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The Coming Anarchy Robert Kaplan is a seminal work that delves into the complexities
of global politics, social disintegration, and the multifaceted challenges that arise as
nations grapple with the forces of globalization and environmental change. Published in
1994, Kaplan's essay in The Atlantic resonates with contemporary themes, making it a
crucial piece for understanding the geopolitical landscape of the 21st century. This article
will explore the key concepts presented by Kaplan, analyze their relevance today, and
discuss the implications they bear on future global conflicts.

Understanding the Premise of "The Coming
Anarchy"

Kaplan's central thesis revolves around the idea that the future of global politics will be
shaped less by the traditional power struggles of nation-states and more by the chaotic
interplay of environmental degradation, economic disparity, and ethnic conflicts. He
argues that as modernity spreads, it brings with it a disintegration of societal structures,
leading to increased violence and instability.

The Role of Geography and Environment

Kaplan emphasizes the importance of geography in shaping human behavior and societal
outcomes. He notes that regions with scarce resources, such as water and arable land, are
likely to experience heightened conflict. Key geographical factors that Kaplan identifies
include:

Scarcity of Resources: As populations grow and resources diminish, competition
for essential commodities will intensify, leading to conflict.

Environmental Degradation: Climate change and its effects, such as droughts and
flooding, will exacerbate existing tensions and force migration.

Urbanization: Rapid urban growth in developing countries can lead to the
proliferation of slums, where lawlessness and violence often thrive.

Social Fragmentation and Ethnic Conflict

One of Kaplan's poignant observations is the rise of ethnic nationalism as a powerful force
in global politics. He argues that the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold
War have led to an upsurge in ethnic conflicts, as groups seek to assert their identity and



autonomy. This fragmentation poses significant challenges, including:

Increased Violence: Ethnic strife often leads to civil wars and genocides, as groups
vie for power and recognition.

Weakening of Nation-States: As loyalties shift from national identities to ethnic
affiliations, the traditional authority of states is undermined.

Humanitarian Crises: Displacement and suffering resulting from conflict can lead
to widespread humanitarian disasters, further complicating international responses.

The Political Implications of Kaplan's Argument

Kaplan's insights have far-reaching implications for policymakers and global leaders.
Understanding the dynamics he describes is essential for navigating the complexities of
modern governance.

Challenges to Traditional Diplomacy

The emergence of non-state actors, such as terrorist organizations and militias,
complicates international relations. Kaplan's work suggests that traditional diplomatic
approaches may be inadequate in addressing these new realities. Key challenges include:

Negotiating with Non-State Actors: Diplomacy must evolve to engage with groups1.
that do not recognize conventional state boundaries.

Addressing Root Causes: Policymakers must focus on underlying issues such as2.
poverty and inequality, rather than merely responding to symptoms like violence.

Global Cooperation: An increasingly interconnected world requires collaboration3.
across borders to tackle global challenges like climate change and resource scarcity.

The Rise of Authoritarianism

Kaplan warns of a potential regression to authoritarian governance in response to chaos
and instability. As societies struggle to cope with disintegration, some governments may
resort to repressive measures to maintain order. This trend can lead to:

Suppression of Dissent: Authoritarian regimes may clamp down on freedoms to



prevent unrest.

Increased Militarization: Governments may prioritize military solutions over
diplomatic ones, escalating conflicts.

Human Rights Violations: The lack of accountability in authoritarian states often
leads to widespread human rights abuses.

The Relevance of "The Coming Anarchy" Today

Decades after its publication, Kaplan's essay continues to hold relevance as we witness the
unfolding of many of the phenomena he predicted. The interconnectedness of global
challenges has become increasingly apparent, particularly in light of recent events.

Climate Change and Migration

In recent years, the impact of climate change has become a pressing reality. Kaplan's
insights into environmental degradation and its role in conflict are evident as communities
face:

Forced Migration: Climate-induced displacement is on the rise, with millions forced
to leave their homes due to extreme weather events.

Resource Conflicts: Competition for dwindling water supplies and arable land is
leading to tensions between communities and nations.

Global Health Crises

The COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the fragility of global systems and the
interdependence of nations. Kaplan's predictions about societal disintegration are echoed
in the challenges posed by:

Public Health Infrastructure: Weak health systems in many regions have1.
struggled to cope with the pandemic's demands.

Economic Disparity: The pandemic has exacerbated inequalities, with marginalized2.
communities facing the brunt of its effects.



Conclusion: The Path Forward

The Coming Anarchy Robert Kaplan serves as a critical lens through which we can
understand the complexities of modern geopolitics. As we navigate the challenges of the
21st century, it is crucial to heed Kaplan's warnings about the interplay of environmental,
social, and political factors. By adopting a holistic approach that prioritizes collaboration,
resource management, and the promotion of human rights, we can work towards a more
stable and equitable global future. Understanding the lessons from Kaplan's work is not
just an academic exercise; it is an imperative for anyone invested in shaping a better
world in an era of uncertainty.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Robert Kaplan's 'The
Coming Anarchy'?
The central theme of 'The Coming Anarchy' is the idea that societal collapse and chaos are
imminent due to overpopulation, resource scarcity, and the breakdown of governmental
structures, particularly in developing regions.

How does Kaplan relate geography to political
instability in 'The Coming Anarchy'?
Kaplan argues that geographical factors, such as climate and terrain, significantly
influence political stability and conflict, suggesting that environmental conditions can
exacerbate social tensions and lead to anarchy.

What predictions does Kaplan make about future global
conflicts?
Kaplan predicts that future global conflicts will be driven by issues like water shortages,
food scarcity, and mass migrations, particularly in regions where governments are weak
or failing.

In what ways does 'The Coming Anarchy' reflect on the
impacts of globalization?
The book reflects on globalization's dual nature, highlighting how it can lead to both
economic growth and increased inequality, which may contribute to instability and conflict
in certain regions.

What role does climate change play in Kaplan's



analysis?
Kaplan emphasizes that climate change will exacerbate existing tensions by creating
resource shortages and forcing populations to migrate, ultimately contributing to political
instability and potential conflicts.

How does Kaplan's perspective on democracy differ
from traditional views?
Kaplan suggests that democracy may not be the best solution for all regions, arguing that
in places with deep-seated ethnic or tribal divisions, more authoritarian forms of
governance might be necessary to maintain order.

What is the significance of the title 'The Coming
Anarchy'?
The title signifies the impending chaos and disorder that Kaplan foresees as a result of
various socio-political and environmental factors converging to undermine stability in
societies around the world.

How has 'The Coming Anarchy' influenced
contemporary discussions on security?
The book has influenced contemporary discussions on security by prompting policymakers
and scholars to consider the implications of environmental and social factors on national
and global security strategies.
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