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Robert Kaplan The Coming Anarchy is a thought-provoking piece of writing that delves into the complexities of
global politics and societal disintegration. Originally published in 1994 in the pages of The Atlantic Monthly,
Kaplan’s essay has gained renewed relevance in our increasingly fragmented world. By examining the intersection
of geography, culture, and politics, Kaplan presents a compelling argument that the future will be dominated
by chaos and conflict, driven by a multitude of factors such as overpopulation, environmental degradation,
and the decline of nation-states. This article will explore the key themes of Kaplan's essay, the context in
which it was written, and its implications for contemporary geopolitics.

Understanding Kaplan's Perspective

Robert Kaplan, an American author and journalist, is widely recognized for his insightful analyses of
international relations and geopolitics. In The Coming Anarchy, Kaplan posits that traditional political
boundaries are becoming increasingly irrelevant as societal structures unravel under the weight of demographic
and environmental stresses. His perspective is shaped by a combination of historical analysis and personal
experiences in various conflict zones.

The Premise of Anarchy

At the core of Kaplan's argument is the notion that the world is moving toward a state of anarchy. He
describes how various regions, particularly in Africa, are experiencing the breakdown of social order due to:

Population growth

Environmental scarcity

Ethnic and tribal conflicts

Weak governance

Kaplan warns that as these pressures mount, violent conflict will become more common, leading to a
redefinition of the political landscape. This anarchy is not limited to developing nations; it has the potential to
spill over into more stable regions, affecting global security.

The Role of Geography

Kaplan emphasizes the significance of geography in shaping human behavior and societal development. He argues
that the natural environment dictates the limits of human expansion and prosperity. For instance, regions
plagued by drought or resource depletion are more likely to experience instability and conflict.

Case Studies in Anarchy

To illustrate his points, Kaplan offers several case studies from different parts of the world:

1. West Africa: The civil wars in Sierra Leone and Liberia exemplify how resource scarcity and ethnic tensions



can lead to chaos. Kaplan highlights how these conflicts are fueled by competition for resources like diamonds
and timber.

2. The Balkans: In the aftermath of the Yugoslav Wars, Kaplan notes that the breakup of a once-unified state
into ethnic enclaves resulted in violence and instability, serving as a cautionary tale for other regions.

3. The Middle East: Kaplan discusses how the legacy of colonialism and the artificial borders drawn by
Western powers have contributed to ongoing conflicts in countries like Iraq and Syria, where ethnic and
sectarian divisions are exacerbated by external interventions.

The Implications of The Coming Anarchy for Global Politics

Kaplan's insights raise critical questions about the future of international relations and security. As states
struggle to maintain control over their territories, the potential for transnational threats increases. This
creates a need for a reevaluation of traditional foreign policy approaches.

Emerging Threats

As Kaplan suggests, the following emerging threats are likely to dominate the geopolitical landscape:

- Terrorism: The rise of non-state actors and terrorist organizations can be traced back to the instability
that Kaplan describes. These groups often exploit weak governance and societal unrest to gain power.

- Resource Wars: Competition over dwindling resources, such as water and arable land, may lead to conflicts
not only within nations but also between them.

- Migration Crises: As environmental and social conditions worsen, mass migrations can destabilize regions and
lead to xenophobia and conflict in host countries.

Critiques and Counterarguments

Despite the prescience of Kaplan's arguments, there are critiques of his perspective. Some scholars argue that
Kaplan's view is overly deterministic, suggesting that human agency and the potential for cooperation are
underestimated.

Alternative Views

1. Technological Solutions: Advances in technology, such as renewable energy and improved agricultural
practices, may mitigate some of the resource scarcity that Kaplan predicts.

2. Global Governance: Institutions like the United Nations and regional organizations can play a significant
role in conflict prevention and resolution, challenging the notion that anarchy is inevitable.

3. Resilience and Adaptation: Many societies have shown remarkable resilience in the face of challenges, adapting
to changing conditions in ways that Kaplan may not fully acknowledge.



Conclusion: The Relevance of Kaplan's Work Today

In the years since The Coming Anarchy was published, the world has witnessed various crises that echo
Kaplan's predictions. From the Syrian civil war to the rise of populism in Europe and America, the themes of
chaos and instability resonate more than ever.

As we navigate the complexities of the 21st century, Kaplan's analysis offers valuable insights into the
challenges we face. Understanding the interplay of geography, culture, and politics is essential for anticipating
future conflicts and developing effective strategies for peace and stability.

In conclusion, Robert Kaplan's The Coming Anarchy remains a crucial text for anyone interested in global
affairs and the future of international relations. By examining the underlying factors that contribute to
societal breakdown, we can better prepare for the challenges that lie ahead and work towards a more stable
and equitable world.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main themes include the effects of overpopulation, environmental degradation, and the breakdown of
traditional social structures. Kaplan discusses how these factors contribute to global instability and
conflict.

How does Kaplan's perspective on globalization differ from other theorists?

Kaplan presents a more pessimistic view of globalization, arguing that it can exacerbate inequalities and lead
to chaos in less developed regions, contrasting with the more optimistic views that emphasize economic
interdependence and cooperation.

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

Geography is central to Kaplan's argument; he asserts that the physical landscape influences human behavior
and societal development, leading to conflicts, especially in regions where resources are scarce.

In what ways does 'The Coming Anarchy' predict future conflicts?

Kaplan predicts that future conflicts will arise from resource scarcity, climate change, and demographic
pressures, particularly in regions like Africa and the Middle East, where governance is weak and social cohesion
is fragile.

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

The essay has influenced contemporary thought by highlighting the importance of non-traditional security
threats, such as environmental and demographic issues, in shaping international relations and policy-making,
prompting a reevaluation of how we approach global security.
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