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1
Statecraft in the Twenty-First Century


In Search of a New Paradigm



What does it take to be an effective statesman or stateswoman? Throughout history, from early Mesopotamia to the ancient Greek polis, from the Han empire in eastern Eurasia to the Arab-Islamic empires, to the time of European states and colonial rule, through two world wars and a cold war into contemporary democracy and autocracy, state leaders have always had to make complex decisions to secure their authority over geographic areas and manage their populations. In the maelstrom of change, some challenges to statecraft reverberate and resurface across centuries and continents, such as conflicts over resources and territory, and some historical legacies continue to be enshrined in present geopolitical constellations. At the same time, and as humanity pushes new frontiers, both in space and science, unprecedented opportunities emerge and, with them, unknown perils. Today’s blend of conventional and new challenges requires a fresh approach to the art of statecraft. Traditional geopolitical helmsmanship no longer suffices to steer ships of state through the turbulent waters of the third millennium. The main purpose of this book is thus to offer a new understanding of statecraft, one that is capable of navigating the risks, and of leveraging the opportunities, of an increasingly digitised and globally interconnected twenty-first century.

Although we all have an intuitive understanding of the term, statecraft remains a contested notion. Traditional approaches tend to define it as the art of conducting state affairs and achieving policy objectives effectively. Whilst some include domestic policy in their conception of statecraft, however, others focus exclusively on interstate strategic actions.1 Effective statecraft is understood in this book to include all internal and external actions that create an environment in which the state can flourish and secure the well-being of its inhabitants in the long run.

As the world has become more complex, so has statecraft. Today, more and more people negotiate between multiple cultural allegiances, compelling state leaders to create a common identity out of populations increasingly diverse in religion, cultural affinities, and world views. As we move further into the twenty-first century, new frontiers are about to open in science, bringing about opportunities and risks that are difficult to anticipate yet need to be prepared for. The rapid processes of globalisation and digitisation have multiplied transnational challenges, of which cyber threats and pandemics are just two examples. These threats make it imperative for states to work together on questions for which there are often no time-tested answers. Despite a heightened need for cooperation, an increasing number of states and actors are competing for influence and dominance through a variety of means, ranging from economic policy to political subversion.2

How should state leaders confront the ever-shifting array of contemporary challenges? In this book, I argue that, for a state to thrive in the twenty-first century, it has to leverage the interdependence of the world through what I call reconciliation statecraft. In other words, effective statecraft today is a delicate balancing act between the well-being of individuals, the interests of the nation, economic development, the sustainability of the environment, regional and international obligations, cultural interests (such as linguistic or religious traditions) and different moral outlooks.3 As tensions between these diverse interests constitute a major source of international conflict, their reconciliation promotes global and national prosperity and peace and should therefore be the ultimate goal of twenty-first century statecraft. To achieve this goal, the traditional tools of statecraft need to be complemented by new ones. This book introduces five innovative tools and additional concepts that equip state leaders to navigate the international circumstances of the third millennium.



1.1  Structure of the Book


This book begins by discussing traditional concepts of statecraft and geopolitics in chapters two and three, illustrating their limitations in light of contemporary challenges. The following chapters introduce five innovative concepts that serve as the main tools of reconciliation statecraft. These include, first of all, a new geopolitical analysis method I have termed meta-geopolitics. To pursue an effective foreign policy, state leaders need to study the geography of the broader area in which their state is located and the balance of power among surrounding states. They need to know how geographic, economic and demographic factors impact international relations (IR). The study of these factors is encapsulated in the discipline of geopolitics. That discipline’s traditional focus on territory and resources, however, is no longer sufficient to capture the complex dramas unfolding on today’s world stage. As I explain in chapter four, meta-geopolitics provides a more nuanced and comprehensive map that helps practitioners of statecraft orient themselves in the maze of international relations. Meta-geopolitics moves beyond classic geopolitical assumptions to include a wider range of variables that reflect the complexity of contemporary power dynamics. More specifically, it deals with seven ‘state capacities’: social and health issues, domestic politics, economics, environment, science and human potential, military and security issues, and international diplomacy. Assessing the geopolitical strengths and weaknesses of states by taking into account these seven factors provides a more accurate picture of worldwide dynamics in the twenty-first century. It also helps to identify the breadth of often interrelated security threats that states face but which remain largely hidden in more classic geopolitical analyses.

The second major tool of reconciliation statecraft is a new form of governance that prioritises human dignity. Applying neuroscientific findings to political analysis, chapter five argues that dignity-based governance allows a state to promote domestic stability, prosperity and peace by unlocking the best in human nature and, thus, in its constituents’ behaviour. The extent to which domestic factors versus the international environment influence states’ choices has been part of a long debate. What is certain, however, is that domestic structures and foreign policy affect one another.4 Dignity-based governance allows a state to fully leverage its resources – human, natural and otherwise – thus realising its geopolitical potential.

As chapter five illustrates, dignity-based governance must be accompanied by a symbiotic realist approach to international relations, which is the third tool of reconciliation statecraft. Symbiotic realism is premised on the idea that, since we live in an interconnected and interdependent world, international politics can no longer rely on zero-sum gains (i.e., gains at the cost of others) but rather must strive for non-conflictual competition and absolute gains that are to the benefit of all.

Despite global interdependence and porous borders, state leaders often over-focus on narrowly defined national interests, with disastrous consequences, especially in the field of security.5 In the twenty-first century, promoting international security is a key ingredient in, and often is identical with, enhancing a state’s national security. The concept of sustainable national security that I propose in chapter five recognises that no state today can achieve security through gains at the expense of other states, nor can it be realised at the cost of the environment or individual well-being. In fact, national security is highly connected with human, transnational, environment and transcultural security. This requires international collaboration and what I call transcultural synergy, which implies mutually beneficial exchanges between members of different nations and cultures.6

Finally, a reconceptualisation of power is required for statecraft to reconcile diverse interests and create common ground in an age of increasing polarisation. Chapter six outlines the theoretical foundations for how both soft- and hard-power tools should be employed before introducing the new concept of just power, which argues that the promotion of justice should be the aim of twenty-first century statecraft. This is imperative – not for altruistic reasons, but because it is the only sustainable way states can promote progress and stability in a globalised world. Put differently, it is in the national interest of each state to promote the well-being of humans all over the world, regardless of their nationality.

Table 1.1 summarises the five concepts I believe are conducive to an improved statecraft paradigm suited for the twenty-first century.

Having outlined the main tools of reconciliation statecraft, chapter seven illustrates how they enable state leaders to solve the dilemmas raised by different interests represented by individuals, states and groups of individuals, as well as more general global interests such as environmental protection. Whilst these interests are not mutually exclusive, they may at times conflict with one another. A failure to reconcile them poses severe risks to the peace, security and prosperity of each country and of the entire planet. As chapter seven highlights, reconciliation statecraft is an approach focused on long-term sustainability and global progress rather than short-term gain.

Chapter eight presents case studies that apply the framework of meta-geopolitics to evaluate the geopolitical realities and dilemmas of twenty-six states and one union of states, the EU. Chapter nine builds on these case studies to identify the future trajectories and key geostrategic imperatives they must abide by if they are to flourish as states under all seven state capacities. Chapter ten draws conclusions from the case studies and identifies the world’s most volatile geopolitical area: a north-south corridor that runs from the Arctic to the Antarctic and includes the greater Middle East and East Africa. I call this the tripwire pivotal corridor (TPC). Without stability in the TPC, I argue, there can be no stability at the international level. This chapter also identifies the problems affecting some of the most unstable states in the TPC, problems that have turned into transnational threats. It also discusses the geopolitical significance of the corridor in terms of both strategic natural resources and crucial maritime passageways. Finally, it identifies a number of pivotal states that have the necessary resources to promote regional stability within the corridor and warns against major powers’ interference for narrow national interest and gains.


Table 1.1  Tools of Reconciliation Statecraft
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The book closes, in chapter eleven, with a more general glimpse into the future, drawing on the meta-geopolitical lens to analyse a series of global trends that are likely to affect geopolitics in the coming years. Climate change, the melting of the Arctic ice cap, space debris and militarisation and a multiplicity of technological and scientific innovations and developments, both military and civilian, are only a few issues that are likely to have a strong impact on power relationships among states in the decades ahead. I refer to these issues as civilisational frontier risks because they have the potential to fundamentally alter our lives and, if handled badly, could even lead to the collapse of human civilisation or the extinction of the human species. This book endeavours to bring these risks to the attention of statecraft practitioners, and to provide tools that could help leaders to make great strides in meeting the challenges of tomorrow.

This book is geared towards a broad audience, including scholars, policy makers and the interested public. It is my hope that the new concepts introduced in this book will be useful and can be developed and applied further by practitioners and political scientists alike.













2

Traditional Approaches to Statecraft






Statecraft can be defined broadly as the art of conducting state affairs, which implies that it is as old as the first state-like entities.1 To a large extent, historical experiences (along with their interpretations and the lessons drawn from them) have shaped the different ways thinkers have defined statecraft.


In the fifth century BCE, for example, Greek historian Thucydides used the writing of the History of the Peloponnesian War to deduce principles of policy behaviour. In doing so, he clearly sought to provide guidance to future leaders who might find themselves in situations similar to those experienced by the leaders he described in his historical work. ‘It will be enough for me’, Thucydides wrote, ‘if these words of mine are judged useful by those who want to understand clearly the events which happened in the past and which (human nature being what it is) will, at some time or other and in much the same ways, be repeated in the future.’2 Note that, for Thucydides, theorising about statecraft was inseparable from thinking about history, a history determined by human nature.


Niccolò Machiavelli similarly studied great leaders of the past, and also carefully observed the actions of contemporary leaders of various Italian principalities, in order to develop a set of guidelines for policy makers, which he described in The Prince.3 Machiavelli also highlighted the interconnections between politics and human nature. In The Discourses, he stressed the immutability of the human passion which drives the course of history:


Whoever considers the past and the present will readily observe that all cities and all peoples are and ever have been animated by the same desires and the same passions; so that it is easy, by diligent study of the past, to foresee what is likely to happen in the future.4


In other words, the study of history teaches us that there are some constants in statecraft regardless of the historical period. Among these is human nature. Other constants include cooperation and rivalries among state entities, and the dilemmas surrounding the question of whether to use armed force.5 This last issue is the gravest and most consequential decision any statesman or woman can face.


More recent approaches to statecraft are reflected in a definition given by former US Middle East envoy and chief peace negotiator Dennis Ross. He defines statecraft as: ‘the use of the assets or the resources and tools (economic, military, intelligence, media) that a state has to pursue its interests and to affect the behaviour of others, whether friendly or hostile’.6 Ross further explains that statecraft ‘involves making sound assessments and understanding where and on what issues the state is being challenged and can counter a threat or create a potential opportunity or take advantage of one’.7 A similar view of statecraft is also reflected in Margaret Thatcher’s 2003 book Statecraft: Strategies for a Changing World,8 in which she argues that, although all contemporary problems require global solutions, states should cease to rely on international institutions to address them. On the contrary, according to Thatcher, states should return to the exercise of state power in pursuit of national interest.9 The balance between this national interest and morality is, according to Henry Kissinger, central to foreign policy.10 In his famous book Diplomacy,11 Kissinger argues that the traditionally different views of human nature, one as more good, and the other as driven by self-preservation, are what have determined the different approaches to foreign policy traditionally adopted by the United States, on one side, and European countries, on the other.


Despite varying definitions of statecraft, most agree that leaders of all political entities have to make the right decisions and take the actions necessary to preserve the territorial integrity and the political independence of their countries. They need to gauge potential dangers and threats that might jeopardise their citizens. They have to establish cooperative relationships with neighbouring states and enter into appropriate alliances. They are responsible for securing favourable trade agreements so that their countries’ economies may prosper. In short, statecraft is the art of using appropriate policy tools to achieve policy objectives effectively. This chapter reviews how the tools of statecraft have been traditionally conceived before illustrating the need for a complementary suite of innovative tools to navigate the twenty-first century.





2.1  Hard, Soft and Smart Power



The tools of statecraft have traditionally been described in two ways: hard and soft.12 One way or another, statecraft always involves the use of a state’s power to achieve policy objectives, either through the ‘hard’ tools of coercion (such as military force), or the ‘soft’ tools of persuasion (such as diplomacy). Only in 2007 was a new paradigm added, ‘smart power’.13 Power, broadly defined, is the ability to get what one wants. By extension, power is also, as one author has put it, ‘the ability to influence the behaviour of others to get the outcomes one wants’.14 There are, of course, different ways to get others to do what one wants, ranging from reward to punishment.


In international politics, power has traditionally been defined quite narrowly as military and economic might.15 Today, these traditional sources of state power are referred to as hard power. The stronger (and the more technologically advanced) a state’s military, the better a state can influence other states’ behaviour by threatening the use of military force. Moreover, the larger a state’s economy, the more influence it can exert on others by promising economic incentives for desirable behaviour or by threatening economic sanctions to punish undesirable behaviour.


Hard power is not the only way one state can influence another. Attraction and co-option are other powerful ways to get others to do what one wants. To describe these non-coercive types of power, Joseph S. Nye Jr coined the term soft power, defining it as ‘attractive power’.16 It is the ability to get others on one’s side without using force or economic bribes. Soft power uses ‘an attraction to shared values and the justness and duty of contributing to the achievements of those values’ as a means to get others on board.17 It will be much easier for a state to win the cooperation of other states that are attracted to the state’s culture and that share its political ideology and foreign-policy objectives.


Economic power can be either a hard-power tool or a soft-power tool. It can be used coercively by threatening sanctions (hard power). At the same time, however, a country’s wealth can serve as a point of attraction for other states that might have the same economic goals or are keen to have access to the country’s domestic market. The promise of investment or aid may also convince other states to cooperate closely with a wealthy country.


During the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union used a combination of hard- and soft-power tools to carve out their spheres of influence around the world. The ideological appeal of communism might have prompted some leaders in the developing world and Eastern Europe to join the communist camp, but covert military operations or outright interventions (such as the invasion of Hungary in 1956) helped to keep the Soviet spheres of domination together. In post-war Western Europe, the United States secured its sphere of influence not just through military alliances and a nuclear umbrella, but also by offering attractive economic incentives through the Marshall Plan. Force and persuasion – hard and soft power – are both important tools of statecraft.


Economic sanctions and incentives are hard power tools that have become more frequent and more prominent since the end of the Cold War. One example of the successful use of incentives to promote security and stability occurred after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. When Ukraine and Kazakhstan became independent, both countries had large, Soviet-era nuclear-weapons stockpiles on their territories. Russia and the West successfully offered a series of incentives to the two countries to give up their nuclear-weapons capabilities. These incentives included economic assistance, improved diplomatic relations and security guarantees.18 The incentive provider always acts from a position of strength, which implies that, if the target country does not accept the offered incentive to alter its behaviour, the incentive-providing state can resort to more unpleasant, coercive measures.19 Such inducements are best used in cases where there is no immediate crisis.


Among the frequently used incentives offered by economically and politically powerful states are improved economic and political relations. Indeed, access to the international system of trade and the maintenance of regular diplomatic relations with the world’s major powers can be a powerful incentive for states to abide by acceptable standards. A particularly powerful incentive, especially, but not only, for developing countries, is access to advanced technology, which is so important for economic prosperity today. As some states are particularly interested in improving their military capabilities, offering access to purely civilian technology might be the best way to offer incentives without the negative side effect of helping the recipient country to increase its military potential.20


Incentives can help to change internal political dynamics within a state in the way desired by the incentive provider. The promise of access to international markets and advanced technology, for instance, can be used to support peaceful integration into the international community and the acceptance of cooperative security arrangements. As one expert has observed, political constituencies (such as business elites and the middle class) that have the most to gain from international free trade are usually less inclined to support assertive nationalism or the acquisition of weapons of mass destruction by their country.21 Hence, outside incentives may motivate such groups to lobby their government even harder to abandon behaviour that goes against the cause of international peace and security.


Incentives can be provided not just in response to a desired action but also in anticipation of positive reciprocity. A case in point is President George H.W. Bush’s unilateral withdrawal of nuclear artillery and short-range missiles from Europe in 1991. Bush’s initiative was matched by Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev’s dismantling of tactical nuclear weapons from Soviet land forces and naval vessels.22 Initiating incentives is a good way of demonstrating goodwill and building trust while inviting the other state to promote further cooperation by reciprocating.


The use of sanctions as a tool of statecraft has been the subject of much controversy and debate in recent years. Do sanctions work? Do they target the ‘right’ people? One of the most common misperceptions regarding sanctions is the notion that economic hardship will automatically turn a population against the government targeted by the sanctions and thus force the government to step down or change its behaviour.23 Indeed, economic sanctions may sometimes achieve the opposite. If a target regime is able to portray the outside world as hostile and threatening to the population, it may be able to increase popular support for the ‘victimised’ regime and promote nationalist feelings. This may especially be the case in countries with authoritarian regimes where the flow of information is restricted and citizens have little access to outside media sources.


In some cases, sanctions may also inadvertently enrich governing elites that are able to generate revenue from the black-market trade in commodities rationed by the ruling regime.24 This was the case in Haiti, for example, where military and business elites close to the ruling regime enriched themselves through the black market and thus were able to strengthen the very regime the sanctions sought to weaken.25


In other cases, however, sanctions succeed at weakening the target regime and speed up internal political change. Such was the case in South Africa, where well-organised domestic opposition groups were able to win large segments of the population over to their side. These opposition groups were able to convince the public that the regime, through its unjust policies, was to blame for the international sanctions that were causing the country’s economic hardship.26 In fact, the opposition African National Congress (ANC) even encouraged the international community to stiffen its sanctions to strengthen the ANC’s civil-resistance campaign against the incumbent regime.27


Hence, in cases where a country already has a strong opposition movement, sanctions may be more successful at achieving the intended outcome.


Still, general economic sanctions continue to evoke moral concerns, considering that the population at large, and especially the poorest part of it, often bears the brunt of the hardship caused by the sanctions while the elites continue to live comfortably. Especially in dictatorships, where the population has little influence on the government and did not vote it into power, there is the question of whether punishing an entire population for the actions of a small elite can be morally justified.


Sanctions may target a country’s elites if they are aimed at the financial sector. Measures might include ‘the freezing of foreign assets, the cancellation of debt rescheduling, the withholding of credits and loans, and restrictions on travel, commerce and communications’.28 These types of financial sanctions usually hurt the economic and political elites the most, while they do not cause the kind of humanitarian hardship associated with broader trade sanctions. In fact, one study has found that the success rate of financial sanctions (41 per cent) is considerably higher than that of general trade sanctions (25 per cent).29


As this analysis of the dual, hard and soft nature of economic power illustrates, the idea in international relations of a dichotomy between hard and soft power remained largely unchanged for decades. In 2007, however, Nye and Richard L. Armitage coined the term smart power. As I discuss in greater depth in chapter six, following the US invasion of Iraq, Nye and Armitage found that, when it comes to choosing between hard and soft power tools, the ‘smart’ thing to do is to find the appropriate balance between them to meet the circumstances and the type of goal pursued. Only by integrating hard and soft power tools and thus implementing smart power can global challenges be addressed effectively.30


In fact, although a lot of scholarly attention has focused on incentives and sanctions as instruments of statecraft, existing literature identifies a wide range of hard- and soft-power tools at the disposal of statesmen and women, which can all be utilised in a complementary manner and, therefore, as ‘smart power’ tools. Table 2.1 provides an overview of these tools.






Table 2.1  Traditional Tools of Statecraft
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(continued)






Table 2.1  (continued)
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2.2  Diplomacy



A wealth of literature discusses diplomacy in analysing statecraft. Although diplomacy is a crucial part of statecraft, it does not encompass everything that statesmen and women do. Statecraft is concerned with the big picture regarding a state’s general foreign-policy direction, as well as with the particularities of specific momentary challenges confronting a state. It involves strategic decisions that will determine the future direction and geopolitical agenda of the state in question. Statecraft is exercised by actual holders of political power, while diplomats merely act as representatives of governments, or as intermediaries between two governments.31 It is not the job of a diplomat to contribute to the formulation of foreign policy. A diplomat simply executes or represents a foreign policy that has already been decided on by the holders of political power.32 Whilst being an important means to the ends of statecraft, diplomacy must therefore not be equated with the latter.


In his 1822 Manuel diplomatique (subsequently republished as Le Guide diplomatique, from which edition I quote), Charles de Martens defined diplomacy as ‘the science or art of negotiation’.33 This definition, however, is at the same time both too broad and too narrow. It is too broad in the sense that the holders of political power can also negotiate directly, and diplomacy only encompasses activities undertaken by state representatives and intermediaries. The definition is also too narrow, as diplomacy encompasses other activities besides negotiation, such as the gathering of information inside another country and conveying that information to one’s government.34 Diplomats also serve as important points of contact between two governments.


In The Pure Concept of Diplomacy, José Calvet de Magalhães offers the following comprehensive definition of diplomacy: ‘Diplomacy is an instrument of foreign policy for the establishment and development of peaceful contacts between the governments of different states through the use of intermediaries mutually recognized by the respective parties.’35


Some argue that the tools of diplomacy need to be adjusted to meet the changing demands of our global information age so that diplomats can serve their states more effectively. As former British diplomat Shaun Riordan has observed, the diplomatic function of conveying information from his home country to his host country is becoming almost superfluous in an age of email and instant messaging (which makes it so the information might as well be sent directly by a government department to the foreign office of the other state).36 The importance of the representational function of diplomats may also be further diminished due to increased international mobility.


What is increasingly needed instead are experts in different fields of policy concerning a variety of transnational threats. Instead of training diplomats as generalists, writes Riordan, ‘the new diplomatic agenda requires experts – in environment, finance, economics, human rights, health issues, organised crime, security issues, terrorism, technology.’37


Public diplomacy is becoming an increasingly important aspect of diplomacy in the twenty-first century. An important feature of the new century is the increased melting away of the distinction between foreign and domestic policy, made necessary by globalisation and the increase in issues which have both domestic and international repercussions, ranging from terrorism and violent extremism to economics and even pandemics.38 States today have an interest in winning the support of foreign publics when trying to achieve their policy objectives. This may range from getting foreign public support for a war or an international treaty all the way to encouraging a foreign public to seek peaceful democratic change at home. Most governments today need domestic political approval for their foreign-policy actions and they need the approval of the foreign public with whose government they are trying to seal a deal.39


States also increasingly have to make the negotiation, treaty-drafting and policy-formulation processes transparent if they want to earn the trust and support of their own and foreign publics. In doing so, they need to involve and consult the broad range of stakeholders that shape foreign affairs today, including non-governmental organisations (NGOs) along with, Riordan adds, ‘less formal groupings, businesses, supra-national, national and sub-national governments’.40 Only in this way can their trust and support be won. As will be seen in the case studies later on, collective entities such as the European Union (EU) really struggle from this perceived lack of legitimacy, since, even more so than in individual states, citizens feel removed from the decision-making processes which define multi-state entities.41 The example of the EU also demonstrates how important the support of not only the domestic but also the foreign public is, since states must gain the support of citizens in other member states if they are to receive the necessary budget approval from their respective governments in the EU Council.42


States care (and have to care) about their image abroad. For instance, national companies trying to sell products and do business abroad partly depend on the image and reputation of their country of origin. Furthermore, states need to acquire a sufficient amount of international credibility and trustworthiness if they want to act as a mediator in international disputes or to secure support for an international initiative they feel strongly about.


In today’s information age, it is not just governments and their agencies abroad that shape the image of their country. International companies, cultural icons, internet news sites and blogs, for example, also contribute to shaping a country’s image. Hence, governments need not only to reach the broader civil society of foreign countries, they also need to make use of different civil-society agents to spread their message and their values. Riordan suggests that ‘the public diplomacy agenda must involve all aspects of Western civil society from governments to educators, schools, NGOs, business, informal groupings of citizens to individual citizens’.43 For this reason, during the COVID-19 pandemic, many governments, including that of the US, chose to enlist celebrities from all fields to spread messages encouraging people to get vaccinated, wear masks and comply with social distancing measures.


Under the leadership of Condoleezza Rice, the US State Department put forward a concept known as transformational diplomacy. At its core, this implies that diplomacy needs to go beyond its traditional functions of representation and negotiation. Instead, diplomats need to be able to engage with civil society in the country in which they are stationed and work with host governments and civil society organisations to build resilient democratic states. A former special adviser to Rice explains:


You need a diplomatic corps that’s not just watching, observing and reporting, but a diplomatic corps that is helping with local partners to actually make change happen on the ground. What does that mean? That means things like advising them on how to build a better court system, on how to build a stronger border security system, on how to train their police.44


The concept thus suggests that diplomats should actively contribute to nation-building and democratisation processes in states undergoing a democratic transition or suffering from instability and lawlessness. Effective embassies should thus be concerned not only with influencing foreign governments, but also with engaging foreign citizens directly.


The concept has its drawbacks, however, as it ignores potential resistance to foreign interference or even fears of neo-colonialism or of political subversion that might arise if Western governments become involved in domestic politics to such an extent.45 If a state has a positive image abroad and is able to convince the public in foreign countries of its genuine willingness to help them build better institutions and better lives, it can be a highly effective addition to traditional diplomacy. It can be a way for developed democracies to promote national and international security by helping to stabilise states and thereby preventing many of the security threats associated with state failure, including the proliferation of transnational crime, the uncontrolled spread of diseases and so forth. It is a way for developed democracies to promote long-term development. Helping developing countries to make their institutions strong, efficient and transparent will make those countries more attractive for domestic and international investors, which will set the stage for long-term economic development.46








2.3  Subversion



Subversion is another important means through which states pursue their interests and achieve their objectives. In international relations, subversion can be defined, as Jill Kastner and William C. Wohlforth do, as ‘the practice of trying to gain an advantage by directly influencing a foreign country’s domestic politics against its wishes. By manipulating events inside another country’s borders, a subverter hopes to change the policy of an existing regime – or change the regime itself.’47 There are different ways to interfere in the internal affairs of other governments, ranging from the age-old tactics of propaganda to supporting resistance movements seeking to overthrow governments.48


Throughout history, subversion has served as an important tool of foreign policy. In the writings of Thucydides, one finds ample examples of how ancient Athens practised subversion, for example, by promising financial aid to other city-states.49 Similarly, during the late 1950s, the Eisenhower administration resorted to subversion when provoking a major rebellion and civil war in Indonesia with the aim of replacing its political leadership.50 In the future, great-power conflict is likely to play out primarily through subversion, be it through fake news or the waging of proxy warfare (i.e., the empowering of non-state actors with the intention of undermining the state authority of an adversary). Iran, for instance, has adopted a foreign policy aimed at destabilising neighbouring governments through the use of terrorist groups, which is the reason behind Iran’s support of the Houthis in Yemen or Hezbollah in Lebanon.51 Violent extremist and terrorist groups themselves, such as Hezbollah, continue to use the techniques of infiltration, dissimilation, and population control which were perfected during the Cold War, combining them with contemporary strategies such as internet-based propaganda.52 In 1947, for example, Major General Sir Stewart Menzies, head of the British Secret Service, developed an elaborate and far-ranging plan of anti-Soviet subversion that included deception, while also ‘throwing ridicule’ on Soviet officials and creating a ‘general nuisance’ in Soviet-controlled territory.53 Similar tactics were also employed by Russia against Western countries and also by multiple states in Latin America, triggering instability and the collapse of regimes such as the one in Guatemala.54


Subversion appears a more attractive instrument of statecraft than conventional force for a number of reasons. To name a few, conventional force is more costly, is legally proscribed and is irreconcilable with economic interdependence, whilst the secrecy attending subversion allows the attacker to avoid detection to some degree.55


Today, subversion is often used with the aim of undermining state authority and promoting ungoverned space. In other words, division, rather than conquest, is the aim of modern forms of subversion.56 Ungoverned space, however, poses severe threats to human, national and international security.57 Subversion has a long history (as demonstrated by the numerous cases of subversion which took place in both Europe and Latin America during the Cold War58) but the virtual realm offers new opportunities for foreign powers to manipulate political events and public opinion in another country by spreading fake news. Indeed, cyber operations are becoming an increasingly popular instrument of subversion.


Even more so in cyberspace compared to the physical word, subversive operations are less costly and easier to mount. Yet, and for all the strategic advantages it offers, subversion via cyber operations faces numerous operational constraints. As Lennart Maschmeyer argues, intensity, speed and control are negatively correlated with regard to cyber operations. This means that, for example, increasing control (i.e. decreasing the risk of unexpected effects) takes time because it requires high familiarity with the adversary’s system to find vulnerabilities that can be exploited without detection. This negative correlation is illustrated by various incidents, including the hack on Ukraine’s power grid and the Petya malware attack. The former required months of preparation and temporarily caused intense disruption yet the attackers swiftly lost control over the incident (due to the switch to manual control to restore power). Consequently, the economic and long-term psychological impact was minimal. Similarly, the Petya malware attack, which caused billions of dollars in damage, entailed unanticipated consequences and strategic costs (i.e. sanctions). In sum, cyber operations that promise a greater scale of effect also carry a higher risk of loss of control.59


Notwithstanding its constraints, and for all the reasons mentioned above, future great-power conflict is likely to play out mainly via subversion, be it through fake news or the waging of proxy warfare (i.e. the empowering of non-state actors with the intention of undermining the state authority of an adversary). Cyber operations are, and will continue to be, a favourite strategy in subversive tactics because of their overall strategic promise: ‘low costs, low risks, yet high payoffs’, prompting all parties affected to go on the offensive, and yet not quite leading to (cyber) war.60








2.4  Challenges to Traditional Statecraft



Traditional approaches tend to define statecraft in terms of the aforementioned tools, or focus on its relationship with diplomacy, as discussed above. Several contemporary factors are calling for a revised understanding of statecraft, however.


For one, there is a multiplicity of actors in today’s international arena. Unlike the nineteenth century, when there were a handful of great powers, today there are almost two hundred sovereign states. The principle of sovereign equality accords every state equal rights and responsibilities, regardless of its size – at least in principle. States also need to deal with an array of non-state actors, including NGOs (lobbying for issues such as environmental protection or human rights), transnational corporations, private security firms, international terrorist networks and so forth.61


States are also constrained in their actions by the alliances and intergovernmental organisations they have joined. Military alliances such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and political unions such as the EU spring to mind. Various international bodies oblige states to honour their treaty obligations. For example, signatories of the Geneva Conventions have to observe certain limitations on their conduct of war, while members of the World Trade Organization (WTO) voluntarily submit to the organisation’s dispute-settlement procedures.


Greater access to the mass media and the internet increasingly pushes state leaders to respond to public opinion and political pressure from within their own countries, particularly as more and more states today have democratic forms of government.62 States also have to be increasingly concerned about how their own actions are viewed by people in other states and worry about their international image – an integral component of their power.


Furthermore, challenges to traditional understandings of statecraft are posed by a number of high-impact challenges that loom ahead. These challenges, which I call civilisational frontier risks, are discussed in more detail in the final chapter of this book. If left unaddressed, these risks could lead to the collapse of human civilisation or even human extinction. Here I briefly outlines the ten major civilisational frontier risks, which I shall discuss in more detail in the final chapter of his book.


Civilisational frontier risks include, first, those that have started to emerge from outer space. Despite our growing dependence on space, and for all the threats posed by space debris and weaponisation, outer space remains largely under-regulated.63 We still lack an efficient liability regime and adequate solutions to the practical problems of identifying and removing space debris. In fact, we have advanced little with regard to regulating outer space since the adoption of the 1967 Outer Space Treaty.64 The lack of regulation of outer space presents serious geopolitical challenges both in the present and in the future, since we rely heavily on space for our daily activities, from the internet, to flights and navigation.65


Another set of civilisational frontier risks is posed by emerging technologies, including artificial intelligence (AI), quantum computing and neuromorphic computing. In brief, AI encompasses computer systems that are capable of performing tasks that normally require human intelligence,66 while quantum computing harnesses the potential of quantum mechanics to solve highly complex problems67 and neuromorphic technology seeks to mimic the neural network architecture of the brain.68 All three technologies have the potential to fundamentally change our daily lives and even human nature. In the coming decades, they will bring about enormous societal and economic challenges, ranging from loss of jobs through automation to new forms of warfare to increased inequalities, within and between states. If a state achieves superiority in one of these fields, all others will face grave security vulnerabilities, as I shall explain later in the book. The geopolitical impact of emerging technologies thus merits close attention.


Pandemics – albeit not a new phenomenon – are likely to occur with heightened frequency in the twenty-first century, requiring state leaders to prepare for them. The fight against COVID-19 has made us acutely aware of the adverse long-term consequences of pandemics for human well-being and for national and international politics. Pandemics not only have drastic negative effects on public health (including mental health) but also pose a challenge to the socio-economic foundations of our lives, increasing inequality and poverty.69 In today’s globalised world, national epidemics may evolve into planetary pandemics much faster than ever before, in addition to being far more difficult to contain. In 2017, two years before the COVID-19 pandemic, the US federal agency, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, published a special issue titled, ‘Why It Matters: The Pandemic Threat’. This document emphasises that ‘when a pathogen can travel from a remote village to major cities on all continents in thirty-six hours, the threat to our national security is greater than ever’.70 Experts warn that more pandemics are coming as climate change releases long-dormant viruses and bacteria which have been preserved in permafrost for centuries.71 Whilst we are progressing rapidly in the areas of sanitation and medical research, modern mobility and increased urbanisation (including urban slums) allow infections to spread much more easily across the globe.72 The COVID-19 pandemic laid bare the gaps in our knowledge and capabilities to confront the rapid spread of dangerous diseases.73


Other civilisational frontier risks are associated with the increasing range of applications of synthetic biology, CRISPR and mRNA, as well as by the growing human-machine symbiosis fostered by brain-computer interfaces (BCIs). For all the benefits they offer, these technological innovations also expose humanity and the environment to hazards that state leaders must seek to mitigate. The aim of synthetic biology is not only to modify existing organisms but also to create novel ones with characteristics not found in nature.74 Releasing synthetic organisms into the environment may have unanticipated negative effects on both the environment and human health, however.75 The gene-editing technology CRISPR, and technology based on mRNA, can have similarly dangerous off-target effects.76 These technologies can also be abused by state or non-state actors to, for example, engineer pathogens and biological weapons.77


BCIs are likewise fraught with risks as they continue to blur the line between medical treatment and human enhancement.78 Among other possible effects, they have the potential to severely curtail our free will and raise difficult ethical questions that state leaders must attempt to answer with the help of neuro-ethicists. Neuro-ethics is a subfield of bioethics that aims to ensure that technologies capable of influencing the human mind are developed in an ethical manner.79 In fact, neuro-ethics can help policy makers develop appropriate regulation that maximises the benefits and minimises the harms associated with technological innovations.


Climate change is another large-scale harm that state leaders cannot afford to ignore. Climate change entails rising sea levels, ocean acidification, severe storms and droughts, and damage to vulnerable ecosystems.80 The combined effect of climate change, biodiversity loss and pandemics, which are both causes and consequences of one another, may threaten the future of humanity.81 Unfortunately, extinction rates are accelerating82 and, within the next few generations, may lead to a ‘sudden’ biosphere collapse,83 which could lead to wars, mass migrations, social instability and mass deaths.84


Further challenges to statecraft are posed by the growing significance of the virtual realm. These include future financial crises resulting from cyber attacks caused by rogue states or non-state actors. Cyber attacks could result in the collapse of critical infrastructure, or a dangerous disruption of nuclear or biological facilities.85 Digital technologies and the emergence of social media platforms have also accelerated the spread of fake news. Anyone anywhere today can become a creator and messenger of all sorts of falsehoods. Fake news has the capacity to destabilise political and civic institutions, and to create circumstances in which emotions such as anger or fear are more influential in shaping public opinion than objective facts.86


Statecraft also needs to adapt to advances in weapons technology (especially weapons of mass destruction, or WMD, and bioweapons). There are opposing views as to whether or not such weaponry will increase the likelihood of states resorting to the use of force.87 It is certain, however, that whichever country succeeds in developing new types of WMD and bioweapons or defence systems first will have the upper hand in the geopolitical arena. If biological weapons were to be used on a mass scale, the effects would potentially endanger the existence of our species. State leaders must therefore collaborate to prevent the release of such weapons into the world.


Scientific advances in numerous fields, including genome editing, synthetic biology and superintelligence, are opening new frontiers for human enhancement that could augment our biological and cognitive abilities far beyond the current limitations of our organism.88 Our attempts to improve our bodies and minds could ultimately change human nature so dramatically that the trans-human stage might be reached by our species in the twenty-first century.89 Trans-humanism, however, does not necessarily imply progress. It is fraught with challenges, including the risk of increasing inequalities between the enhanced and non-enhanced.90


Intrusive tech-enabled surveillance poses another significant civilisational frontier risk. Big data, machine learning and predictive analytics enable massive intrusion into people’s lives. Failure to regulate surveillance technology can give rise to grave violations of civil liberties.91 This, in turn, can threaten the social contract between citizens and the state, and lead to the perception that government is no longer legitimate.92


The main risks posed by emerging technologies stem from the present lack of regulation93 or self-regulation.94 In fact, regulation is unlikely to keep up with the speed of the scientific developments themselves.95 As a result, transformative technologies could be harnessed by the powerful and wealthy for egoistic and violent purposes.


Yet, for all their inherent risks, transformative technologies might have the capacity to solve today’s most urgent problems,96 and to drive development and progress across multiple sectors. AI, for example, can introduce rational techniques into decision making processes. Transformative technologies like AI and quantum computing97 can contribute to improving national and international security by allowing us, for example, to develop stronger encryption systems and gather information.98 In sum, emerging technologies are a double-edged sword that state leaders need to handle wisely.


In light of these civilisational frontier risks, a new approach to statecraft is needed, one that enables it to adapt to an ever-evolving and transnational amalgam of challenges. In fact, and as political scientists Paul Gorden Lauren, Gordon Craig and Alexander George explain, ‘adaptation to accelerated change has become the major problem of modern statecraft’.99 In the chapters that follow, I introduce five innovative tools that can help state leaders successfully navigate the rapidly changing and increasingly complex geopolitical landscape of the twenty-first century.


The first tool for successful statecraft in the twenty-first century that I propose is the new geopolitical analysis method I call meta-geopolitics. To navigate today’s rapidly changing and increasingly interdependent world, skilled statecraft needs to be based on an accurate and solid understanding of international dynamics and the power relationships among states. A good map of the macro-picture of international relations is needed to make decisions at the micro-level of day-to-day statecraft. Only by knowing where his or her state stands in relation to other states and within the global environment can a state leader effectively decide where he or she wants to go and what the state is capable of doing, given its global position and relative capabilities. The analysis of international dynamics has traditionally been called geopolitics100 but existing approaches to geopolitics are widely insufficient to describe the complexity of today’s world. Meta-geopolitics yields a more reliable macro-picture of international dynamics by taking into account the increasingly complex determinants of state power and international politics. Before moving on to an in-depth analysis of meta-geopolitics in chapter four, however, I first provide in the next chapter a brief overview of more traditional approaches to geopolitics.
















3

Rethinking Geopolitics






Statesmen and women cannot devise prudent policies if they do not have a sound understanding of where their country stands in relation to the rest of the world. Certainly, such leaders need a map – a map that tells them about their state’s geographic location, its maritime access routes and the size of its territory compared to other regional powers. However, this basic information is not sufficient for good statecraft. To devise effective policies, they need to consider questions regarding the state’s relative position vis-à-vis the rest of the world, including how populous the state is compared to its neighbours, how strong its military capabilities are, whether the state’s military will be able to fend off an emerging regional power that is threatening to alter the global balance of power and whether there are alternative passageways through which essential commodities can be supplied to the state in case of a closure of the regular trade routes the state uses.


Such questions can be answered through geopolitics. Geopolitics has been traditionally defined as the study of how geographic factors (such as boundaries, natural resources etc.) impact politics, particularly political relationships among states. It looks at the power dynamics among states seeking to control territory and to acquire reliable access to strategically important locations and resources.1 Looking at international relations from a geopolitical point of view leads to strategic prescriptions that have a strong focus on geographical realities. This chapter reviews both traditional and contemporary conceptualisations of geopolitics. In doing so, it highlights the need for a new and more comprehensive approach to geopolitical analysis.





3.1  Traditional Concepts of Geopolitics



Formerly, geography – the static physical features of our planet – was the major ingredient of geopolitics, and some of the early theorists had strong backgrounds in geography and the natural sciences. Increasingly, however, the field has been overtaken by social scientists focusing on human action and socio-economic systems to determine international power relationships.2 Nevertheless, scholars such as Saul Cohen and Stephen Walt have been reintegrating the study of geography into their geopolitical analyses. As the description of their approach in Table 3.1 suggests, both place major emphasis on the geographic location of states to determine power relationships.


Historically, the study of geopolitics has had its ups and downs. Following its inception at the end of the nineteenth century, geopolitics developed into a respectable ‘science’ in the early twentieth century, as a series of competing geopolitical hypotheses and theories circulated among academics, military strategists and politicians. After the defeat of the Axis powers in 1945, geopolitics came into disrepute. The concept became strongly associated with Germany and Japan’s expansionist policies (the attempt to colonise territories for access to more resources and strategic world dominance). The study of geopolitics appeared less relevant for a while during the Cold War, during which the Northern Hemisphere remained rather static, carefully divided between the US and Soviet spheres of dominance and influence. The nuclear stalemate between the world’s only two superpowers prevented open territorial competition in the Northern Hemisphere, although competition over resources and strategic locations occurred in the Southern Hemisphere through proxy wars. The end of the Cold War and the resulting regional fragmentation and new multipolar power dynamics led to a revival of geopolitical thinking in politics and in academia.3 The following table provides a concise overview of some of the key concepts of geopolitics listed in chronological order.








3.2  Contemporary Critiques of the Geopolitical Approach



One frequent criticism of classical concepts of geopolitics is that the emphasis on geography can lead to an overly deterministic view of world politics. It is as if to say that the natural environment in which a state happens to be located invariably determines its relative power in the region and its international influence. This claim, however, does not withstand empirical scrutiny. To name just one of many examples, geography has not condemned a country like Switzerland, which has few natural resources, little fertile farmland and is land-locked, to remain an economically backward and poor country isolated from the outside world. Geopolitics, in its narrow, deterministic sense, thus fails to incorporate important human factors in political and economic processes. It also does not account for historical contingencies. Certain political systems may either support or discourage technological development and thus help to determine a state’s ability to compete with the outside world or make new territorial conquests. Religious taboos may equally influence the way a nation relates to, and makes use of, its natural environment and geographic location. Sometimes pure luck will lead to a discovery that enables a nation to overcome geographic or geopolitical obstacles and become a powerful state.






Table 3.1  Concepts of Geopolitics4
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The process of globalisation has been radically transforming geostrategy. Arguing from various perspectives, numerous scholars have challenged traditional notions that look at the world as dominated by threats emanating primarily from the rivalries of states with fixed boundaries.5 Such notions are a poor foundation for devising a relevant security strategy as external threats to states are now transnational and no longer emanate from states alone.


The liberal international school is the most forceful critic of geography-based explanations of international relations today. The school commonly bases its opposition to geopolitical approaches on two observations. First, globalisation has blurred the distinction between domestic and international politics to the point that distinguishing between the two has become meaningless. Second, today’s information-based economy has changed economic power relationships and the ability of states to offer political incentives.6


As a result of these two premises, the liberal international school has put forward five main arguments for why geopolitics is an outmoded way of explaining international relations. First, the size of a country’s territory is no longer necessarily a measure of its economic and political strength.7 A country’s human potential and technological sophistication allows it to overcome geographic adversity and have a geopolitical relevance that is not reflected by its size and geographic location on a world map. Furthermore, large states with an unstable political system that are plagued by domestic political turmoil are often unable to take advantage of their privileged strategic location or their important strategic resources.


Second, economic capital can often be a more significant measure of a country’s power and influence in international affairs than the size of its military.8 International economics, this argument goes, is slowly replacing geopolitics as the most relevant gauge of actual power relationships in the world.


Third, international politics is no longer a zero-sum game. The accumulation of economic wealth by one state can lead to economic growth in the entire region and can thereby benefit other states as well.9 In fact, it has been found that the globalisation of production fosters regional economic integration, which in turn can lead to increased regional security cooperation.10


Fourth, the conquest of territory through war, especially in the developed world, is no longer of any advantage to states embedded in an international free-market economy. As Stephen G. Brooks argues in his book Producing Security, economic success strongly depends on multinational corporations, whose research, development and production of goods are geographically dispersed over a number of countries. Multinational corporations also strongly rely on international subcontracting, outsourcing and alliances between companies to remain competitive in the global marketplace.11 Hence, the conquest of territory – and with it industrial bases – is no longer a lucrative way for states in the developed world to increase their economic might due to the broad dispersal of the value chain of modern production. A state engaged in military conquest will suffer economic setbacks, as their actions might provoke an international embargo and will certainly discourage foreign direct investment. A state with a knowledge-based economy that is conquered and controlled by another power is also unlikely to generate the same degree of technological innovation as it did when the state was free and independent.12


Fifth, liberal internationalists argue against the geographical or physical determinism of the geopolitical approach. They argue that ideas are more important than geography, as ideas can change the global system and the conflict behaviour of states, while the geographic setting remains the same. An early proponent of the idea that political systems influence conflict behaviour was the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. In his essay, ‘Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Proposal’, Kant argued that there would be no wars if people, who naturally feel a common human bond with the rest of humanity, were left to govern themselves and formed a pacific federation of free states instead of being the subjects of power-hungry monarchs.13 Similarly, Woodrow Wilson famously argued that democracies do not go to war with each other. The conflict behaviour of states is thus not just determined by geography but, more importantly, by political systems and ideational factors. The latter has become a popular subject of investigation for political scientists. In particular, the school of critical geopolitics illuminates the transformative power of perceptions and ideas in international relations. The following section will look at this school of thought in more detail.








3.3  Critical Geopolitics



Critics of traditional concepts of geopolitics, whether they emphasise geography or social scientific aspects to explain the dynamics of international politics, argue that representations and perceptions of states and different population groups also shape international dynamics. A new school of thought called critical geopolitics has formed around the notion that geographic representations of the world are highly subjective. The school is based on the postmodern deconstructivist notion that no text or term possesses an intrinsic and fixed meaning, and that all concepts used to interpret the world are just discourses imposed by a dominant ideology, class, gender or race.14 Proponents of critical geopolitics would thus stress the importance of recognising that leaders of the world’s most powerful and influential states shape the way we see international politics. Countries that are on friendly terms with the United States, for instance, are likely to adopt US perceptions of which states are posing a threat to international security. It is no coincidence, for example, that the US president’s narrative of the world is more influential than that of a poor state in the global South.15 In other words, the most powerful states in the world tend to be able to impose their views of international political relationships on the rest of the world.


Gearóid Ó Tuathail was the first systematic proponent of this new school of thought and referred to geopolitics as an unstable and historically contingent concept.16 As he explains in one article, geopolitics is a ‘historically ambiguous and unstable concept’.17 Geographical space and the world map are represented differently in different historical periods. For Tuathail, a geographic survey cannot be separated from a strategic agenda. In other words, drawing maps is, by its very nature, an act of interpreting and representing physical reality.18


Critical geopolitics thus deals with perceptions and interpretations of global processes. The school argues that geography is not an objective science. Our location, as well as our gender and social status, help shape the way we interpret geographical space. Critical geopolitics further argues that factors such as race, class and gender help shape the way individuals are affected by, and cope with, geopolitical processes, be they wars or changes in the global economy.19 Feminist scholars, such as Donna Haraway, have argued that women and children experience geopolitical processes, such as wars or geo-economic processes, in a different way from men. For instance, women in the South are usually less mobile than men and thus can take less advantage of migration opportunities related to globalisation.20 For individuals on the ground, geopolitical and geo-economic processes are much more personalised. Looking at these diverse personal trajectories thus gives a much more complex and contradictory picture of international processes than the macro-view of geographical space and power relationships offered by traditional geopolitical analysis.21


Critical geopolitics distinguishes between three different levels of perceptions and descriptions of global processes: formal, practical and popular. Formal refers to the theoretical and systematic way academics explain geopolitics. Depending on the theory or school of thought adopted by the scholar, a slightly different interpretation of geopolitical relationships will result. If one believes, for instance, that economic factors are what mostly determine geopolitical relationships, one would emphasise economic power centres like the United States and the EU. If demographic factors are emphasised, however, countries like China and India would figure more prominently when representing geopolitical dynamics.22 To give another example, during the Cold War, US scientists significantly contributed to the portrayal of the world as being divided between the free world under the leadership of the United States and an evil empire dominated by the communist Soviet Union, a portrayal that shaped the geopolitical worldview of an entire generation.23


Practical geopolitics describes the way policy makers and political leaders represent international political dynamics. An extension of this level is politicians’ use of maps and geopolitical interpretations as propaganda tools. The use of maps in political propaganda can often give a false impression of objectivity to the target audience. As L.K.D. Kristof explained in 1960, ‘A poster with a true or pseudo-geopolitical map is … attractive and seems to tell merely a self-evident truth. Men have already learned to distrust words and figures, but they have not yet learned to distrust maps.’24


Popular geopolitics involves the way the media and popular culture represent geopolitical processes and thus shapes how ordinary citizens perceive global politics.25 During the Cold War, for example, Western cartoons, movies and the mass media reinforced the notion of a world divided into two camps and the portrayal of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe as a dark and backward area from which all kinds of threats might emerge. In recent history, the Muslim world is portrayed in Western cartoons, movies and mass media as an antagonistic and backward area from which terrorist threats might emerge, thus perpetuating Western typecasting of the Islamic world as a monolithic religious and political entity. This has dangerous implications for intercultural relations, which may even give rise to justifications of foreign interference, including military invasion in Muslim countries.26 As Robert A. Saunders rightly remarks, ‘in the contemporary realm of international relations, images have been weaponized in an unending war of ideas’.27 His book Popular Geopolitics: Plotting an Evolving Interdiscipline offers a good example of how popular culture, new media and public diplomacy may impact nation branding and shape national image and statecraft.


Of course, all three types of discourses are interrelated. Politicians borrow some of their concepts from academics, academics can be influenced by popular culture, and the media can help to shape the perceptions of policy makers. We all use abstract and simplified images that help us to make sense of the world, and these images are influenced by cultural factors. Critical geopolitics therefore maintains that geopolitics is a cultural construct and that international dynamics are not quantifiable scientific processes that can be objectively described.








3.4  Strategic Geography



The political scientists Geoffrey Kemp and Robert E. Harkavy coined the term strategic geography. In contrast to geopolitics, this term more specifically describes ‘the tactical elements of geography that contribute to grand strategy’.28 According to the authors, strategic geography is the study of how access to, or control over, land, water and air space impacts a state’s national security and economic prosperity. The concept incorporates all areas of modern geography. On the one hand, there is physical geography, which describes the topographical make-up of continents. It also includes the natural resources that exist in different geographic areas. The physical geographic make-up of the world changes slowly – natural resources may become depleted due to human activity; rivers may change course or be diverted as a result of dam projects.


On the other hand, strategic geography includes human geography, which describes factors that impact geographic space as a result of human activities, including political, economic and military activities. The political geography of a country or region describes the decision-making apparatus that governs the people within a defined geographic space. Wars of conquest or internal political revolutions can dramatically change the political geography of a region, as can the break-up of an empire or the partition of a single political entity into two or more separate states. Mass migration can alter the politics of an entire region. New alliances or shifts in alliances can also change the landscape of international politics rather dramatically. One example would be the rift that developed within the Sino-Soviet communist bloc and the subsequent rapprochement between the United States and China under US President Richard Nixon in the 1970s.29


Economic geography refers to a country’s industrial and rural infrastructure and trade patterns.30 Changing market conditions, the discovery of valuable natural resources on a state’s territory, a radically new technological innovation or the blockage of an important trade route (or choke point) can have a decisive impact on countries and regions and may affect internal politics, international political alignments or even provoke a war. One current issue in this context, which will be discussed in more detail later, is the international politics surrounding the construction of oil pipelines from the land-locked Caspian basin to ports on open waters. While Russia, of course, wants the pipelines to run through its territory, the United States and the EU are lobbying Central Asian states to build pipelines through Turkey. The route chosen will have an important impact on the economies and economic security of Europe, as well as on the countries that the pipelines cross.31


Military geography, another important subcategory of human geography, describes the military capabilities of a state and the way these assets are deployed. New developments in weapons technology can change the military geography of countries and regions. The development of new aircraft and missile technologies, for instance, has decreased the importance of geographical obstacles such as distance or high mountain chains. A change in political regime might similarly alter a state’s military posture from a defensive to a more offensive one. Taking into account both physical and human geography and its many subcategories, strategic geography provides a more nuanced way of studying how access to, or control over, physical space influences power relationships among states.


Since the coining of the term ‘strategic geography’ by Kemp and Harkavy, a lot of work has been done on military, economic and human geography.32 Together, these works highlight the need for state leaders to take into account the military, economic and human realities of their geographic environment. Still, and as I illustrate further below, there are even more factors that state leaders must incorporate in their geostrategic deliberations.








3.5  The Continued Relevance of Geopolitics



There are strong arguments to support the notion that classical geopolitics is outdated and of little use to students of international relations today. Globalisation has multiplied interrelationships between states and has made national boundaries porous. Today, geographic boundaries between states, such as rivers or mountain chains, tell us little about a particular state’s relative power, safety or level of international integration. Furthermore, the development of long-range missiles, strategic bombers and air-borne fuel tankers has made distance and geographical obstacles less of a problem for war planners. De-territorialised threats emanating from cyberspace further call into question the use of a ‘territorial’ paradigm.33


I would argue, however, that states will continue to be constrained by the geographic limitations of their territories, even if less so than in the recent past. Discounting geography entirely and focusing exclusively on social factors leaves a skewed picture of international relations. Despite the human ability to overcome a range of environmental and geographic obstacles, the natural environment and a state’s location in terms of control of important coastlines or access to waterways nevertheless remains important.34 Although it is true that today’s economy is, to a large extent, based on knowledge, the resources and industry that enable the production of software in the first place remain the basis for economic wealth and power. A technologically advanced country still cannot thrive without reliable access to oil and an industrial infrastructure, whether at home or abroad. These important industries and resources remain spatially distributed. The fact that they are distributed unevenly around the world makes geopolitics a highly relevant component of strategy in the twenty-first century.35 Geopolitical analysis therefore remains important for statecraft yet must be adjusted to capture the changed realities of the twenty-first century. New features that contribute to state power today must be added to any map featuring geographical details and resource distribution among and within states.


The argument that the process of globalisation erodes state borders to a level of irrelevance and thus renders geography a superfluous concept in the national strategic thinking of states lacks evidence. Certainly, threats to states today are often transnational and asymmetrical. Most developed states fear terrorist or guerrilla attacks more than conventional military attacks by neighbouring states. However, the example of the US war against terrorism that followed the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 demonstrates the continuing importance of state actors in international relations. Clearly, the attack was perpetrated by a small group of non-state actors.36 Furthermore, ideologically minded non-state actors can succeed in taking over formerly state-controlled territories and consequently become a spatial threat – or at least spatially relevant – in geopolitical terms. The example of Islamic State shows how quickly a non-spatial threat can turn into a spatial one.


The liberal economic argument that the interconnectedness of global commerce and states’ strong mutual economic dependence raises the economic cost of war to an unacceptable level does not rest on solid empirical foundations. History has shown that people fight wars for reasons other than economic enrichment. As one author puts it: ‘People are still attached to their culture, their language, and a place called home. And they will sing for home, cry for home, fight for home, and die for home. Which is why globalisation does not, and will not, end geopolitics.’37


The argument has been made that globalisation promotes increased intercultural understanding and friendships by intensifying interactions between people from different cultures. This purportedly decreases the potential for demonising foreign cultures and reduces the risk of conflicts between states. Nevertheless, historical experience has also shown us that wars often take place between states that share a strong cultural bond. The First World War is a case in point. The war was fought between major European powers that all shared strong cultural affinities, similar cultural tastes and religious beliefs, and they all had engaged in intense cultural borrowing over the centuries. Despite the intense mixing of cultures brought about through the process of globalisation, special interstate politics cannot be left out of the picture. State units, individual states’ strategic needs and power dynamics between states need to be included in any accurate analysis of international relations.38


Moreover, geopolitics does not need to be geographically deterministic. In fact, many contemporary geopoliticians acknowledge that it is not geography per se, but rather the interaction between the natural environment and human entrepreneurship that determines the geostrategic power of a particular state. Modern geopoliticians understand that the strategic location of a country may help shape its political values and systems, but also that it does not determine them. Geopolitics does not claim to be a natural science and has no aspiration to be one. As Kristof noted: ‘The modern geo-politician does not look at the world map in order to find out what nature compels us to do but what nature advises us to do, given our preferences.’39


Today, technological sophistication, knowledge and the ability to spread influential information contribute enormously to a country’s power. Even so, a spatial analysis of the world continues to serve as the foundation for grand strategy in the information society of the twenty-first century. Besides mountains and strategically significant natural resources, a geopolitical analysis of today’s world may also include the spatial concentration of software and human resources.40 Just as a spatial analysis of how natural resources are concentrated across the world’s different continents has provided clues to classical geopoliticians about global power relationships, so does a spatial analysis of how software resources are globally distributed demonstrate where today’s power centres lie. As long as elements of state power are distributed unequally across the globe (whether they be natural resources, national armies, industry or software), geopolitics remains relevant.


We nonetheless require a new geopolitical analysis tool to do justice to today’s increasingly complex and nuanced interaction between geography, international politics and international relations. The following chapter thus proposes meta-geopolitics as a new geopolitical framework that more accurately represents the spatial distribution of hard-, soft-, smart- and just-power resources and international power dynamics in a globalised world.












4
Meta-Geopolitics and the Seven Dimensions of State Power




Geopolitical analysis is an important pillar of effective statecraft because it enables statesmen and women to understand the current world system and attain their political objectives. The complexity of today’s world, however, requires us to take an all-encompassing approach to the analysis of international relationships. The concept of meta-geopolitics offers an innovative and holistic approach that differs from traditional concepts of geopolitics, as it proposes a multidimensional view of power. More precisely, it considers seven major areas of state power, or ‘capacities’, to demonstrate the highly complex strategic relationships between states. These include (1) social and health issues, (2) domestic politics, (3) economics, (4) the environment, (5) science and human potential, (6) military and security issues and (7) international diplomacy. In fact, threats to international peace and security can emanate from these seven different areas of state power and are often interrelated and mutually reinforcing.

These seven capacities can be used to evaluate not only states, but also international relations and international power relationships. In today’s interconnected and technologically sophisticated world, geography alone no longer tells us much about the strengths of particular regions in relation to others. Instead, all seven dimensions of state power identified in this study need to be taken into account to understand power relationships in the twenty-first century.

The meta-geopolitical approach not only enables us to evaluate all of the soft- and hard-power tools used across the seven areas described above. It also allows us to make predictions about the ability of a state to continue to project its power in the future. It takes into account such variables as projected population growth, demographic make-up, public health and human and scientific potential. These factors help us gauge whether a country will retain, increase or lose its current geopolitical status.


Figure 4.1  The Concept of Meta-Geopolitics
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More traditional geostrategic concepts usually identify and revolve around one type of threat or focus on one great power or geographic region that needs to be contained. These concepts usually lead to the conclusion that a country’s limited resources should be marshalled to deal with this one identified type of pre-eminent threat. Looking at some of the geopolitical concepts listed in the previous chapter will illustrate the one-dimensionality of more classic geopolitical concepts.

For Hans Morgenthau, for example, military and economic capabilities are the most important features of a state in the global game of geopolitics. His concept of geopolitics suggested that the most important measure states can take to ensure their future national survival is to strengthen their militaries. A state basing its geostrategic decisions on Morgenthau’s worldview would have neglected to train its military to engage in stabilising missions in a failed state. Morgenthau’s worldview would have also led national-security officials to ignore the need to protect citizens sufficiently from possible terrorist attacks or pandemics.

Similarly, Alexander de Seversky’s concept would have urged great powers to invest heavily in building up excellent air-power capabilities, while Alfred Thayer Mahan’s concept would have led them to enlarge their naval fleets. Doing so would have taken a state’s limited resources away from preparing for other security threats. A geostrategy based too heavily on military defence may leave some states heavily armed but with a failing internal security structure, an unhealthy population or a society suffering under the tyranny of transnational criminal networks.

Other geostrategists focus on the significance of certain geographic areas. Sir Halford Mackinder, for instance, based his theory on the geopolitical importance of the ‘Eurasian Heartland’.1 His worldview would have led geostrategists to conclude that control of the northern and interior parts of Eurasia should be their country’s primary geostrategic goal. Yet, focusing only on one particular geographic area lets states ignore the emergence of other possible great military powers. Looking at the world through the spectrum of meta-geopolitics allows states to detect potential shifts in the global balance of power early. It draws their attention to states that may experience rapid population growth along with impressive economic growth and technological progress. This could lead geostrategists to rethink their country’s strategic orientation and include rising world powers in their security- and foreign-policy calculations.

Samuel Huntington’s theory of a ‘clash of civilisations’ predicted that future wars would occur primarily between different civilisations, such as the ‘Islamic civilisation’ and the ‘West’, rather than between states. His theory would have prompted national security officials to focus on promoting harmony and understanding between different civilisational entities. Doing so would have led states to ignore the fact that most violence in the world still occurs between groups that belong to the same civilisational entities and often even to the same state. Huntington’s reasoning could have prevented states from marshalling sufficient resources to tackle security threats associated with state failure, which is always accompanied by civil violence (which can be a cause or a consequence of state failure).

These classic theories of geopolitics all single out one state capacity – be it military capability or geographic location – as the most important one in global geopolitics. Today’s countries, however, face a broad variety of decentralised and often interrelated threats. To illustrate the twenty-first-century security environment, G. John Ikenberry compares the global environment to an urban setting:

If the world of the twenty-first century were a town, the security threats faced by its leading citizens would not be organized crime or a violent assault by a radical mob on city hall. It would be a breakdown of law enforcement and social services in the face of constantly changing and ultimately uncertain vagaries of criminality, nature, and circumstances.2

Ikenberry concludes that: ‘these more diffuse, shifting, and uncertain threats require a different sort of grand strategy than one aimed at countering a specific enemy, such as a rival great power or a radical terrorist group’.3 Using the concept of meta-geopolitics likewise forces a security analyst to look at all areas in which potential instabilities and threats to global security could arise.

Ikenberry rightly points out the huge uncertainties regarding future threats. It is not possible to know right now what the main threat to the national security of a particular state will be ten or fifteen years down the line.4 Even if we could single out two or three major threats, Ikenberry posits that such threats will likely ‘be complex and interlinked with lots of other international moving parts’.5 For instance, a state that experiences a lot of civil violence and whose government enjoys little legitimacy may become a failing state. It is unlikely that a failing state will be able to stop the spread of organised crime or a contagious disease. The transnational threats emanating from such a state could then be as diverse as a pandemic, money laundering, drug trafficking and terrorism.

In sum, any geostrategy that is based on meta-geopolitics will account for the diffuse and shifting nature of today’s security threats. Focusing a country’s geostrategy on one single security challenge will leave a country dangerously unsafe, as doing so will make it ignore other threats that might come up or ‘miss the dangerous connections between these threats’, says Ikenberry.6

I now turn to a more detailed description of the seven capacities of state power and explain their relevance for assessing power relationships between states in the twenty-first century.



4.1  Social and Health Issues


The first capacity assesses the state of society in each country, including demographic factors, ethnic make-up, degree of social peace and cohesion, and health issues affecting the population.



4.1.1  Demographic Factors


Extreme population growth – whether too high or too low – can have a negative impact on the relative strength of a country. First, let us look at the possible destabilising effects of too-rapid population growth. Most population growth will likely occur in poor places where basic resources, especially water and arable land, are scarce, where governments lack sufficient resources to provide education and adequate health care to a growing population and where the local economy is unable to absorb a rapidly growing labour force.7 In rural areas, increased tensions may arise over access to resources. In urban areas, rapid population growth can lead to social and political instability if the economy is unable to create new jobs fast enough to absorb the growing working-age population.8

It has also been found that the possibility of ethnic conflict is enhanced if urban areas have a high proportion of fifteen- to 25-year-olds.9 For countries affected by rapid population growth, this may mean growing social unrest. For strategists looking at these demographic developments from the outside, this may mean potential emigration flows from these countries to other states, including their own.

While some countries struggle with a population that is growing too rapidly, such as Nigeria, for instance, others, such as Japan and China, worry about ageing and population decline. The trends of increasing longevity and falling fertility are affecting many countries, but they are particularly pronounced in the developed world. In much of the developed world, which is currently the engine for technological innovation and the global economy, the shrinking and ageing of national populations poses a formidable challenge to states’ economic and military strength.10

Europe, Japan and China are all affected by an increasingly ageing population. In addition, in Europe the population is expected to shrink in the long term.11 Citing a 2001 United Nations (UN) projection, Richard Jackson points out that, by 2050, ‘there will be 28 per cent fewer working-age Germans than there are today, 36 per cent fewer working-age Japanese, and 42 per cent fewer working-age Italians’.12

For the European Union, a shrinking and ageing population is expected to have negative consequences for its overall geopolitical posture. EU countries will have to dedicate a growing portion of their gross domestic product (GDP) to pensions and health care for the elderly. Spiralling health care costs are also worrisome, as the number of people aged 85 and over – the most expensive age group in terms of health care costs – is projected to triple by 2050.13

Countries in Europe and Japan, where taxes are already high, may opt to raise taxes even more to finance generous public retirement systems. Alternatively, they may start to borrow excessive amounts of money to pay for their pension schemes, which could potentially lead to debt crises in some of these countries.

European governments in countries with generous pension schemes and public health-care systems may find it politically almost impossible to make painful cuts to social services. Massive cuts in the pension system may hit the most vulnerable among the population the hardest, however. Besides the human costs, such a development may also weaken the state itself, as trust in government is fading among populations throughout Europe.14

Ultimately, population decline can result in a stagnating economy and lower living standards. With a shrinking labour force, there is less investment in capital expansion and fewer opportunities for technological innovation. An ageing labour force also ‘possibly lack[s] the creative and entrepreneurial drive associated with youth’, Neil Howe and Richard Jackson have suggested.15 Stagnating economies do not bode well for social peace and future macroeconomic developments within countries: ‘cartels, beggar-thy-neighbour protectionism and anti-immigrant populism’ are some of the possible defensive mechanisms that states may use to try to cope with economic stagnation.16

To pay for rising retirement benefits, countries are likely to make cuts in the defence sector. They may turn increasingly inwards, with little money and human resources to spare to engage in an activist foreign policy. Together, all these developments will lead to a diminished global position for those affected by population decline.

Russia, in particular, will face formidable strategic challenges as a result of population decline. If the current trends of low birth rates, high death rates and emigration continue, the Russian population may drop significantly by 2050. As a consequence, Russia may no longer have enough people to settle and cultivate – and thus control – its large territory, especially in the east and in Siberia. Meanwhile, a growing number of Chinese immigrants are settling in Russia’s east and Siberia, which could intensify tensions between these two historic rivals.17 On the other hand, a large and growing population does not automatically make a country strong and prosperous either. Rapid population growth can also weaken a state that has insufficient resources to accommodate its growing population.18

Demographic growth has often been perceived as an important prerequisite for a state to thrive in the long term. Howe and Jackson argue, for example, that ‘virtually every rising power in history has also been a demographically expanding power’.19 Yet, the population imbalance between the developed and developing world has so far had no effect on the global balance of power. The developed world continues to dominate the world militarily, economically and technologically, while the countries that make up the vast majority of the world’s population remain weak. Furthermore, modern advances in weapons technology have allowed countries to fight wars with less manpower. Similarly, technological progress allows countries to substitute automation for a declining workforce and remain economically strong. Nevertheless, ageing and population decline are becoming important factors in assessing the predicted strength of a country in the coming decades. The state capacity of demography is thus important for assessing a country’s geopolitical posture.




4.1.2  Social Issues

The degree of social cohesion and peace within a country has an impact on its ability to sustain a prosperous economy and a stable government. Social cohesion can be defined as the absence of large social and economic divisions within a society. Members of a socially cohesive society share the same basic values and have a sense of living towards a common future. By contrast, ethnic divisions and hostilities can erode a country’s social fabric. So can a wide gap between the rich and the poor, which is an indicator of widespread inequality – perhaps also inequality of opportunity – among a population. If the poor see no prospects for the betterment of their living standards, they may demand radical social and economic change and divide or destabilise a country’s political landscape. A government that loses legitimacy among a large portion of the population may not be able to ask for many sacrifices from its people, whether for economic austerity programmes or for military operations, or even compliance with social distancing measures during the COVID-19 pandemic.20 Hence, social factors are an important measure of a country’s resilience in times of adversity.

Socially cohesive societies are much more resilient in the face of hardship and adversity. A case in point is the 1997 financial crisis in Southeast Asia. South Korea, displaying a high degree of social cohesion, was able to weather the economic turmoil without suffering social or political upheavals. In a display of solidarity, ordinary citizens even sold some of their personal treasures in an effort to improve the financial situation in their country.21 Meanwhile, in the Southeast Asian countries that lacked a similar sense of social solidarity, financial crisis translated into increased social violence and political turmoil.22

States whose citizens have a high degree of social cohesion usually maintain more stable governments. In countries without major social divisions and where citizens share a strong sense of solidarity, governments tend to be more prone to care for the public good and refrain from policies that discriminate against particular social groups.23 Indeed, opportunistic politicians are less able to exploit ethnic or socio-economic divisions in socially cohesive societies.24




4.1.3  Health Issues

The health of the population is another factor affecting the demographic capacity of a state. Good measures of the general condition of a population’s health are maternal and infant mortality rates, as well as life expectancy at birth. The prominence of, for example, HIV/AIDS, malaria or tuberculosis within a country can tell us something about the state’s ability to contain the spread of infectious diseases and the effectiveness of its health-care system. It can also tell us something about the general health of the population.

The widespread prevalence of an infectious disease within a country can have serious consequences for that country’s economy and its ability to defend itself militarily. According to one study, Africa’s GDP would be ‘nearly one-third higher if malaria alone had been eliminated several decades ago’.25 This estimate includes both indirect costs, such as loss of productivity and commerce, and direct economic costs, including medical expenses.26 In Russia, HIV/AIDS is a major burden.27 HIV/AIDS and other infectious diseases can cause labour shortages and impede economic development. In sub-Saharan Africa, almost nine out of ten children and adolescents were living with HIV in 2019, according to UNICEF.28 HIV/AIDS deprives children of parents, potential teachers and social leaders and leads to the untimely death of important human capital in the public and private sectors.29 In Africa, infection rates are high among soldiers, so the disease may weaken a country’s ability to defend itself.30

The quality and accessibility of health care in a country usually improves with economic growth. Health is also a core ingredient of the human capital without which economic growth cannot be achieved in the first place. A 2005 Chatham House report found that, in both developing and developed countries, improved public health positively affects economic productivity and growth.31 The report states: ‘In fact, it is not an exaggeration to say that no society has seen sustained economic progress when it has neglected investment in its people’s education and health.’32 Making sure public health conditions are good is a crucial investment in the economic growth, productivity and global competitiveness of any state. Problems in this particular state capacity will therefore have an effect on any forecasts of the country’s long-term economic growth and thus its geo-economic standing in the world.







4.2  Domestic Politics


The domestic political situation in a country impacts its policy and ability to act in foreign affairs. Countries that face internal political turmoil can become introverted. They often lack the decisive power to pursue a strong and consistent foreign policy. Authoritarian governments that enjoy only flimsy popular support may be limited in their ability to pursue certain policy options. Sometimes, authoritarian governments try to deflect domestic problems by painting the outside world as hostile and by giving the impression that their country is constantly under siege. This can produce a rally-around-the-flag effect and make it easier for governments to make their people accept their legitimacy and the need to make personal sacrifices.33 This can also make a state adopt an aggressive posture in foreign policy.34

Governments that are unable to impose law and order throughout their territory contribute to regional instability. The ability of such governments to prevent transnational criminal networks, including drugs and arms traders, from operating in their country is limited.35 Moreover, weak governments may find it difficult to contain the spread of contagious diseases or enforce environmental-protection measures, particularly when it comes to pollution and toxic waste, which can cause havoc across borders.36 Massive flows of refugees or migrants could further compromise the security of neighbouring states, as is the case, for instance, in Lebanon, which is adding a massive influx of migrants and refugees to an already fragile domestic context.37

The peace researcher Quincy Wright, who in the 1950s collected a vast amount of information about the causes of war, pointed to a variety of domestic political factors that play a role in a state’s conflict behaviour.38 He distinguished between the government, the state, the people and the nation. To assess a state’s propensity for engaging in conflict, one first, he wrote, would need to understand the decision-making process in a particular government and identify those individuals with the largest amount of influence over national policy making. Second, at the state level, one would need to know the constitutional and legal checks on the executive branch, and whether the legislature had the power to veto an executive decision. Third, it is important to evaluate public opinion towards the government, the conflict situation and the opponent. Is public opinion in favour of a peaceful resolution of the conflict, or is the public putting a lot of pressure on the national government to act forcefully against the enemy? Fourth, one would need to analyse the traditions, culture and ideology of the nation concerned. How does the nation see itself, how has it historically related to the enemy and what kind of grudges does it hold against that enemy? Furthermore, the strength and resolve of a nation’s national military would need to be evaluated, as well as a nation’s resilience and willingness to make sacrifices.39

As Sara Kuepfer and I elaborated in a previous work, several factors contribute to the internal stability of a state.40 One prerequisite is a stable political system. Currently, liberal democratic systems tend to be the most stable in the long term. As we wrote in 2007: ‘They enjoy broad-based domestic support, are able to bring dissenting voices into the political process, and ensure political and institutional continuity through autonomous political institutions and a professional civil service.’41 A good domestic political system will contribute to a country’s stamina, which in this context can be defined as ‘the ability of any human organization to sustain a collective effort’.42 As Niall Ferguson explains, the importance of a country’s ability to maintain the morale of its people is ‘one of the oldest lessons of military history’.43 Democracies derive their morale from a shared sense of the legitimacy of their government and the notion that their government’s decisions reflect the will of the majority of citizens.44 Their merits notwithstanding, however, today’s leading democracies face a number of severe challenges – such as rising levels of inequality and polarisation – that can only be remedied through a stronger focus on fulfilling the requirements of human dignity, as I explain in chapter five.

Political upheavals may await so-called nominal democracies, where judicial and legislative checks and balances are weak or missing. In nominal democracies, power can become monopolised by a powerful political faction that represents and promotes the interests of only one particular social, ethnic or religious group within the country. This will heighten social divisions and set the country up for political upheavals in the short and medium term.45

A state’s ability to ensure public order is a prerequisite for durable political institutions, as is recognised in the concept of the rule of law. The longer a state’s political system has been in place without disruption, the more durable, and hence stable, a state usually is. A 2003 study conducted by the US organisation Fund for Peace identified four state institutions that are crucial to maintaining the stability of states: (1) a ‘competent and professional domestic police force and corrections system’; (2) a professional civil service; (3) an independent judicial system based on the rule of law; and (4) a ‘professional and disciplined military accountable to a legitimate civilian authority’.46 The study concluded that the four identified institutions need to have sufficient autonomy so that they cannot be monopolised by any particular political faction or ethnic group within the state.47 Government arbitrariness can be prevented to a large degree if policies are implemented by neutral state bureaucracies. In states where the civil service is made up of professionals instead of political appointees, governmental transitions following popular elections will happen more smoothly, as the government bureaucracy can ensure a measure of continuity.48

The international community is affected by the disintegration of any state’s political system and thus needs to take an interest in the domestic political conditions of all states. A state is considered ‘failed’ if the central government is no longer able to control its entire territory, promote law and order and provide basic public services to its population.49 States described as ‘weak’ or ‘failing’ only partly fulfil basic state functions and are at risk of collapsing, with detrimental consequences not only for their own citizens, but also regional and global stability.

In sum, a good domestic political system will enable a state to draw on its human resources, to demand sacrifices from its people for the good of the country, thereby strengthening its ability to project power abroad. Chapter five will focus in more detail on the main characteristics of good domestic governance.





4.3  Economics


Economic power has become of immense geopolitical importance – perhaps even more so than traditional military capabilities. For this reason, some argue that economic competition is to some extent replacing military competition between the great powers today.50 At the same time, states tend to be less and less in control of economic developments even within their own borders. Globalisation, the abolition of trade barriers and the increasing power of multinational and transnational corporations are limiting the ability of national governments to regulate or greatly influence macroeconomic processes if they want to remain integrated in the global economy.51 Nevertheless, assessing a state’s economic strength, weaknesses and future potential is vital to understanding a country’s geopolitical position. Its economic dependence on particular outside resources, for example oil and gas, economic aid or a single trading partner tells us more about a state’s economic and strategic vulnerabilities.

Some states, such as Russia and Saudi Arabia, which alone possess a significant percentage of the world’s fossil fuel energy sources, are blessed with an abundance of natural resources and/or fertile farmland. This allows these states to have independent access to important primary resources without having to buy them on the international market. Yet, an important factor is the distribution of these resources among the state’s population. In some states, as is the case in Brazil,52 for instance, resources are concentrated in the hands of small elites, which can lead to large economic inequalities and social tensions.53 In other states, such as Russia54 or Iran,55 governments own the resources, which can lead to a rentier system56 as explained further below. In general, the more people who have access to a country’s resources, the more stable and peaceful a society will be.57

States can provide an environment conducive to economic growth and development. This starts with a functioning infrastructure, including good transportation, communications, financial-services networks, reliable utilities distribution and sufficient energy supply. As the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) has observed, ‘[g]ood infrastructure attracts investment by connecting firms to their customers and suppliers, in effect enlarging the size of the market’.58 Especially in developing and transitional economies, a state’s ability to attract foreign direct investment and promote the development of small and medium-sized enterprises is crucial for economic growth and development.59 Furthermore, a state can facilitate economic growth and investment by maintaining stable political institutions and a transparent legal system.60

Last but not least, it needs to be kept in mind that, without cheap and sufficient energy, no country can attain economic growth.61 This again demonstrates the interconnectedness of the seven state capacities when it comes to geopolitical power relationships.

A weak military, unstable domestic conditions or the lack of economic and technological development can keep wealthy states from fulfilling their geopolitical potential and make them relatively weak international actors, as has been the case for many states in Latin America62 or the Middle East.63 Another argument can be made that real geo-economic power lies neither with resource-rich states nor with commodity producers, but with those controlling financial power, such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank (WB) and the largest contributors to those institutions.64





4.4  Environment


All countries in the world struggle with problems of environmental degradation and pollution, and some more than others. The health of entire populations is affected by air and water pollution or soil erosion.65 In rising global powers undergoing rapid economic development, such as China, it is predicted that environmental destruction and pollution will considerably slow economic growth in the near future.66 This will have an impact on the relative power such countries can wield. In short, a state that consumes its natural resources at an unsustainable level is unlikely to maintain its current level of power indefinitely and, in the medium term, will struggle with an increase in pollution-related illnesses among its population, as well as with a slowing economy.67

As the following examples will show, water scarcity is a serious issue for many countries. Mismanagement of water resources, population growth, a high degree of pollution and the more frequent occurrence of droughts in some parts of the world are all contributing to the problem.68 From a geopolitical perspective, severe water scarcity can weaken state power in several ways. First, the lack of access to safe drinking water and sanitation causes the spread of many water-borne infectious diseases, such as diarrhoea, typhoid fever or cholera,69 and thus has an impact on public health. Lack of water also slows economic growth in agriculture and industry. Second, water scarcity can lead to domestic unrest, as governments struggle to provide sufficient food and water supplies to their citizens.70 Third, water scarcity can lead to regional conflicts among different states. For example, Turkey’s or Israel’s ability to disrupt the water supply of neighbouring countries may increase its geopolitical leverage but may also make it more vulnerable to conflicts with its downstream neighbours.71 Indeed, water is a vital strategic resource, as it provides the foundation for a country’s economic prosperity, human and environmental health and, ultimately, peace and stability within and between countries.72

Global warming will have significant strategic implications. Flooding or the rise in sea level as a result of melting ice sheets may render parts of a state’s territory uninhabitable or make it disappear entirely, as will be the case within the next few decades for many low-lying coastal areas in the Pacific.73 Otherwise fertile coastal land may become unusable for agricultural production as a result of frequent flooding.74

Rising sea levels are likely to cause a variety of legal disputes among maritime nations. If rocks and low-lying islands claimed as part of a country’s sovereign territory become submerged, those countries will no longer be able to claim the surrounding waters as part of their exclusive economic zones. As a result, seabed resources, especially oil and gas, that used to be within the exclusive economic zones of coastal states could then be exploited by other powers. Such a situation could lead to serious international disputes.75

An increase in droughts and flooding as a result of global warming may lead to vast numbers of environmental refugees, which could have security implications in neighbouring states. Strong hurricanes, which are becoming more frequent with rising ocean temperatures, can also cause a variety of economic and social stresses on communities and states.76

As I explore at length in the final chapter, the melting of permanent ice sheets is freeing up new maritime passages. This is the case with the thawing of the permafrost on Russia’s northern shores, which is opening the area to shipping. Canada’s northern waters will also soon become open to shipping all year round. The northern seas would become a highly lucrative trade route between Asia and North America. Protecting this strategically and economically important line of maritime communication could pose new military challenges.77

The melting of the Arctic ice cap is also exposing unknown deposits of valuable natural resources such as oil, gas and minerals that have thus far been inaccessible. This is leading to disputes among five potential claimant states: Russia, the United States, Canada, Denmark and Norway,78 as well as China.79

The higher frequency of natural disasters and humanitarian crises – including mass evacuations and massive refugee flows – places increased burdens on national militaries, which in most cases are the only entities with the equipment and skills necessary to deal with such large-scale emergencies.80 Tying up national militaries in disaster-relief operations can reduce their capacity and could affect power relationships between states.81 It can be argued that, of all factors, climate change will have the largest impact on traditional geostrategy, and its consequences are likely to affect the strategic and security situations of every country in one way or another.





4.5  Science and Human Potential


The quality of a state’s human resources is an important measure of state power and of its potential to project that power abroad. A reliable and steady supply of workers is a prerequisite for consistent economic growth. Furthermore, a good education system that produces highly skilled workers is a prerequisite for maintaining economic competitiveness. The quality of a country’s local labour force can be determined by its skill range and its dedication and motivation to work hard.

A country’s investment in research and development (R&D) may influence its ability to remain competitive in the long term. Thriving economies in the developed world are dominated by information technology and ideas-based value production. Countries unable to keep up with new technological developments risk being left further and further behind in their overall economic development. Indeed, as one author has put it, ‘Wealth is no longer dependent on the possession of land and natural resources, but on the intellectual capital and social organisation to produce high quality, high technology products. Such wealth cannot be efficiently acquired by war or conquest.’82 In other words, the size of a country’s military and of its wealth alone do not tell us everything about the power of a state in a postmodern global environment.

The state of technological development within a country is also important from a military perspective. Throughout the world, weapons systems are becoming ever more sophisticated, and retaining a cutting edge in science and technology is crucial for any country’s national security. One example is aerospace technology: states that have mastered the delivery of satellites into orbit have at their disposal sophisticated missile technology that could also give their militaries a competitive edge.

However, international hostilities do not take place solely at the military level. Cyber attacks can cause as much havoc and damage as conventional military attacks. A 2007 report on the future of NATO found that ‘war could be waged without a single bullet being fired, and the implications of this need to become part of strategic and operational thinking’.83 To fend off cyber attacks, a state needs the necessary manpower and ability to develop new software to defend itself from calamitous disruptions in its network infrastructure. Information technology is the pillar of network-centric warfare (or cyber warfare). Being one step ahead in cyber technology will mean keeping the upper hand should a cyber war break out between two states. In this regard, a state’s scientific and technological output and progress can become as important as the size of its military for trying to gauge a country’s ability to retain its current level of power on the world stage.





4.6  Military and Security Issues


This category includes internal, transnational and external security challenges affecting different states. The first two types of security challenges, in particular, can considerably weaken a state’s government and social cohesion, and also make it less attractive for foreign investment and tourism.

Internal challenges might include a secessionist movement by an ethnic-minority group or a high crime rate, as is the case, respectively, in Xinjiang84 and South Africa.85 Transnational security threats that could weaken a country include pandemics and a high level of transnational criminal activity, for example, human trafficking and the illicit trade in drugs and arms. Such activities undermine law and order within a state, jeopardise the growth of the formal sector and lead to human-rights violations.86 Through the broad-based use of corruption and bribes, criminal networks could even succeed in undermining a state’s autonomy.87 There could be a further internal or transnational security threat from either home-grown insurgent or terrorist groups or from transnational or international terrorist organisations.

In terms of military security, external challenges could come from a hostile state or result from foreign claims on a part of a state’s national territory. The size of a state’s army, the quality of its weaponry and the percentage of its GDP spent on defence can help gauge the relative strength of a state’s military power and thus its ability to fend off hard-power security challenges. As will be seen from the case studies in Chapter 8, all the world’s major superpowers are large military spenders.88

From a geopolitical perspective, it is essential to assess a state’s potential ability to develop nuclear weapons. This is the one kind of weapon whose acquisition by a state can dramatically change power relationships around the world and trigger nuclear arms races in the neighbourhoods of the states that acquire them.

Another important security concern for many states is energy security. Currently, many states are dependent on oil- and gas-producing countries for fossil fuels. Yet renewable energies are likely to replace some fossil fuels by 2050.89 A country’s dependence on other states for its energy needs has wide-reaching implications for its economic vulnerability and its political manoeuvrability.90 Energy needs could force a country to ally itself with oil-producing states or make political concessions to countries that may go against its interests. The uneven geographic distribution of energy resources can have a strong impact on geopolitics, elevating the importance of particular regions.91

In other words, a country’s political leverage in international affairs cannot be measured by the size of its military alone. Its relative dependence on other states for crucial energy needs is also important.





4.7  International Diplomacy


International diplomacy, the last of the seven capacities, describes a state’s involvement in international organisations and the issues and challenges it faces on the diplomatic front. Membership and activity in international organisations can be an indicator of a state’s standing in the international community. Diplomatic priorities vary. Some countries might aspire to gaining a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) or resolving a conflict with a neighbouring state. Others allow their foreign policies to be strongly guided by economic interests. China is an example of a country whose foremost diplomatic priority is to establish good relations with resource-rich countries to secure access to vital resources, especially oil, which will enable it to maintain its rapid economic growth.92

A state’s diplomatic leverage is not necessarily proportional to its economic and military power. Its particular strategic location or ideological appeal might also contribute to its soft-power capabilities. As the relevant case studies in chapters eight and nine show, in the case of the EU, we see a disconnect between its strong economic power and its relatively weak leverage in foreign policy.93 It is also in danger of becoming increasingly self-absorbed in streamlining internal policy and in dealing with new member states.94 Hence, our seventh capacity considers a state’s standing in the international community with regard to its ability and desire to exercise soft-power tools.

It might be tempting to argue that a country’s economic power, as measured in terms of GDP, is a good indicator of its power and influence in the world. For a country to be able to project its economic power abroad and translate it into global influence, it needs to be actively involved in international diplomacy and international institutions. As Ferguson has pointed out, although Great Britain was the major world power in the nineteenth century, the United States has had a larger GDP than Britain since the 1870s.95 However, the United States was inward-looking at that time and was not greatly involved in world affairs. Its entry into the First World War and its participation in the post-war settlement catapulted the United States onto the world stage. Only then could it be referred to as a true global power.96

International diplomatic power also has an important unquantifiable, psychological aspect. International credibility goes a long way when a state is trying to achieve anything on the diplomatic level. Credibility has to be earned through diplomatic behaviour over a long period. Switzerland is an example of a nation that has substantial diplomatic power despite its small size. It has earned the role of a host of international meetings and as a neutral mediator in many conflicts due to its long-held policy of strict neutrality in international affairs, its active engagement in humanitarian causes and conflict resolution around the world, as well as its domestic political stability, sound economy and its good overall international image.97 Together with New York, the small Swiss city of Geneva is one of the world’s two largest centres of international cooperation. Geneva hosts the largest number of international conferences and meetings per year in the world.98 Investing in multilateral institutions, and, especially, actively supporting the UN through constructive participation in the reform of its institutions and submitting to the principles of its Charter, is a way for states to improve their credibility and standing on the international diplomatic stage.99 An additional effect of this is that the more states become actively involved in the UN system and abide by its Charter, the more international law is strengthened.100 Every state ultimately benefits from a more predictable, secure and peaceful international system. Hence, international diplomacy is a good gauge of the contribution a state makes towards that end.





4.8  The Seven State Capacities


Assessing the geopolitical strengths and weaknesses of states using the seven capacities provides a nuanced picture of geopolitics in the twenty-first century. Most states have strengths and weaknesses – not only among the various capacities but also within a single capacity. A state may have a strong military but be highly dependent on other states for energy to maintain its military capabilities in case of war. Or a state may have strong human resources but be unable to create enough new jobs to employ its whole population. Another example might be a state that has a good health infrastructure but fails to provide affordable access to it for a large segment of the population, as is the case in the United States.

Tables 4.1 and 4.2 describe two models for evaluating a state’s geopolitical posture and power using the seven capacities of state power. In the tables below, the left-hand column lists the capacities, while the right-hand column lists certain key issues that need to be addressed to describe and evaluate each state capacity. Table 4.2 lists the areas where growth and change are needed for each issue going forward.

For an illustration of how these tables can be applied to individual countries, chapters eight and nine feature case studies of 26 geopolitically important states and one collectivity of states, the EU, using these table models to assess the strengths and weaknesses of each state across the seven capacities.

An evaluation of state power using all seven capacities highlights how states are constrained in their behaviour by more than geographic factors. A low level of education among a particular population101 or a poor transportation or energy infrastructure might slow a state’s economic-development plans despite its wealth in natural resources or its favourable geographic location.102 In the sphere of international diplomacy, states face constraints on their actions by other states, be they allies or foes. As states depend on each other’s support and on a favourable image abroad, they often heed constraints coming from the international diplomatic sphere even if they are powerful enough in terms of resources to disregard a diplomatic censure. In a majority of cases today, states are willing to submit to international law even if their violation of a particular rule may not lead to any serious short-term consequences. States today often prefer to submit to international law than to the law of raw power, as they see a long-term advantage in upholding the rudimentary legal order that guides an otherwise anarchical world.103



Table 4.1  Meta-Geopolitical Analysis of Present State Realities
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An analysis of a country’s relative power in the context of meta-geopolitics is best done using the table format presented in this chapter. When looking, for example, at the case of China through the prism of the seven capacities and with regard to its geographic location, we notice the huge influence it can have in the future on Pacific Rim countries. It is likely to exert this influence not through military conquest, but by shaping these countries’ foreign and domestic policies and dominating their economies. Indeed, with its geographic proximity to the Pacific Rim, along with its huge population, China seems to have a distinct advantage over the world’s current superpower, the United States, in terms of dominating this geographic area in the future.104



Table 4.2  Meta-Geopolitical Analysis of Future State Trajectories
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Ferguson makes an interesting point that state power is not determined by the tools (a strong economy, natural resources, weapons) a country possesses so much as by its ability to use those tools abroad: ‘Power is about monopolizing as far as possible what might be called the means of projection (of power). A list of these would have to include man-power, weaponry, and wealth but also knowledge and, since a rationally organized bureaucracy is a formidable resource, administrative efficiency.’105

Finally, there remains a big unpredictability factor that makes history interesting and statecraft so difficult. No one can predict the future, yet analysing international geopolitical dynamics within the seven state capacities will help make the geopolitical decisions of statesmen and women more informed, even if by no means a foregone success. As Lauren, Craig and George put it:

Those responsible for statecraft never fully know all that they need to know. They operate in partial darkness because of the complexities of the world, the uncertainties and sometimes the irrationality of human behaviour, ignorance and the capacity for self-delusion, and the incomplete and often ambiguous nature of intelligence information and analysis. There can be unforeseen and unintended consequences, and sometimes things go wrong even in the best of plans.106

Geopolitics provides a compass that helps statesmen and women navigate the labyrinth of international relations. Using the tool of meta-geopolitics can help make this geopolitical map more detailed and more accurate. Of course, it cannot prevent unpredictable turns of events or shifts of power. Nevertheless, the application of meta-geopolitics can help statesmen and women gauge potential threats early and take the necessary precautionary measures. Through meta-geopolitics, a highly sophisticated picture of geopolitical dynamics in the early twenty-first century can be established, and the areas most vulnerable to international conflict and instability can be located geographically. Meta-geopolitics is thus an indispensable tool for equipping statesmen and women with a better comprehension of the world they have to navigate.









5
Statecraft and Neurophilosophy




All state leaders are confronted with the destructive potential of human nature. They therefore need to understand how to unlock the best in their citizens’ behaviour and curtail the worst facets of human nature. Knowing what people instinctively strive towards and what they need to thrive are of paramount importance to devising effective public and global policies that ensure peace, security and prosperity for all. This requires an appreciation of how our brains work. State leaders can therefore greatly benefit from incorporating neurophilosophical reflection into political analysis. Neurophilosophy emerged in the late 1980s and has since fostered insightful synergies between neuroscience and other disciplines that have traditionally sought to comprehend the human mind and political behaviour.1 My neurophilosophical approach draws on cutting-edge research in the field of political neuroscience that includes, among others, computational approaches that explore the mechanisms underlying political behaviour, neurocognitive perspectives that harness neuroimaging and psychophysiological methods, and behavioural studies that analyse how these mechanisms play out across cultures and social contexts, and, importantly, how such findings can be used to improve policy and decision making.2 Admittedly, the workings of the brain are a phenomenon so complex that its study is fraught with difficulties. Challenges are posed by the diversity of approaches used to make sense of complex brain data, that is, to make the connection between brain activity and what it represents.3 In addition, whilst both academics and policy makers have become increasingly interested in using insights from the behavioural sciences in order to inform policy making, their conclusions are often based on oversimplified understandings of what knowledge behavioural science actually yields.4

As I argue in this chapter, neurophilosophy can contribute to an improved statecraft paradigm in at least three ways. First, state leaders need to understand how our innate tendencies shape the world we live in. Only then will they be able to devise domestic policies that bring out the best in their citizens, thus allowing their countries to thrive. For a country to fully leverage its key resources, human and otherwise, it has to adopt what I call dignity-based governance, as I explain below. Second, states are a reflection of the character of human beings, so understanding human nature enables us to better comprehend state behaviour in the international arena. In this chapter, I offer a new neurophilosophical approach to international relations, symbiotic realism, which provides greater explanatory leverage than conventional approaches that rely on speculative accounts of human nature. Finally, an enhanced understanding of human nature can help statesmen and women achieve what I call sustainable national security, as the last part of this chapter illustrates.

Before I delve into a more detailed analysis of these three innovative concepts, and of how they contribute to an improved practice of statecraft, let me briefly review the most recent neurophilosophical insights into human nature.



5.1  What State Leaders Must Know about Human Nature


Arguing from a neurophilosophical vantage point, my book Emotional Amoral Egoism: A Neurophilosophy of Human Nature and Motivations identifies three primordial features of the basic character of human beings: emotionality, amorality and egoism. These three characteristics are universal and timeless, being genetically coded into our DNA. At the same time, they are subject to influences from our environment. Contrary to many long-revered beliefs, human beings are the products of both nature and nurture, which continuously interact with, and shape, one another.5 What do I mean when I say human being are emotional amoral egoists?

First, I draw on the extensive research into the human brain that has revealed the centrality of emotions in human experience and their interaction with key cognitive processes, such as learning or memory formation.6 Second, in using the term amoral, I do not mean to suggest that people are indifferent to, or unaware of, the concepts of right and wrong. On the contrary, I believe that most human beings are capable of forming moral judgements. There is, however, a wealth of evidence suggesting that human beings are born without an innate understanding of good and evil, and that their moral judgements shift according to circumstances, both personal and political.7 Studies on stress, for example, reveal that, in the face of moral dilemmas, stress leads to more egocentric decisions.8

Finally, I use the term egoism to mean that we do not enter the world as the entirely blank slate envisioned by Locke. Instead, I conceive of the human mind as a predisposed tabula rasa.9 I argue that we are ‘predisposed’ in the sense that we are endowed by nature with a powerful survival instinct, one that makes us engage in actions that maximise our chances of survival. Whilst humankind is capable of performing good and evil deeds, survival instincts are so powerful that, in most situations, people act according to what they perceive to be their general self-interest.10

Although we are born with a predisposition towards egoistic behaviour, our upbringing and environment help us to develop a moral compass that might allow us to move beyond the dictates of self-interest. Furthermore, and despite lacking inborn moral concepts, we possess a number of innate pro-social emotions, such as empathy and sympathy, which may lead us to more altruistic forms of behaviour. Our pro-social affinities, however, are often biased towards in-group members and do not necessarily make us better human beings. Empathy, for example, often leads us to make unjust decisions since empathy is, as Ingmar Persson and Julian Savulescu have found, ‘spontaneously biased to individuals who are spatio-temporally close, as well as discriminatory in other ways, and incapable of accommodating large numbers of individuals’.11 In fact, there is ample evidence that empathy and morality are two independent motives for behaviour.12

Not only do our emotions have the upper hand in driving human behaviour; the human brain is also pre-programmed to feel good, neurochemically speaking, and seeks this type of neurochemical gratification through five main drivers of human action. I have called them the Neuro P5: power, profit, pleasure, pride and permanency.13 The latter, in particular, is closely connected to our egoism, since it refers to our desire to survive death, be it through the transmission of our genes or through our historical legacy. The malleability of our brains and our receptivity to socialising influences means that the sources of our neurochemical gratification are not predetermined but are largely shaped by our environment.14

How can statesmen and women benefit from these insights into human nature? Because human nature is malleable, its development is informed by a multitude of external factors. The right form of governance is key to creating a context that harnesses people’s inborn tendencies for the better, and that prevents our inborn egoism and emotionality from generating conflict, aggression and crime. Whilst being overwhelmingly driven by emotions, sometimes reason, reflection and conscious moral judgements guide us to act not only in our own interest but with regard to the well-being of others. Our capacity for reason can only flourish, however, in an environment where our requirements for dignity are fulfilled.15 What I call dignity-based governance can therefore channel our innate tendencies and talents not only in a way that maximises human capital, thus contributing to a country’s innovativeness and prosperity, but also in a way that contributes to sustainable peace and stability.





5.2  Dignity-Based Governance


As I have emphasised, domestic structures and foreign policy affect one another. The extent to which domestic factors, as opposed to the international environment, shape states’ choices has been part of a long debate in the field of international relations.16 What is certain, however, is that unstable domestic conditions prevent countries from fulfilling their geopolitical potential. In other words, the domestic political situation shapes the ability of a state to project power abroad. For example, a government that suffers from a legitimacy deficit may not be able to ask its population to join a military operation abroad.17 Likewise, a government that is unable to impose law and order in its country has a limited ability to fend off transnational security threats (such as drug trafficking or infectious diseases). This, in turn, can contribute to regional instability.18

Recent neuroscientific research, and the field of neurophilosophy, has started to grapple with the link between governance and the requirements for human dignity. Dignity-based governance can secure the consent of the governed and unlock the best in human behaviour – a statement that may appear self-evident, yet it was not studied from a neuroscientific viewpoint until recently. By ‘dignity’ I do not merely mean the absence of humiliation. Rather, and in light of insights from neuroscience, I use this term to denote a set of universal and permanent human needs, namely: reason, security, human rights, accountability, transparency, justice, opportunity, innovation and inclusiveness (see Figure 5.1).19 What follows will illustrate what each of these nine human needs implies, and why dignity-based governance is one of the primary tools of effective statecraft.


Figure 5.1  A New Governance Paradigm: Dignity-Based Governance
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Our egoism continuously pushes us to seek our own welfare with no regard for others’ requirements for dignity, and this is particularly true when resources are scarce, and when insecurity prevails. The emergence of pro-social behaviour is dependent on good governance that reconciles our emotional amoral egoism with others’ requirements for dignity.20 This requires a threefold balancing act. First, our emotionality has to be balanced with reason, security and human rights. In other words, state leaders must recognise that, in order to assuage vitriolic human emotionality, they need to promote a reason-based society through high-quality education for all and a commitment to established facts and reasoned arguments, rather than populist appeals to emotions. Furthermore, they must be committed to protecting society as a whole against violence, hunger, disease, natural disasters and disadvantages resulting from disabilities, sickness and old age. The promotion of human rights is also conducive to curtailing the negative potential of our emotionality. This includes, among other things, ensuring that individuals’ rights to privacy are respected in the context of big data, or guaranteeing freedom of expression whilst prohibiting incitement to religious, racial or national hatred.21

Second, state leaders must recognise that morality will usually be trumped by self-interest – unless our environment has inculcated specific values in us that make us act with regard to the well-being of others. In shaping people’s moral compasses, justice, accountability and transparency play a vital role. Public institutions must be accountable and transparent in order to limit the misuse and abuse of power. Justice should be ensured by impartial judicial systems focused on rehabilitation and not just punishment.22

Finally, dignity-based governance channels human egoism to benefit society through opportunity, inclusiveness and innovation. Opportunity means creating circumstances that are conducive to the positive physical, mental and social development of every member of society. This includes the provision of adequate housing, nutrition, education and health services, including widely available and affordable psychotherapeutic care. Moreover, dignity-based governance leverages human egoism through opportunities for professional, scientific and intellectual growth, which not only benefit the individual’s ego, but also foster an innovative society. Since innovation contributes to economic growth, its promotion also fosters prosperity across all sectors. States should therefore invest in R&D in all areas. Importantly, opportunities must be fairly distributed among the population. This requires reducing income gaps as well as sustained policy efforts to eliminate all forms of discrimination and marginalisation, which fuel social divisions.23

By prioritising the requirements for human dignity, dignity-based governance creates an environment that channels our quest for the Neuro P5 (i.e. power, profit, pleasure, pride and permanency) into productive enterprises. Through schooling, political discourse, the broadcasting and news media, gaming and entertainment industries, it associates ‘feeling good’ with behaviour that is beneficial to the individual and the country as a whole. For example, it encourages people to derive pride from charitable acts or innovations which contribute to the innovativeness of a nation and the world.24

In sum, dignity-based governance enables a state to fully unlock its positive potential and to encourage the best behaviour from its population. It is the prerequisite of what I call a sustainable history, which denotes progress and lasting improvement in the human condition.25 For all its merits, and despite being more stable than most other systems, democracy in its current forms does not constitute any Hegelian final point in history. In fact, today’s leading democracies struggle with high levels of polarisation, marginalisation and injustice. The shortcomings that can be observed in democratic countries are mainly due to policies devised with little understanding of human nature. Practitioners of statecraft can greatly benefit from enhancing their understanding of what most deeply motivates and drives people. Only if they recognise the key importance of satisfying the requirements for human dignity will they be able to lead their countries into a better future.

As I illustrate in the next section, dignity-based governance must be accompanied by a new approach to international relations in navigating today’s interstate strategic environment. Dignity-based governance, coupled with symbiotic realism, will enable state leaders to steer their countries on a sustainable and beneficial course in the long run.





5.3  Symbiotic Realism


Statecraft is about managing interstate relations. The aforementioned tension between the requirements for human dignity and our emotional amoral egoism is present not only within countries but also among states. Resolving this tension brings about collective gains for all. Symbiotic realism stresses the critical importance of such absolute gains in today’s interdependent world, where a plethora of challenges – climate change and pandemics not the least of them – belie the belief that international relations are zero-sum games where one side has to lose for the other side to win. In reality, we shall all lose if we fail to collaborate on counteracting global warming or the spread of deadly viruses. In so arguing, symbiotic realism is far from echoing liberalism or neoliberalism, as this chapter will illustrate.

Despite the urgent need to strengthen international cooperation, the current world order is increasingly characterised by competition between the world’s major powers, especially between the United States and China and Russia.26 This is due to our emotional amoral egoism, which pushes not only individuals but also states to seek their own welfare even at terrible cost to other individuals and countries. It can easily lead to a clash of national interests even in areas that require global collaboration and absolute gains, such as climate change. This section discusses why statecraft can no longer follow the traditional zero-sum logic that typically underwrites conflictual competition between states. Instead, state leaders need to adopt symbiotic realism in their conduct of international relations.

Symbiotic realism was developed in response to realism, the most prominent concept in the field of international relations. Realism constitutes a theoretical orientation, rather than a single theory. In general, realists see power politics as a zero-sum game in which states seek to increase their power by taking it away from others. Due to the absence of a world government with the authority to regulate state behaviour, the international state system remains anarchical, an unregulated space in which every state is ultimately left to fend for itself. Realists conceived of states as unitary rational egoists, behaving on the basis of rationally calculated decisions about outcomes that maximise self-interest. In the absence of an overarching authority capable of enforcing commitments, morality is assumed to have no place in international relations.27

The realist concept suffers from several shortcomings that my theory of symbiotic realism seeks to overcome. Above all, symbiotic realism posits that state leaders need to adapt to an increasingly interdependent world by escaping the zero-sum logic and promoting symbiotic (mutually enriching) interstate relationships. In arguing this, symbiotic realism does not echo liberalism or neoliberalism, far from it. It is true that liberalism also stresses the interdependence of states and their capacity for cooperation where it occurs within the framework of shared norms and values.28 Likewise, neoliberalism emphasises the prospects for cooperation through the cultivation of shared norms, mutual trust and the building of institutions. In terms of economic policy, this leads to a support for free trade and international capital mobility, among other policies.29

Symbiotic realism departs from its liberal and neoliberal forebears in significant ways, however. Symbiotic realism draws on neurophilosophical insights into human nature, whilst liberal and neoliberal theorising about international relations is dependent on widely unverified and speculative assumptions about human behaviour.30 In fact, whilst all accounts of international politics are based on certain visions of the human, most IR scholars do not sufficiently reflect on these assumptions and do not adequately substantiate them through empirical evidence.31

The nature of IR itself, as a ‘rational enterprise capable of producing knowledge about the world of international politics’ has, indeed, long been up for debate.32 Whereas I have chosen to rely on neurophilosophy as a lens through which to approach statecraft, many IR scholars have turned to traditional philosophy of science in the search for a foundation for the discipline, and particularly towards instrumentalism, social constructivism and scientific realism.33 Although there are obviously some differences within these ideal positions,34 they can be broadly summed up as the following. According to instrumentalists, who adopt a positivist approach, ‘reliable knowledge comes only from what can be observed via the senses’.35 For Kenneth Waltz, therefore, theories are merely instruments for the apprehension of reality.36 For social constructivists, on the other hand, it is impossible to know the world independently of its social context and, consequently, to know the world objectively. They adopt, in this sense, an anti-positivist stance.37 Finally, according to scientific realists, scientific knowledge perfectly reflects reality.38

As of yet, no consensus has been found on what the philosophical foundation of IR is and what this ought to look like.39 Not only is it therefore still unclear how IR as a science should be conducted40 but, and more relevant to the challenges under discussion in this volume, this may also have contributed to IR scholars’ widespread neglect of controversies within the life sciences.41 This, in turn, has meant that most debates on world politics are characterised by ‘either analytically insignificant or dangerously reifying’ ideas of the human.42 As stated in previous sections of this chapter, one cannot separate IR from the human beings it concerns. Symbiotic realism thus seeks to close this gap by bringing neuroscientific insights to bear on understandings of human and state behaviour, and herein lies part of its originality.

Indeed, as claimed by Nuno P. Monteiro and Kevin G. Ruby, whichever philosophy of science approach to IR one takes, there will still be a point in which the theory is based on a foundation which requires a ‘leap of faith’, which manifests as a form of ‘logical circularity’ in the case of scientific realism.43 For this reason, they contend that it is possible that the bridge between IR and science in its most strict interpretation will never be closed.44 However, irrespective of where one stands in relation to the philosophical foundations of IR, what the philosophy of science debate can offer us is the idea that we must be open-minded about the boundaries of IR as a science. Importantly, as stated by Monteiro and Ruby, it is possible and it may also be necessary to borrow from different approaches to knowledge when seeking answers to IR questions.45 This is the intellectual context in which the theory of symbiotic realism is situated.

Drawing on recent neuroscientific findings, symbiotic realism does not share the liberal and neoliberal view of states as rational actors.46 Instead, it regards emotions as central to the decision making of states, as I explore in more detail in section 5.3.1 on the emotional amoral egoism of states. Moreover, it complicates traditional notions of rationality by taking into account the substantive influence emotions exert on cognitive functions such as perception and problem solving (see section 5.1. above).

In addition to being based on a neurophilosophical and thus significantly different account of human nature, symbiotic realism reconceptualises the relationship between individual and collective gains. Liberalism and neoliberalism assume that states only care about their own individual gains, whilst they are indifferent to the gains achieved by others.47 Symbiotic realism, however, argues that, in today’s interdependent world, no state can afford to be indifferent to the loss of other states, even if such a loss leaves its individual gain unaffected at the first glance. In the long term, however, the misery of other states, no matter how distant, will affect us in one way or another, as I illustrate at various places throughout this book.

Finally, symbiotic realism rejects many of the core assumptions of neoliberalism, which some critics see as the root cause of many of today’s major problems, such as inequality.48 It will be remembered that neoliberalism began as an intellectual movement in the 1930s, before becoming politicised by Reagan and Thatcher in the 1980s and finding a more technocratic form in the ‘Washington Consensus’ of the 1990s. The basic presuppositions uniting the complex of neoliberal policies, ideas and institutional changes include the privatisation of public assets, the deregulation of labour markets, and the vision of individualised competition in the marketplace as the only effective mechanism for the distribution of rewards.49 Neoliberalism has thus involved a departure from Fordist Keynesian institutions, which were marked by an extensive welfare state and state intervention.50 Symbiotic realism sees none of these mechanisms as the key to progress. Scholarly research has shown from various vantage points, including the evolutionary perspective, that ‘the free market is an unsuitable alternative to liberal democracy’s shortcomings’.51 Instead, it argues that dignity-based governance at the global and national level and a focus on multi-sum games are the harbingers of lasting progress and human well-being.

As some critics tend to conflate my theory of symbiotic realism with neoliberalism, I shall take the liberty to repeat the primary points of difference between my approach to international relations and that of neoliberal thinkers:

  1)  Symbiotic realism draws on neuroscientific research and neurophilosophical analysis in its efforts to explain state behaviour, whilst neoliberal theorising about international relations relies on widely unverified and speculative assumptions about human behaviour;

  2)  Neoliberalism assumes that states only care about their own individual gains, whereas symbiotic realism argues that no state can afford to be indifferent to the loss of others;

  3)  Unlike neoliberalism, symbiotic realism argues that states must pursue multi-sum games and dignity-based governance, at both the national and the global levels.

Symbiotic realism involves adopting a mindset that recognises the extent to which globalisation and the information revolution have resulted in instant connectivity and interdependence, which has decisively altered the international system. Soft-power capabilities have become increasingly significant components of a state’s relative power, such as a state’s ability to portray a favourable image of itself and its policies abroad. Now, moreover, non-state actors, such as non-governmental organisations and transnational corporations, have greater influence in international affairs. There is now a multiplicity of actors besides states in international affairs and any theory of international relations needs to reflect this diversity.52

Alongside states, therefore, symbiotic realism considers a number of other important actors that have been largely overlooked by classical realist approaches. I have identified these different actors in a previous publication: Symbiotic Realism: A Theory of International Relations in an Instant and an Interdependent World.53 These actors include the individual, the state, large collective entities, international organisations, transnational corporations, the environment, natural resources, and information and communications technology.54 Whilst international organisations reflect power relations within the global political system, they still play an important role in mediating relations between states and in providing a means to address global issues such as migration or climate change.55 The environment and natural resources are ‘reactive actors’ that transform the world in response to human activity. One example is climate change, a human-caused phenomenon that is having a major impact on international politics.56 Given the degree of human mobility and instant connectivity today, we must also acknowledge the relevance of collective identities, which are groups of people sharing a common culture, ethnicity, religion or ideological commitment. They should not be conceived in a static way but as fluid entities that are likely to display inner contradictions.57 In addition, symbiotic realism recognises how gender is affected by and, at the same time, helps to shape the global system.58 The fact that states today deal with a multiplicity of actors suggests that leaders of states will need to expand the supranational bodies that regulate the different non-state actors. Furthermore, states should try to benefit from the expertise of NGOs and international organisations in their efforts to address global challenges such as environmental degradation and global warming.

Besides introducing multiple actors, symbiotic realism emphasises four dynamics that define today’s interstate strategic environment: instant connectivity, interdependence, global anarchy and the neurobiological predilections of human nature (see Figure 5.2).


Figure 5.2  Symbiotic Realism
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Instant connectivity refers to the widespread availability of information and communications technology, such as the internet, which allows information to be exchanged and spread around the world within seconds. This inevitably affects international relations. Governments, for example, often have to react to information spread by private news agencies or even foreign actors. One major downside of instant connectivity is the accelerating spread of fake news.

Interdependence refers to the fact that states today can no longer be studied as independent units but are mutually dependent due to increased trade, labour mobility and the widespread cooperation required to solve common problems and pursue common interests. Consequently, states can increase their power and security not by making others weaker or less secure, but by working together with other states. In short, symbiotic realism emphasises the feasibility of achieving absolute gains in international affairs.

International anarchy – the absence of a world government – does not have to lead to competitive relations and relative gains at the expense of others, as realists argue. Through conscious efforts, states can be encouraged to comply with humanitarian norms and strive for collective gains for all, even in the absence of enforcement mechanisms.59 Moreover, if collaboration between states is repeated, greater trust and shared norms may be conducive to reducing insecurity in an anarchic international system. Whether or not international anarchy leads to relative rather than absolute gains depends on how statecraft channels the defining features of human nature.

The fourth element shaping international politics is human nature. This is a point of similarity with classical realism, which placed human nature at the centre of theorising on national and international politics, largely relying on a man–state analogy. In other words, according to realism, the character of states mirrored the eternal features of human nature. The latter subscribed, however, to a narrow and rather pessimistic view of human nature. In light of recent insights into human predilections, especially those provided by neuroscience, the tenets of realism must be revisited, and the fundamental character of states must be redefined as ‘emotional amoral egoism’.

Table 5.1 will help the reader to situate my theory of symbiotic realism in relation to other key approaches to international relations.



Table 5.1  A Comparison of Key Theories of International Relations62




	
	
Classical Realism


	
Neorealism


	
Classical Liberalism


	
Neoliberalism


	
Constructivism


	
Symbiotic Realism







	
Key theoretical proposition


	
Assumption that states are self-interested and continuously compete for power or security in a system of international anarchy.


	
Focus on the unequal distribution of capabilities and the anarchical structure of the state system that compel states to act in certain ways.


	
Emphasis on freedom, institutionalised peace and prosperity, and progress, with cooperation, rather than force, being considered key to advancing each state’s respective interests.


	
Belief in the capacity of self-regulating free markets to enable progress and a better world.


	
Conviction that ideas, collective norms, images, identities, and belief systems (especially elite beliefs) shape state behaviour and world politics.


	
Emphasis on the critical importance of absolute gains and the four key dynamics of today’s interstate strategic environment: 1. instant connectivity; 2. inter-dependence; 3. global anarchy; and 4. the predilections of human nature and emotionality of states.





	
Main actors in the international system


	
Sovereign states


	
International system


	
States, international institutions, multinational corporations


	
Individuals, states, non-state actors


	
Individuals (especially elites), transnational networks, NGOs


	
Individuals, the state, large collective entities, international organisations, transnational corporations, the environment, natural resources, information and communications technology





	
Assumptions about human nature


	
States are believed to be egoists, behaving on the basis of rational decisions about outcomes that maximise their self-interest, with conflict being a reflection of the competitive and dominating nature of human beings.


	
The rationalist mode of theorising the human leads to a strong focus on rational calculations of states that seek to maximise benefits and minimise losses.


	
The positive view of human nature as perfectible is conjoint with faith in human reason, which is deemed capable of triumphing over fear and the desire for power.


	
The neoliberal worldview sustains the image of homo economicus using practical rationality to calculate the costs and benefits of decisions.


	
Human interests and identities are believed to be malleable and shaped by historically and socially constructed norms, beliefs, and values, with political interactions occurring on the basis of partially shared, if contested, interpretations of reality.


	
Neuroscientific account of human nature that complicates traditional notions of state rationality by underlining the emotional amoral egoism that drives state behaviour and each nation’s strategic culture.





	
Main state objectives and instruments to achieve them


	
Self-preservation and power-maximisation are a nation’s foremost priority, with power being both a means and an end; force and deceit are considered effective tools for furthering national interests.


	
Ensuring survival is the overriding goal which requires states to be mindful of their capabilities and continuously seek security.


	
International institutions, global commerce and the promotion of democracy serve as instruments to achieve a liberal world that is conducive to world peace and the happiness of individual beings.


	
Privatisation of public assets, the deregulation of labour markets and the vision of individualised competition in the marketplace are deemed important tools to achieve a thriving state.


	
Ideas, discourse, community building through interaction and shared normative frameworks are regarded as key means of improving international relations.


	
Dignity-based governance at the global and national level and a focus on multi-sum games are the harbingers of lasting progress and human well-being. Dignity-based governance reconciles the ever-present tension between our innate emotional, amoral and egoistic tendencies and the nine dignity needs of others.





	
Attitude towards cooperation vs competition


	
Assumption that international relations are inevitably conflictual and that conflicts are resolved by force.


	
Belief in the limited potential for cooperation and the prevalence of conflict.


	
Conviction that mutually beneficial cooperation is possible when people behave rationally.


	
Cooperation is believed to be fostered by the cultivation of shared norms, mutual trust and building of institutions.


	
Global prospects for cooperation and conflict are regarded as dependent on prevailing ideas and values.


	
Emphasis on the importance of mutually beneficial cooperation to satisfy human dignity needs (not just political freedoms) and to address 21st-century challenges.





	
Stress on relative or absolute gains?


	
Power politics are believed to be a zero-sum game, with states seeking to increase their power by taking it away from others out of fear that their own survival might be compromised by the relative advantages of rivals.


	
States are assumed to be primarily concerned with relative rather than absolute gains, with each state trying to improve its position in comparison to others.


	
States are believed to care only about their own individual gains and to be indifferent to the gains achieved by others.


	
States are assumed to be preoccupied with maximising their own individual gains and are less concerned with the gains or losses of others.


	
Preoccupation with relative gains is believed to dominate relations with the out-group members, whilst focus on absolute gains is likely to dominate in social exchanges with in-group members.


	
Interdependence and globalisation have created the heightened imperative to pursue absolute gains since the loss of other states, no matter how distant, will affect us in one way or another in the long term.





	
Key theorists


	
Thucydides (460–400BCE), Machiavelli (1469–1527), Hobbes (1588–1679), Reinhold Niebuhr (1892–1971), John H. Herz (1908–2005), George Kennan (1904–2005), Raymond Aron (1905–83), Hans Morgenthau (1904–80)


	
Kenneth Waltz (1924–2013), John J. Mearsheimer (born 1947)


	
John Locke (1632–1704), Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), John Stuart Mill (1806–73), Adam Smith (1723–90), Benjamin Constant (1767–1830)


	
Friedrich Hayek (1899–1992), Milton Friedman (1912–2006), James M. Buchanan (1919–2013), Margaret Thatcher (1925–2013), Ronald Reagan (1911–2004), Alan Greenspan (born 1926)


	
Alexander Wendt (born 1958), Martha Finnemore (born 1959), John Ruggie (1944–2021), Kathryn Sikkink (born 1955), Peter Katzenstein (born 1945)


	
Nayef Al-Rodhan (born 1959)





	
Sources: M.B. Steger and R.K. Roy, Neoliberalism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021); R.H. Jackson, G. Sørensen and J. Møller, Introduction to International Relations: Theories and Approaches, 7th edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019); D. Jacobi and A. Freyberg-Inan (eds), Human Beings in International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); M. Griffiths (ed.), Encyclopedia of International Relations and Global Politics (New York: Routledge, 2013); M. Zehfuss, Constructivism in International Relations: The Politics of Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); J. Haynes, P. Hough, S. Malik and L. Pettiford, World Politics: International Relations and Globalisation in the 21st Century (London: Sage, 2017).











5.3.1  Emotional Amoral Egoism of States


There is ample historical evidence that states are survival-oriented, pursuing self-interest and self-serving actions at all times.60 Whilst realists are thus right to perceive interstate conflict as a reflection of the egoistic nature of human beings, they generally over-focus on rational calculations to the neglect of the pivotal role played by emotions. Indeed, the traditional account of rational statecraft has been invalidated by evidence that human behaviour is primarily motivated by emotions, which are inextricably linked with our cognitive functions, as I have explained elsewhere.61 The myth of rational statecraft practitioners is also belied by a wealth of historical evidence, as discussed further below. Yet, the assumption – shared by realists, liberals and neoliberals alike – that rational decisions shape foreign policy has led to a widespread neglect of the role that emotions play in world politics. Admittedly, realists as well as liberals have held implicit ideas about a limited number of emotions – such as fear, hate and the lust for power – but these assumptions have been largely speculative, poorly theorised and overrationalised. For example, classical liberalism rationalises various emotions into different kinds of utilitarian self-interest.63 However, recent interdisciplinary insights into human emotions require us to reconceptualise the role played by a variety of emotions in international dynamics.

In light of emerging neurophilosophical understandings of how the human mind works, symbiotic realism contends that, in the same way as individuals, states are emotional, amoral and egoistic. Scepticism over the notion of state emotionality is often due to the erroneous ‘no body, no emotion’ assumption: ‘Because emotion happens in biological bodies, not in the space between them, it is hard to imagine emotion existing at anything other than the individual level of analysis.’64 However, a narrow focus on the individual level of analysis overlooks the power of group-level emotion that is irreducible to the individual experience. In fact, people associate with states (through shared culture, history or common interests) in ways that give rise to group-level emotions and even ‘a consciousness indiscernible to their inhabitants’.65 These are the product of a complex process in which ‘group members share, validate, and police each other’s feelings; and these feelings structure relations within and between groups in international politics’.66

Viewing states as exhibiting emotional responses to qualia helps to undermine the ‘oftentimes problematic dichotomy in much scholarship between individuals as monological conscious agents and other actors as either metaphorical or purely rational’.67

I argue that some of the most powerful emotions that determine the relations between states are tied to the Neuro P5 (power, pleasure, profit, pride and permanency). Wars are often waged in vindication of national pride or national permanency, that is, the desire to survive and produce a collective memory that stresses the superiority of a certain nation. The quest for power likewise permeates state behaviour. When power is unconstrained by democratic controls or systems of good governance, its holders may succumb to its addictive potential and, as a result, display severe distortions in judgement, cognition and behaviour, making states act in a ruthless way to maintain and enhance their power.68 All too often, fear-induced pre-emptive aggression lies at the root of state aggression.69 Fear constitutes a powerful motivator to ‘strike first’ and disproportionately and entails a whole range of reactions to satisfy the need for safety.70 In other words, foreign policy decision making is heavily influenced by emotions, and especially those tied to the Neuro P5.71

Whilst the drug-like effect of the Neuro P5 can inflate some negative traits of states to maximal levels, emotions per se are not necessarily detrimental to the decision making of states.72 Until the early 2000s, IR scholars generally believed that emotions were harmful to the quality of decision making. New findings in neuroscience have shown, however, that emotions can also serve an adaptive function by facilitating effective and quick decision making.73 In recent years a wealth of research has looked at the ways affective experience shapes state behaviour. For example, Marcus Holmes has explored the decision of British leaders to build up the Royal Navy before the First World War to illustrate the role of pre-analytical affective intuition yielding relevant knowledge. Welch Larson has similarly stressed the role of intuitive judgement to explain why Harry Truman decided to arrange an airlift in response to the Soviet blockade of West Berlin in 1949.74 In light of recent findings, symbiotic realism argues that states, like humans, are not driven exclusively by rational calculations and the pursuit of domination but by a wide range of affective needs, such as the desire for a sense of belonging and a positive identity, that have the potential to both improve and hinder foreign decision making.75

Whether or not the emotionality and egoism of states leads to constructive or destructive state behaviour in the international arena depends on the surrounding circumstances. States, like humans, are intrinsically neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’ but amoral.76 By referring to states as ‘amoral’ I do not negate the fact that state leaders have moral sensitivities, or that foreign policy is frequently pursued on the basis of moral judgements. Instead, by ‘amoral’ I mean that the moral compass of any state is shaped by influences from history, culture, the domestic and international environment, which can significantly recalibrate the intuitions that drive political leaders. Their behaviour will thus fluctuate significantly, on the basis of perceived fears, collective memory, national identity, social norms, cultural practices and many other variables.77

Given the emotional, amoral and egoistic tendencies of states, the theory of symbiotic realism recognises the importance that shared values play in mitigating conflicts and hostilities among states. It posits that collaboration and transcultural synergy should be the guiding principle in the search for better ways to manage relations between states.78 I elaborate on the implications of transcultural synergy in the next chapter. Briefly put, it means that, through collaboration and transcultural synergy, states are able to achieve more than they could on their own. Hence, innovative solutions for today’s many global challenges and threats can best be found if exchanges between the world’s different cultures become second nature. Indeed, symbiotic realism holds that the formation of a global cultural superstructure based on universally shared values is needed to address the challenges associated with globalisation and technological advances.

Finally, symbiotic realism emphasises the need to privilege dignity in interstate relations as a way to channel the emotional amoral egoism of states into enterprises that favour more peaceful and prosperous outcomes for all. This means that the nine requirements for dignity described in the previous chapter need to be fulfilled at not only the national level but also the global level.

In sum, symbiotic realism serves as an important basis for statecraft in an increasingly interconnected world. Senior British diplomat Robert Cooper has described the EU as the best-developed example of a postmodern state system based on mutual interdependence and transparency to a point where national borders among members become increasingly irrelevant. EU member countries have come together voluntarily based on the conviction that close cooperation and the merging of domestic and foreign policy is more likely to result in mutual prosperity and security than if every state were left to fend for itself in a system based on national sovereignty and characterised by mutual suspicion. Furthermore, the EU member states have adopted the principle of peaceful resolution of conflicts and seek to prevent distrust among members through mutual transparency and surveillance.79 The EU model, albeit in need of improvement, exemplifies the movement towards absolute gains and symbiotic realism. National egoism, however, often transforms the EU’s quest for absolute gains into a zero-sum game. For the world to evolve towards win-win situations, nationalist egoism must be abandoned in recognition of the fact that in today’s globalised world no state can sustainably flourish at the cost of others.

As the world becomes more and more interdependent, zero-sum approaches to international affairs become increasingly detrimental to a state’s own national interests. By pursuing symbiotic realism in their conduct of international affairs, state leaders can build harmonious relations with other states that maximise collective gains for all. The need for collective gains becomes particularly evident when looking at the ways in which national security and broader international security are intertwined. The following section will discuss how an improved statecraft paradigm must rethink the nature of national security.







5.4  Sustainable National Security


National security policy is an integral part of modern statecraft. Every statesman and stateswoman has the responsibility to defend the territorial integrity and political independence of his or her state, as well as to ensure the well-being and safety of the people living within its territory.

Not every state, of course, is equally independent in its ability to pursue its security objectives alone. The size and relative power of each state determines its ability to do so. Small and weak states often need to form alliances or accept protection from a stronger state to maintain their territorial integrity.80

A state’s geographic particularities – both its natural resources and geographic location – will have an impact on its national security agenda. A high mountain range may provide extra security for a state, but the same state might be particularly vulnerable to economic embargoes due to its lack of arable land. Extensive oil and gas resources may give a state a lot of economic leverage in its dealings with other states but may also make a state more attractive to potential invaders.

To a certain extent, security has objectively definable physical characteristics, such as whether a country’s borders are safe from attack. There is also, however, an important subjective dimension to the notion of security that concerns people’s perceptions of their personal security or that of their country.81 Statecraft thus involves not just addressing security threats per se, but also reassuring citizens that the security strategy being pursued by the state will increase people’s safety. At the same time, of course, statesmen and women should not let themselves be influenced by exaggerated threat perceptions among citizens. As noted before, statecraft needs to include effective public diplomacy to lessen threat perceptions among the public, both at home and abroad.
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TOOL
Negotiation

(direct or through
diplomacy)

Mediation

Propaganda

IntelTligence-
gathering/
espionage

DESCRIPTION

Formal discussions to solve an issue of
conflict. Agreement possible only if ‘both
sides’ objectives, though different, are
compatible’. Direct negotiations take place
between the holders of political power in
states, while diplomacy is undertaken by
appointed representatives of the state who
themselves do not hold political power.
Track Il diplomacy refers to informal
negotiations undertaken by unofficial
representatives of states — often a good
way of broaching potentially explosive
bilateral issues in an unofficial, non-
confrontational atmosphere.

Act as intermediary or neutral facilitator

in negotiations between two or more

state parties (may be undertaken by the
holder of political power or by an appointed
representative).

Spread information and ideas among the
population of another state in the hope of
inspiring a reaction or attitude favourable to
the foreign policy of the state.

Gathering of information by a state’s
diplomats or secret agents inside another
state that is helpful to the foreign policy
of the state.
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Incentives

Sanctions

Coercion
(deterrence,
compulsion
and war)

Offer of some form of reward in exchange
for a desired action or to provide a motive
for a state to take a particular course of
action. Best used when conflict situation
has not yet evolved into a state of crisis.
Incentives serve as conciliatory gesture
and help ease tensions. Good way of
creating ‘long-term foundations for peace
and cooperation’. Most effective if used
from a position of strength (which includes
the implied capacity to use negative
inducements as well). Can also be used
without explicit conditionality to help a state
stabilise and develop its economy, and to
foster good relations.

Inflict economic harm on target state by
withholding import goods and services or
access to technology to pressure the state
to change its behaviour. Usually takes

time to bear fruit (on average almost three
years). ‘Most effective when economic
costs are high for the target but low for the
initiator, when initiator is much larger than
the target, and when the target and initiator
have extensive trade relations.’

Involves the threat or actual use of military
force. Can be effective to stop or deter
overt aggression and deadly conflict.
Deterrence can be implicit (the sheer
military power of a state can deter other
states from taking a particular initiative
against the state) or explicit through troop
mobilisation and the stationing of troops
along borders. War refers to an actual
military attack on another state’s territory or
military installations.
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AUTHOR CONCEPT SHORT DESCRIPTION

Aristotle Natural environ- - Natural environment helps

(384-322 BcE) ment impacts determine an individual’s choice
individuals and of occupation, which in turn
societies impacts the type of political

arrangement people choose

- Heterogeneous territory
leads to heterogeneity among
inhabitants, which makes it
difficult to build a united and
peaceful state

- Isolated geographic location
of a state fosters longevity and
stability, as the state is
protected from military attacks
and revolutionary ideas coming
from abroad

Jean Bodin Climatic theories - Natural environment shapes
(1530-1596) human character and
influences regime types of
political communities

Alfred Thayer Importance of sea | - Most important ingredient of a
Mahan power in world state’s international power is
(1840-1914) politics a strong navy, control of long

coastlines and significant ports

- Expected rivalry over world
dominance to take place
between Russian land power
and British sea power in Asia,
and argued that Britain and the
United States together could
surround Eurasia from key
bases and keep Russian power
in check
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AUTHOR

Rudolph Kjellen

(1864-1922)

Friedrich Ratzel
(1844-1904)

Sir Halford
Mackinder
(1861-1947)

General Karl
Haushofer
(1869-1946)

Nicholas Spykman

(1893-1943)

CONCEPT

Geopolitics

Organic
theory

Heartland
theory

Theory of pan

regions

Environmental
determinism;
‘Rimland’
theory

SHORT DESCRIPTION

- Coined the term ‘geopolitics’ in
1899, defined as the “science of
the state”, which, in practice, he
believed to be mostly the science of
war, as he saw political process to
be spatially determined

- Like organisms, states compete with
each other to increase their living
space (Lebensraum) in order to thrive

- Rivalries between states will
shift from the sea to the interior
of continents

- Most important area to be contested
will be control over the northern and
interior parts of Eurasia (‘Pivot Area’
of world politics), including important
river networks to the seas and lakes

- Germany, Russia and China are
well-positioned to gain control of
the Pivot Area and dominate
maritime powers

- World consists of three blocs of
power: (1) Anglo-America, United
States as core (with periphery of
Latin America); (2) Europe, Germany
as core (with periphery of Africa and
India); and (3) Japan (with periphery
of Southeast Asia)

- Advocated that Germany, as
Europe’s leading power, would
expand its sphere of domination
eastwards (ideas taken up by
Nazi Germany)

- Northern Hemisphere more important
than Southern Hemisphere

- Importance of ‘Rimland’, including
Western Europe, Middle East,
South Asia, South-east Asia and
Far East





