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Robert D. Kaplan's "The Coming Anarchy": A Deep
Dive into Global Instability

robert d kaplan the coming anarchy, a seminal work that continues to provoke
discussion and analysis decades after its initial publication, paints a stark
and prescient picture of a world grappling with profound demographic shifts,
environmental degradation, and the erosion of state capacity. Kaplan's
thesis, which posits a future dominated by resource scarcity, mass
migrations, and a fracturing of established geopolitical orders, remains a
powerful lens through which to understand contemporary global challenges.
This article will explore the core arguments presented in "The Coming
Anarchy," examining its key themes, the societal and environmental factors
contributing to this predicted instability, and the enduring relevance of
Kaplan's unsettling but important vision. We will delve into the breakdown of
traditional societal structures, the impact of population pressures, and the
escalating challenges posed by climate change, all within the framework of
Kaplan's influential geopolitical analysis.

Understanding Robert D. Kaplan's "The Coming
Anarchy" Thesis

At its heart, Robert D. Kaplan's "The Coming Anarchy" is a provocative
exploration of the forces shaping a new global disorder. Published in 1994,
Kaplan argued that the end of the Cold War would not usher in an era of
universal peace and democracy, but rather a period characterized by the
resurgence of ancient, tribalistic conflicts, exacerbated by resource
scarcity and environmental collapse. He foresaw a world where weak and
failing states would become overwhelmed by their own populations, leading to
a breakdown of order and a rise in localized violence. This, he contended,
would be the defining characteristic of the post-Cold War landscape, a stark
departure from the optimistic assumptions prevalent at the time.

The Erosion of State Capacity and the Rise of Non-
State Actors

A central pillar of Kaplan's argument is the concept of diminishing state
capacity. He detailed how many developing nations, particularly in Africa and
the Middle East, were already struggling to provide basic services, maintain



law and order, and control their territories. Economic hardship, corruption,
and internal strife were depicted as factors that hollowed out the legitimacy
and effectiveness of these governments. In this vacuum, Kaplan predicted the
rise of non-state actors — warlords, ethnic militias, and transnational
criminal organizations — who would wield significant power, often filling the
void left by absent states. This shift, he suggested, would redefine
international relations, moving away from state-centric models towards a more
fragmented and chaotic geopolitical reality.

Demographic Pressures and Mass Migrations

Kaplan placed significant emphasis on the role of rapid population growth as
a primary driver of future instability. He argued that in regions with
already strained resources and weak governance, burgeoning populations would
only intensify pressures on land, water, and food supplies. This scarcity,
coupled with limited economic opportunities, would inevitably lead to mass
migrations, both internal and international. These movements of people,
Kaplan warned, would not be orderly or managed, but rather desperate and
disruptive, further destabilizing both the countries of origin and the
regions to which migrants fled. The resulting social and political friction,
he posited, would be a major source of conflict.

Environmental Degradation and Resource Scarcity

The environmental dimension of Kaplan's thesis is equally critical. He
highlighted how deforestation, desertification, water pollution, and other
forms of environmental degradation would not only deplete vital resources but
also contribute to social unrest and conflict. The competition for
increasingly scarce resources like arable land and fresh water, he argued,
would become a potent catalyst for violence, particularly in densely
populated areas. Kaplan foresaw a future where environmental challenges would
become deeply intertwined with political and social instability, creating a
vicious cycle of decline and conflict. This connection between environmental
health and geopolitical stability is a recurring theme in his analysis.

Key Themes and Arguments in "The Coming
Anarchy"

Robert D. Kaplan's "The Coming Anarchy" is rich with interconnected themes
that contribute to its unsettling but influential thesis. The book does not
present a single, isolated problem, but rather a confluence of factors that,
in Kaplan's view, are irrevocably reshaping the global landscape. His
analysis is characterized by a focus on the tangible and often grim realities



on the ground, moving away from abstract geopolitical theories towards a more
grounded, even visceral, examination of human behavior under duress.

The Fragile Nature of Modern Civilization

One of the most profound arguments in "The Coming Anarchy" is the inherent
fragility of modern civilization. Kaplan suggests that the veneer of
stability enjoyed by many societies is thinner than commonly believed, and
that a combination of internal weaknesses and external pressures can quickly
erode the structures that maintain order. He points to historical examples
and contemporary trends that demonstrate how easily established systems can
collapse when faced with overwhelming challenges, such as economic collapse,
environmental disaster, or widespread social breakdown. This theme
underscores the vulnerability of even advanced societies to forces that might
seem distant or improbable.

The Return of Pre-Modern Conflicts in a Modern World

Kaplan controversially argued that the end of the Cold War would not lead to
the triumph of liberal democracy, but rather to a resurgence of pre-modern
forms of conflict. He described how ethnic, religious, and tribal identities,
long suppressed by state authority or Cold War rivalries, would reassert
themselves. In areas where state institutions are weak, these ancient
loyalties and animosities would become the primary organizing principles,
leading to localized warfare and a breakdown of universalistic values. This
concept of "medievalism" reemerging in the modern era is a striking image
that captures the essence of his predictions.

The Geopolitical Implications of Population Dynamics

The book extensively explores the geopolitical implications of population
dynamics, moving beyond simple demographic statistics to analyze their real-
world consequences. Kaplan meticulously describes how surging populations in
regions with limited resources and dysfunctional governance create fertile
ground for instability. He links population density and growth directly to
increased competition for resources, leading to internal displacement and
external migration. This, in turn, puts pressure on international relations,
potentially leading to border disputes, humanitarian crises, and a rise in
xenophobia and nationalism in receiving countries. The interconnectedness of
these factors forms a crucial part of his argument.



Water Wars and Resource-Driven Conflict

A specific and prescient prediction within "The Coming Anarchy" is the
inevitability of "water wars." Kaplan identified water scarcity as a critical
flashpoint for future conflicts. As populations grow and climate change
intensifies, competition for this essential resource would become
increasingly fierce, leading to disputes between communities, regions, and
even nations. He pointed to existing water stress in various parts of the
world and projected that these tensions would escalate, becoming a
significant driver of instability and geopolitical friction in the 21st
century. This foresight has proven remarkably accurate in subsequent years.

The Enduring Relevance of "The Coming Anarchy"

Decades after its initial publication, Robert D. Kaplan's "The Coming
Anarchy" continues to resonate with policymakers, academics, and the public
alike. Its enduring relevance stems from the fact that many of the trends
Kaplan identified have indeed manifested, albeit in complex and sometimes
unforeseen ways. The book serves as a stark reminder that geopolitical
stability is not a given, and that underlying societal and environmental
pressures can have profound and destabilizing consequences.

Contemporary Challenges Echoing Kaplan's Predictions

Many contemporary global challenges bear a striking resemblance to the
scenarios outlined by Kaplan. The rise of failed states, the persistent
threat of ethnic and religious conflicts, and the humanitarian crises driven
by mass displacement are all phenomena that Kaplan foresaw. The increasing
focus on climate change as a national security issue, and the growing concern
over resource scarcity, particularly regarding water, further underscore the
prescience of his analysis. The breakdown of traditional governance
structures in many parts of the world continues to be a significant concern
for international relations.

Lessons for Geopolitical Analysis and Policy

The value of "The Coming Anarchy" lies not just in its predictions, but also
in the framework it provides for understanding geopolitical complexity.
Kaplan's emphasis on geographical realities, demographic pressures, and
environmental factors offers a corrective to overly abstract or ideologically
driven analyses. For policymakers, the book serves as a cautionary tale,
highlighting the importance of addressing root causes of instability, such as
poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation, rather than solely



focusing on symptoms. It encourages a more nuanced and long-term approach to
foreign policy and international development.

Criticisms and Counterarguments

While influential, "The Coming Anarchy" has also faced significant criticism.
Some scholars argue that Kaplan's thesis is overly deterministic and
pessimistic, potentially leading to self-fulfilling prophecies or justifying
interventions based on fear. Critics have also pointed out that his focus on
"ancient hatreds" can oversimplify complex political dynamics and overlook
the role of external actors or political manipulation in fueling conflicts.
Additionally, the rapid pace of technological change and globalization, while
acknowledged by Kaplan, has introduced new variables that may temper or alter
the predicted trajectory of global instability. The extent to which these
criticisms mitigate the core of his analysis remains a subject of ongoing
debate.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of Robert D. Kaplan's
'The Coming Anarchy'?

Kaplan's central thesis is that demographic pressures, environmental
degradation, and the erosion of state authority are creating a global wave of
instability and violence, leading to a 'coming anarchy' where traditional
geopolitical structures will break down.

What key factors does Kaplan identify as
contributing to this 'coming anarchy'?

He highlights rapid population growth, particularly in developing regions,
coupled with dwindling resources like water and arable land. He also points
to the weakening of state institutions, leading to a rise in tribalism,
criminalization, and the proliferation of non-state actors.

Which regions does Kaplan primarily focus on in 'The
Coming Anarchy'?

While the book has global implications, Kaplan heavily emphasizes regions
like West Africa, the Middle East, and parts of Central Asia, citing them as
early indicators of the trends he describes due to their specific demographic
and environmental challenges.



How does Kaplan view the role of globalization in
the context of 'The Coming Anarchy'?

Kaplan argues that globalization, while connecting the world economically,
also exacerbates existing fragilities. It spreads problems like environmental
stress and illicit economies more rapidly, while simultaneously undermining
the capacity of weak states to manage them.

What are some of the potential consequences of this
'coming anarchy' that Kaplan foresees?

He predicts increased refugee flows, ethnic conflicts, resource wars, the
rise of terrorism and organized crime, and a general decline in international
order. He also suggests a growing divide between stable, wealthy nations and
chaotic, impoverished ones.

What is the general reception and critique of 'The
Coming Anarchy'?

The book was highly influential and prescient in many of its observations,
particularly regarding the rise of non-state actors and the impact of
environmental stress. However, it has also faced criticism for its
deterministic tone, perceived Eurocentrism, and for potentially
oversimplifying complex geopolitical dynamics.

Has the world seen evidence supporting Kaplan's
predictions since the book's publication?

Many observers believe events since 'The Coming Anarchy's' publication in
1997, such as the rise of groups like ISIS, prolonged conflicts in the Middle
East and Africa, and the increasing salience of resource scarcity in
geopolitical discussions, lend support to his core arguments.

What is the relevance of 'The Coming Anarchy' to
contemporary international relations and security
discussions?

The book remains relevant as it frames many ongoing debates about state
failure, the impact of climate change on security, the challenges posed by
non-state actors, and the potential for increased global instability. It
serves as a foundational text for understanding these complex interconnected
issues.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Robert D. Kaplan's The Coming Anarchy, with
short descriptions:

1. The Revenge of Geography: What the Maps Tell Us About the Past, Present,
and Future

This book argues that geographical realities—mountains, rivers, coastlines,
and climate—are fundamental forces that shape history and international
relations, often overriding political ideologies. Kaplan revisits classical
geographical determinism, applying it to contemporary geopolitical hotspots
and demonstrating how physical landscapes continue to dictate power dynamics
and conflict. It provides a historical and geographical context for
understanding many of the world's persistent tensions.

2. Balkan Ghosts: A Journey Through History

In Balkan Ghosts, Kaplan embarks on a deeply personal and historical journey
through the Balkan Peninsula, a region fraught with ancient resentments and
explosive conflicts. He explores the complex, often violent, historical
narratives that have shaped the region's identity and continue to fuel its
instability. The book offers a vivid portrayal of the human cost of
unresolved historical grievances and the cyclical nature of violence.

3. Imperial Grunts: The American Military on the Ground

Kaplan delves into the realities of contemporary American military
interventions in this unflinching account. He spends time with soldiers in
Iraq, Afghanistan, and other conflict zones, revealing the human element of
warfare and the challenges faced by those on the front lines. The book
highlights the often grim and complex nature of nation-building and
counterinsurgency, reflecting on the difficulties of imposing order in
fractured societies.

4. The Ends of the Earth: A Journey to the Extremes of the World

This collection of essays showcases Kaplan's travels to remote and volatile
regions across the globe, from the Siberian Arctic to the deserts of Sudan.
He captures the raw and often harsh realities of life in areas grappling with
environmental degradation, political instability, and deep-seated social
issues. The book underscores the interconnectedness of global challenges and
the fragility of civilization in many parts of the world.

5. Monsoon: The Indian Ocean and How People Made the Modern World

Kaplan shifts his focus to the Indian Ocean, exploring its historical
significance as a nexus of trade, culture, and conflict. He argues that this
vast maritime region has been central to the development of global
civilization and continues to be a critical arena for geopolitical
competition. The book traces the intricate connections between diverse
societies and the impact of environmental and economic forces on their
destinies.

6. Inferno: A Photographer's Journey Through the Middle East
While often text-focused, Kaplan's work shares a sensibility with visual



storytelling of conflict. This hypothetical book title represents the visual
documentation of regions mirroring the themes in The Coming Anarchy. It would
offer a stark, unfiltered look at the human landscapes shaped by war,
poverty, and political upheaval in the Middle East. The images would convey
the raw emotion and profound challenges faced by people in these areas.

7. The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-first Century

Although a different perspective, Thomas Friedman's The World Is Flat
provides a counterpoint and context to Kaplan's more pessimistic view.
Friedman highlights the homogenizing forces of globalization, technology, and
free markets, suggesting a more interconnected and opportunity-rich world.
Comparing the two offers a debate on whether globalization is leading to
greater stability or exacerbating existing fractures, as Kaplan suggests.

8. Exit West

This fictional work by Mohsin Hamid, while a novel, thematically resonates
with the anxieties about displacement and migration driven by conflict and
instability. It tells the story of Saeed and Nadia, who flee their war-torn
country through magical doors. The novel powerfully illustrates the human
experience of forced migration and the search for refuge in a world
increasingly shaped by crises, echoing Kaplan's concerns about societal
breakdown.

9. Ghost Wars: The Secret History of the CIA, Afghanistan, and Bin Laden,
from the Soviet Invasion to September 10, 2001

Steve Coll's meticulously researched history provides essential background to
the conditions that foster anarchy, particularly in Afghanistan. It details
the complex interplay of foreign intervention, local politics, and the rise
of extremism that created a breeding ground for instability. This book helps
explain how a region can descend into prolonged conflict, a phenomenon Kaplan
argues is becoming more widespread.
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