most susceptible to concerted 

pressures from authoritarian states and most needed for global stability.

The risks from technological and economic change are not limited to the realm of great 

power relations. In regional conflicts, technologies like the remote management of drone 

swarms, precision strike missiles, and enhanced cyber- and artificial intelligence-supported 

influence operations in the information sphere can lift the power of lesser adversaries, and 

even of non-state actors like the Islamic State – who have used the information domain to 

spread their influence and network across most civil wars in the Middle East, North Africa 

and into South-East Asia. The danger is made graver, though, by the escalation of great 

power tensions; for while civil and regional wars were often the subject of international 

cooperation during the last quarter century, we are now watching a return to the behaviour 

of the world’s top military powers treating these conflicts as zones for proxy competition – 

with disastrous results in terms of human suffering, as we’ve experienced in Yemen, Syria 

and Venezuela.

REUTERS/Edgar Su
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Getting the assessment right
While new technologies are unlikely to radically change the military balance of the nuclear 

powers in a way that makes military aggression likely in the near term, these technologies 

are helping to create new geopolitical tensions. Leaders do not always make rational 

calculations, and it can be tempting to have a new technology or new capabilities at one’s 

disposal. Otherwise cautious or risk-averse leaders can become risk-prone, or simply 

reckless, if they believe they have a technological “silver bullet”. The fact that history 

is replete with cases where such leaders fail in war does not rule out new episodes of 

miscalculation.

Beyond the narrowly defined military sphere, new developments in telecoms and 

technology are amplifying, perhaps even accelerating, the drift away from cooperation and 

towards competition. Technology is increasingly a zone of this rivalry: if Chinese companies 

like Huawei build out the global 5G infrastructure, the West will lose the intelligence 

collection capabilities it currently enjoys. 

Furthermore, the West will have to contend with 

new concerns about information assurance 

whenever it shares information with partners 

and allies that rely on a Chinese telecom stack. 

On a larger scale, there is a growing possibility 

of a geopolitical digital divide as Russia seeks 

to follow China in the creation of a “sovereign internet”. Indeed, this very outcome may be 

accelerating as the Chinese authorities and the Trump Administration undertake policies 

that decouple the US and Chinese economies and technologies.

Tensions are likely to be most acute in the areas of surveillance, social manipulation and 

human rights. States that lack strong rule of law institutions are discovering the power of 

new technologies to increase the effectiveness of their social controls. This will intensify 

as the costs for mass real-time surveillance technologies continue to shift downward and 

big data analytics vastly increase the aperture through which the state can monitor its 

citizens. In the social domain, authoritarian states and other actors are seeking to turn 

the openness of the West into a weapon against it. Most of that manipulation is occurring 

within consumer apps and social networks that have proven difficult for democratic 

governments to regulate effectively. Digitally-controlled industries are also vulnerable – as 

Ukraine learned in 2015 and 2016 at the hands of, likely, a Russian predatory cyberattack 

on its power grid.

The return of great power competition
National governments often feel tempted in moments of change and uncertainty to launch 

sudden strikes – literal or otherwise – aimed at weakening their opponents. At a moment 

of flux in American policy and in the coherence of the West, that temptation may loom 

Tensions are likely to be most acute 
in the areas of surveillance, social 
manipulation and human rights
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particularly large. While direct military confrontation with the United States or with NATO 

remains a very high risk and high-cost option – and, thus, is unlikely to transpire – the 

great powers and some middle powers are trying hard to increase their ability to affect 

adversary perceptions at all levels, by sowing discord in national populations, disrupting 

the unit cohesion of soldiers through psychological operations, and pumping false 

information into intelligence fusion centres. All this weakens trust, erodes cooperation and 

increases the risk of outright conflict.

No part of this challenge will be ameliorated by American unilateralism, British isolationism 

or Chinese expansionism – to say nothing of Russian revanchism. As unfashionable 

as it is to argue the case, the reality remains that the best guarantor of stability in the 

coming period is Western unity and a deepening, not weakening, of the alliance structure. 

Cooperation with other democracies would strengthen the West’s hand: in the realm of 

data and technology, the West should strengthen ties with India, whose data sets and 

tech entrepreneurs will be valuable assets in the coming competition, as well as with 

Mexico, whose technology and infrastructure grids can either be the soft underbelly or the 

strategic reserve of the West.

At this moment of geopolitical tension, it is unfashionable, too, to call for calm and for 

dialogue in US-China relations – but these are essential ingredients if both want to 

defend common interests and avoid outright conflict. These two countries have the 

largest economies in the world, the two top militaries in the world and the two most 

dynamic technological sectors. They are destined to be strategic competitors but are 

not yet destined to wage a new Cold War. Some in the United States, espousing greater 

emphasis on individual national sovereignty and strengthened borders, would squander 

the extraordinary asset of the alliance structure on the 

argument that it increases American exposure to costs 

and dangers in Asia and Europe in the face of a rising 

China. The reality is that the United States’ economy and 

its values are already fully exposed by the global nature 

of information and energy flows, supply chain trade and 

the spread of democracy. What is in question is whether 

the United States defends its values and interests alone 

or with a robust network of allies and partners. That 

said, many of America’s traditional friends and closest allies find it increasingly difficult to 

comprehend the values for which America stands, which further undermines the integrity 

of existing multilateral organizations or the future of purpose-built coalitions or instruments.

The simultaneous rise of the Asian economies and the impacts of the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution are amplifying risk and creating intense levels of geopolitical uncertainty. But 

crisis is not foreordained; as it has done in the past, a combination of American values and 

leadership, Western coherence and multilateral cooperation can still help us navigate these 

trends. The question now becomes: does the United States regain its role as the principal 

No part of this challenge will 
be ameliorated by American 
unilateralism, British isolationism 
or Chinese expansionism
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advocate for global stability through alliances and multilateralism, and does it extend that leadership 

to the technological domain? Or does the United States stay on its current path towards isolationism, 

and thus fail to prevent the growing risk of great power confrontation? Only time will tell, yet the answer 

to these important questions may very well decide the character, and perhaps even the fate, of the 

community of nations in the 21st century and beyond.
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Multilateralism in 
an Ungoverned 
World
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Political history develops in cycles, with adjoining cycles 

often opposing one another. In the second half of the 

20th century, seeking to avoid repeating what had been 

the worst course of history, the global community chose 

governability as its credo. This required the adoption of 

certain rules of behaviour, including the UN system with 

the right to veto as a substitute for war between major 

actors, a balance between the two superpowers and 

their spheres of influence, and a network of international 

institutions to address specific problems.

Fyodor Lukyanov 
Chairman, Presidium of the Council on Foreign and Defense Policy, Russian Federation

21Shaping a Multiconceptual World
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Today, as has been the pattern throughout modern history, we are seeing the overthrow 

of the preceding geopolitical model. The system developed in the wake of the Cold War 

that sought to advance a multilateral order under a global identity built on a common set 

of (Western) values is being challenged by the rise of divergent state-based interests and 

values. The renewed emphasis on the state as a structural unit of the international system 

means that competition will increase, global institutions will erode and diplomacy will be 

practised in new ways.

Geopolitical reversals
The growing counterforce against the post-war and post-Cold War orders is particularly 

apparent when it comes to ideology, alliances, interdependence and borders.

The fall of ideology

International relations in the 20th century were greatly influenced by ideology. Totalitarian 

ideologies – the fascist one, which provoked a world war, and the communist one, which 

determined world politics in different forms in the 1920s to the 1980s – were opposed to 

the liberal ideology that won the Cold War and later dominated the world for more than 

two decades. But today, ideologies, especially those associated with the 20th century, no 

longer have the importance they used to enjoy. This is evidenced by the crisis of traditional 

ideological parties and the rise of movements in response to specific social problems, 

such as migration, ecological threats and technological challenges. Social networks and 

new media contribute to these new trends as they greatly help mobilize people around 

specific issues, not around shared ideologies.

In international affairs, we are witnessing a sharp rise in protectionist sentiments, a 

departure from the principles of globalization, and the crisis of the “liberal world order”. 

Remarkably, there is a simultaneous trend towards the globalization of politics, where 

the powers of different (non-Western) political cultures and traditions (such as China and 

India) are beginning to play a noticeable role in international affairs, bringing in their own 

understanding of them. All these factors make the universalistic approach to the current 

developments inapplicable while at the same time requiring their harmonization.

The fall of alliances

Throughout the 20th century and into the first two decades of the 21st, crucial importance 

was attached to alliances – standing associations based not only on the states’ matching 

geopolitical interests but also on common values. The configuration of those alliances was 

considered invariable, although when one of the opposing actors suffered a defeat (the 

Warsaw Pact), its opponent (NATO) immediately expanded its sphere of influence. The 

essence of the alliance remained intact and, importantly, NATO’s format was viewed as a 

model to copy by other potential groupings.
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Yet, today, alliances of the previous type more often than not fetter the potential of their 

participants instead of increasing it. Several European Union member states would prefer 

to skip sanctions against Russia in order to enjoy economic benefits, but they are unable 

do so because of EU regulations. Similarly, US allies and partners in Asia are sandwiched 

between their security commitments that are more and more oriented towards containing 

China, when at the same time they do not want to antagonize Beijing due to both 

economic and security considerations. The freedom of manoeuvre and the ability to 

maximize opportunities become the main factors in ensuring national interests. Any 

exclusiveness, that is, creation of closed associations, runs counter to the general trend 

towards greater flexibility in promoting national interests.

The fall of interdependence

Interdependence was considered to be a means of reducing tensions and increasing 

stability. Importantly, the interdependence varied from guaranteed mutual destruction 

to closer economic cooperation, the disruption of which could seriously impact all the 

parties. But it turned out that the more closely the actors in international relations were 

connected to each other, the more vulnerable they were in case of conflict, and the 

greater damage their counterparty would suffer.

With economic sanctions used more and more often, particularly in the 21st century, the 

intertwining of economies turns into a battle – one that is relatively equal in balance if 

economies are comparable in scale but crippling for a junior partner if they are not. This 

forces the latter to seek asymmetric responses and thus exacerbates the international 

Flickr/podmorelarry
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situation still further. As international institutions designed to manage the global economy 

become weaker, and the system of rules and regulations continues to be eroded, players 

also tend to use sanctions as a means of regulating economic processes.

The rise of borders

One of the obvious lessons of the first half of the 20th century was the challenges 

associated with state borders. Border claims were the cause of and immediate pretext 

for the two world wars. The revision of borders after the collapse of empires brought 

immeasurable suffering to millions of people. It is not accidental that during the Cold 

War, fixed borders were considered an indispensable condition for stability (the Helsinki 

Accords). But after the Cold War, the view that borders should be gradually erased 

became dominant.

Where do things stand now?

The elimination of physical borders is no longer regarded as a way to reduce threats 

or as a guarantee of stability. All states, each according to its own capabilities, seek to 

protect their territory from external impacts: political, economic, information, cultural, 

migration, etc. Thirty years after the collapse of the main symbol of division – the Berlin 

Wall – the construction of obstacles and borders in all spheres of human activity is once 

again considered normal and often even desirable. This changes the entire international 

atmosphere as far as the nurtured image of a desirable future is concerned.

Redefining multilateralism
The turn away from 20th-century norms and systems will continue. Twentieth-century 

institutions, which the international community tried to adapt for the 21st century, will 

further erode. They are unlikely to fall apart or be formally abolished, but their efficiency 

will decline. New formats are emerging, such as the OPEC+ arrangement between Russia 

and Saudi Arabia, or the Astana tripartite forum for Syria (Russia, Turkey and Iran). In the 

former case, the functions of a multilateral institution have changed under the influence of 

bilateral agreements between the biggest market players. In the latter case, the unifying 

factor is not the parties’ trust (there is none) or 

identical interests (they are largely different), but 

the understanding that without interaction with 

the other two partners, none of them will be able 

to achieve anything for themselves in Syria.

We can expect the crisis of traditional multilateral 

diplomacy to continue. It will manifest itself not only in a transition to a transactional 

bilateral model, but also in alterations to the concept of multilateralism as such. Currently 

it means activities within international organizations with a large number of participants. 

We can expect the crisis of 
traditional multilateral diplomacy 
to continue
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In the future, multilateralism will most likely mean ad hoc coalitions of countries interested 

in solving a certain problem, or a combination of different bilateral relations temporarily 

harmonized (similar to former US Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s 2002 “coalition of 

the willing” in Iraq).

Such a new form of multilateralism will be challenged by new trends in conflict and 

competition. The risk of large-scale war between major countries, especially a world 

war, is relatively moderate, mainly due to the fact that all key players, that is, potential 

participants in such a conflict, have nuclear weapons. But as the arms control and 

strategic stability model that existed for more than half a century has apparently 

exhausted itself, the context has changed dramatically. There will be increased risks 

due to the decline of trust and transparency, with nuclear weapons continuing to act as 

deterrence. Competition will intensify as other forms 

of influence on the opponent will be employed, above 

all, in order to weaken its internal stability. This means 

primarily economic and information-cultural forms of 

influence, which will encourage protective measures 

and therefore isolationist trends. This tendency is most 

manifest in the internet, the fragmentation of which is 

believed to be almost inevitable.

In general, there is reason to expect that the coming period will in many ways be the 

opposite of the one that preceded it – the period of bipolar stability in the second half of 

the 20th century and unipolar dominance in the first decade of the 21st century. More 

elements of anarchy will inevitably emerge in the international system, but there will be no 

return to the models of past centuries because of continued economic interdependence, 

nuclear deterrence and worsening global problems, such as climate change. In a situation 

with fewer formal external restraints in place, each particular state and its leaders will have 

to bear much greater responsibility.

Multilateralism will most likely 
mean ad hoc coalitions of 
countries interested in solving 
a certain problem
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Managing the 
Rising Influence 
of Nationalism



There is an urgent need for global responses to a host of 

shared challenges, from climate change and technological 

disruption to financial imbalances. And yet, perversely, 

atavistic politics that seek to divide people are returning 

to the fore in democracies and autocracies alike. What is 

going on?
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The rise and fall and rise of nationalism
All the world’s nations and nation states are organized around myths. In 1983, the Irish 

historian Benedict Anderson described how political leaders beginning in the 18th century 

created “imagined communities” in order to build modern, industrialized European states; 

more recently, Israeli historian Yuval Harari has explained how humanity used “lies” and 

“stories” to transition from small hunter-gatherer tribes to large, complex political entities. 

The curation of common religious beliefs, the evolution of common norms and behaviour, 

and the construction of common narratives enabled the emergence of strong polities, 

united by shared cultures. With the creation of the United Nations in 1945, the international 

community has recognized highly diverse political entities (former empires, small feudal 

autocracies or kingdoms, newly-created and long-standing democratically constituted 

nations) as nation states – granting nations the legal status of states under international law 

and thus offering a further level of legitimacy to national myths.

However, the near simultaneous adoption in 1948 of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights and the founding of the Bretton Woods institutions created a powerful counterforce: 

because both were forged at a moment of US-led Western hegemony, the sense in the West 

was that the world would witness the expansion of nation states governed by increasingly 

homogenous political systems with a shared commitment to democracy and open markets. 

The process of globalization demanded that all states adapt to being part of a shared project 

and subject themselves to its norms and laws. Globalization thus implied the end of the 

identity-led politics that had led to the creation of nation states in the first place, as well as to 

the national chauvinism that had fuelled the world wars of the 20th century.

The United States and its allies provided the security umbrella under which many nations 

designed their routes to this modern statehood. As importantly, the fact that the global 

superpower was a melting pot of former nationalities challenged the idea of concentrating 

statehood around ethnic identity. America’s civil rights movement in the 1960s showed how 

a country could progress towards the ideal of a state based on a common set of values 

rather than ethnicity.

Under US protection, the European Union 

became the vanguard of this process of 

post-nationalism. With the creation of the 

European Coal and Steel Community followed 

by the European Economic Community during 

the 1950s, and then the establishment of the 

European Union in 1993, member states pooled 

their sovereign interests into a supranational 

organization that would help deliver economic and other policy outcomes they could 

not deliver alone. To the extent that there was an emerging European identity, it was 

anti-nationalist.

The fact that the global 
superpower was a melting pot of 
former nationalities challenged the 
idea of concentrating statehood 
around ethnic identity



But the period since 2016 has brutally exposed the exceptional nature of this moment in 

human history. And it has illustrated the continuing power of myths and of a distinct sense 

of national identity to mobilize groups of people towards shared goals.

The failure of globalization to deliver its gains equitably across Western societies over 

the last 30 years has created an upswell of resentment against those politicians and 

political parties who championed globalization. President Donald Trump was elected to 

office on the back of his rejection of “globalism” and by championing “Americans first”. 

Supporters of Brexit pine for a return to Britain’s identity as a “sceptred isle”, separate 

from the European continent – a “great trading nation” plying the waves to the distant 

shores of the former British Empire.

America and Britain are not the only countries where the nostalgia for national identity 

is ascendant. In Russia and Hungary, the threat of global integration has intensified 

a historical rejection of outsiders and sense of national grievance. Their leaders have 

turned to national culture and identity as the basis for resistance. China has carefully 

curated its period of historical exploitation by Western powers to strengthen popular 

support for its return as a great power. In India, Prime Minister Narendra Modi and 

the Bharatiya Janata Party have reawakened Hindu resentment against the country’s 

minority Muslim community and have used myths about Hindu India’s glorious past to 

try to galvanize Indians towards its potential great future.

Because of the insecurity it arouses in others, the rise of nationalism begets the 

rise of more nationalism. South Korea and Japan, which both fear China’s growing 

power, have allowed historical disputes to fuel their national resentment of the other. 

Nationalism can also serve more utilitarian purposes. President Jair Bolsonaro claims 

that he wants to decolonize Brazil from the foreign environmental NGOs that prevent 

it from exploiting the Amazon. President Andrés Manuel López Obrador is demanding 

reparations for Mexico from the Spanish government for the predations of the 

“conquistadores”. This swirl of historical facts, myths, slights and grievances are now 

turbocharged by social media in ways that can prevent political leaders from retaking 

control of the narrative, and policy, later.

Managing and leveraging the new nationalism
States around the world are at different stages of political evolution and their governments 

have different levels of political legitimacy. But two approaches would help manage the 

politics of this multinational as well as multiconceptual world so that states can continue 

to work together towards addressing shared challenges.

The first is to adapt international institutions to take better into account this global 

reawakening of national identities. The era of permissiveness to Western leadership is 
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ending, while the desire within Western countries to carry the burdens of leadership is 

waning. Investing over the coming years in the legitimacy of major international institutions 

such as the United Nations, World Trade Organization and International Monetary Fund 

is essential. Without greater legitimacy, these institutions will find they are increasingly 

ineffective. One immediate step should be to begin a process of balancing more equitably 

the voting weights, exceptions and structures that favour the winners of the 20th century.

But international institutions are only as effective as their constituent members. Weak or 

unstable governments can lead to weak or unstable institutions. It is equally important for 

national governments and other political actors to focus on their own domestic legitimacy.

Unfortunately, politics in the West may be regrouping around a new duopoly of those who 

are open to globalization and its attendant rules and are willing to abandon the national 

myths of the past, and those whose belief in national distinctiveness demands greater 

protection and scope for autarky. A new polarization of this sort will not lead to a new era 

of political stability. If the myths are purely nostalgic, they will betray their followers. If, on 

the other hand, the sense of national identity is eroded, it may prove impossible to retain 

the democratic legitimacy to engage multilaterally.

Political leaderships among the autocracies face an equally complex problem. National 

myths are essential to legitimize their non-democratic systems. If autocratic governments 

can organize to deliver economic and social progress 

and security to most of their citizens, then the myths can 

generally play a supportive role, as China and Singapore have 

demonstrated. If they fail to deliver, however, as is now the 

case in Russia, the temptation for governments to fall back 

on the notion of “the other” and blame external forces can 

become not only irresistible but entrenched, given the lack of a democratic pathway to an 

alternative. The result can be overt or covert conflict.

There is a logical response to both these sets of dynamics. National identities cannot 

and should not be done away with. Rather than tamping them down in favour of a global, 

supranational identity, governments need to channel them within models of inclusive 

domestic governance.

In the first place, even with the need for greater international interdependence, nation 

states should retain and invest in those instruments of fundamental sovereign power that 

can protect citizens from external threats, whether military, cyber or criminal. People who 

have confidence in their governments’ capacity to provide for their immediate security are 

less likely to retreat into an aggressive nationalism.

National identities cannot 
and should not be done 
away with
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Conversely, national governments should devolve the maximum amount of political 

power over social policies, local development and infrastructure to regional authorities, 

cities or local communities, with corresponding decentralization of some powers of 

taxation. At a time of technological disruption and rapid economic change, a strong 

sense of local identity and solidarity can be a more positive force for adaptation than 

centrally-driven policies and narratives.

Governments should then pool regulatory decision-making over global public goods 

(protecting biodiversity, controlling greenhouse gas emissions or preventing pandemics) 

as much as possible at the regional and supranational levels, retaining appropriate levels 

of national supervision.

The risks of letting national mythologies rise again today without inclusive forms of national 

and international governance are severe. A large autocracy like China may one day face a 

structural economic slowdown at the same time as a large democracy like the United States 

undergoes a fundamental restructuring of its domestic politics, while Europe and others 

turn inwards. At that moment, the temptation for all sides to use nationalism to mobilize their 

people and political power will be strong, and the results unpredictably dangerous.
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Culture, Identity 
and the Evolution 
of Geopolitics
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Today’s world is facing unprecedented changes that are 

bringing both fresh hope and gloomy despair. On the one 

hand, the power pattern of the world has become more 

balanced, with the forces for world peace ascending; 

the productive forces of human society have also gained 

unparalleled development, thanks to the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution. On the other hand, the global landscape is 

facing uncertainty and instability, due to the rise of power 

politics and unilateralism, competition among major 

powers, protectionism and the deglobalization of the 

world economy.

Qi Zhenhong
President, China Institute of International Studies, People’s Republic of China
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Identity geopolitics
Culture and identity are among the factors shaping the pattern of geopolitics. They play 

their roles by impacting values, ways of thinking and the means of states and stakeholders 

who shape international geopolitics. In the age of globalization, faced with new domestic 

and international challenges, these actors have become more sensitive to and anxious 

about the independence, particularity, integrity and purity of their own culture and identity.

Some nations and states set it as a goal to promote their traditional culture and restore 

their glorious past, as a way to foster the sense of identity and solidarity among their 

citizenry. Some nations and states, which remain separated due to war or other historical 

reasons, regard unification as an important mission that is part of culture and identity 

construction. Other nations and states have looked to “reconstruct” their identity as a way 

to change their regional or geopolitical positioning.

The re-emergence of worrisome xenophobia as an ideology and social movement is 

another manifestation of how culture and identity impact the contemporary politics of 

states and regions. The large-scale influx of immigrants and refugees has put pressure 

upon the population structure, the social welfare system and the public order in a number 

of European countries, and has aroused strong fear of and aversion towards immigrants 

and foreign students. Because of modern media’s strong social penetration capacities, 

xenophobia has provided fertile ground for populism, nationalism and extreme right-wing 

forces to enter the political arena in those countries and then to make huge changes 

to those countries’ domestic and foreign policies in an anti-establishment way, thus 

producing spill-over effects on the world’s political ecology in a destructive way.

At the sub-state level, some non-state actors have drawn upon culture and identity to realize 

their specific political urges. The real threat of this is that those actors have taken radical 

means to pursue extreme political goals. For example, extreme national separatists have 

incited armed violence and engaged in terrorist activities, such as assassination, kidnapping 

and bombing, under the banner of striving for “national self-determination” and “national 

independence”; religious extremists have advocated fundamentalism, spurred terrorist and 

violent activities against so-called “pagans”, launched “holy wars” and sought to establish 

clerical regimes in the name of “freedom of religion” and “purity” of religious culture.

At the interstate level, conservative political forces in some countries concocted the 

theory of “a clash of civilizations” for the sake of their own power politics. Acting as 

the representative or leader of a civilization, they have been trying to draw a distinction 

between civilizations, or countries with different social systems. In this way, they mobilize 

like-minded allies to suppress countries that have posed potential challenges to them or 

refuse to tolerate their bullying. Similar to the “clash of civilizations” mindset, a handful of 

countries have advocated for the establishment of a “value alliance”, taking ideology as 
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the criterion of identity, seeking an alliance of the countries with the same social system to 

support their attempts to maintain geostrategic advantages in the region and the world.

The common point of the advocates of these two theories is that they deliberately 

magnify cultural and identity differences, provoke confrontations between the West and 

non-West – between countries with different values and development models – and turn 

geo-conflicts into a self-fulfilling prophecy. With regional and even global powers involved, 

this kind of geopolitical conflict is so dangerous that it could push major-power relations 

into violent turbulence and, even worse, trigger a new cold war or a hot war between 

great powers.

Beyond culture and identity
Although culture and identity can exert potential influence on international politics, and 

sometimes appear to be the root causes of international tensions and conflicts, other 

factors have greater influence. In today’s world, where nation-states are still the main 

actors in the international community, the pursuit of power and interests by states is still 

the main driving force for the change of the geopolitical pattern. Culture and identity, in 

many cases, are just policy tools concealing the real interests of international actors.

Hence, to prevent global geopolitical turmoil, the international community should, first 

of all, be alert to the attempts of those countries and political forces to exaggerate the 

differences and competitions between cultures and identities, and prevent them from 

taking culture and identity as tools to manipulate international politics, to provoke and 

magnify conflicts and confrontations among nations and states, to undermine international 

peace and cooperation, and to push mankind into the abyss of a geopolitical catastrophe.

Second, to alleviate the cultural and identity anxiety, the international community should 

respect cultural diversity and keep an open, tolerant and learning attitude towards 

different cultures. Maintaining cultural diversity is the basis for civilizations to progress, 

and the pillar for a multiconceptual world. More efforts are needed to protect cultural 

heritages and provide necessary support to cultural inheritance and preservation. 

Individuals and states should honour the spirit of equality and 

respect, abandon arrogance and prejudice, promote intercultural 

exchanges and dialogues, learn from the achievements of other 

countries and civilizations, use others’ strengths to complement 

their own weaknesses and incorporate other cultures into their 

own. Doing so will make their civilization vigorous, while creating 

favourable conditions for the survival and development of others 

and promoting the common progress of mankind.

Culture and identity, in 
many cases, are just 
policy tools concealing 
the real interests of 
international actors



Third, the international community should work together to build a collective identity. 

Living in the “global village”, countries face the same challenges, such as climate 

change, infectious diseases and terrorism, which no one can be immune from or able 

to deal with alone. With the development of globalization, countries have become so 

interdependent that a community with a shared future has taken shape: no one can 

live without others; prosperity and losses have to be shared with others. Pursuing the 

interests of certain groups, nations, states or groups of states cannot help to achieve 

lasting peace and sustainable development. Only by fostering a sense of community with 

a shared future and shared responsibility can the international community pull together to 

tide over difficulties, and build a peaceful and prosperous future for all. For this purpose, 

the international community should strengthen collaborations in the fields of global 

governance, poverty alleviation, disaster relief and sustainable development, for instance, 

and make the weak no longer feel alone and helpless.

Finally, the international community should safeguard multilateralism, respect the order 

based on international law and improve global governance institutions. The prosperity 
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of the world after World War II is the result of multilateralism. It is widely acknowledged 

among countries that only by supporting the multilateral economic, political and security 

systems of the world can large and small countries realize their potentials and achieve 

common development. In order to safeguard multilateralism, all countries should work 

together to resist unilateralism and protectionism, support multilateral dialogue and 

respect international law.

Since the balance of global power and the process of globalization are in transition, some 

of the old institutional arrangements no longer conform to the new power pattern or the 

trend of economic and social development; some new norms are required in areas such 

as the global commons to guide the actors’ practice. To renew existing institutions and to 

formulate new rules requires the consideration of all stakeholders’ views, so as to make 

the new rules and norms representative and legitimate. Major powers should not act 

wilfully, or pursue unilateralism, but should play a positive and responsible role as models 

in promoting international law and order, making sure the institutions of global governance 

are fair, rational and effective.
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Navigating the 
Digitization of 
Geopolitics



From the steam engine to penicillin to the atom 

bomb, the development and deployment of frontier 

technologies have always been intimately tied to 

geopolitical disruptions. Those disruptions often manifest 

as a race towards the acquisition of new technologies 

– or diplomatic elbowing to consolidate gains from 

scientific breakthroughs and keep these out of reach of 

challengers. Tensions fuelled by digital technologies are 

the most recent manifestation of this historical trend. Yet, 

today’s technologies, due to the breadth of their reach 

and the democratization of their ownership, are having a 

unique influence on the geopolitical landscape.
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The differences of digital
Across the three previous industrial revolutions, innovations upended existing 

balance-of-power arrangements. The steam engine and gunpowder facilitated Europe’s 

colonial ambitions. Using technology, Europe was able to marginalize the cultural relevance 

of Asia and Africa and contain them within the amorphous formulation of the “Third World”. 

And the atom bomb helped end World War II, leading to the rise of the United States and 

creating space and demand for the international liberal order.

Whether it is the emerging contest over trade and technology between the United States 

and China, disputes between platforms and labour over the terms of employment or 

disagreement over the regimes managing international data flows that are carriers of 

intelligence, value and wealth, the Fourth Industrial Revolution 

is similarly leading to a new period of contest and churn. 

And, as in the past, a new world order will inevitably result. 

Nevertheless, four crucial differences set apart digital 

technologies and the disruption they herald.

First, few other technologies have diffused so pervasively 

across all aspects of human life in the same manner as 

digitization. Most importantly, none created an external, 

mediated – or “virtual” – reality, in the way that digital 

technologies have. As digital spaces mature, the “distance” between the real and the 

virtual is rapidly collapsing. The virtual world has real world consequences. The “#MeToo” 

mobilizations on social media catalysed agitations on the street. Digital campaigns across 

Europe, America and Asia influenced political outcomes of the realm. The 2019 events in 

Hong Kong SAR offer another example. While protesters deftly leveraged communications 

technologies to grow their (physical) protests, Beijing responded with heavy-handed 

influence operations on Western social media platforms like Twitter and Facebook, meant to 

advance its own message at home and abroad.

The distinction between biological, digital and virtual will blur further with advances in 

technologies like brain-machine interfaces and virtual reality. This will create new surface 

areas for the application of statecraft. Neat distinctions between the liberal international 

order, and its presumably illiberal counterpart, will be difficult to draw. After all, the virtual 

world – as the earlier examples show – has no rules of the road that separate the good from 

the bad.

Second, geopolitics in the 20th century (and earlier) was almost always concerned 

with the state. The state was the only unit capable of exercising influence and enforcing 

outcomes in international politics. Take the example of the Global Positioning System 

(GPS), which became the fulcrum of American power – thanks to its surveillance and 

intelligence-gathering capabilities – especially after the fall of the Berlin Wall. The US 

The development and 
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government denied India access to GPS data that its military sought during the Kargil 

conflict in 1999. Digital technologies of a more recent vintage, however, have undermined 

the state’s monopoly over the affairs of citizens and resources. Geopolitics in the digital 

era will increasingly be shaped by a plethora of actors, including large technology 

platforms, sub-state actors, non-state actors, digitally mobilized communities and even 

influential or vocal individuals.

Consider the following developments: content on social media has fuelled violence across 

Myanmar and Sri Lanka. Chinese companies are selling surveillance tools to governments 

across the developing word. Online propaganda created by the Islamic State fuelled 

bombings in Brussels in 2016. The #MeToo community created a global political 

movement, organically picking up allies without need for negotiations, backroom deals or 

diplomatic roundtables. These may appear disconnected events. However, they all point 

to the increasing relevance of non-state actors in influencing key events – events that may 

support or undermine state interests or international regimes.

Third, the scale and velocity of technology-driven events are unprecedented. A decade 

ago, the conversation about social media and communication technologies centred on 

their emancipatory potential, as in Iran’s 2009 Green Revolution and the 2010-2012 Arab 

Spring. However, this narrative has shifted dramatically: digital technologies are seen as 

national security vulnerabilities, or even as tools for authoritarian governments to control 

and subdue large populations. Put differently, the multiple technologies and political 

processes that are converging have created an environment of unknown variables. It 

is nearly impossible to predict which technology, or combinations thereof, will 

produce what type of political consequence or security risk.

Finally, digital technologies have created a “platform planet”. The aggregation of 

individual identities, mobilization of political voices, determinants of economic 

growth and provision of national security were earlier processes conducted under 

national regimes. Today, many of these processes have migrated to the digital 

and virtual arenas. The Westphalian state will soon co-exist and be implicated 

by the amorphous “cloud state”, which exists beyond its geography. In this 

territory, domestic debates are not limited to citizens, 

and economic opportunities are dependent on the 

architecture of the cloud rather than trade regimes.

As a result, the “platform-ization” of statecraft is visible. 

In other words, states understand that geopolitical 

gain will come from the “globalization” of their own 

technological systems and attendant standards, products, rules, social norms 

and technical infrastructure. China’s digital governance propositions, for instance, 

will vastly differ from those of the United States. It should surprise no one that the 

standard-setting Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers decided, in May 

Geopolitics in the digital era 
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2019, to ban Huawei researchers from publishing in its journals. The move was in 

response to the US government’s blacklisting of Huawei from its supply chains, 

and in deference to the European Union leveraging the General Data Protection 

Regulation to advance its own cyberspace rules. Other powers like Russia, India 

and Indonesia are exerting their own interests.

The consequence of these processes, however, has been the increased 

fragmentation of cyberspace. The platform states are likely to be less 

interoperable than ever before. The “decoupling” under way between the 

American and Chinese technological systems is only a precursor of what 

is likely to come. Other jurisdictions and geographies will be implicated in 

messy, complex ways that will not resemble a conventional struggle between 

“superpowers”.

Managing the digital landscape
Collectively, these four trends will help shape the geopolitics of our era even as 

communities and countries struggle to negotiate a new relationship within national 

boundaries among the state, enterprises and citizens. Creating and managing 

global regimes for this new world will require states to anticipate risks to domestic 

institutions and processes, maintain economic interdependence, identify strategic 

vulnerabilities and national security challenges, and develop international norms 

and institutions.

Because the Fourth Industrial Revolution is unfolding as the global landscape 

becomes increasingly multipolar, no single state will possess the political capital 

to enforce its own interests. Just like the G20 was incubated to manage the global 

economy in a multipolar world, there is need for a new digital collective, perhaps a 

“D20” comprised of the largest digital economies and technology companies. It should 

function as a steering mechanism of sorts, managing the implications of digital technologies 

while more formal institutions mature.

The international community must also create mechanisms to facilitate “platform 

interoperability”. Global stability has always been a function of interdependence – the 

economic and political matrix of relationships that states enter into. If the fragmentation of 

our global technological system continues, competition, even confrontation, and instability 

are inevitable. Arriving at a functional mechanism to allow national technological systems 

to talk to one another, despite technical, political or social differences, will be crucial.

Informal and normative international rule-making processes must support both these 

imperatives. The treaty system functioned effectively in the bipolar and unipolar world 



43Shaping a Multiconceptual World

of the 20th century. It is no template for the future. In the 

short term, it is also unlikely that states will be able to achieve 

a convergence of interests on digital issues. Instead, the 

international community must work towards standardization in 

core economic and security operations, while allowing states 

the flexibility to manage the social and political consequences of 

emerging technologies domestically. This may be a suboptimal 

arrangement, but it is likely to be a more effective one.

The “emerging technologies” discussed today are mostly those that have matured from 

internet-related breakthroughs in the late 20th century. The international community is 

only beginning to respond to the set of challenges they have raised. What lies ahead? 

The next few decades will see even more rapid advance in technologies, with some that 

place the human body at the frontier of innovation, and even a new arena of geopolitical 

contest. The intervening period will test the world’s ability to learn the right lessons 

from the tensions that require resolution today – and apply them to build 21st-century 

arrangements.

There is need for a new 
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The Upcoming 
Technological 
Revolution on 
the Battlefield?  
Not So Fast
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The race to build next-generation technology is reshaping 

the contours of global relations. Nowhere is that more 

apparent than in the competition between the United 

States and China to become the world leader in artificial 

intelligence (AI), quantum computing and fifth generation 

wireless networks (5G). The prediction among many is 

that these technologies will bring about the next revolution 

in military affairs by improving the collection and analysis 

of data, encryption, the transfer of large amounts of 

information and the creation of autonomous weapons 

systems. However, this prediction may be flawed, as new 

technology will neither cause a revolution on the battlefield 

in the next 10 to 15 years nor will it necessarily ensure 

military victory for those who master it.

Amos Yadlin
Executive Director, Institute for National Security Studies, Israel
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The argument about the limited effects of digital technology in a military context is based 

in part on the “power of three twos” formulated by Israeli Brigadier General (ret.) Isaac Gat. 

The first “two” is that the development and production of every new weapons system is 

twice as expensive as initially estimated. The second “two” is that innovation takes twice 

as long as expected to build operationally significant capabilities. And the final “two” is 

that new weapon systems tend to be only half as effective on the battlefield as predicted.

It is also worth noting that throughout history every measure of technological superiority 

on the battlefield has, sooner or later, been mitigated to a degree by countermeasures. 

For example, air power was once considered the decisive capability that would condemn 

armies and navies to irrelevance. General Giulio Douhet of 

Italy and General William Lendrum Mitchell of the United 

States were two of the most notable proponents of the 

importance of airpower in the early 20th century. But 

their expectations proved far beyond what planes were 

actually able to achieve in World War II. Modern-day radar 

and anti-aircraft weapons, as well as stand-off targeting 

(the launching of missiles from points far away from 

targeting areas), have only added more complications to 

the aviation equation. All this is to say that unquestioning 

belief in the benefits of advanced weapons systems, without accounting for their exploitable 

vulnerabilities, ignores lessons from history. It also ignores other fundamental factors that 

often prove determinative in military conflict.

The human factor
While humans have slower processing speeds than supercomputers, our unique ability 

to think creatively, and even unpredictably, is highly instrumental in war. For example, 

creative thinking could allow humans to develop methods to fool AI-based systems and 

take advantage of their systematic computerized thought, inability to read situations, or 

other weaknesses. It is also worth remembering that the logic of war can be the opposite 

of the logic of everyday life; as a result, it may be especially difficult to train computers 

to understand when or how to act in a counter-intuitive manner. Because of these 

vulnerabilities and limitations, some advanced weaponry of the future will likely seek to 

harness computerized processing while maintaining human input for creativity, judgement 

and safety.

At the same time, because the nature of warfare is unlikely to change, strategy and doctrine 

will continue to play important roles on the battlefields of the future. Fundamental concepts, 

like nuclear deterrence resulting from mutually assured destruction and mutual conventional 

deterrence between states (the idea that modern war is usually not “worth it” because the 

destruction outweighs what can be achieved), are not going to disappear after AI enters 
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the battlefield. It is also safe to assume that having a more 

advanced military will do little to serve state interests if not 

employed effectively towards achieving political aims, nor will 

technological inferiority condemn one to failure. This truth is 

evident when comparing Russia’s recent success in Syria 

with US strategic blunders in the Middle East: they were not 

the result of military superiority or inferiority but the ability to set achievable goals to advance 

the national interest and executing them at acceptable costs – under totally different rules of 

engagement.

Furthermore, despite the fact that some semi-autonomous weapons capable of selecting 

targets are already in use, many weapons will not be automated or made autonomous 

as soon as it is technologically possible to do so. For example, although lethal unmanned 

aerial vehicles are commonplace, “the U.S. Army has for years resisted the idea of 

arming unmanned ground vehicles”, according to reporting.1 This is particularly surprising 

considering that over 90% of US casualties since 1945 have been ground forces, and 

robot replacements for infantry would likely save many lives.2  If automation could prevent 

soldiers from having to face the dangers of battle, why is it not used in every case? Some 

The logic of war can be 
the opposite of the logic 
of everyday life
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of the many considerations for not using automated or autonomous weapons when it is 

possible to do so might be cost, effectiveness, survivability or ethical and legal concerns. 

Does new technology pose a new threat?
Proponents of the argument that digital technology will fundamentally change warfare 

point to several potential scenarios:

 - A paralysing cyberattack on power stations or command and control stations, often 

referred to as a “cyber Pearl Harbor”.

 - The deployment of autonomous weapons systems based on AI that are small, cheap, 

deadly, multifunctional, long-range and can “swarm” the traditional weapons platforms 

of the great powers (aircraft carriers, stealth planes, armoured divisions, special 

forces, and intelligence bases and command posts).

 - The destruction of a given country’s social fabric and the disruption of its political system 

through a media campaign that damages citizens’ ability to discern what is real and 

what is not and radicalizes discourse, including through the use of “deep fakes” (the 

manipulation of video content to make it appear individuals said or did things they did not).

While these predictions are chilling on paper, there are several reasons they may not come 

to fruition.

Claims regarding the dangers posed by cyber due to its potency and low threshold 

for entry warrant scepticism. The capability to launch major cyberattacks requires the 

investment of tremendous resources that are not available to most state actors, let alone 

non-state actors; high-quality intelligence and perfect timing are indispensable for building 

and launching cyber weapons capable of exploiting vulnerabilities before cyber defenders 

can patch them up. If such weapons were indeed accessible to the public, there is little 

doubt that radical terrorist groups would have used them already. Further, when states 

do possess significant cyber capabilities, they are restrained to some degree by the 

other party’s ability to respond (perhaps outside the cyber realm) – much the way they 

are constrained in the case of conventional weaponry. Finally, if cyber were indeed the 

“perfect weapon” as some believe, it would be difficult to explain why the Russians remain 

bogged down in Ukraine or why the US cannot defeat Iran despite overwhelming Russian 

and US cyber superiority in those confrontations.

As for autonomous swarms, despite what appear to have been overly optimistic expert 

predictions, scientists have yet to perfect the self-driving car for civilian purposes. That 

indicates that it could be some time before similar capabilities are harnessed to create 

platforms that are resilient against enemy fire, capable of launching effective strikes on 

enemy forces, and warrant enough confidence to be sent off to war. In addition, the idea 

https://www.vox.com/recode/2019/5/17/18564501/self-driving-car-morals-safety-tesla-waymo
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that these swarms can be cheap, lightweight, fast, 

smart, long-range and powerful ignores the basic reality 

that all developers have encountered – weapons have 

basic trade-offs dictated by the laws of physics, and this 

dilemma is all too familiar to those who have witnessed 

efforts to develop weapons like bunker busters that 

require a difficult combination of speed, power, range 

and cost-effectiveness.

And, when it comes to psychological operations, such as misinformation campaigns meant 

to sow discord, democracies do suffer an inherent vulnerability because they allow for 

the free flow of information. However, by improving digital literacy among the population 

and developing measures to detect and halt online influence campaigns, it is possible to 

minimize the effect of these campaigns on the country’s citizens as well as on democratic 

processes.

Preparing for a more digital world
So how should decision-makers prepare for the emergence of next generation 

technology? First, in light of the technological race and its security implications, it will be 

critical to maintain both a technological edge as well as a keen awareness of the research 

and development of adversaries. As for the former, despite the stated scepticism towards 

the claim that we are headed for a revolution in military affairs in the next decade or so, 

continued innovation is still important in that it can yield (limited) battlefield advantages. 

The latter will prove useful in informing the understanding of emerging threats and 

ultimately the development of countermeasures.

At the same time, the military ought to maintain and continue to upgrade existing, legacy 

warfighting platforms. The process of converting an innovative technology into a new 

weapons system is a long, expensive and uncertain process – and that is all before its 

gradual introduction and extended period of testing to determine whether it is adequately 

effective and resilient. It is also important to avoid placing too much faith in any one 

system even if it seems promising, as only integrating between branches, weapons 

and technologies can provide synergy. This approach may prove less efficient in terms 

of budget, production and training, but it provides a range of advantages and ensures 

that all systems do not suffer from the same weaknesses. The “secret” to successfully 

executing this approach is understanding what to phase in and what to phase out.

Second, when formulating policy on next generation technology, it is worth considering 

how these innovations will impact national security beyond their integration into weapons 

systems. For example, it is conceivable that the competition for leadership in these 

Claims regarding the dangers 
posed by cyber due to its 
potency and low threshold for 
entry warrant scepticism



50 Shaping a Multiconceptual World

scientific fields could affect the global alliance system. Based on what we have seen thus 

far in regard to 5G, it appears that most countries will line up according to their interest in 

receiving the best product at the best price rather than traditional alliances or values.

Finally, but certainly not least importantly by any metric, the non-technological dimensions 

of warfare will remain extremely important into the foreseeable future. One need look no 

further than the Middle East to find countries that fell victim to the false notion that billions 

of dollars in cutting-edge weaponry would guarantee security against impoverished 

adversaries with outdated arms. Of course, those systems proved to be of little use 

without qualified individuals to operate them within a strategic framework. Whatever 

future weapons might arise, investing resources to maintain high-quality human capital, 

up-to-date doctrines and a strategy designed to advance core interests will remain 

essential to achieving victory.
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The Sahel region of Africa is a microcosm of climate 

change: temperatures in this part of the world are rising 

nearly twice as fast as the rest of the planet, droughts and 

floods are severe, and farmland is shrinking.1 Meanwhile, 

populations are growing and terror groups are taking 

advantage of the vacuum left by governments that are 

unable to govern. 

Jane Harman
Director, President and Chief Executive Officer, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, USA
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The dire national security consequences of climate change – in Africa and around the 

world – were noticeable even a decade ago. At the time, several members of the US 

House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence urged the American intelligence 

community to include climate change as a threat to national security in the National 

Intelligence Estimate, the National Intelligence Council’s Global Trends report and the 

Director of National Intelligence’s annual Worldwide Threat Assessment.

Some, including the Republican ranking member of the committee at the time, 

disagreed with the idea of viewing climate change through the prism of national security. 

Yet, in 2007, the George W. Bush Administration 

proposed creating a combatant command for the 

African continent to counter potential threats – in 

part due to climate-spurred conflicts occurring 

in the Sahel. That same year, the US House 

of Representatives voted to direct intelligence 

agencies to assess the impact of climate change 

– a measure that was ultimately signed by the 

president.

The resulting assessment – the first-ever high-level intelligence community report on the 

issue – detailed how water scarcity, decreased agricultural productivity and infrastructure 

damage resulting from climate change and natural disasters would make nearly all other 

global challenges worse.

Twelve years later, most stakeholders agree that global warming is exacerbating refugee 

crises, straining weak governments and giving rise to new geopolitical conflicts. The global 

community has already seen how climate disasters like famine and drought can bolster 

the recruiting efforts of terrorist organizations.2 This is why former US Department of 

Defense official Sherri Goodman calls climate change a “threat multiplier”.3

Consequences of climate change
When it comes to the threat of climate change, the global consensus is growing, but 

unfortunately, so too is the challenge. Three recent, stark consequences of climate change 

bear this out.

First, according to the Global Report on Internal Displacement 2019, natural disasters 

displaced more people in the first half of 2019 than during the same period in any other 

year on record.4 Over the course of those six months, almost twice as many people – 7 

million – left their homes due to extreme weather versus conflict and violence. And the 

first half of 2019 is not even the worst disaster season; the report estimates that people 

displaced by weather would total 22 million by that year’s end.

Global warming is exacerbating 
refugee crises, straining weak 
governments and giving rise to 
new geopolitical conflicts
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Second, while glaciers melt and coastal cities deal with more frequent and fierce 

hurricanes and floods, in many other places water is harder and harder to come by. While 

experts at the Wilson Center’s Environmental Change and Security Program say the 

doomsday prediction of “water wars” distracts from successful efforts at cooperation, 

regional conflict could yet occur.5 The European Commission’s Joint Research Centre 

identified five “hotspot” water basins where there is a chance of “hydro-political risk” 

because of climate change and demographics.6 India, for instance, threatened in early 

2019 to restrict water supplies to Pakistan after a suicide bombing in the disputed 

Kashmir region.

Water supplies are also made vulnerable by the trade in “virtual water” – the amount 

of water used in the production of goods – as drought-prone countries like China use 

fresh-water supplies to produce crops and textiles for sale abroad. In 2012, China’s net 

exports to the United States used up 2.4 billion tons of water – enough to support 6.3 

million households for a year.7 Even if the world can avoid a full-on water war, factors like 

virtual water are bound to play a growing role in trade conflicts to come.

The third consequence of climate change is military-related. In 2018, Hurricane Michael 

caused nearly $5 billion in damages to Florida’s Tyndall Air Force Base – home to two 

F-22 squadrons. The massive Ronald Reagan Ballistic Missile Defense Test Site, which 

monitors missile threats from North Korea, Russia and China from the Marshall Islands 

in the Pacific, may be flooded in a matter of decades. And as temperatures rise, military 

aircraft will not be able to carry as much or travel as far without refuelling.8 When it comes 

to personnel themselves, incidence of heatstroke among US troops has already gone up 

nearly 60% in a decade.9 All of this limits the United States’ national security capacity, as it 

surely does for nations around the world.

Identifying geopolitical opportunities
Amid the myriad national security threats from climate change, it is also worth considering 

those areas in which there may be opportunities for stakeholders.

As the ice caps melt in the Arctic, the new Northern Sea Route is reducing the journey 

from East Asia to Europe by 10 to 15 days, or about 5,000 miles.10 The waterway is both 

an opportunity and a potential threat to US security and, as one of eight Arctic nations, 

the United States should play an active role in developing its own ports and energy 

sources. Doing so would spur economic development, safeguard our national security 

and ensure that the Arctic remains a centre of cooperation, not confrontation.

There is no time to waste. Russia and China – the latter of which declared itself a 

“near-Arctic state” in 2018 – are already full steam ahead on monetizing the Arctic to their 
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own benefit. Russia has a fleet of over 50 icebreakers – the United States has just two – 

and requires vessels to pay a toll for escort through the Northern Sea Route. China plans 

to expand its investment in the Arctic to further its “Polar Silk Road,” linking transportation 

infrastructure from Shanghai to Hamburg, and eventually to administer the even shorter 

Transpolar Sea Route across the top of the world. China already owns a nearly 30% stake 

in Yamal LNG, a major Russian energy plant in the Arctic.11

Along with new shipping routes, climate change has created new markets for clean 

energy. Five years ago, solar and wind energy were cheaper than coal and gas in just 

1% of the world. Today, they are the cheapest energy sources in two-thirds of the world, 

according to research from Bloomberg New Energy Finance, and that number continues 

to grow.12 The US Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that the two fastest-growing 

occupations in the country are solar and wind energy technicians.13

And while President Donald Trump has rolled back environmental regulations and has 

sought to bar California from setting its own climate rules, the private sector in the United 

States and around the world has doubled down on green energy. Over 200 of the largest 

global companies have committed to using 100% renewable energy by 2050.14

The winner of the green technology race will find tremendous economic and geopolitical 

rewards at the finish line. Here, too, China has a head start; a report by the Global 

Commission on the Geopolitics of Energy Transformation 

noted that China is the world’s top producer, exporter 

and installer of wind turbines, solar panels, electric 

vehicles and batteries.15 In an indication of China’s 

aggressive investment in green research, the country 

also holds approximately 30% of all renewable energy 

patents, compared with the United States’ 20% and a 

negligible amount in oil-rich countries like Russia and 

Saudi Arabia. New technology – along with vast reserves 

of lithium and other resources that power the technology 

– will strengthen China’s influence in energy markets 

while drastically weakening that of oil-exporting countries. If the transition is poorly 

managed, it will be sure to stoke international tensions.

Fortunately, there is now also more global enthusiasm than ever about tackling climate 

change. First-hand experience of natural disasters, effective education on climate change, 

and activists like Greta Thunberg, the Swedish girl who started a worldwide school strike 

movement, have finally lit a spark.

In the United States, a recent poll showed 79% of adults and 86% of teenagers believe 

human activity causes climate change, and respondents disapproved of President 

The winner of the green 
technology race will find 
tremendous economic and 
geopolitical rewards at the 
finish line
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Trump’s handling of climate change more than any other 

policy area.16 At the 2019 UN Climate Summit in New York, 

59 countries said they would boost their climate plans by 

2021 and 66 will reach carbon neutrality by 2050. Even 

countries like North Korea pledged to cut greenhouse 

gas emissions each year in accordance with the Paris 

Agreement on climate change. And President Trump’s 

withdrawal from the Paris Agreement does not take effect 

until Election Day in 2020.

Attitudes in Congress are also changing, a decade after the push to assess the impact 

of climate change on national security. The recently departed Director of National 

Intelligence, Dan Coats, previously downplayed the dangers of global warming as a 

member of Congress.17 But in his intelligence role from 2017 to 2019, he emerged as a 

climate champion, recognizing climate change as a national security threat in all three 

Worldwide Threat Assessments he produced. Said Coats in written testimony submitted 

to the Senate Intelligence Committee in 2019, “Global environmental and ecological 

degradation, as well as climate change, are likely to fuel competition for resources, 

economic distress, and social discontent.” 18 

Coats got it right. Simmering conflicts, exacerbated by global warming, will make unstable 

regions even more dangerous. In the interest of national security, the United States should 

line up on the right side of environmental efforts.

In the interest of national 
security, the United States 
should line up on the right 
side of environmental efforts

REUTERS/Stephen Lam



58 Shaping a Multiconceptual World

References
1 Robert Muggah and José Luengo Cabrera, “The Sahel is Engulfed by Violence. Climate Change, Food Insecurity and Extremists 

are Largely to Blame”, World Economic Forum, 23 January 2019, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/01/all-the-warning-

signs-are-showing-in-the-sahel-we-must-act-now/, accessed 14 October 2019.
2 Climate Diplomacy, “Climate Change and Terrorist Groups – Explaining the Links”, https://www.climate-diplomacy.org/videos/

climate-change-and-terrorist-groups-explaining-links, accessed 15 October 2019.
3 See for instance, “Statement by Sherri Goodman”, House Science Committee Roundtable on Science and Policy Perspectives: 

National Security Implications of Climate Change, 12 July 2017, https://science.house.gov//imo/media/doc/Goodman%20-%20

remarks%20Cong%20roundtable%20July%202017%20Final.pdf?1, accessed 15 October 2019.
4 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, “Global Report on Internal Displacement 2019”, May 2019, http://www.internal-

displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-GRID.pdf, accessed 31 October 2019.
5  Lauren Risi, “Beyond Water Wars”, The Wilson Quarterly, Summer 2019, https://www.wilsonquarterly.com/quarterly/water-in-a-

world-of-conflict/beyond-water-wars, accessed 14 October 2019.
6  Ibid.; Fabio Farinosi, Carlo Giupponi et al, “An Innovative Approach to the Assessment of Hydro-political Risk: A Spatially 

Explicit, Data Driven Indicator of Hydro-political Issues”, Global Environmental Change, vol. 52, September 2018, pp. 286-313, 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S095937801830253X?via%3Dihub, accessed 15 October 2019.
7  Danielle Neighbour, “The Big Leak”, The Wilson Quarterly, Summer 2019, https://www.wilsonquarterly.com/quarterly/water-in-

a-world-of-conflict/the-big-leak, accessed 15 October 2019. 
8 Mariah Furtek, “Climate Change Implications for U.S. Military Aircraft”, Center for Climate and Security, Briefer No. 44, 14 August 

2019, https://climateandsecurity.files.wordpress.com/2019/08/climate-change-implications-for-us-military-aircraft_briefer-44.pdf, 

accessed 15 October 2019. 
9 David Hasemyer, “U.S. Soldiers Falling Ill, Dying in the Heat as Climate Warms”, Inside Climate News, 23 July 2019, https://

insideclimatenews.org/news/23072019/military-heat-death-illness-climate-change-risk-security-global-warming-benning-bragg-

chaffee, accessed 15 October 2019.
10 Jan M. Olsen, “World’s Biggest Shipping Firm to Test Russian Arctic Route”, Associated Press, 23 August 2018, https://

apnews.com/4d7bb220356e408db4613e8e0e9d8e25, accessed 15 October 2019. 
11 Nastassia Astrasheuskaya, “Russia’s Novatek to Sell Stake in Arctic Gas Project to Chinese Partners”, Financial Times, 25 April 

2019, https://www.ft.com/content/f7c32864-676a-11e9-9adc-98bf1d35a056, accessed 31 October 2019.
12 BloombergNEF, “New Energy Outlook 2019”, https://about.bnef.com/new-energy-outlook/, accessed 31 October 2019.
13 United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Fastest Growing Occupations”, https://www.bls.gov/ooh/

fastest-growing.htm, accessed 15 October 2019. 
14 See RE100, “Companies”, http://there100.org/companies, accessed 15 October 2019.
15 Global Commission on the Geopolitics of Energy Transformation, “A New World: The Geopolitics of the Energy Transformation,” 

2019, http://www.geopoliticsofrenewables.org/assets/geopolitics/Reports/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Global_commission_

renewable_energy_2019.pdf, accessed 15 October 2019.
16 “Washington Post-Kaiser Family Foundation Climate Change Survey July 9-Aug. 5, 2019”, updated 25 October 2019, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/context/washington-post-kaiser-family-foundation-climate-change-survey-july-9-aug-5-

2019/601ed8ff-a7c6-4839-b57e-3f5eaa8ed09f/, accessed 31 October 2019. 
17 Brad Johnson, “GOP Senate Candidates Oppose Climate Science and Policy”, Think Progress, 13 September 2010, https://

thinkprogress.org/gop-senate-candidates-oppose-climate-science-and-policy-f06293d0e3d4, accessed 15 October 2019.
18 Daniel R. Coats, “Statement for the Record: Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community”, Senate Select 

Committee on Intelligence, 29 January 2019, https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/2019-ATA-SFR---SSCI.pdf, accessed 

15 October 2019. 



59Shaping a Multiconceptual World



60 Shaping a Multiconceptual World

The Future  
Balance: 
The Geopolitical 
Impacts of GDP, 
Population and 
Climate Change 



By 2050, China, India and the United States are projected 

to emerge as leading global powers. The three will boast 

the world’s largest national economies by gross domestic 

product (GDP), if measured in terms of purchasing power 

parity.  India is expected to surpass the United States in 

terms of this metric by 2040 – a milestone indicating the 

sustained, and indeed growing, importance of the Indo-

Pacific region within the world economy.  The shifting 

economic picture means that different potential scenarios 

for the future international order will emerge that involve 

these three countries: the possibility of a system pitting 

China against a US and Indian partnership exists, as does 

the potential of an order in which the three separately 

compete against one another.

Yoichi Funabashi
Chairman, Asia Pacific Initiative, Japan
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While GDP is an indicator often used, population is a more fundamental metric by which 

to predict the power balance between states.3 Here, the United States can expect 

to occupy a relatively favourable position in coming decades, whereas prospects for 

China appear grim.4 The US Census Bureau estimates that China’s population will peak 

in less than a decade.5 By 2050, China is predicted to lose its position as the world’s 

most populous nation to India.6 China’s population could decrease from 2019 to 2050  

by approximately 31.4 million – a reduction of 2.2%.7 At the same time, Beijing will also 

have to cope with an imbalanced ratio of men to women within China that may lead 

an excess of millions of men devoid of opportunities for marriage to cause dangerous 

unrest within society.8

The picture for Japan and the European Union is comparatively dim, with both 

experiencing long-term decreases in numbers of working-age individuals.9 As a result, 

the United States – with a population predicted to grow to approximately 380 million 

by 2040 – will be an increasingly valuable security asset to greying partners.10 Still, the 

United States, whose comparatively large population and skilled labour force were 

key to its establishment following World War II as a leading world power, will find itself 

behind India, China and Nigeria in terms of population in 2050.11

The uncertain geopolitical implications of 
climate change
Demographic trends may be fairly predictable. Trends related to climate change and 

its effects, however, are unpredictable in a way that will add another significant layer of 

complexity to the development of the future geopolitical balance. For example, Gulf states 

like Saudi Arabia will suffer severe consequences from rising global temperatures as 

demand for oil declines.12 Under one scenario, Saudi Arabia’s economy could shrink by 10% 

by 2048 – a situation that could lead to domestic upheaval or intensified regional conflict, 

as public spending is the driver of domestic and regional 

growth.13 In the midst of such developments, the United 

States may rise to become a more prominent exporter 

of oil or natural gas.14 But even if the United States looks 

to take on such a role, climate change has the potential 

to force governments to depend less on fossil fuels and 

pursue heavier use of alternative sources of energy.15 The 

development of such technology in countries like China, 

which as of 2016 boasted more than 150,000 patents 

related to renewable energy, may therefore ultimately 

position it to be an energy leader.16

Another area of geopolitical uncertainty relates to 

water. Competition for water will intensify later in the 

Climate change and its 
effects, however, are 
unpredictable in a way that 
will add another significant 
layer of complexity to the 
development of the future 
geopolitical balance
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century, with countries rushing to obtain enough of the resource for their citizens and for 

stable economic development. Asia will experience such competition as the Himalayas 

and surrounding areas become battlegrounds in collecting water. Control of water, along 

with the construction of dams, will raise tensions in the region significantly and could 

lead to open conflict. Such conflict may be diffuse within Asia, spanning from Himalayan 

countries, such as China, India and Pakistan, to states further away from this mountain 

range, including Myanmar and Vietnam. Indeed, water may become as coveted as 

materials such as fossil fuels are now, painting a dim picture for potential international 

cooperation in the future.17

One of the regions in which climate change may have the greatest geopolitical 

consequences in the near future is the Arctic. Evidence indicates that sea ice levels 

across the Arctic have been decreasing since 1979.18 Such changes are having 

geopolitical implications: in 2018, a total of 879 ships passed through waters that are 

within the bounds of the so-called Polar Code, a collection of regulations related to 

safety and the environment.19 The figure represented an almost 60% increase from the 

total recorded six years previously. Increases in maritime traffic in the Arctic could greatly 

benefit countries like Russia, whose Yamal Peninsula has been estimated to house the 

planet’s largest reserves of natural gas. Tankers capable of cutting through ice already 

transport gas from Russia to both Asia and Europe, and more 

of these ships are being built. Canada and the United States 

may also be able to transport larger quantities of materials if 

diminishing amounts of sea ice allow certain ports to move 

more cargo for more time each year.20 China and Russia, for 

their part, have also expressed interest in exploiting materials 

like metals and fossil fuels in the Arctic while ice disappears, 

creating the potential for heightened competition among states 

in the region.21 China has in the past considered developing a so-called “Polar Silk Road” 

for trade via the North Atlantic, and suggested constructing airports, as well as mining 

infrastructure, on Greenland before ultimately abandoning these plans.22 A rise in trade via 

the Arctic could tip the geopolitical scale in favour of those countries with greater access 

to the region, creating new economic opportunities for these states.23

While trade is certainly an important factor to consider when predicting the relative 

advantages that countries surrounding the Arctic may be able to exploit in the future, 

modified security considerations related to this region should also be assessed. The 

United States has already taken action to strengthen its position within the Arctic region 

as ice melts and China and Russia engage in increasingly assertive behaviour in these 

northern areas. As part of this strategy, Washington has increased the number of fighter 

jets it maintains in Alaska, strengthened cooperation with the armed forces of Nordic 

states, and worked on plans for a new icebreaker meant for use by the Coast Guard.24 

If similar strategic decision-making regarding the Arctic continues into the future, the 

Competition for water will 
intensify later in the century
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northern areas of the globe, despite their relative remoteness, could develop into a hotbed 

of competition between the world’s most powerful states.25

Possibilities of cooperation
There is the possibility of cooperation in the northern regions of the globe. The Sea 

of Okhotsk – a waterway for ships travelling between North-East Asia and the Arctic 

Ocean – has in the past been expected to become of growing strategic value for not only 

Russia but Japan as well.26 The rising value of this body of water, as well as of the Sea of 

Japan, could precipitate an age of strategic accommodation between these neighbouring 

countries. Such an improvement in relations, if realized, 

could create a milieu for cooperation and even a 

mutually acceptable solution to the Northern Territories 

dispute between Moscow and Tokyo (a dispute over 

four islands in the Kuril Islands archipelago), which 

would be a major geopolitical development.

Climate change will not act as the only determinant 

of future geopolitical conditions. Varying levels of 

domestic social cohesion and political stability, for example, will impact states’ relative 

strength on the global stage, determining also the degree of resilience with which nations 

are able to cope with serious challenges brought on by climate change. Governments 

will find themselves forced to take unprecedented action when presented with the stark 

realities confronting their states, and solutions embracing innovations in technology and 

governance must be sought.

The northern areas of the 
globe, despite their relative 
remoteness, could develop 
into a hotbed of competition 
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Economic and 
Trade Challenges 
for a World in 
Transition



The world is confronting a dynamic and accelerated 

process of change. The multilateral architecture that was 

designed and successfully implemented after World War 

II is being questioned. The rise of actors like China and 

several developing countries has changed the balance of 

power in recent years. Globalization is under attack even 

by leaders of countries that were the founders, promoters 

and defenders of open markets, free trade, regional 

integration and multilateralism. Renewed nationalism and 

regional fragmentation are prevalent trends in several 

parts of the world. International relations are moving from 

a cooperative spirit to a competitive one, particularly 

in the trade area. In this environment, the World Trade 

Organization and other multilateral institutions that were 

created to manage trade relations are facing difficulties to 

operate effectively.
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Tensions between the United States and China will have a negative impact on the global 

economy and, more specifically, on developing countries.1 Yet, despite these immediate 

challenges and despite any short-term opportunities that these developments may 

present, Latin America should take a long-term perspective. It should focus on the 

fundamentals of strengthening regional integration and identifying avenues for growing 

intra-regional and global trade.

Latin America in the middle‑income trap
Latin America, considered the world’s most prosperous developing region as early as 

in the first half of the 20th century, has been caught for the last several decades in the 

middle-income trap – the phenomenon of developing economies getting stuck at a certain 

level of income. In fact, the economic trend is not encouraging; the region has moved 

from periods of macroeconomic stability, reasonable rates of growth and positive social 

indicators, to periods of fiscal and monetary imbalances, debt problems and inflation.2

The region’s economic challenges are clear when examining global economic data:

 - Since 1960, the region has stagnated at a 5-6% range of total global economic output.3

 - Per capita income compared to the United States has remained in the 25-27% range 

for decades and has diminished considerably as compared to the more dynamic 

emerging economies in Asia.4 

 - The participation of Latin America in world trade has diminished from 11% in the early 

1980s to 5.5% in 2014.5 

 - Notwithstanding a substantial reduction in the level of poverty over the last two 

decades, the region continues to be the most unequal in the world.6

Part of the reason for Latin America’s erratic performance and stagnation since the late 

1970s is the region’s high dependence on primary commodities and low-technology goods 

for export, productivity and competitiveness gaps and insufficient investment and savings 

levels.7 Complacency and the belief that super cycles of high commodity prices and 

temporary access to international flows of capital at low interest rates would last forever 

have also been responsible for Latin American’s loss of relative importance compared to 

emerging Asia and other dynamic economies in the world.

Another factor has been the presence of too many 

regional platforms, sponsored by different governments 

with diverse and changing ideological and geopolitical 

positions, which has prevented Latin America from 

consolidating a coherent regional economic identity. 

Furthermore, countries have tended to prioritize their 

relationship with the United States, China and other 

Tensions between the United 
States and China will have 
a negative impact on the 
global economy  
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extra-regional partners in response to the demand for their traditional exports. As part of 

this trend, new pragmatic alliances have been established in recent years, such as the 

Pacific Alliance between Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Peru. Also, a good number of free 

trade agreements have been signed and are being negotiated between Latin American 

countries and nations around the world. All these factors are important reasons for the low 

level of intra-regional trade in Latin America (15.5%), one of the lowest in the world.8

Trade as a catalyst to accelerate development
For Latin America to thrive, it will need to accelerate the transition towards a higher 

value-added exports paradigm. This implies an effective process of productive 

transformation that would expand natural resource manufactures and other medium and 

high-technology exports not only to traditional markets but also to new destinations.

At the same time, intra-regional trade should be expanded and serve as a catalytic vehicle 

to support small and medium-sized enterprises that produce low and medium technology 

goods and services, and to insert the region in value chains with a global perspective.

To be successful, the region should prioritize the following:

1. Technology and digital platforms

Investment in the expansion and modernization of information and communications 

technologies and digital platforms is a crucial component of a successful strategy. As 

expressed by Jeffrey Sachs in a recent round-table discussion on global affairs, the digital 

revolution will require a new development pathway that is not dependent on the export of 

labour-intensive manufactures.9

2. Infrastructure and logistics

Actions should be taken to achieve higher levels of investment in infrastructure and 

logistics, since the region invests around 3% of GDP, compared to more than 7% in 

emerging Asia. Given the magnitude of financing required, governments should adopt 

stable rules of the game for the mobilization of internal and external savings, especially 

from institutional investors. Attracting foreign investment and establishing public-private 

partnerships and special purpose vehicles should be an integral part of this agenda.

3. Trade facilitation and soft infrastructure components

Improving trade facilitation and border management components is critical, as is reducing 

non-tariff barriers to reduce transport costs. Included in this group are import licensing, 

price controls, import subsidies and technical measures related to product standards and 

quality, as well as sanitary and phytosanitary specifications. 
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4. Education and skills

Since the digital revolution will require a new development pathway that is not as dependent 

on the production of labour-intensive products and services for domestic supply and export, 

an important challenge will be to find alternative activities that could absorb contingent and 

displaced workers. Consolidating an efficient labour force with appropriate skills, abilities and 

qualifications to work in the advanced technological and digital environment of the future is 

key. Success in this effort will allow countries to better respond to the increased demand in 

global value chains for more knowledge intensive and highly skilled labour.

5. External financing foreign direct investment

Access to external financing (i.e. debt, equity and other instruments from multilateral 

and bilateral development agencies, commercial banks, capital markets and FDI) is of 

the utmost importance to close the gap that separates total investment needs from total 

national savings. Beyond providing capital and financial resources, FDI should be seen as 

an important factor for the transfer of technology, the improvement of managerial practices 

and the diversification of exports.

6. Climate change and the environment

Measuring their impact on climate change and the environment should be standard 

practice for all investments, technological changes, productive processes and trade. The 

environment must be at the centre of strategy and policy design, as well as of project 

preparation, evaluation and implementation.

Unsplash/Gift Habeshaw
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Latin America in the new geopolitical 
landscape
For Latin America to regain the relative economic and geopolitical relevance it enjoyed 

a few decades ago, countries in the region need to account for what may be a new 

multipolar global power structure, in which economic, social and political interactions 

are highly influenced by the competing and even confrontational behaviour of the United 

States and China and by the dynamics of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. But the fact 

that the trade confrontation between the United States and China opens, in the short run, 

an opportunity for South America to replace US exports of natural resource commodities 

to China and low and medium technology Chinese manufactures to the United States 

does not mean that the long-term trade strategy, based on productive transformation and 

value-added exports, should be postponed.

Latin America should also redefine its existing regional integration and cooperation 

principles and institutional mechanisms in line with the geopolitical and economic realities 

of the new epoch. The renewed process should be viewed not only as an instrument to 

increase intra-regional trade, but as a vehicle to insert the region in global value chains and 

to diversify trading partners. In this process, efforts should be made to strengthen relations 

beyond its traditional partners and its already growing ties with China to India, Korea and 

other dynamic emerging economies of the world.
 

Finally, the region should relaunch a regional integration process to construct a common 

regional position on trade and other multilateral issues. This is a necessary condition for 

Latin America to have a relevant voice in global negotiations on trade, climate change, the 

financing of development, multilateralism and other relevant areas.
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