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Robert D. Kaplan: The Coming Anarchy is a thought-provoking essay that
explores the intersection of geography, politics, and societal dynamics in
the post-Cold War world. Published in 1994 in The Atlantic Monthly, Kaplan’s
work anticipates a future characterized by chaos and instability, driven by a
confluence of environmental degradation, economic disparity, and ethnic
conflict. This article delves into Kaplan's key themes, the context of his
arguments, and the implications of his predictions for contemporary global
politics.

Understanding the Context of Kaplan's Work

To fully appreciate Kaplan's insights in The Coming Anarchy, it is crucial to
understand the geopolitical landscape of the early 1990s. This was a period
marked by significant transformations:

The End of the Cold War

- The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 led to the emergence of new
nation-states, many of which were ill-equipped to handle the sudden shift in
power dynamics.
- The bipolar world order gave way to a multipolar landscape, creating
opportunities for both cooperation and conflict.

Globalization and Economic Disparity

- The rise of globalization began to reshape economies across the globe, but
not all regions benefited equally.
- Many developing nations faced increasing poverty and disenfranchisement,
which Kaplan argued could lead to instability and violence.

Environmental Stressors

- Kaplan highlighted environmental issues such as deforestation, water
scarcity, and climate change as significant factors contributing to social
unrest.
- The depletion of natural resources exacerbated existing tensions within and
between nations.

Key Themes in "The Coming Anarchy"

Kaplan’s essay is rich with themes that resonate with contemporary issues.
Here are some of the most salient points he makes:



The Role of Geography

Kaplan emphasizes the importance of geographic factors in shaping human
behavior and societal outcomes. He argues that:

1. Geography is Destiny: The physical landscape influences economic
opportunities, resource availability, and the nature of political power.
2. Urbanization: Rapid urbanization in developing countries creates
megacities that are often characterized by poverty, crime, and social
friction.
3. Borders and Conflict: Arbitrarily drawn borders, particularly in Africa
and the Middle East, contribute to ethnic tensions and conflict.

Ethnic and Cultural Conflicts

One of Kaplan's central ideas is that ethnic and cultural identities are
becoming more pronounced in a globalized world. He posits that:

- Identity Politics: As traditional state structures weaken, individuals
increasingly turn to ethnic and cultural affiliations for security and
belonging.
- Civil Wars: Kaplan predicts a rise in civil wars and internal conflicts, as
groups vie for power and recognition.
- Religious Extremism: The resurgence of religious fundamentalism can lead to
violent confrontations, particularly in regions grappling with modernity and
tradition.

Environmental Degradation

Kaplan warns that environmental issues will exacerbate societal tensions. He
identifies several key points:

- Resource Scarcity: As natural resources become scarce, competition for
these resources can lead to conflict.
- Climate Change: The effects of climate change, such as rising sea levels
and extreme weather events, threaten to displace populations and create
humanitarian crises.
- Migration: Environmental degradation can force people to migrate, leading
to tensions in host communities.

The Concept of "Anarchy"

The term "anarchy" in Kaplan’s essay does not refer to a complete absence of
governance but rather to a breakdown of order. He suggests that:

1. Failed States: Regions with weak governments become breeding grounds for
chaos and lawlessness.
2. Transnational Threats: Issues such as drug trafficking, terrorism, and
organized crime thrive in areas lacking effective governance.
3. Global Implications: Localized chaos can have far-reaching effects,
destabilizing entire regions and impacting global security.



Critiques of Kaplan's Views

While Kaplan’s The Coming Anarchy has garnered significant attention, it has
also faced criticism. Some of the notable critiques include:

Determinism and Pessimism

- Critics argue that Kaplan's deterministic view oversimplifies complex
issues and may foster a sense of hopelessness regarding the future.
- The pessimistic outlook can lead to fatalism, discouraging proactive
measures to address the root causes of conflict.

Overemphasis on Ethnic Conflict

- Some scholars contend that Kaplan overemphasizes ethnic and cultural
conflicts while underestimating other factors, such as economic interests and
political power struggles.
- Not all ethnic groups are in conflict; in many cases, there are cooperative
efforts to build peace and promote understanding.

Underestimating Resilience and Adaptation

- Critics point out that Kaplan's vision may overlook the resilience of
societies and their ability to adapt to changing circumstances.
- Many regions have successfully navigated challenges through diplomacy,
economic development, and community-building initiatives.

Implications of Kaplan's Predictions

Despite the critiques, Kaplan's The Coming Anarchy remains relevant in the
context of contemporary global challenges. The implications of his
predictions can be observed in several areas:

Policy Formulation

- Policymakers must consider the interconnectedness of environmental, social,
and political factors when designing interventions.
- Addressing root causes of conflict, such as poverty and resource scarcity,
should be prioritized to prevent escalation.

International Cooperation

- Global challenges require coordinated responses. Nations must work together
to address issues like climate change, migration, and transnational crime.
- International organizations and coalitions can play a crucial role in



facilitating dialogue and cooperation among disparate groups.

Focus on Resilience Building

- Strategies aimed at building resilience in communities can mitigate the
effects of chaos. This includes fostering local governance, economic
opportunities, and social cohesion.
- Education and capacity-building initiatives are vital for empowering
communities to address their challenges.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of "The
Coming Anarchy"

Robert D. Kaplan’s The Coming Anarchy serves as a cautionary tale about the
potential for chaos in a rapidly changing world. While some of his
predictions may seem alarmist, the underlying themes of environmental
degradation, ethnic conflict, and the fragility of state structures continue
to resonate today. As the world faces unprecedented challenges, Kaplan's work
encourages a deeper examination of the factors that contribute to instability
and the importance of proactive measures to foster peace and resilience. By
understanding the complexities of our interconnected world, we can work
towards a more stable and harmonious future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Robert D.
Kaplan's 'The Coming Anarchy'?

The main themes include the impact of geography on political stability, the
rise of non-state actors, environmental degradation, and the socio-political
consequences of urbanization and globalization.

How does Kaplan predict the future of global
conflicts in 'The Coming Anarchy'?

Kaplan predicts that future conflicts will arise from ethnic tensions,
resource scarcity, and the breakdown of state authority, leading to increased
chaos and instability, particularly in developing regions.

What role does geography play in Kaplan's analysis in
'The Coming Anarchy'?

Geography is central to Kaplan's analysis, as he argues that geographic
factors like climate, terrain, and proximity to resources significantly
influence political power and social dynamics in various regions.



In what ways does 'The Coming Anarchy' reflect
current global issues?

The book reflects current issues such as climate change, migration crises,
and the resurgence of nationalism, highlighting how these factors can lead to
societal fragmentation and conflict.

How has 'The Coming Anarchy' influenced contemporary
geopolitical thinking?

The book has influenced contemporary geopolitical thinking by emphasizing the
importance of understanding local contexts and non-state actors in a rapidly
changing world, encouraging policymakers to consider a broader range of
factors in conflict and stability.
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