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Introduction

The world in the third year of the pandemic
Felipe Sahagún

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine

With the illegal, unjustified and unprovoked invasion of Ukraine 
in the early hours of 24 February, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin shattered Europe’s fragile post-Cold War security system, 
the fundamental norms of international law on sovereignty and 
territorial integrity and the basic principles of peace, forcing the 
major Western powers and their two main organisations – NATO 
and the EU – to respond with extraordinary aid to Ukraine and 
tough sanctions on Russia which, just days before, had seemed 
impossible1.

“We have seen a more rapid transformation of the geopolitical 
map of Europe in the last week than in the previous three dec-
ades, since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the USSR,” wrote Carl 
Bildt six days later2, as hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians 

1 Sahagún, F. (25 February 2022). Surrender or war of attrition, Ukraine’s two options. 
El Mundo. P. 10. https://www.elmundo.es/internacional/2022/02/24/62179426fc-
6c83e2708b45f3.html 
2 Bildt, C. (1 March 2022). A prolonged war in Ukraine could transform Europe. 
The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/03/01/
prolonged-ukraine-war-would-test-european-unity/

https://www.elmundo.es/internacional/2022/02/24/62179426fc6c83e2708b45f3.html
https://www.elmundo.es/internacional/2022/02/24/62179426fc6c83e2708b45f3.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/03/01/prolonged-ukraine-war-would-test-european-unity/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/03/01/prolonged-ukraine-war-would-test-european-unity/
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sought refuge in neighbouring countries. Within three weeks of 
the invasion, the number had already exceeded 3 million, almost 
two million of them in Poland.

And so, it summarised the partial restriction of Russia’s access to 
the SWIFT international banking transaction system, the closure 
of European and North American airspace to Russian aircraft, 
the substantial increase in the German defence budget and the 
approval of arms shipments by the EU and its major members to 
the invaded Ukraine.

Having invented a century-long conspiracy by Lenin, Stalin, 
Khrushchev, Gorbachev and NATO to separate Ukraine from 
Russia, and having turned a deaf ear to all peace initiatives 
presented to the Kremlin since November, in the early hours of 
24 February Putin launched, from four fronts (Russia, Belarus, 
Crimea and the Black Sea), the invasion forewarned so many 
times by the Biden Administration to end Ukraine’s independence 
and the European security system.

In his televised “declaration of war”, recorded three days earlier, 
he described the invasion as “a special military operation to 
demilitarise and denazify Ukraine, and to put an end to eight 
years of war in the east of the country”3.

Replaying the key points of his very long article of July 20214 and 
his public interventions since then, he labelled the situation in 
the separatist republics of Donbas as “genocide” and challenged 
Tyrians and Trojans to resort to their most destructive weapons, 
if necessary, to defend themselves from what, in his arsenal of 
huge lies, he considers an actual extermination of the Russians 
in Ukraine.

“We will bring to justice those responsible for numerous bloody 
crimes against civilians, including many Russians,” he added. He 
called on the Ukrainian military to surrender and threatened with 
every means possible, without saying nuclear weapons, any for-
eign power that dared to intervene.

By then, as revealed by the main scenario analyses of what the 
Kremlin was preparing, the Russian army was already destroying 

3 Full text: Putin’s declaration of war on Ukraine. The Spectator. (24 February 2022). 
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/full-text-putin-s-declaration-of-war-on-ukraine
4 Domanska, M. (13 July 2021). Putin’s article. On the historical unity of Russians and 
Ukrainians. OSW (Centre for Eastern Studies). https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/
analyses/2021-07-13/putins-article-historical-unity-russians-and-ukrainians

https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/full-text-putin-s-declaration-of-war-on-ukraine
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2021-07-13/putins-article-historical-unity-russians-and-ukrainians
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2021-07-13/putins-article-historical-unity-russians-and-ukrainians
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Ukrainian air infrastructure, bombing the adversary’s positions 
in Donbas, advancing, albeit with much greater difficulty than 
expected, by land on the above fronts, and landing units to con-
trol the strategic centres of the Black Sea.

Within hours the Russian defence ministry claimed to have neutral-
ised all Ukrainian air bases and defence systems with “high-preci-
sion weapons” and that it was not targeting cities to avoid harm 
to civilians. Attacks on defenceless civilians in Kharkov, Ukraine’s 
second most populous city, and in many other parts of the coun-
try in the days that followed, undermined these claims.

At around the same time, Ukrainian President Volodymyr  Zelensky 
claimed that his army had shot down six Russian planes and a 
Russian helicopter, killing some 50 soldiers. In five days, Ukraine 
claimed to have destroyed 29 aircraft, as many helicopters, 191 
tanks, 816 armoured personnel carriers, 74 artillery pieces and 
two ships. In 24 hours, Kyiv raised the number of Russian sol-
diers killed from 4,500 to 5,300. Russia did not recognise any 
casualties of its own and put the number of Ukrainian facilities 
destroyed at 1,114, along with 314 tanks, 57 rocket launchers, 
121 artillery pieces and 274 vehicles.

It was certainly not a limited operation, but an invasion that was 
not progressing as Putin had hoped and almost all international 
experts had feared. In the fourth week of the invasion, after four 
rounds of talks between Ukraine and Russia, no one yet knew 
how far Putin was intending to go, whether he was trying to carve 
up Ukraine and secure direct or indirect, partial or total control 
of the country by replacing Zelensky’s regime with a puppet 
government.

Meanwhile, in their first statements, the leaders of the US, the 
EU and its allies agreed on the diagnosis – ‘premeditated, unpro-
voked and unjustified aggression’ – announcing gradual, gradu-
ated and increasingly tough sanctions if Putin continued to fail to 
listen to reason.

Within the space of three hours, Ukraine’s president had gone 
from calling for calm after imposing martial law to calling for 
“everyone of military age to report to the Ministry of Home 
Affairs” to help defend the country. “Blood is needed in hospitals,” 
he added in his televised message.

Putin denied plans for occupation, insisting on “the right to 
self-determination of the local population” which seemed to augur 
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rigged referendums once the military phase was over, like the 
one in Crimea, to legitimise his new military conquest.

“Saying that he does not intend to occupy the country makes 
no sense, as he would lose everything he has achieved,” said 
Malcolm Davis of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute. 
“Wars are won by occupying and holding the occupied area. 
Of course, Putin will not stop until Kyiv”5.

With some 190,000 troops inside Ukraine – reinforced by Chechen 
mercenaries and units from Belarus, which in a referendum on 
27 February had accepted its final submission as a new vassal to 
Russia – Putin was intending to tailor the invasion to Ukraine’s 
resistance, but what he did not foresee was the extent to which 
his criminal behaviour would arouse such a spirit of patriotism in 
Ukrainians and such repudiation of the Kremlin and such solidar-
ity with Ukraine in the West.

Difficulties on the ground and international pressure forced him 
to sit down for talks with a Ukrainian delegation on 28 February, 
but after several hours of talks at the Belarusian border, the two 
delegations returned to their capitals only with the agreement to 
continue talking. In mid-March, after the fourth round of talks, 
both sides announced progress, but the ceasefire and withdrawal 
of Russian forces demanded by Ukraine was still a long way off 
and, although Russia had only managed to occupy one major 
city, its artillery and aviation were wreaking havoc in dozens of 
others, including Kharkov, Mariupol and the capital, Kyiv.

Despite its admirable and unexpected resistance with capabilities 
far inferior to those of the invader, Ukraine seemed to have only 
two options: guerrilla warfare by the people in arms, an option 
it chose with great heroism during the first weeks, or surrender.

It was much better prepared for territorial defence than in 2014 
and the Ukrainian president showed admirable leadership and 
courage, but the country lacked the means for anything other 
than a war of attrition and its two main demands – a no-fly zone 
and fighter jets – were repeatedly rejected by NATO so as not to 
risk a direct clash with Russia.

Obsessed with Ukraine and regaining the influence lost in neigh-
bouring countries with the dissolution of the USSR, Putin, who 
had been preparing the invasion for years, made his calculations 

5 Statements to CNN. (24 February 2022). https://transcripts.cnn.com/show/cnr/
date/2022-02-24/segment/20 

https://transcripts.cnn.com/show/cnr/date/2022-02-24/segment/20
https://transcripts.cnn.com/show/cnr/date/2022-02-24/segment/20
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and, following the US and NATO refusal to accept his 17 Decem-
ber ultimatum, concluded that the sooner he conquered the 
fledgling pro-Western and democratic Ukraine, the more secure 
his authoritarian regime would be.

In Putin’s outlandish reading of the end of the Cold War and the 
break-up of the USSR, it was a sine qua non to regain the  prestige 
and influence lost over the last 30 years.

“Even if he wins this battle, he will lose the war because the 
invasion has meant total defeat in the battle of public opinion 
in Ukraine and in the West,” said Tyson Barker of the German 
Council on Foreign Relations. “Germany and the rest of NATO 
will strengthen their military presence in the east and their 
assistance to the Ukrainian resistance”6.

Good souls like sociologist Konstantin Gaaze and journalist Karen 
Shainyan called for mobilisation on the Russian streets and sev-
eral thousand responded, but those who could lead the protests 
are dead, in jail or in exile and closely watched. The latest Levada 
polls indicated that after so many years of mass manipulation 
more than 50% of Russians bought into Putin’s lies.

If the resistance and guerrilla warfare envisaged inside Ukraine 
comes to fruition, even if the Afghan model is unrepeatable, the 
invasion could end as badly or worse than the Soviet intervention 
did in Afghanistan.

Unity and strong support from the West were indispensable then, 
and the same unity and support were manifest from day one 
of the invasion, as hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians, mostly 
women and children, fled the country or left their homes for 
makeshift shelters in towns and cities.

Questions

Without knowing the duration and evolution of the war in Ukraine 
it is impossible to foresee its medium and long term effects, but 
in the short term, and without yet knowing the outcome of the 
invasion, as this Panorama went to press all indicators pointed 
to a profound transformation of the geopolitical map of the last 
30 years. The responses of the EU, NATO and Germany, and the 

6 Statements to DW News. (24 February 2022). https://archive.org/details/
DW_20220224_080000_DW_News_-_News 

https://archive.org/details/DW_20220224_080000_DW_News_-_News
https://archive.org/details/DW_20220224_080000_DW_News_-_News
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downward revision of all economic forecasts in the third year of 
the pandemic, made this clear.

Where will Putin stop and for how long if he manages to 
keep Ukraine? Will the concepts of enemy, adversary and 
competitor be revised after Ukraine? Is there anything left 
of global Britain? Is there money for old and new priorities 
without multiplying debt, deficit and inflation? What happens 
if Republicans like Trump, who has called Putin a “genius” for 
his invasion of Ukraine, regain a majority in Congress and the 
White House?

How long will the pandemic go on for? What impact will new 
virus mutations, vaccine distribution and Putin’s wars have on 
the global economy? By how much will inflation and interest rates 
rise in 2022, taking into account the added impact of the war on 
energy prices, cereals and supply chains?

Will the already insufficient progress in the fight against climate 
change grind to a halt? What changes will the new German gov-
ernment introduce, and how will the rest of Europe be affected 
following its U-turn on foreign, security and defence policy? Will 
Emmanuel Macron be re-elected for a second term, as the polls 
indicate, despite the failure of his personal bid to stop the Rus-
sian president?

In February, the Economist, which correctly predicted election 
results in recent years in France, Germany and the US, gave him 
a 79% chance of winning7 but, if confirmed, he would be the first 
French president to be re-elected for a second term in 20 years.

“The new normal is here, get used to it,” headlined the British 
weekly in its analysis of the pandemic at the end of last year. 
“The era of predictable unpredictability will carry on with us... 
What awaits us in the rest of the decade is not the familiar  routine 
of the pre-Covid years, but the disorder and bewilderment of the 
pandemic era”8.

7 The Economist’s election modelling... (5 February 2022). https://www.economist.
com/leaders/2022/02/05/the-economists-election-modelling-should-cheer-emma-
nuel-macron 
8 The Economist. (18 December 2021). https://www.economist.com/leaders/2021/12/18/
the-new-normal-is-already-here-get-used-to-it?utm_campaign=a.21holidayny_fy2122_
q4_conversion-cb-dr_warm_global-global_auction_na&utm_medium=social-media.
content.pd&utm_source=twitter&utm_content=conversion.content.non-subscriber.con-
tent_staticlinkad_np-newnormal-n-dec_na-na_article_na_na_na_na&utm_term=sa.
followers&utm_id=twq41443&twclid=11488579092198957066 

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/02/05/the-economists-election-modelling-should-cheer-emmanuel-macron
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/02/05/the-economists-election-modelling-should-cheer-emmanuel-macron
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/02/05/the-economists-election-modelling-should-cheer-emmanuel-macron
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2021/12/18/the-new-normal-is-already-here-get-used-to-it?utm_campaign=a.21holidayny_fy2122_q4_conversion-cb-dr_warm_global-global_auction_na&utm_medium=social-media.content.pd&utm_source=twitter&utm_content=conversion.content.non-subscriber.content_staticlinkad_np-newnormal-n-dec_na-na_article_na_na_na_na&utm_term=sa.followers&utm_id=twq41443&twclid=11488579092198957066
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2021/12/18/the-new-normal-is-already-here-get-used-to-it?utm_campaign=a.21holidayny_fy2122_q4_conversion-cb-dr_warm_global-global_auction_na&utm_medium=social-media.content.pd&utm_source=twitter&utm_content=conversion.content.non-subscriber.content_staticlinkad_np-newnormal-n-dec_na-na_article_na_na_na_na&utm_term=sa.followers&utm_id=twq41443&twclid=11488579092198957066
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2021/12/18/the-new-normal-is-already-here-get-used-to-it?utm_campaign=a.21holidayny_fy2122_q4_conversion-cb-dr_warm_global-global_auction_na&utm_medium=social-media.content.pd&utm_source=twitter&utm_content=conversion.content.non-subscriber.content_staticlinkad_np-newnormal-n-dec_na-na_article_na_na_na_na&utm_term=sa.followers&utm_id=twq41443&twclid=11488579092198957066
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2021/12/18/the-new-normal-is-already-here-get-used-to-it?utm_campaign=a.21holidayny_fy2122_q4_conversion-cb-dr_warm_global-global_auction_na&utm_medium=social-media.content.pd&utm_source=twitter&utm_content=conversion.content.non-subscriber.content_staticlinkad_np-newnormal-n-dec_na-na_article_na_na_na_na&utm_term=sa.followers&utm_id=twq41443&twclid=11488579092198957066
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2021/12/18/the-new-normal-is-already-here-get-used-to-it?utm_campaign=a.21holidayny_fy2122_q4_conversion-cb-dr_warm_global-global_auction_na&utm_medium=social-media.content.pd&utm_source=twitter&utm_content=conversion.content.non-subscriber.content_staticlinkad_np-newnormal-n-dec_na-na_article_na_na_na_na&utm_term=sa.followers&utm_id=twq41443&twclid=11488579092198957066
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2021/12/18/the-new-normal-is-already-here-get-used-to-it?utm_campaign=a.21holidayny_fy2122_q4_conversion-cb-dr_warm_global-global_auction_na&utm_medium=social-media.content.pd&utm_source=twitter&utm_content=conversion.content.non-subscriber.content_staticlinkad_np-newnormal-n-dec_na-na_article_na_na_na_na&utm_term=sa.followers&utm_id=twq41443&twclid=11488579092198957066
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By early February 2022, in the third year of the pandemic, some 
5.7 million people worldwide were confirmed to have died from 
the coronavirus9 (almost one million in the US alone), with the 
unconfirmed figure, calculated using much more reliable metrics 
based primarily on “excess deaths” compared to the pre-pan-
demic period, standing at 18.9 million10. At the same time, John 
Hopkins certified more than 400 million infections (100 million 
in the first month of the year) and more than 10 billion vaccines 
administered11.

More than 3 billion people, most of them in Africa (41% of the 
world’s population), had still not received any doses of the vac-
cine12. In low-income countries, less than 9% of the population 
was vaccinated13.

“An economic recovery from the divergent crisis due to the pan-
demic threatens deeper global divisions just when nations and the 
international community most need to cooperate to curb Covid-
19, heal its wounds and address the risks,” noted the World Eco-
nomic Forum in Davos in its 2022 risk report14.

“With the advance of vaccinations, digitalisation and growth 
at pre-pandemic levels, the outlook for 2022 and beyond in 
some countries is good,” it added. “Others... could be sunk 
for years... Growing disparities between and within countries 
will not only complicate the control of Covid-19 and its vari-
ants but will hinder or reverse the necessary joint action 
against common threats”15.

As it does every year on the eve of the Davos summit, Oxfam 
published its report on the evolution of global inequalities, this 
time in the first two years of the pandemic. “The wealth of the 

9 John Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center. (9 February 2022). https://coronavirus.
jhu.edu/map.html 
10 The pandemic’s true death toll. The Economist. (7 January 2022). https://www.
economist.com/graphic-detail/coronavirus-excess-deaths-estimates 
11 John Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center. (9 February 2022). https://coronavi-
rus.jhu.edu/map.html 
12 Coronavirus (Covid-19) Vaccinations. Our World in Data. https://ourworldindata.
org/covid-vaccinations?country=OWID_WRL 
13 According to the World Bank, countries with an annual GDP per capita of less than 
$1,026. https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/low-income-countries 
14 The Global Risks Report 2022. https://www.weforum.org/reports/global 
-risks-report-2022 
15 Ibídem. 

https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/coronavirus-excess-deaths-estimates
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/coronavirus-excess-deaths-estimates
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://ourworldindata.org/covid-vaccinations?country=OWID_WRL
https://ourworldindata.org/covid-vaccinations?country=OWID_WRL
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/low-income-countries
https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-risks-report-2022
https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-risks-report-2022
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world’s ten richest people has doubled since March 2020,” it 
concluded16.

In its first situation report of the new year, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) confirmed that between 27 December 2021 
and 2 January 2022 the number of infections had increased by 
71% compared to the previous week, with almost 9.5 million 
more people infected, although in only one region, Africa. In 
addition to the number of infections, the number of deaths was 
also increasing17.

The advance of the Omicron variant, which is extraordinarily con-
tagious but less lethal than the previous ones, once again put 
all international actors in check, forcing them to change agen-
das and priorities. Stemming from the effects of this variant, the 
most important question for experts and leaders was now begin-
ning to be when the pandemic would – through mass vaccination 
or infection – become an endemic threat. Epidemiologists like 
Hajo Zeeb of the University of Bremen believe that day could 
come in 2022. Others believe it is more feasible in 202418.

On 10 January, Albert Bourla, president of Pfizer, a leading vac-
cine manufacturer, announced that his pharmaceutical company 
had begun producing a new vaccine against the Omicron variant 
and others, with distribution expected to begin in March19.

The US Supreme Court’s decision on 13 January to outlaw Pres-
ident Joe Biden’s imposition of vaccination on businesses compli-
cated the situation in the US. “It must be Biden’s worst day in the 
White House,” tweeted Edward Luce, a senior commentator for 
the Financial Times in Washington.

At its last summit of the year, the EU was forced to devote the 
first two pages of its final communiqué to the pandemic, ahead 
of more pressing security and defence challenges, the pre-inva-
sion crisis with Russia in Ukraine, migration pressure on the Pol-

16 Wealth of world’s 10 richest men doubled in pandemic; Oxfam says. BBC News. (17 
January 2022). https://www.bbc.com/news/business-60015294 
17 COVID-19 Weekly Epidemiological Update. WHO. (6 January 2022). https://www.who.
int/publications/m/item/weekly-epidemiological-update-on-covid-19---6-january-2022 
18 Evers, M. (4 January 2022). Omicron has the potential to stop the pandemic... 
Der Spiegel International. https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/omicron-has-
the-potential-to-stop-the-pandemic-but-that-s-not-the-end-of-the-story-a-b379b1d0-
9135-471f-be60-0e9d6ff5deab 
19 Kilander, G. Pfizer CEO announces Omicron vaccine to be ready in March. Inde-
pendent. (10 January 2022). https://www.yahoo.com/entertainment/pfizer-ceo-an-
nounces-omicron-vaccine-160151886.html 

https://www.bbc.com/news/business-60015294
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/weekly-epidemiological-update-on-covid-19---6-january-2022
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https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/omicron-has-the-potential-to-stop-the-pandemic-but-that-s-not-the-end-of-the-story-a-b379b1d0-9135-471f-be60-0e9d6ff5deab
https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/omicron-has-the-potential-to-stop-the-pandemic-but-that-s-not-the-end-of-the-story-a-b379b1d0-9135-471f-be60-0e9d6ff5deab
https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/omicron-has-the-potential-to-stop-the-pandemic-but-that-s-not-the-end-of-the-story-a-b379b1d0-9135-471f-be60-0e9d6ff5deab
https://www.yahoo.com/entertainment/pfizer-ceo-announces-omicron-vaccine-160151886.html
https://www.yahoo.com/entertainment/pfizer-ceo-announces-omicron-vaccine-160151886.html
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ish-Belarusian border, and preparations for the summit with Africa 
scheduled for mid-February. It did so in the following terms:

 – The new variant demonstrates the vital importance of vaccina-
tion and a common treatment and procurement strategy.

 – The new challenge requires strengthening coordination and 
ensuring that any restrictions on movement do not have ser-
ious or disproportionate effects on the Single Market and on 
freedom of movement within the EU.

 – The Council recognises that the pandemic can only be over-
come through global cooperation, based on trust and mutual 
assistance.

The EU remains committed to the goal of global vaccination and 
is the world’s leading donor and exporter of vaccines20 (fig. 1).

In practice, Europe remained divided. Austria had already made 
vaccination compulsory under heavy sanctions; Italy and  Portugal 

20 European Council Conclusions. (16 December 2021). https://www.consilium.eu-
ropa.eu/media/53575/20211216-euco-conclusions-en.pdf 

Fig. 1. The four worlds of vaccination, with some exceptions. 
Source: CFR, Dec 9, 2021

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/53575/20211216-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/53575/20211216-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
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had extended the state of emergency; and France was using the 
situation to close its borders to travellers from the UK, where 
erratic management of the pandemic and successive scandals 
were threatening Boris Johnson’s position and complicating the 
resolution of serious unresolved differences over Brexit21.

Five years earlier, in A World in Disarray the president of the 
Council on Foreign Relations in New York, Richard Haass, had 
expressed how hopes for a new, more stable world as we moved 
into the 21st century had given way to a world that was far more 
conflictual than cooperative.

“Some people criticised me at the time as being too pess-
imistic and negative,” he said on 6 January. “In retrospect, it 
should have been the other way around... We are now into 
the third year of the pandemic and we don’t even know its 
origins, thanks to the Chinese blockade”22.

The global recovery (5.9% in 2021 and 4.9% in 2022, according 
to the IMF in its October projections)23 had to be revised down-
wards in the last quarter.

Regarding climate change, despite the mobilisation for COP26 
made a year late due to the pandemic in Glasgow, the minimum 
commitments made in Paris in 2015 to avoid worst-case scen-
arios are not being met. The latest UN International Panel report, 
published at the end of February, leaves no room for doubt24.

Global temperatures have already risen by more than one degree 
since the industrial revolution and continue to break new records 
year on year, while the main culprits like China and India, the two 
most populous countries on the planet, are not responding with 
the necessary ambition and urgency.

Chatham House, the UK’s leading think tank, could not be clearer: 
“Although more than 120 countries presented their national emis-

21 Omicron and prudence. Editorial in El Mundo. (17 December 2021). https://www.
elmundo.es/opinion/editorial/2021/12/17/61bb7f82fdddfff1258b45d5.html 
22 Haass, R. (6 January 2022). A world of mounting disarray. CFR. https://www.cfr.
org/article/world-mounting-disarray?utm_source=twtw&utm_medium=email&utm_
campaign=TWTW%202022Jan7&utm_term=TWTW%20and%20All%20Staff%20
as%20of%207-9-20 
23 World Economic Outlook. (Oct. 2021). https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/
Issues/2021/10/12/world-economic-outlook-october-2021 
24 Borenstein, S. (28 February 2022). UN climate report: ‘Atlas of human suffer-
ing’ worse, bigger. AP. https://apnews.com/article/climate-science-europe-united-na-
tions-weather-8d5e277660f7125ffdab7a833d9856a3 
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https://www.cfr.org/article/world-mounting-disarray?utm_source=twtw&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=TWTW%202022Jan7&utm_term=TWTW%20and%20All%20Staff%20as%20of%207-9-20
https://www.cfr.org/article/world-mounting-disarray?utm_source=twtw&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=TWTW%202022Jan7&utm_term=TWTW%20and%20All%20Staff%20as%20of%207-9-20
https://www.cfr.org/article/world-mounting-disarray?utm_source=twtw&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=TWTW%202022Jan7&utm_term=TWTW%20and%20All%20Staff%20as%20of%207-9-20
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2021/10/12/world-economic-outlook-october-2021
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2021/10/12/world-economic-outlook-october-2021
https://apnews.com/article/climate-science-europe-united-nations-weather-8d5e277660f7125ffdab7a833d9856a3
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sions reduction targets in Glasgow, they fell short. If they were 
to meet their targets, which is by no means certain... the global 
temperature at the end of the century would be 2.4 degrees C 
higher than in the pre-industrial era”25.

“The last seven years have been the hottest on record and 2021 
was the fifth hottest ever due to rising levels of carbon dioxide 
and methane in the atmosphere, causing a string of natural dis-
asters,” wrote Leslie Hook, environment editor of the Financial 
Times, on 10 January26.

The world’s largest reinsurer, Munich Re, puts the death toll at 
around 10,000 and insured natural disaster losses at around 
$120 billion – less than half of the total – in 2021, the second 
highest ever after the tsunami year in Japan27.

Fig. 2. The seven warmest years on the planet were from 2015 to 2021. 
Source: Copernicus/FT

25 COP26: What happened, what does this mean, and what happens next? 
Chatham House. (November 2021). https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/11/
cop26-what-happened-what-does-mean-and-what-happens-next?CMP=share_btn_tw 
26 Hook, L. (10 January 2022). 2021 among seven hottest years on re-
cord as greenhouse gas emissions surge. Financial Times. https://www.ft.com/
content/28cf2f30-8a8d-494d-9599-0ea723db519e 
27 Natural disasters cost insurers $120 billion in 2021, Munich Re says. Reuters. 
(10 January 2022). https://uk.finance.yahoo.com/news/natural-disasters-cost-insur-
ers-120-101801473.html 

https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/11/cop26-what-happened-what-does-mean-and-what-happens-next?CMP=share_btn_tw
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/11/cop26-what-happened-what-does-mean-and-what-happens-next?CMP=share_btn_tw
https://www.ft.com/content/28cf2f30-8a8d-494d-9599-0ea723db519e
https://www.ft.com/content/28cf2f30-8a8d-494d-9599-0ea723db519e
https://uk.finance.yahoo.com/news/natural-disasters-cost-insurers-120-101801473.html
https://uk.finance.yahoo.com/news/natural-disasters-cost-insurers-120-101801473.html
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According to the latest data from Copernicus, the EU’s Earth 
observation programme, global average temperatures last year 
were between 1.1 and 1.2 degrees C above the average between 
1850 and 1900 (fig. 2).

Vincent Henri Peuch, head of atmospheric monitoring at 
 Copernicus, believes that climate change is the cause of this 
accelerated rise in temperatures: “The concentration of carbon 
dioxide and methane continues to increase year after year, with 
no signs that this trend will change... These greenhouse gases 
are the main causes of climate change”28.

In his review of his forecasts for 2022, Haass warns that “cyber-
space today resembles the Wild West, with no sheriff willing or 
able to draw the line”, “technology continues to outpace diplo-
macy, with authoritarian governments increasingly walled off 
as they violate (with impunity) each other’s cyberspace” and 
“nuclear proliferation continues, with North Korea improving the 
quantity and quality of its arsenal and the aim of its missiles... 
and the Islamic Republic (of Iran) reducing the time to acquire a 
nuclear weapon from a year to months or weeks”29.

If to all this we add the rivalry between the major powers, more 
intense than at any time since the end of the Cold War, the more 
than 80 million displaced people (one in every 100 people) on 
the planet, the 274 million who, according to David Milliband, for-
mer Foreign Secretary and Chairman of the International Rescue 
Committee (IRC),30 will need humanitarian aid to survive 2022, 
and the decline of democracy in most of the world, starting with 
the US and some countries in Europe, we can see how the gap 
between challenges and responses continues to widen.

The world in 2022

Barring a much faster and fairer delivery of vaccines and new 
pandemic treatments in the coming months, the global economy 
will continue to grow very unevenly in 2022, below its potential, 
and with persistent disruptions to supply chains, higher inflation, 

28 Hook, L., op. cit.
29 Haass, R., op. cit. https://www.cfr.org/article/world-mounting-disarray 
?u tm_source=twtw&utm_med ium=ema i l&u tm_campa ign=TWTW%20
2022Jan7&utm_term=TWTW%20and%20All%20Staff%20as%20of%207-9-20 
30 2022 Emergency Watchlist. System Failure. IRC. https://www.rescue.org/sites/de-
fault/files/document/6423/ircwatchlist2022reportfinal.pdf 
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tougher financial conditions, and a drag on public spending in 
many countries.

The unprecedented stimulus of the last two years is over, and the 
large investments already approved in infrastructure and green 
and digital transitions will need time to start paying off.

“Countries with high foreign currency debt and/or high fiscal 
deficits may be vulnerable to changes in acceptable levels 
of risk and investor expectations,” warns geopolitical think 
tank Stratfor. “Argentina, Brazil, South Africa and Turkey are 
large, high-risk emerging markets. Smaller economies such 
as Ghana and Kenya may also face high-risk premiums and 
problems of financing at acceptable interest rates”31.

One of the great mysteries of the economy, probably a result of of 
the pandemic, is why, despite the strong return of inflation (6% 
overall at the beginning of the year), long-term interest rates had 
barely moved by the end of 2021.

“In the last 40 years, debt has increased over three-fold, 
to 350% of global GDP,” warns Ruchir Sharma, head of 
global strategy at Morgan Stanley. “Markets may fear 
that an economy so saturated in debt would be so sens-
itive to rising rates that any significant increase would be 
unsustainable”32.

Given that, for the second year running, the pandemic condi-
tioned and changed some of the main international trends in 
2021, accelerating ongoing processes such as demographics and 
the digital revolution and modifying, slowing down or reversing 
others such as globalisation, the rule of law and trade, it is fore-
seeable that this impact will continue in the new year.

“No one knows how the pandemic will pan out and whether recent 
price increases will be transitory, which means that economic 
forecasts are weaker than usual,” warns Jim O’Neill, former UK 
Chancellor of the Exchequer and former chairman of Goldman 
Sachs Asset Management33.

31 Stratfor. 2002 Annual Forecast. https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/2022-annual 
-forecast-global-overview
32 Sharma, R. There is no easy escape from the global debt trap. Financial Times. (22 No-
vember 2021). https://www.ft.com/content/c9e0c2c1-55af-4258-9c92-92faa111f41e
33 O’Neil, Jim. (9 December 2021). The big issues for 2022. Project Syndicate.
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/financial-markets-trends-to-watch
-2022-by-jim-o-neill-2021-12
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Stanley, quoted above, summarises the foreseeable changes in 
2022 in the following points:

1. Demographic decline in many countries, such as China, will
continue to slow economic growth and reduce the available
labour force.

2. Demographic decline, rising debt and increasing government
interference explain why China’s GDP, a third of world GDP
before the pandemic, is now a quarter after two years of the
pandemic.

3. Global debt has multiplied with the pandemic and at least 25
countries, including the US and China, now exceed 300% of
GDP. Fear of bankruptcies and contagion continues to delay
a solution.

4. Labour shortages and rising public spending and debt have
pushed up inflation in countries like the US to the highest
levels in half a century. With financial markets four times the
size of the global economy, deflation is to be expected when
they go into crisis.

5. Rising demand for so-called green metals such as copper
and aluminium has substantially reduced investments in oil
fields and mines of other raw materials in many countries
over the last five years and explains an accelerated rise in
the prices of so-called green fuels. The result is labelled as
“Greenflation”.

6. Contrary to many predictions, the acceleration of technolo-
gical change has not reversed the long-standing decline in
global productivity.

7. All flows – including commercial, monetary, human – have
been reduced by the pandemic except one: internet data
traffic, which in 2022 will exceed all flows up to 2016. Con-
trary to the baptismal hopes for a free Internet, controls and
restrictions continue to multiply.

8. Bubbles in sectors like cryptocurrencies and clean energy
and technology, with falls of 35% or more in 2021, will not
recover easily, although they will leave a few surviving dino-
saurs, as often happens in such cases.

9. Despite all the hullabaloo of the social unveiling of Face-
book’s metaverse, new electric cars and other digital para-
phernalia, 2021 showed that behind every avatar there is a
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human being and that the doing away with physical, tangible 
resources has been premature.

“At the start of the new year, the world faces a daunting hori-
zon of challenges,” wrote the Guardian’s international editor 
on 29 December. “(Due to possible) pandemic outbreaks, 
the climate emergency, the struggle between democracy 
and authoritarianism, humanitarian crises, mass migration 
and transnational terrorism. Not to mention the risk of new 
inter-state conflicts, exacerbated by the breakdown of in-
ternational order and the proliferation of lethal autonomous 
weapons... For most of the Earth’s population – and for 
some in space – 2022 will be another year in which we live 
dangerously”34.

While the regression of democracy in the world continues,  Kenneth 
Roth, executive director of Human Rights Watch, sees some light 
at the end of the tunnel in the multiplication of demonstrations 
and protests demanding freedom.

“In country after country – Burma, Sudan, Russia, Belarus, 
 Nicaragua, Poland, Uganda, even Kazakhstan before they were 
crushed and obscured by a struggle for control of the government 
– millions of people on the streets continue to risk their life or
imprisonment,” he wrote in Foreign Policy on 13 January35.

“Few demonstrations are seen in favour of the autocrats,” he 
added, “Yet the autocrats are enjoying their moment of glory, 
partly because of the failures of the democratic leaders”.

For analysts at the Financial Times, Europe’s most influential 
newspaper, 2022 looked particularly unpredictable and unstable: 
“We do not believe that Russia and China will end up invading 
their neighbours, but we are much less optimistic about more 
infectious variants of the coronavirus than Omicron, the return of 
inflation to the 2% forecast by the Federal Reserve by the end of 
the year... or that this year’s climate conference (COP27 in Egypt) 
will deliver on the commitments needed to limit the increase in 
global warming”36.

34 Tisdall, S. (29 December 2021). The world in 2022: another year of living 
dangerously. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/dec/29/
the-world-in-2022-another-year-of-living-dangerously 
35 How democracy can defeat autocracy. Foreign Policy. (13 January 2022). https://
foreignpolicy.com/2022/01/13/how-democracy-can-defeat-autocracy/ 
36 Forecasting the world in 2022. Financial Times. (31 December 2021). https://www.
ft.com/content/9a110588-c8f4-4625-bb27-aee14102bd9b 
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The Financial Times predicted the loss of the Democratic majority 
in both houses of the US Congress in November, the Supreme 
Court’s authorisation of states to decide freely on abortion in the 
US, the defeat of Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil’s presidential elections 
in the autumn and progress, without a definitive agreement, in 
negotiations with Iran, although whether or not recourse to an 
armed solution is avoided will depend on Israel37.

The alternative to an agreement may be the escalation of proxy 
warfare between Iran and its Shia Arab allies from the Levant to 
the Gulf, or worse still, Israel’s oft-touted attack on Iran, which 
would have uncontrollable effects on much of the Middle East.

“Talks with Iran... will not produce any results in 2022”, said the 
European Council on Foreign Relations in the sixth of its ten fore-
casts for the new year38.

The first danger has been tried to be reduced since Iran’s devast-
ating drone and missile attack on Saudi oil company Aramco’s 
facilities in 2019 through diplomatic contacts between the main 
Gulf states but following the victory of Iran’s most intransigent 
sector in the 18 June 2021 elections and the normalisation of 
relations between Israel and the Emirates, the path to regional 
détente has become more complicated.

Two geopolitical volcanoes in Ukraine and Taiwan

Tensions between China and the US, the main challenge of the 
21st century, will intensify with the likely launch of a new invest-
igation (Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974) by the Biden 
Administration into Chinese subsidies, before introducing modifi-
cations to Trump’s legacy of sanctions39.

Among the priority threats recognised by the US intelligence ser-
vices in their forecasts last year were China’s drive to become 
a global power, new provocations from Russia, Iran and North 
Korea, transnational challenges without effective institutions and 
rules for management and control (pandemics, climate change, 
emerging technologies, cyber-attacks, organised crime, migra-
tion and global terrorism) and conflicts as complex as Ukraine, 

37 Ibídem. 
38 Leonard, M. and Shapiro, J. (January 2022). 2022: The road to recovery (again). 
ECFR, 7. https://ecfr.eu/article/2022-the-road-to-recovery-again/ 
39 2002 Annual Forecast. Stratfor. https://worldview.stratfor.com/
article/2022-annual-forecast 

https://ecfr.eu/article/2022-the-road-to-recovery-again/
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/2022-annual-forecast
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/2022-annual-forecast


Introduction

25

Taiwan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Libya, Burma, Sahel 
and Western Sahara and Ethiopia40.

The dialogue process agreed by Washington and Moscow to ease 
tensions between Moscow and the West opened on 10 January. 
If Moscow does not back down, it will be a complicated journey 
on four fronts: the US-Russia bilateral talks in Geneva from 10 
 January, the Atlantic-Russia Council in Brussels from 12  January, 
coinciding with the Council of the 30 heads of the Atlantic  Alliance, 
OSCE-Russia on security in Europe from 13 January in Vienna 
and, mainly on the initiative of France, the reactivation of the 
so-called “Normandy format” from 26 January in Paris.

At stake were nothing less than Ukraine’s future, its chances 
of Westernisation and the position of the US as an anchor of 
European security. The Economist summed up the conflict in the 
following terms in its first edition of the new year:

“Many of Putin’s demands are so extravagant and negative 
for Europe’s security that they can be interpreted as an ulti-
matum presented to be rejected to find a pretext for another 
invasion of Ukraine. If Mr. Putin has decided to go to war, he 
will. However, firm diplomacy could play for time and help 
stem the long-standing deterioration in relations between 
Russia and the West. Even if the talks (dialogue for the West, 
negotiations for Russia) fail, NATO can emerge from them 
stronger, more united, and more confident about the threat 
it faces”41.

The guarantees Putin has demanded in his proposals on 17 
December for the respective agreements with the US and NATO 
are unacceptable to the US and many European countries, at 
least publicly, so it seems that the solution will have to involve the 
implementation of the Minsk agreements and/or reserved com-
mitments such as those that have so often defused even more 
serious conflicts (the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, for example).

It will not be easy to reconcile Western support for Ukraine’s 
integrity and sovereignty with Putin’s demand for “immediate 

40 Annual Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community. Office of the 
DNI. (April 9, 2021). https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/
ATA-2021-Unclassified-Report.pdf#:~:text=The%202021%20Annual%20Threat%20
Assessment%20Report%20supports%20the,and%20indirect%20threats%20to%20
US%20and%20allied%20interests. 
41 Russia and NATO. How to talk to Mr Putin. The Economist. (8 January 2022). 
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/01/08/how-to-talk-to-mr-putin 
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response”, including Russia’s veto of future NATO enlargements, 
manoeuvres and rearmament in its neighbouring areas.

“Russia’s goal is to renegotiate the end of the Cold War and re -
design the Euro-Atlantic security architecture” that emerged from 
the demise of the USSR, said Igor Zevelev, Russia specialist at 
the Wilson Center, at the Chicago Council on Global Affairs on 12 
 January42. At the end of the first week of meetings, no progress 
seemed to have been made, except to keep talking and buying time.

If there is no agreement and Russia proceeds with its plans 
against Ukraine, the US, EU and G-7 have reiterated that it will 
have “massive consequences”. The West’s possible blocking of 
Russia’s access to the financial message transfer system (SWIFT) 
has been considered in the past, with the then Russian Prime 
Minister Dmitry Medvedev warning that for the Kremlin it would 
be “an act of war”43. SWIFT connects more than 11,000 banks 
in over 200 countries and handles some 32 million transactions 
daily, including 80% of Russian transactions.

“Some of the sanctions that Washington has considered 
would place Russia, the world’s eleventh largest economy, 
in isolation similar to Iran and North Korea”, Pablo Pardo 
pointed out on 11 January from his Washington bureau for 
El Mundo. “The most extreme would be to exclude Russia 
from the SWIFT international payments system. This option, 
however, seems remote. The US and its allies are more likely 
to strike at public financial entities such as the state develo-
pment corporation, VEB, or the sovereign wealth fund RDIF, 
through which Russia channels its investments”44.

On 13 December, after weeks of threats and unfounded accus-
ations, Russia’s number two foreign minister, Sergei Ryabkov, 
accused NATO of preparing to deploy medium-range missiles 
(500-5000 km), warning that “Russia may be forced to deploy its 
own... if NATO refuses to negotiate on how to avoid escalation”45. 

42 Putin’s periphery: the fight for Russian borderlands. Video: https://www.thechica-
gocouncil.org/events/putins-periphery-fight-russian-borderlands 
43 Mikovic, N. (16 December 2021). How a SWIFT ban would and wouldn’t hurt 
Russia. Asia Times. https://asiatimes.com/2021/12/how-a-swift-ban-would 
-and-wouldnt-hurt-russia/
44 Pardo, P. (11 January 2022). Sanctions at the price of gold for Europe. El Mundo.
https://www.elmundo.es/internacional/2022/01/10/61dc7c17e4d4d831308b45aa.html
45 Duerden, T. (13 December 2021). Russia May Deploy Intermediate Nuclear Missiles in
Europe If NATO Refuses Dialogue. ZeroHedge. https://www.zerohedge.com/geopolitical/
russia-may-be-forced-deploy-intermediate-nuclear-missiles-europe-if-nato-refuses
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It would be yet another step towards rearmament, following the 
Trump administration’s decision on 2 February 2019 to withdraw 
from the INF Treaty, signed by Mikhail Gorbachev and Ronald 
Reagan in 1987.

Chinese pressure on Taiwan, with daily military flights in Taiwan’s 
international air defence zone in 2021 (around 1,000 in total)46 
and increasingly frequent naval manoeuvres in its neighbour-
ing waters, will be ongoing to dissuade President Tsai Ing-wen, 
re-elected in 2020, from going ahead with her independence pro-
ject and other countries from supporting Taipei, although, accord-
ing to the think tank Stratfor, in the next twelve months “Beijing 
will not intervene militarily against Taiwan, nor will Taiwanese 
semiconductor exports to the rest of the world be threatened” 
(over 60% of the total, 85% if we add South Korea’s)47.

Consistently of the opinion that geography is a determining factor 
in international politics, Robert Kaplan, author of 19 books and 
advisor to several presidents, believes that “if the Taiwan Strait, 
rather than being a 100 miles wide, were as wide as the English 
Channel, about 20 miles, “China would have invaded and recap-
tured the island decades ago, but those extra 80 miles present all 
sorts of military and logistical difficulties in doing so. The problem 
is that geography is such an obvious factor that it is too often 
ignored or underestimated”48.

Using the same criteria – the importance of geography and his-
tory – Kaplan described “the best possible future for Ukraine as 
a kind of Finlandisation, although best-case scenarios frequently 
do not come to pass”49.

Uneasy with Angela Merkel’s privileged relationship with Xi 
 Jinping, the new coalition government in Berlin will be much more 
critical of China’s excesses, and the new German foreign minister, 
Annalena Baerbock, will have fewer qualms than her predecessor, 
Heiko Maas, about keeping the Nord Stream 2 tap turned off if 
Putin does not agree to a diplomatic solution in Ukraine.

46 These flights multiplied in the first days of 2022. See Majeed, Z. (5 January 2022). 
China Flies Seven PLA Military Aircraft Over Taiwan’s Air Defense Identification Zone. 
RepublicWorld.com. https://www.republicworld.com/world-news/rest-of-the-world-
news/china-flies-seven-pla-military-aircraft-over-taiwans-air-defense-identifica-
tion-zone-articleshow.html 
47 Stratfor, op. cit.
48 Kaplan, R. (6 January 2022). How will American power be tested in 2022? POD-
CAST from the Economist. https://www.economist.com/kaplan 
49 Ibídem. 
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After meeting with Secretary of State Antony Blinken in 
 Washington, Baerbock warned Putin against further incursions 
into Ukraine, stressing, in apparent response to statements by 
the Italian Prime Minister, that “the strength of the transatlantic 
alliance is not measured in tanks and missiles but, above all, in 
concerted action when it really matters, when the basic rules of 
international law and common values have to be defended”50.

Apart from more “economic, financial and political sanctions” 
(NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg’s words),51 neither the 
new German government nor, if re-elected in April, Emmanuel 
Macron in his second term would have much room for manoeuvre.

In the Financial Times on 22 December Mario Draghi, President 
Sergio Matarella’s possible successor in the first weeks of 2022, 
pondered the question: “Do we have missiles, ships, cannons 
and armies in Europe? Answered himself, he stated: “NATO has 
other strategic priorities... Europe is not in a position to give up 
gas from Russia”52.

Neither geopolitical tensions nor outbreaks of the pandemic 
threatened the Beijing Winter Olympics from 4 to 20 February. 
Consistent with its zero-tolerance strategy on contagion, China 
imposed drastic controls: full vaccination of all participants, a 
21-day quarantine, a health bubble for the duration of the com-
petition and no foreign spectators.

The little supported diplomatic boycott by the “5 eyes” (US, 
Canada, Australia, UK and New Zealand) remained just another 
protest against China’s human rights violations without major 
consequences.

Leading international human rights organisations proposed a total 
boycott but, as the Economist’s head of Chinese affairs pointed 
out, “it is difficult to boycott an event that you are not allowed 
to attend”53. Although journalists and foreign leaders were not 

50 Germany’s Baerbock warns of Russian ‘challenge’ at first US trip. DW. (5 January 
2022). https://www.dw.com/en/germanys-baerbock-warns-of-russian-challenge-at-
first-us-trip/a-60333477 
51 Gómez, M. NATO warns of a real risk of a new conflict in Ukraine. El País. (8 January 
2022). https://elpais.com/internacional/2022-01-08/la-otan-alerta-de-que-el-riesgo-
de-un-nuevo-conflicto-entre-rusia-y-ucrania-es-real.html 
52 Sciorilli Borrelli, S. (22 December 2021). Draghi says Europe lacks means 
to deter Russia over Ukraine. Financial Times. https://www.ft.com/content/
dd808ad2-585c-488d-a62b-8f963b1a4bb7 
53 Epstein, G. Frozen. China avoids an Olympic boycott... The World Ahead 2022. The 
Economist. P. 71.
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banned from attending, “it will be the tamest and most domestic 
Olympics” in history.

Leaders of the World Cup later this year in Qatar will be looking 
closely at the Beijing Olympics to organise their own preemptive 
response to the inevitable demonstrations and protests over the 
deaths at the infrastructure building sites of some 6,500 migrants 
and ongoing human rights violations in the emirate54.

The four biggest international surprises of 2022, a year ahead of 
time, would be for the pandemic to almost completely abate with-
out billions of the world’s inhabitants having been vaccinated, for 
Macron to lose the French presidential election in April, for  Chinese 
President Xi Jinping, the most powerful since Mao, not to be 
re-elected for a third term by the 20th Communist party congress 
in the autumn, and for the Democrats to retain a majority in both 
houses of Congress in the November elections, contrary to polls.

US mid-term elections

At the beginning of 2022, Biden’s chances of maintaining the tiny 
Democratic majority won in 2020 in both houses of Congress 
seemed slim.

“Presidents’ (parties) almost always lose seats in their first 
mid-term elections”, explained the Economist on 8 January. 
“The Republicans need only 5 seats to regain a majority in 
the House of Representatives and the ability to veto all legis-
lation that Biden is trying to push through. In 2010, Obama 
lost 63 seats... In 2018, Trump lost 35”55.

Leading analysts56 gave the Republicans an 82% chance of tak-
ing control of the House of Representatives and a 70% chance of 
regaining the majority in the Senate.

54 Qatar 2020. Amnesty International. https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/mid-
dle-east-and-north-africa/qatar/report-qatar/ Migrant workers and the Qatar World 
Cup. Human Rights Watch. (2 August 2021). https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/08/02/
migrant-workers-and-qatar-world-cup#:~:text=Human%20Rights%20Watch%20
research%20has%20also%20shown%20that,legal%20status%20in%20the%20
country%20to%20their%20employers. 
55 The year ahead in American politics looks daunting for Democrats. The Econo-
mist. (8 January 2022). https://www.economist.com/united-states/2022/01/08/
the-year-ahead-in-american-politics-looks-daunting-for-democrats 
56 What prediction markets suggest will happen in 2022. The Economist. (1 January 
2022). https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2022/01/01/what-prediction 
-markets-suggest-will-happen-in-2022
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Ten months before the elections, 25 Democratic representatives 
had already announced that they would not run for re-election, 
including the chairmen of some of the main committees, compared 
to only 12 Republicans. An important fact: 17 of these Democrats 
are not leaving because they aspire to other more influential 
positions. Only 4 Republicans threw in the towel without an 
incentive for promotion. This statistic – the number of legis lators 
who renounce re-election – is often decisive in predicting the 
outcome.

Nothing would revalidate China’s image of efficiency, stability 
and unity at the time of Xi’s coronation as much as a return of 
Trumpism and a continuation of the paralysis and attacks on the 
democratic system that culminated on 6 January 2021 with the 
storming of Capitol Hill in an attempt to prevent the certification 
of Biden’s victory in the 2020 presidential election.

This event was the most difficult test yet in the long-running tug 
of war (since 2006, according to Freedom House, democratisa-
tion has been in retreat in the world) between democracies and 
authoritarian regimes (China and Russia above all) that Biden 
is trying to win with the two virtual summits convened in 2021, 
which should bear their first fruits at the end of 2022.

Armenia, forced to hand over part of the territory it occupied in 
Nagorno-Karabakh and seven adjacent districts to Azerbaijan in 
the armistice negotiated under Russian and Turkish supervision 
on 9 November 2020 after six weeks of fighting with more than 
7,000 soldiers and some 170 civilians killed,57 was the only one 
of the six members of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation 
(CSTO) invited to these summits.

Under strict Kremlin control, the dispatch of some 4,000 troops 
(3,000 of them Russian) to quell street protests in Kazakhstan by 
the CSTO, an instrument created at Moscow’s initiative in 1992 
against possible external threats from its six members  (Russia, 
Belarus, Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan), 
reminded many of the Warsaw Pact interventions in Budapest in 
1956 and Prague in 1968.

The US and French elections are just two of the most impor-
tant elections of the new year, which will once again test the 
resilience of democratic institutions, severely damaged by the 

57 The Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict: A Visual Explainer. ICG. (6 January 2022). https://
www.crisisgroup.org/content/nagorno-karabakh-conflict-visual-explainer 
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Trumpist drift of the US Republican party, massive disinformation 
on the major social networks and emergency laws in the wake of 
the pandemic.

A far-right victory in France, however unlikely it might seem in 
early 2022, would be a disaster for the EU. Neither of the two 
candidates vying to succeed Moon Jae-in in South Korea on 9 
March represented a radical change in policy towards the North, 
where Kim Jong-un had just celebrated his first ten years at the 
helm of the world’s ninth-largest nuclear power with new missile 
tests58.

In the early hours of 12 January, the North Korean workers’ party 
newspaper Rodong Sinmun and the KCNA news agency con-
firmed the sixth missile test since 21 September, the third of 
a hypersonic missile which travels at more than five times the 
speed of sound with the ability to manoeuvre in flight, making it 
very difficult to detect, with photos of Kim Jong-un presiding over 
the event.

Only three countries – the US, Russia and China – had previously 
achieved this milestone. A few hours after the announcement, 
the Biden Administration, which during its first year tried unsuc-
cessfully to negotiate with the North Korean regime, imposed 
new sanctions on it59.

Will the coalition of the six opposition parties be able to end the 
almost twelve years of increasingly undemocratic power of Viktor 
Orbán and his Fidesz party in Hungary? In April, in addition to the 
199 members of the Assembly from which the new prime minis-
ter will emerge, the Hungarians were to vote in a referendum on 
fundamental cuts to rights enshrined in the Lisbon Treaty.

With four months to go before the presidential election in the 
Philippines, the candidature with the most support in the polls 
was the daughter of outgoing president Sara Duterte and the son 
of former dictator Ferdinand Marcos. In second place, with only 
11% of support, was the outgoing vice-president, Leni Robredo.

In Australia, the Liberal-National coalition led by Prime Minister 
Scott Morrison hoped to win a fourth three-year term in office 

58 North Korea fires suspected ballistic missile into the sea. BBC News. (5 January 
2022). https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-59876095 
59 Biden imposes first sanctions over North Korea weapons program after missile 
tests. Reuters. (13 January 2022). https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/
us-imposes-sanctions-north-koreans-russian-after-missile-tests-2022-01-12/ 
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despite its eroded support caused by its handling of the pan-
demic, devastating fires, limited progress on climate change and 
growing tensions with China.

In Latin America, between 13 March and 19 June, Colombians will 
renew the Congress and the presidency. Without Iván Duque as a 
candidate, polls at the beginning of the year indicated the possib-
ility of victory for ex-guerrilla fighter and former Bogotá mayor 
Gustavo Petro. To be confirmed, following the victory of the left in 
the 2021 presidential elections in Peru and Chile, another change 
of political cycle will be consolidated in the Western hemisphere.

First year of the Biden presidency: the best and the worst

As he did every year-end with Presidents Barack Obama and  Donald 
Trump, former speechwriter for George Bush Jr. and  American 
Enterprise Institute researcher Marc Thiessen compiled a list of 
the best and worst actions of the White House during the previous 
year for the Washington Post60.

Biden’s highlights in his first year as president, he wrote, were 
the infrastructure bill ($1.2 trillion);61 the acceleration of vaccine 
distribution inside and outside the US; the security agreement with 
Australia and Japan (AUKUS) to rein in China; his strengthened 
support for Taiwan; elevating the security dialogue with Australia, 
India and Japan (QUAD), resurrected by Trump from ministerial 
meetings to an annual summit; prudence in the appointment of 
judges; recovery of most of the ransom paid by Colonial  Pipeline 
to its hackers; recognition of the Turkish genocide against 
 Armenians in 1915; two air strikes against pro-Iranian forces in 
Iraq and Syria; and the first test of a new NASA system against 
asteroids that pose a threat to Earth.

The infrastructure bill was Biden’s only major piece of legislation 
passed with Republican support. With his vaccine push, he man-
aged to get more than 70% of US adults to receive the full dose 
and sent more than 300 million doses (more than the rest of the 
world) to some 110 countries.

60 Thiessen, M. (28 December 2021). The 10 best things Biden did in 2021. 
The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/12/28/
best-things-biden-did-2021/
61 Bipartisan Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act Summary. (116 pages). https://
www.portman.senate.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/210807%20Bipartisan%20
IIJA%20Bill%20Summary.pdf 
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The new AUKUS has facilitated the 6 January 2022 signing of the 
first security and defence cooperation agreement between Japan 
and Australia62, will help Australia develop nuclear-powered sub-
marine capabilities and strengthens cooperation in cybersecurity, 
artificial intelligence and quantum computing among the three 
allies, although it drove a serious wedge into US-French relations 
by cancelling the submarine pact reached by Paris and Canberra 
in 2016. It remains to be seen whether the joint communiqué 
by Emmanuel Macron and Joe Biden, on the G20 summit on 29 
October, will end the conflict.

Had he been allowed to expand on the list of supposed ‘su -
ccesses’, Thiessen would have included the ban on US companies 
investing in sectors linked to China’s defence, the ban on imports 
from China of goods made by Uighur forced labourers, the diplo-
matic boycott of the Beijing Olympics, and the order to search for 
deported US veterans and their families and bring them home.

Had he not backtracked on them, his statement to CNN ending dec-
ades of strategic ambiguity with Taiwan, which he soon retracted, 
and his pledge to oppose the Russian-German Nord Stream 2 
pipeline, which he renounced for the sake of a better relationship 
with Germany, would also have been on that list of wise actions.

The worst part of the year – and on this many observers agree 
– was the handling of the withdrawal from Afghanistan, “the
most serious foreign policy disaster of my lifetime” according to
 Thiessen63, who in September in his weekly columns, and coincid-
ing with the twentieth anniversary of 9/11, wrote that Biden “no
longer has the right to set foot at Ground Zero” of the attacks64.

According to the Post, the other most serious errors were:

– Letting himself be caught by the radical wing of his party”
in debates such as the one over the Build Back Better Act,
the 1.9 trillion-dollar social package “disguised as aid against
 Covid-19, the main cause of inflation and severe labour short-
ages” in the US in the second year of the pandemic.

62 Australia, Japan sign defence cooperation treaty. DWnews. (6 January 2022). 
https://www.dw.com/en/australia-japan-sign-defense-cooperation-treaty/a-60345064 
63 Thiessen, M. (30 December 2021). The 10 worst things Biden did in 2021. 
The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/12/30/
worst-things-biden-did-2021/ 
64 Biden has no business setting foot at Ground Zero on the anniversary of 9/11. The Washing-
ton Post. (07 September 2021). https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/09/07/
biden-has-no-business-setting-foot-ground-zero-anniversary-911/ 
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 – Provoking or failing to anticipate the most serious ever crisis 
at the border, with four times as many migrants (1.7 million) 
trying to enter the US in 2021 as in 2020,65 many attracted 
by a White House message that they interpreted almost as an 
open-door declaration.

 – Weakness in the face of Russian aggression in Ukraine, 
 possibly as a consequence of the disastrous withdrawal from 
Afghanistan and capitulation on Nord Stream 266.

 – Giving the green light to Nord Stream 2, while protesting and 
insisting that it was a mistake67.

 – His campaign against fossil fuels, which drove or led to a drop 
in domestic production and a sharp rise in prices, after which 
he pleaded with OPEC to produce more oil, generating as much 
CO2 emissions as were saved at home. “Back to the 1970s,” 
lamented Thiessen68.

Forcing all staff at companies and institutions with more than 100 
employees to have weekly vaccinations or tests, which led many 
Americans to quit their jobs just when it was proving difficult to 
find labour for more than 11 million jobs69.

 – Using the FBI to intimidate parents who went to schools to 
protest pandemic closures.

With at least 12 of the nation’s major cities breaking homicide 
records, cancelling the Justice Department’s Operation Legend, 
a tool established by his predecessor which, by bolstering their 
units with federal personnel, helped local police to apprehend 
more than 6,000 criminals70.

65 Southwest Land Border Encounters. U.S. Customs and Border Protection. https://
www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters 
66 Biden Rules Out Unilateral Force if Russia Invades Ukraine. Wall Street Journal. 
(8 December 2021). https://www.wsj.com/articles/biden-rules-out-unilateral 
-force-if-russia-invades-ukraine-11638987875 
67 Did Biden just commit an impeachable offense in Ukraine? The Washington Post. 
(22 July 2021). https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/07/22/did-biden 
-just-commit-an-impeachable-offense-ukraine/ 
68 It’s the 1970s all over again, and Joe Biden is the new Jimmy Carter. The Washing-
ton Post. (14 October 2021). https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/10/14/
biden-gas-prices-jimmy-carter/ 
69 Job openings near record high, with 11 million vacancies. CBS News. (8 December 
2021). https://www.cbsnews.com/news/job-openings-11-million-near-record/ 
70 It’s just crazy’: 12 major cities hit all-time homicide records. ABC News. (8 December 
2021). https://abcnews.go.com/US/12-major-us-cities-top-annual-homicide-records/
story?id=81466453 
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These were undoubtedly some of the causes of the serious 
deteri oration of Biden’s image, arriving at the White House with 
the support of 57% of the population and retaining just 42% 
after 280 days in the Oval Office, the worst approval rating after 
one year in office of the last eight presidents aside from Trump71 
(fig. 3). The disastrous withdrawal from Afghanistan undoubtedly 
played a role, but it was not the only cause.

71 Joe Biden’s approval ratings are worse than every recent president -- except 1 -- at 
this stage. 23WIFR-CNN. (26 October 2021). https://www.wifr.com/2021/10/26/joe-
bidens-approval-ratings-are-worse-than-every-recent-president-except-1-this-stage/ 

Fig. 3. Joe Biden’s approval rating in 2021. GALLUP, 22 October 2021

New trends

In 2021, the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), one of the oldest 
and most prestigious think tanks in the US, asked its contributors 
and researchers to explain the main trends in 2022 and the next 
century.

They chose the uneven distribution of Covid-19 vaccines; China’s 
rapidly ageing population; the umbilical relationship between 
technology with access to venture capital and the dynamism of 
the most advanced economies; the difficulties of finding a new 

https://www.wifr.com/2021/10/26/joe-bidens-approval-ratings-are-worse-than-every-recent-president-except-1-this-stage/
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work-life balance; the dramatic boost of renewables in Latin 
America; and the difficult adaptation of many countries to arti-
ficial intelligence, with only 31 countries at the beginning of last 
year having already approved development strategies in such a 
crucial area.

Coinciding with its first centenary, and starting with the major 
events of 2021, the CFR organised nine debates on nine issues 
that it considered the most relevant for the future of the planet:

• Will the world succeed in meeting the challenge of climate
change?

• Is demographic change a comparable challenge?

• Will China assert itself, as many believe, as the 21st century’s
new superpower?

• Will parliamentary democracy survive?

• Does the so-called international order built after the Second
World War still have a future?

• Is a new social contract imperative to save it?

• Is it still possible to put the advance of biotechnology at the
service of humanity?

• How should we manage the technological revolutions that can
save or destroy us?

• And last, how can history be harnessed without abusing it or
repeating its mistakes?72

Climate change. “If we continue with business as usual, the 
average global temperature will rise by at least 3 degrees Celsius 
above late 19th century levels, something the planet has not 
known in 3 million years,” warns Nicholas Stern, president of the 
Grantham Institute for Environment and Climate Change.

Homo sapiens has only been on Earth for a quarter of a mil-
lion years and many studies indicate that at the current rate 
the temperature increase could reach 5 degrees Celsius. “With 
just a three-degree increase, sea levels will rise by 10 to 20 
metres, making most coastal cities, where the majority of the 
world’s population is now concentrated, uninhabitable,” adds 
Stern.

72 Trailer: Nine questions for the world. CFR. (10 December 2021). https://www.cfr.
org/podcasts/trailer-nine-questions-for-the-world 
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Demographics. While no serious demographer would dare to 
make hard and fast forecasts more than ten years ahead, demo-
graphy probably explains the long term better than any other 
social science. The more than five-fold increase in the world’s 
population, now approaching 8 billion, that the Earth has 
experienced since 1900 is unprecedented and is due, above all, 
to the revolution in health care and, since the second world war, 
to the fall in the birth rate in many countries.

“It would take a catastrophe of biblical proportions for this 
growth to peak in the next decade,” says demographer Nicholas 
Eberstadt. “Some people think it is possible by 2050, others by 
2070, but the UN does not foresee it happening in this century, 
only a gradual slowdown from 10 billion”73.

We can divide the world demographically into two: sub-Saharan 
Africa and the rest. In the former, the population is still growing 
at 80 to 90% above the replacement level; in the latter, the fig-
ure has been below the level for years. “This means that in just 
one generation the sub-Saharan Africa population, now just over 
a billion, will double,” says Eberstadt. “And this poses immense 
challenges because it is the part of the world with the lowest rates 
of life expectancy, health, education, economic growth, etc.”74.

China. The economic growth rates of the last decades are fin-
ished. Its problems of inequality, ecological degradation, dissat-
isfaction with the zero-tolerance management of Covid and the 
consequences of demographic decline on the pension system are 
very serious but, as Harvard professor Elizabeth Perry, director 
of the Harvard-Yenching Institute, warns, “they are not unique to 
China”75.

“I am concerned that they will lead to a further militarisation 
of the country or a more militaristic foreign policy,” she adds. 
“China lacks the German Junkers or the Japanese  Samurai, 
but its red capitalists, a kind of revolutionary aristocracy very 
close to the party, can push for a militaristic foreign policy, 
hence there may be something positive in (Xi Jinping’s) 
attack on Chinese billionaires”.

73 Does population change a problem? CFR. (16 December 2021). https://www.cfr.
org/podcasts/is-population-change-a-problem 
74 Ibídem. 
75 Centennial Speaker Series Session 7: Will the 21st Century be China’s? CFR, (6 Oc-
tober 2021). https://www.cfr.org/event/centennial-speaker-series-session-7-will-21st 
-century-be-chinas
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She acknowledges the importance for China of retaking Taiwan 
– dozens of Chinese military aircraft have flown over Taiwan’s 
so-called ADIZ (Air Defense International Zone) every day for the 
past year – but, given the Taiwan crises in 1954 and 1955 and in 
the mid-1990s (1995 and 1996), Perry believes that the grow-
ing pressure still has more to do with tactics to deter Taiwanese 
independence and the rapprochement of other countries, such as 
Lithuania, with Taiwan than with short- or medium-term invasion 
plans, as repeatedly pointed out in Taipei and Washington.

Democracy. Recognising the loss of consensus, leaderships 
which, once in power, trample on the rules of the game, grow-
ing inequality and insecurity, and economic, demographic, cul-
tural and social change when demands are generated that the 
system cannot or will not meet, as major causes of democratic 
regression, historian Anne Applebaum advises viewing this as a 
universal phenomenon rather than a series of isolated national 
setbacks.

“The transformation of our economies and our information eco-
systems are likely to be sources of insecurity that undermine 
democracy she,” says76.

 When it comes to solutions, however, she recommends a coun-
try-by-country review of institutions, electoral systems and parlia-
mentary practices. Equally, if not more important, in her opinion, 
is the need to denounce and firmly reject both the authoritarian 
internet of the dictatorships and of the uncontrolled oligopolies in 
Western democracies.

It would also help, she adds, to strengthen cooperation among 
democrats within and across national borders, and to pursue a 
domestic and foreign policy consistent with democratic values so 
as not to lose credibility.

“In 2025,” warned Canadian professor Thomas Homer-Dixon 
at the beginning of the year, “American democracy could 
col lapse, causing extreme domestic political instability and 
wide spread political violence. In 2030 or sooner, the country 
could be ruled by a right-wing dictatorship”77.

76 Can Democracy Survive? CFR. (4 May 2021). https://www.cfr.org/event/
centennial-speaker-series-session-2-can-democracy-survive 
77 Luscombe, R. US could be under rightwing dictator by 2030, Canadian professor 
warns. The Guardian. (3 January 2021). https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/
jan/03/us-rightwing-dictatorship-2030-trump-canada 
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Based on what happened before and after 6 January 2021 and 
considering that 45 states in the Union have already debated 230 
laws criminalising protests under the guise of left-wing violence, 
a few days earlier in the same newspaper philosopher and Yale 
professor Jason Stanley warned that “the US has already entered 
a legal phase of fascism”78.

Future of the system. An orderly and historically stable inter-
national system such as that of the Congress of Vienna (1815) 
needs agreement and sufficient balance among the major powers 
so that compromise and acceptance of the norms, institutions and 
rules of the game compensates or benefits them all more than 
would any attempt to change it by force. This is the central thesis 
of Henry Kissinger’s doctoral dissertation, A World Restored.

“Today I think it is difficult to think of a single balance of 
power,” says CFR president Richard Haass. “What we have 
is a multiplicity of power centres... and a panoply of global 
challenges (climate change, cyberspace, non-proliferation, 
to name some) without adequate institutions or legitimacy 
for anyone to set the rules”79.

To manage major global challenges, cooperation with author-
itarian systems is necessary, despite many, especially in the US, 
“preferring confrontation with China, as if it were possible to force 
it to behave otherwise”, states Fareed Zakaria, director of GPS, 
CNN’s flagship international analysis programme80.

As a solution, Haass proposes a new concert of powers, outside 
and instead of the UN Security Council, that includes the US, 
China, Russia, Japan, India and the EU.

Governments & Markets: for a new social contract. The 
above heading is extracted from the title of the latest book81 by 
Micouche Shafik, director of the London School of Economics and 
former deputy governor of the Bank of England.

“I think we are at a turning point,” he explains. “We have 
reached this crossroads in part because of the 2008 financial 
crisis, exacerbated by the pandemic. The underlying problem 

78 America is now in facism’s legal phase. The Guardian. (22 December 2021). https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2021/dec/22/america-fascism-legal-phase 
79 Centennial Speaker Series Session 9: The Future of World Order. CFR. (16 November 2021). 
https://www.cfr.org/event/centennial-speaker-series-session-9-future-world-order 
80 Ibídem. 
81 What We Owe Each Other: A New Social Contract for a Better Society. Princeton. 
(2021).
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is that the social contract is broken because the relationship 
between governments and markets does not provide suffi-
cient opportunity and security”82.

A major cause, on which Haass and Shafik, former Oxford col-
leagues, agree is competitiveness, which has plummeted in many 
industrialised countries. “There are many sectors – pharma-
ceuticals, banking, transport – that are becoming less and less 
competitive, to which we must add, due to their high concentra-
tion, the large digital platforms such as Facebook, Google, and 
so on. Where does productivity come from? From innovation and 
competition”83.

There are no easy answers, given that many of the companies 
are multinational and the solution requires multinational meas-
ures. Hence, the importance of the 2021 G7 and G20 agree-
ments, however limited, on a global corporate tax.

Benefits and risks of biotechnology. In the third year of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, any reflection on biotechnology must begin 
with the best (the speed of vaccine production) and the worst (its 
uneven distribution, which multiplies the risk of virus mutations) 
that has been done to tackle it.

Michelle McMurry-Heath, president and CEO of the Biotechnology 
Innovation Organisation, the industry’s leading trade association, 
attributes the serious distribution problems not to intellectual 
property laws, but to the nature of the process: some 200 ingredi-
ents or materials are needed to produce the messenger RNA 
vaccine. “We produce a good part of these materials, not only for 
the US but for the whole world, but the (US) Defense Production 
Act limited the export of these raw materials,” she says84.

“If we add to this the fact that the same law requires vaccine 
manufacturers to comply with US requirements before ex-
porting any doses, it means that many middle-income coun-
tries – and I’m thinking of several in South America – had 
to wait”.

82 Centennial Speaker Series Session 4: Balancing the Role of Government and 
Markets. CFR. (15 July 2021). https://www.cfr.org/event/centennial-speaker-series 
-session-4-balancing-role-government-and-markets
83 Ibídem.
84 Centennial Speaker Series Session 6: What Are the Potential Benefits and Risks
of Biotechnology? CFR. (29 September 2021). https://www.cfr.org/event/centenni-
al-speaker-series-session-6-what-are-potential-benefits-and-risks-biotechnology
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McMurry-Heath, like most experts, takes it as read that if such a 
pandemic had occurred twenty years earlier, it would have taken 
six to ten years to obtain the first vaccine, which would have mul-
tiplied the number of victims.

Looking ahead, it will be necessary not only to end vaccine nation-
alism, but also to increase production capacity worldwide.

Technology as salvation or threat. “Whether we see it as a 
tool, a partner or a rival, it (Artificial Intelligence, AI) will Perman-
ently change our experience as rational beings and our relation-
ship with reality,” write Henry Kissinger, Erich Schmidt and Daniel 
Huttenlocker in their book The Age of AI85.

In a webinar on 20 December, the CFR asked two of its authors, 
the great statesman and the former head of Google, about the 
benefits and dangers of this revolution, which Kissinger considers 
as revolutionary for the human mind and all fields of knowledge 
as the Enlightenment.

“Because of its unprecedented ability to collect and absorb inform-
ation, steer processes in one direction or another, and change 
capabilities and uses (for example) in the military sphere, (AI) 
will change our perception of reality,” Kissinger warns.

“At the international level, AI opens up so many possibilities for 
intervention in the territory of other countries and so many forms 
of threat hitherto unknown... that we need new forms of dia-
logue,” he adds86.

“The most serious thing,” Schmidt explains, “is that in cases 
of cyberwarfare there may not be time for humans to decide,” 
meaning that we need diplomatic negotiations to prevent the 
most destructive scenarios, such as the initiation of a computer 
war between major powers based on false or misinformation.

Defence, espionage, security, medicine, finance, economy, work, 
education... It doesn’t matter in which field we move. Af ter 

85 Henry Kissinger and Eric Schmidt take on AI. The Economist. (20  November 
2021). https://www.economist.com/books-and-arts/2021/11/20/henry-kissinger 
-and-eric-schmidt-take-on-ai
86 Malcolm and Carolyn Wiener Annual Lecture on Science and Technology with  Henry
Kissinger and Eric Schmidt. CFR. (20 December 2021). https://www.cfr.org/event/
malcolm-and-carolyn-wiener-annual-lecture-science-and-technology-henry-kissing-
er-and-eric?utm_source=twtw&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=TWTW2021De-
cember31&utm_term=TWTW%20and%20Al l%20Staf f%20as%20of%20
7-9-20
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 listening to Stanford professor Fei-Fei Li, one of the best minds 
in the US in the field of new technologies (robotics, AI, quantum 
computing, machine learning, deep learning, and so on), it is 
obvious that “technology is a double-edged sword... it can be 
used well or badly... If we don’t train or prepare the algorithm 
correctly, we can end up in dangerous territory”87.

Use and abuse of history. In each edition of the Strategic Pan-
orama, we look back at decisive anniversaries and some of the 
lessons that history has taught us to avoid repeating mistakes.

2021 marked 75 years since Winston Churchill’s Iron Curtain 
speech and 50 years since the publication of the Pentagon Papers. 
In 2022, it will be 50 years since Richard Nixon announced the 
beginning of a new era with his trip to China. On 12 March, many 
will miss the 21st century equivalent of the Truman Doctrine, 
which changed the world 75 years ago. Other dates are the Mar-
shall Plan’s 5 June, and 1 July, which marks the publication of the 
article signed by “X” (George Kennan) in Foreign Affairs on the 
“sources of Soviet behaviour”: the “long telegram” (5,000 words) 
that served as the basis for the USSR’s containment strategy 
throughout the Cold War.

For those interested in terrorism and the Olympics, how could 
we fail to remember the massacre at the Munich Olympics on 5 
September 1972, and for those nostalgic for their empires, the 
founding of the USSR or the end of the Ottoman Empire, both 
completing their first centenary this year.

“We must remember the extent to which we all, as groups 
and as individuals, act according to our experiences,” ex-
plained historian Margaret MacMillan on 13 April 2021 at the 
CFR. “Our past conditions us. That is why I see history in dip-
lomacy and international relations as something that gives 
us insight and a better understanding of those with whom we 
are interacting”88.

“Putin, for example, can be seen as a typical tyrant, or perhaps 
as an authoritarian leader, but his goals and animosities, his per-
sonal desires for Russia are shaped by Russian history and his 

87 Can Societies Keep Up with Technology. CFR. (16 December 2021). https://www.
cfr.org/podcasts/can-societies-keep-up-with-technology 
88 Centennial Speaker Series Session 1: What Are the Lessons of History for Our 
Era? CFR. (13 April 2021). https://www.cfr.org/event/centennial-speaker-series 
-session-1-what-are-lessons-history-our-era 
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own experience of that history”89. History can help us ask the 
right questions. Without good questions, it is impossible to get 
answers.

It is just as dangerous to ask the wrong questions as it is to 
rely on analogies from the past to respond to present or future 
threats of a radically different nature or in radically different cir-
cumstances. Few analogies have been more harmful than that of 
appeasement.

“If history teaches us anything,” he concludes, “it is that no-
thing lasts forever and that the unexpected can happen. We 
too easily assume, especially those of us who have lived in 
a part of the world that has enjoyed such prolonged peace 
since 1945, that inter-state wars are a thing of the past”90.

Threats, risks and conflicts

For the 14th consecutive year, on 10 January the CFR published 
its annual pre-emptive report on 2022’s most serious conflicts 
by likelihood and by potential impact, a selection of 30 cases 
based on consultations with hundreds of experts from politics, 
diplomacy, defence, intelligence, and academia. These reports 
exclude global threats and potential natural or man-made dis-
asters, as well as US internal or domestic threats91.

They are divided into three categories and, for the first time 
since 2008, Level 1 threats do not include a mass terrorist 
attack. The risk of highly disruptive cyber-attacks, however, 
remains at this top level. The cyber-attack suffered by Ukraine 
against many of its main government websites on 14 January 
after a week of failed talks between the West and Russia 
seemed to be the prologue to the feared and announced 
Russian intervention if the required assurances were not 
imminently received.

In its first issue of 2022, Foreign Affairs updated the state of 
digital warfare with five reports from some of the leading experts 
in the field. The magazine’s current editor, Daniel Kurtz-Phelan, 
summarised its contents in the introduction:

89 Ibídem.
90 Ibídem. 
91 Preventive Priorities Survey 2022. CFR. (10 January 2022). https://www.cfr.org/
report/conflicts-watch-2022 
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– The threat of mass destruction in a “digital Pearl Harbor” that
Pentagon chief Leon Panetta described ten years ago and other
apocalyptic scenarios have not come true, but the continuous
attacks and threats suffered by governments, militaries, busi-
nesses and citizens today, unimaginable in 2012, have become
a risk of enormous complexity.

– As Sue Gordon and Eric Rosenbach point out in their contribu-
tion, “cyberspace is not the binary realm of peace or war that
was envisioned, but a spectrum between the two poles, and
most cyberattacks are taking place in that murky space”92.

– For Jacquelyn Schneider, the biggest risk is the way cyber-at-
tacks undermine the trust necessary for a well-functioning
economy, effective governments and stable international
relations.

– Joseph Nye and Dmitri Alperovitch, in their respective articles,
agree that political leaders have so far erred in treating cy-
ber-attacks as naturally distinct security threats. As a result,
“they have given up on negotiating the system of rules needed
to end cyber-anarchy”93.

With high probability and moderate impact, Afghanistan, Haiti, 
Lebanon and Venezuela also appear in the CFR’s highest risk cat-
egory due to their deteriorating humanitarian, social, economic 
and institutional conditions.

There are seven countries in the moderate likelihood, but 
high impact if they occur the category: China-US over  Taiwan, 
 Israel-Iran, Mexico over organised crime, North Korea over
resumed nuclear and missile tests, and the powder keg in Ukraine, 
which is where on 13 January the OSCE chairman-in-office, Polish 
Foreign Minister Zbigniew Rau, saw “the greatest risk of war in 
30 years”94.

As all critical moments do, talks with Russia began with maximal-
ist positions. “What we don’t know is whether or not there will be 

92 War and Peace in the Cyber Age. Foreign Affairs. (Jan-Feb 2022). https://www.
foreignaffairs.com/issue-packages/2021-12-14/digital-disorder 
93 Nye, J. The end of cyber-anarchy? Foreign Affairs. (Jan-Feb 2022). https://www.
foreignaffairs.com/articles/world/2021-12-14/end-cyber-anarchy 
94 Ukraine tensions: OSCE chair warns... DW. (13 January 2022). https://www.
dw.com/en/ukraine-tensions-osce-chair-warns-risk-of-war-highest-in-30-years/a-
60407944#:~:text=Ukraine%20tensions%3A%20OSCE%20chair%20warns%20
%27risk%20of%20war%27,on%20the%20line%20of%20separation%20from%20
pro-Russian%20rebels 
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a move to a more constructive phase on European security, which 
is in everyone’s interest to compensate for the vacuum created 
by the breakdown of many of the major security arrangements 
of the past,” stated former ambassador Michael McFaul, who has 
negotiated dozens of agreements with Moscow over the past 30 
years95.

The report includes eight conflicts at Level II:

• High-probability, low-impact clashes in Ethiopia and Yemen.

• Moderate probability and impact, the border dispute between
China and India, another confrontation between India and
 Pakistan, new clashes between Israel and the Palestinians, and a
possible escalation between Turkish security forces and one or
more of the Kurdish armed groups in Turkey, Syria or Iraq.

• Low probability, but with serious consequences if it occurs, the
possibility of armed confrontation between China and the US
in the South China Sea or another terrorist attack against the
US or its allies with high casualties.

At Level III, there are twelve scenarios, all of them in the moder-
ate probability and low impact category:

• The resumption of attacks in Nagorno-Karabakh, the revival
of separatist tensions in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the growing
political and ethical tensions in Cameroon and the danger of
a confrontation between Ethiopia and Sudan over the Grand
Renaissance Dam on the Nile and disputed territories.

• The breakdown of the fragile political agreement in Libya
and renewed fighting, an escalation of violence between
government forces and the insurgency in Mozambique, the
deterioration of the grave situation in Burma since the 2021
coup, and an increase in violence, political instability and
forced dis placement of civilians in Nigeria.

• At the same level of risk, they cite four other African conflicts:
the Burkina Faso-Mali-Niger triangle, Somalia, the Sudane-
se military regime after many months of repression, social
unrest and violence, and last the growing tension between
 Algeria and Morocco96.

95 Is Russia going to war in Ukraine (again)? FP LIVE, (13 January 2022). https://
go.foreignpolicy.com/fp-live-jan-2022.html 
96 Preventive Priorities Survey 2022, op cit. https://www.cfr.org/report/conflicts 
-watch-2022

https://go.foreignpolicy.com/fp-live-jan-2022.html
https://go.foreignpolicy.com/fp-live-jan-2022.html
https://www.cfr.org/report/conflicts-watch-2022
https://www.cfr.org/report/conflicts-watch-2022
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For Spain, the end of the “cohabitation in indifference”97 that 
has characterised the conflictive relationship between Algeria and 
Morocco for many years belongs at threat Level 1, and therefore 
deserves a separate reflection.

Far from disappearing, the two main causes that have strained 
this relationship since Algeria’s independence in 1962 – border 
disputes and Western Sahara – which have been marginalised or 
ignored on the regional and international agenda since the 1991 
ceasefire between Rabat and the Polisario, have resurfaced with 
some degree of seriousness in the last two years.

From cold peace, the situation has moved on to warmongering 
speeches and a diplomatic confrontation on all fronts, culminating 
on 24 August 2021 with the severance of bilateral relations, “the 
logical conclusion of an accelerated degradation since 20 December 
2020 with the pact by which the US recognised the Moroccan 
sovereignty of Western Sahara in exchange for the establishment 
of diplomatic relations between Morocco and Israel”98.

Algeria had hoped that the Biden administration would backtrack, 
but this has not happened, at least officially, exacerbating the 
sense of encirclement of the Algerian regime, perceptible since 
the 2011 shake-up and exacerbated by the Hirak protests in 
2019.

The denunciation on 12 August of the Algiers-Tehran link by Israeli 
Foreign Minister Yaïr Lapid during his official visit to Casablanca, 
the support of Moroccan UN Ambassador Omar Hilale in July for 
the Movement for Self-Determination of Algeria’s Kabylia, and the 
leak that Morocco was using Israeli Pegasus software to spy on 
the phones of over 6,000 Algerian leaders heightened tensions, 
while the situation in the Sahara continued to deteriorate.

The Polisario Front’s ability to carry out its leader Brahim Ghali’s 
threat on 19 November 2020 to break the ceasefire and resume 
the war in the Sahara may be in doubt, but sporadic incidents 
such as the death of three Algerian truck drivers in a drone bomb-
ing between Ouargla and Zouerate, near Polisario-controlled Bir 
Lahlou, on 1 November 2020, are steps, however constrained 
they may seem, in a clear escalation.

97 Benchiba, L. et Lahlou, O. - L. . (January 2022). Bras de fer entre le Maroc et l’Al-
gèrie. Le Monde Diplomatique. P. 10.
98 Ibídem. 
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The end of Algerian gas exports through the Moroccan  pipeline 
and the sending of thousands of immigrants to Ceuta in the spring 
of last year in retaliation for receiving Ghali to be treated for 
Covid and as pressure for Spain to follow the US and recognise 
Moroccan sovereignty over the Sahara were, together with 
the withdrawal from Afghanistan in August, the most difficult 
moments for Spanish diplomacy.

On 18 March 2022, four months after the United Nations, follow-
ing arduous discussions, decided to extend MINURSO’s mandate 
and appointed the diplomat Staffan de Mistura as the new spe-
cial envoy for the Sahara, the Spanish government confirmed 
a communiqué from the Moroccan Royal Household reporting a 
message from President Pedro Sánchez in which, for the first 
time, a Spanish government considered the Moroccan autonomy 
plan “the most serious, credible and realistic basis for resolving 
the dispute”99.

The decision would normalise relations between Madrid and 
Rabat, but the Polisario described it as “blackmail” that does 
not correspond to “Spain’s political and legal responsibility”, 
with many fearing the possible impact on Madrid’s relations with 
Algiers.

Could the current tension escalate into armed conflict within a 
year or two between the two most important countries in the 
Maghreb, whose differences have nullified the regional economic 
integration process, the Arab Maghreb Union, since its birth in 
Marrakech in February 1989?

“In view of recent events, there is a risk (n’est pas 
négligeable)”, journalists Benchiba (Algerian) and Lahlou 
(Moroccan) told Le Monde Diplomatique. “Algeria has 
130,000 professional soldiers, to which it could add 150,000 
reservists and another 190,000 security forces. The 
Moroccan armed forces have 310,000 military personnel and 
150,000 reservists. They are relatively balanced forces that 
have built up a significant arsenal of weapons on both sides 
of the border (closed since 1994) over the last ten years. 
Between 2010 and 2020 Algeria invested around $90 billion 
in armaments and Morocco around $36 billion”100.

99 Meneses, R. and Cruz, M. (18 September 2022). Sánchez supports the Sahara 
being an autonomous province of Morocco for the first time. El Mundo. https://www.
elmundo.es/espana/2022/03/18/6234a957fc6c83b27e8b45c1.html 
100 Ibídem. 
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Strategic Panorama 2022
The crisis of the US hegemonic order

In his analysis of the crisis of the hegemonic order in the early 
years of the 21st century, with which we open this Strategic Pan-
orama, Ambassador Jorge Dezcallar explains the internal and 
external causes of the US’s loss of prestige.

“Joe Biden was expected to reverse this situation and you have to 
admit that he has tried,” he writes, with swift and wise  decisions 
such as the return to the Paris Agreement, the Democracy 
 Summit, efforts to revive the Iran nuclear deal, the extension of 
the Start 2 Treaty with Russia, and support for the UN and NATO.

“But although he is clear in his preferences, he seems to be 
less so in his determination to defend them when they inter-
fere with realpolitik,” he adds. “That’s why he gets along with 
Modi in India and Duterte in the Philippines and abandons 
Afghan women to their fate after twenty years in  Afghanistan 
and the Kurds in Syria who helped so much in the fight 
against the Islamic State”.

The outcome of the withdrawal from Afghanistan is well known. 
Biden himself, Dezcallar recalls, has described it as “messy”. Other 
countries with an interest in Afghanistan, including Pakistan, 
Iran, China and Russia, hailed the withdrawal as “a US defeat 
and make no secret of their satisfaction...while at the same time 
showing apprehension about the instability that can and probably 
will be generated there in the form of terrorism, refugees and 
drug trafficking”.

The bad thing, states the author, “is not only the downturn in 
 Biden’s popularity and the taint to his image in the US and the rest 
of the world, but the discrediting of the US and thus of the very 
democracy of which they are champions”.

“The Chinese and Russians now think that the Americans are in 
decline, as in their view is the democratic system, that the Amer-
icans have no real will to fight, and that the world needs different 
rules of operation from those that have been in place since 1945 
with Washington as the ultimate guarantor”.

On this basis, he concludes, we are entering “an imperfect 
bipolarity with two major poles, the US and China, which will 
have to rely on the EU when they want to deal with economic and 
trade issues, and with Russia to discuss disarmament issues”.
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To return to Edward H. Carr’s figure in The Twenty-Year Crisis, 
until the pendulum stabilises – and this will require agreement on 
the rules governing it if the rationale of force is to be avoided – 
“the new geopolitical order will certainly be uneasy and there will 
be no shortage of tensions”.

Russia’s return

NATO’s enlargements beyond the line reached in 2004, the rup-
ture consummated after the 2014 Ukraine crisis, Russia’s success 
in the Syrian war – which has given the Kremlin the leverage it 
was looking for to break the Western encirclement and project 
itself outside the post-Soviet space – and the latest energy crises 
are the starting point for Panorama coordinator José Pardo de 
Santayana’s analysis of Vladimir Putin’s regime’s growing tension 
with the West.

“The US and its allies have underestimated Russia’s real 
 weight in the global geopolitical game,” he notes, “and NATO 
has become a victim of its own success”.

Among the antecedents that help to understand what happened, 
Pardo de Santayana highlights Baker’s never well clarified com-
mitments with Mikhail Gorbachev in the last days of the USSR, the 
Primakov doctrine of 1996, the collapse of Yeltsin’s new  Russia 
and the redirection initiated by Putin after his election at the end 
of the 1990s.

“The (NATO) summit in Bucharest in April 2008 was a serious 
clash,” writes the author. “Ukraine and Georgia’s application 
for NATO membership was given the green light... and in 
August of that year the Kremlin responded with the short-
lived military campaign in Georgia. There was also a shift (by 
Russia) towards Asia in 1996 that reinforced the strategic 
relationship signed by China and Russia”.

These events, the misnamed Arab Spring and the support of 
Western countries for regime change in countries like Libya accel-
erated and reoriented military reforms that have transformed the 
Russian military, but in Pardo de Santayana’s view, they alone 
would not explain the current tensions without taking into account 
“Russia’s geopolitical vision, strategic culture and military think-
ing, deeply influenced by its historical experience and the idea 
shared by its ruling elite of its rightful place in the international 
system”.
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After a detailed review of the 2014 crisis, the strengths and weak-
nesses of today’s Russia, and the rift that has culminated in the 
tensions in late 2021 and early 2022 in Belarus, Kazakhstan and 
Ukraine, he warns that ‘the margins for finding a common ground 
upon which to stabilise the relationship with the West are getting 
narrower and narrower’.

Moscow’s main objective, he concludes, is “to hold out for one 
or two decades – during which hydrocarbons will still dominate 
global energy markets – by managing the confrontation with 
the US to avoid its uncontrollable escalation while maintaining 
internal cohesion, until the emergence of China forces the US and 
its allies to seek some kind of modus vivendi with Russia because 
of their inability to take on two rivals at once”.

In this way, ‘Russia would become an important independent 
international actor, though not a superpower like the other two, 
seeking to maintain a balance, without equidistance, in the con-
text of Sino-US rivalry’.

Pandemic, economic crisis and geopolitical changes

In his chapter on the economic and geopolitical impact of the pan-
demic in its third year, Professor of International Relations Rafael 
Calduch makes a clear distinction between the processes of uni-
versalisation and globalisation, attributing the latter to the human 
hyperconnectivity made possible by the internet since the 1990s.

This revolution in communications has given rise, he notes, “to 
the expansion of new forms of exercising power that we call dif-
fuse or blurred power... altering the political polarity dominated 
by the superpowers or great world powers”.

Alongside traditional relations of cooperation and conflict, “they 
are now forced to share their power with non-state actors of 
imprecise composition, discrepant interests, diversity of  strategies 
and ubiquitous location, capable of generating new relations of 
rivalry and/or competition, thus provoking the emergence of a 
new global geopolitics”, he adds.

Among its most visible effects are growing cyber insecurity, the 
modification of diplomatic relations and its pernicious effects on 
the dialectics of institutional legitimisation/de-legitimisation, cit-
izen mobilisation and electoral results.

“The result has been the functional interweaving of a new digi-
talised economic structure with the global economic struc ture 
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that already existed,” he says. “Such structuring is causing the 
digital economy to replace the traditional economy in some 
cases, while in others it is enhancing it by projecting it on a 
transnational and cross-cultural scale through e-commerce”.

It is in this new reality that he places the pandemic which, while 
still wreaking havoc, has in his view already had three major 
global geopolitical consequences:

1. The immediate temporary disruption of social relations.

2. A simultaneous reduction in production and consumption
flows of goods and services.

3. The concentration of exceptional powers in governments, to
the detriment of the legislative and judicial powers.

To assess the economic effects of the pandemic, Calduch looks at 
the main factors of structural change in the economy, highlighting 
those that have most enhanced global value chains, and offering 
the keys to the four major recessions of the last 30 years, the 
last of which was caused by Covid-19 and which started to be 
overcome last year.

“The transition also includes two major challenges, the resol-
ution of which will condition the future of a fully globalised 
economy,” he adds. “(These challenges are) sustainable envir-
onmental management and the availability of the energy re-
sources and raw materials required for future economic growth”.

“The destabilising effect of the pandemic has abruptly ex-
posed the precariousness of the global political order that 
was established when nuclear bipolarity ended,” he conclu-
des. “At the same time, the process of systemic change in 
the world economy, although temporarily disrupted by the 
pandemic, has not been arrested in its evolution”.

While acknowledging “the brutal superiority of US capabilities” 
over those of its old and new rivals, at the end of his text Calduch 
asks whether Washington’s objectives, priorities and actions as a 
world superpower at the beginning of the 21st century, justified 
by the growing influence of the Indo-Pacific area, “respond to a 
rigorous weighing of current American interests”.

The conspiracy against Europe

“Europe faces five major challenges in 2022,” states journ-
alist and PhD in international relations Begoña Quesada in 
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the introduction to her chapter in this Panorama. “Three are 
part of the base of its tectonic plate – the post-pandemic 
economy, the politicisation of migration and the delay of di-
gitisation – and two are emerging with force: the crisis of 
democracy, of immediate seriousness, and climate change, 
of irremediable consequence”.

How and how long will it take the EU to restore the limits of the 
Stability and Growth Pact relaxed by the pandemic? How long 
will the European Central Bank maintain stimuli? How long and in 
what way will the European economy continue to be held back by 
the restructuring of supply chains and the relocation of produc-
tion? How will the Ukraine crisis influence its energy dependence 
on Russia?

In 2022, the author argues, we will see new reflections on how 
to make Europe more resilient to external blackmail in the new 
globalisation, which combines geopolitics and economics.

“Europe will become more strategic about its FDI (foreign direct 
investment), particularly Chinese FDI, demanding reciprocity... 
and a reassessment of the consequences of the new Silk Road 
(BRI),” he writes. “Europe’s relationship, and more especially 
Germany’s as an economic power, with China will also define 
Europe’s relationship with the US.

In the face of climate change, for many its main strategic 
challenges, the EU will have to overcome serious internal rifts 
over nuclear energy, coal and taxation. Despite the difficulties, 
 Quesada believes that “the green debate... would show its 
commitment to the countries of the South as a genuine alternative 
to China and its BRI”.

The risk of this gamble and the energy transition it entails, he 
warns, is “the radical economic impact it has on certain groups 
in society”, which requires “sufficient buffer policies” to avoid 
extreme social tensions.

In the author’s opinion, the EU’s response to migratory pressure 
from the south and, as happened in 2021, from the east (border 
between Belarus and Poland), points to an increase in the use of 
migrants as weapons of geopolitical pressure and a “tightening of 
asylum policy in 2022...The protection of space will continue to 
take precedence over the protection of people”.

She warns that all European governments face “the bloodletting 
between liberals and illiberals or the consolidation of illiberal or 
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soft authoritarian regimes somewhere on their territory or on 
nearby borders, with agendas based on identity, a narrow view of 
minorities, ideological purity, denial of the opponent and margin-
alisation of the critic”.

On the external fronts, the German replacement at the end of 
2021 and the French elections in 2022 open up many questions 
and “it remains to be seen where the ball of European leader-
ship falls in the new rationale...marked by a Cold War 2.0 (China 
vs. the US)”. Regarding Ukraine, Quesada forecasted that rather 
than a new invasion, as in Crimea, if no diplomatic solution was 
found there would be “hybrid micro-interventions that maintain 
tension”.

To reduce its digital lag, the EU, Quesada concludes, “will seek to 
define common objectives, consortia and rules by 2022 through 
recommendations to member states” and “will draw attention 
to Ursula von der Leyen’s Digital Decade promise... There will 
be major industrial movements in 5G infrastructure, semicon-
ductors, quantum processors, data and clouds, AI, batteries, and 
hydrogen under the crown of digital sovereignty”.

The important thing is for Europe to participate with one voice 
in the formation of this global digital scheme, which will be the 
next world order, so avoiding algorithmic discrimination. An im -
possible goal, according to Quesada, with no clear rules on the 
ethics of technology, especially AI, or adequate sanctions when 
technological authoritarianism occurs, and no effective deterrent 
response (fines, export controls, etc.) to non-compliance with 
digital taxation.

India, a rising global power and a key player in the Indo-Pacific

How to address the immediate neighbourhood (in particular how 
to resolve the Pakistani issue)? What role should India play on 
the global stage? Should we abandon strategic prudence and 
become more proactive? Should India use its armed forces to 
project power? Should it opt for strategic alignment with the US 
or for multi-alignment? How should a hegemonic China be dealt 
with in Asia? Should the Indo-Pacific be the linchpin of India’s 
foreign policy?

These, writes Nicolás de Pedro, Director of Research at the Insti-
tute for Statecraft in London, are the strategic questions that 
have dominated the debate in New Delhi over the past thirty 
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years and to which the author provides answers in his chapter in 
this book.

After four wars (1947, 1965, 1971 and 1999) and the nucle-
arisation of the two countries, India and Pakistan are far from 
overcoming the dynamics of tension, confrontation, mistrust and 
terrorism in their bilateral relations.

Following diplomat Hussain Haqqani and other prominent observ-
ers of the conflict, the author acknowledges that both sides have 
a responsibility, but very unevenly, due to “Pakistan’s almost 
pathological obsession with India”.

The first two wars, De Pedro explains in detail, consolidated 
India’s control over the central and southern sectors of Kashmir, 
prompting – together with India’s defeat by China in the 1962 
confrontation – Pakistan’s rapprochement with China and India’s 
rapprochement with Russia.

The third war ended with Bangladesh’s independence and had 
“a greater strategic impact than the preceding wars”. New Delhi 
signed a peace, friendship and cooperation treaty with the USSR 
in August 1971 and “fear of the US and China drives India’s 
nuclear programme and leads to its first test in May 1974”.

Spurred on by its third defeat, Pakistan had already opted for 
nuclearisation by 1972 and, after the Indian test, accelerated 
its programme. “India’s nuclear weapons,” De Pedro says, “were 
developed exclusively with its own means to achieve great power 
status that would allow a more balanced relationship with China 
and the US, while Pakistan’s were made with uranium from Libya, 
missile technology from China and North Korea, know-how stolen 
from the Netherlands and, even more worryingly, by scientists 
inspired by Islamist and deeply anti-India sentiments”.

Despite its nuclearisation, under Clinton and, above all, under 
Bush Jr., Washington’s policy towards New Delhi changed dra-
matically and India became “increasingly China’s best counter-
weight in Asia and a natural ally of the US”.

This change is illustrated by a detailed analysis of Sino-Indian 
relations from China’s annexation of Tibet in 1950 to the current 
government of Narendra Modi, who ‘in 2018 relaunched the idea 
of strategic autonomy, a way of encouraging the new relationship 
with the US, but without confronting Russia or China’.

The growing adoption of the Indo-Pacific as a conceptual frame-
work for foreign policy is, concludes the author, “another major 
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transformation, also rooted in the 1990s. It means moving from 
decades of an exclusively terrestrial approach to its problematic 
immediate neighbours to a maritime and extended one”.

The Quad or Quadrilateral Dialogue is the most ambitious initi-
ative in which this new India is involved. Relaunched in 2017, it 
reflects the change in the entire strategic environment but, as De 
Pedro points out, there are four important differences that limit 
the degree of India’s integration in this strategy: its calculated 
ambiguity (India will always seek trade-offs with other actors), 
India’s discomfort in the so-called ‘alliance of democracies’, its 
different conception of the Indian Ocean, and its permanent com-
mitment to autonomy.

Indonesia, a stalwart of the Indo-Pacific balance of power

The outcome of the great game of the 21st century between 
China and the US for hegemony in the Indo-Pacific will depend to 
a large extent on the final position adopted by the main  Southeast 
Asian countries, especially Indonesia.

After a brief conceptual introduction in his chapter in this year-
book, Professor Javier Gil Pérez analyses Indonesia’s aspirations, 
options and limits in this battle of rivalries.

He divides his work into seven sections: Indonesia’s colonial past 
under Dutch and Japanese control; the variables that condition 
its domestic and foreign policy; the vulnerabilities that have 
hindered its movements in the past and may limit them in the 
future; its abundant resources, especially energy resources; its 
commitment to multilateralism and democracy; the double chal-
lenge of its geographical fragmentation into thousands of islands 
and its diversity; and the importance of ASEAN as a fundamental 
axis of its foreign policy.

ASEAN’s future,” he writes, “will depend to a large extent on its 
relationship with China... and on Indonesia’s role in the region”. 
If the ASEAN option and multiple new initiatives that the author 
discusses in detail do not meet their priority objectives, Gil Pérez 
does not rule out Indonesia seeking “bilateral or trilateral initi-
atives such as QUAD or AUKUS”. What is clear, he adds, following 
Rizal Sukma, is that “it will never relinquish its strategic  autonomy 
or accept being a vassal of any hegemonic power”.

As “a multi-pathway breakwater between the Indian Ocean 
and the Pacific, and between Asia and Australia... its 
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 consolidation as a regional leader would have decisive ef-
fects on the architecture of the Indo-Pacific: it would be one 
of the main obstacles to a hegemonic China; as a third re-
gional giant, it would also erode the influence of India and 
the US in the area; and it would strengthen the position of 
ASEAN as autonomous elements”.

Having become the world’s leading example of compatibility 
between Islam and democracy despite its great religious, eth-
nic and linguistic plurality, Indonesia’s success or failure may 
prove decisive in the tension that has been growing between 
autocracies and democracies since the mid-twentieth century 
to determine the future of the dominant system of norms and 
values.

Terrorism, twenty years after 9/11

What is the balance sheet of the fight against international ter-
rorism since 9/11? Are al-Qaeda, Daesh and their collaborators in 
different parts of the world stronger or weaker?

In her analysis of the last twenty years, Professor Pilar Rangel, 
who specialises in jihadist terrorism, highlights their expansion 
across Africa, Asia and the Middle East, the growing connections 
of jihadist terrorism with organised crime and all types of illegal 
trafficking, the limited effectiveness of exclusively military 
responses and the need for much closer cooperation to reduce 
the threat, despite the military defeat of the two main groups in 
Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria

“All this leads us to conclude that the fight against terrorism 
launched after 11 September 2001 has failed,” she says.

The withdrawal of international forces and the return of the 
 Taliban to power in Afghanistan in August last year complicates 
this fight because, as Rangel points out, “relations between the 
Taliban, especially the Haqqani Network, and al-Qaeda remain 
close and are based on friendship, a shared history, ideological 
affinity and marriages between members of the two groups”.

In Syria, she adds, “we should not consider Daesh dead, mainly 
because its ideology and legacy remain latent, and because they 
still have between 6,000 and 10,000 fighters, more than they had 
in 2013”. In Iraq, she points out, important rural areas continue 
to have a limited Security Forces presence, which explains the 
continuation of the 83-nation US-led Global Coalition.
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In the Maghreb, an area of strategic priority interest for Spain, 
the breakdown of relations between Rabat and Algiers complic-
ates regional cooperation against terrorism, while in the  Western 
Sahel the most serious danger is “the criminal activity of jihadists”.

“The international community has not stood idly by, but all 
measures taken so far have been insufficient,” she writes in 
her report. “The institutional polygamy with which we are 
responding produces, at the very least, a dispersion of re-
sources... generating more competitiveness than conver-
gence and, moreover, it is not efficient”.

Rangel concludes her reflection with a review of the main threats 
in other parts of Africa, Asia and Europe, and especially Spain.
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Chapter One

The crisis of the US hegemonic order
Jorge Dezcallar de Mazarredo

Abstract:

Donald Trump’s presidency has baffled friend and foe alike, 
renouncing what had been the main lines of US policy since 
1945 without replacing it with others, so provoking mistrust 
around the world. Add to this the domestic problems of growing 
in equality, racism and mishandling of the pandemic, and it is no 
wonder that the international prestige of the US has suffered, 
and with it that of the democracy of which Washington is the 
world’s champion.

Joe Biden is trying to reverse this situation by returning to 
traditional politics. He knows that the US needs an interna-
tional order that it must agree with its allies and then defend 
together. To do this it must re-establish good relations with 
Europe and then define a clear policy towards China and Russia, 
with whom we currently have particularly dangerous disputes 
in Taiwan and Ukraine. But they find that China and Russia 
have other ideas and what’s more they offer an alternative, 
authoritarian model of global governance that is attractive to 
many countries.
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A country’s image is essential to leadership; it is built up over 
many years and can be destroyed in a very short time. That is 
what has happened to the US internationally after four years of 
“aberration”, as Richard Haass has called Donald Trump’s term 
in office, crowned with the icing on the cake of the assault on 
 Congress, the seat of democracy, by fanatical zealots claiming 
to do so in the name of that same democracy. The attempt to 
replace representative democracy with the easily manipulated 
so-called direct democracy of the street has been a blow to the 
international image of the US and to the very idea of Democracy, 
with a capital letter, of which the US has been assumed to be the 
champion since the Second World War. The chaotic evacuation 
of Kabul was an unfortunate contribution from Joe Biden to the 
further deterioration of the image of a country that presented 
itself as the new Jerusalem that was intended to lead the world 
and has, in fact, led it since 1945. But a coherent and strong 
foreign policy, essential for leadership, requires at least three 
conditions: solid institutions, a thriving economy and knowing 
where one wants to go... and what has happened in the US in 
recent years casts many doubts on these three conditions.

That Donald Trump’s presidency has done much damage to the 
image of the US is not in doubt, which is why the high number 
of votes he obtained in his bid for re-election when the choice 
presented to the voters seemed very clear is still surprising today: 
Do you want a president who unites or divides you, a country that 
functions as a state based on the rule of law or one where the 
division of powers is not respected, a world based on equal rules 
for all or one where the law of the strongest prevails? That is what 
Biden was offering as the alternative to Trump, whose presidency 
disdained working with both allies and the international alliances 
and organisations that form the backbone of the internationalist 
multilateralism that has guided Washington’s own policy since the 
defeat of fascism in Europe and Japanese imperialism in Asia. The 
fact that he also withdrew from international organisations and 
treaties, applauded Brexit and seemed to feel more at ease with 
autocrats like Putin, Kim Jong-un and Erdogan, or with populists 
like Johnson and Orban, only serves to put the final touches to 
a sad image that behind closed doors showed itself incapable of 
effectively combating a coronavirus pandemic whose seriousness 
was denied, saw race riots and white supremacism grow and at 
times even seemed to encourage it, as well as display misogyny 
and commit offences against Hispanic and African-American 
minorities, and launch criticism of the independent press and the 
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judges themselves. And the list goes on. Amidst all this, it is 
not surprising that the US lost its attractiveness to the rest of 
the world and that this loss was taken advantage of by other 
countries who want to compete for world leadership, such as 
China and, to a much lesser extent, Russia itself.

To lead and be admired one must first be worthy of admiration 
and in many fields the US today is not. And I write this with regret. 
Domestically, American society is very unequal, with the rich 
getting richer and the poor getting poorer and more numerous. 
It is no coincidence and Thomas Piketty has related the policies 
of Reagan, Bush or Trump in light of this situation. It is a society 
where African-Americans and Hispanics earn less, suffer more 
from obesity, ignorance and lack of opportunity and live shorter 
lives. They have suffered more severely from the coronavirus 
epidemic and have died at higher rates than rich whites. They 
also suffer greater police violence and are more likely to find 
themselves in prison. The racial tensions that shook the entire 
country after the live-filmed death of George Floyd as a result of 
police brutality were seen around the world. The fight against the 
Covid-19 virus also been less than exemplary: 56% of Americans 
and 80% of Spaniards are now vaccinated. These are things that 
make American society unattractive to the foreign observer. The 
populist assault on Congress, the temple of democracy, was 
the icing on the cake of this discrediting.

Internationally, too, the US image could be better. It was dealt a 
severe blow in Vietnam and did not improve after the invasion of 
Iraq for reasons that had nothing to do with the reasons given, 
and neither did it succeed in creating the democracy there that 
Bush trumpeted when he declared war against the countries of the 
“Axis of Evil”. Then there was Obama’s failure to respect the red 
lines he himself had drawn regarding the Syrian regime’s use of 
chemical weapons against its own population, and Trump’s aban-
donment of the Kurds to their fate after using them as a battering 
ram against the Islamic State. The unilateral denunciation of the 
Nuclear Agreement that the international community had signed 
with Iran in 2015 projected the image of a country that does not 
respect its international commitments, the same as happened 
with the withdrawal from the Paris Climate Agreement, and the 
abandonment of the World Health Organisation in the midst of 
a pandemic, although Biden is now trying to remedy these de-
cisions. American leadership has also been lacking in the fight 
against the Covid-19 pandemic and its effects on the world, the 
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first global crisis to do so. And now in Afghanistan, after twenty 
years of war that ironically began with “Operation Enduring Free-
dom”, and after thousands of dead and a trillion dollars spent for 
nothing, the US is leaving behind chaos and an Islamic Emirate 
that envelops women in oppressive medieval darkness.

Joe Biden was expected to reverse this situation and it must 
be said that he has tried: he applauds multilateralism and an 
international order based on clear and equal rules for all; he has 
returned to the Paris Agreement; he is trying against all odds to 
take strong measures in favour of renewable energies at home; 
he is clearly against autocracies to the point of convening a 
Democracy Summit; he is discussing with the Iranians how to 
return to the Nuclear Agreement; he has extended the START 2 
treaty with Russia on intercontinental missiles for five years while 
opening other disarmament negotiations; he supports the United 
Nations, he supports NATO, and overall, he has put on the table 
what is already being called the “Biden doctrine”, which seems to 
recognise that the security of his country needs an international 
order and that a great power like the US needs to invest in it, 
define it together with other countries, and protect and defend it, 
fighting against the trend that seems to be gaining ground there 
and everywhere of wanting to reap its benefits without investing 
in its maintenance. But if Biden seems clear in his preferences, he 
appears to be less so in his determination to defend them when 
realpolitik interferes. He talks about democracy and values but 
only really endorses them when they coincide with US interests, 
which is why he gets along with Modi in India, and with Duterte 
in the Philippines, and abandons Afghan women to their fate after 
twenty years in Afghanistan, and the Kurds in Syria who helped 
so much in the fight against the Islamic State. Biden has declared 
that he wants to end “an era of military operations to remake 
other countries”, renouncing the so-called “nation building” so 
fashionable in the George W. Bush era and the exportation of 
democracy to countries that are simply not mentally prepared to 
receive it. He has also clearly opted for diplomacy over the use 
of force, without ruling out the latter to reinforce the former if 
necessary. He told Israeli Prime Minister Bennett during a recent 
visit to Washington that if diplomacy failed to stop Iran’s nuclear 
ambitions, the US was “open to pursuing other options”, although 
we can legitimately question its real willingness to put “boots on 
the ground” in Iran or North Korea if it came to it, not least given 
how unpopular such a move would be out of principle with a pub-
lic justifiably fed up with armed conflict. Its absolute necessity 
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would need to be explained very well and that would require a 
lot of didactics. Where Biden’s willingness to use force is clear is 
in relation to terrorism and in particular Islamist terrorism, which 
he has used in Syria and Iraq against al-Qaeda cells and rem-
nants of the Islamic State, as well as against pro-Iranian militias 
responsible for attacks on US military installations. It has also 
been used with varying degrees of success against the alleged 
perpetrators of the terrorist attack during the evacuation of Kabul 
airport.

The fact is that the president makes no secret of his determination 
to fight terrorism from afar, “over the horizon”, as he has 
said, using drones and missiles, and while it is true that this 
reduces the risk of American casualties, it is no less true that 
it will be much more complicated to obtain the intelligence and 
information necessary to do so from a distance, at the right 
time and without causing innocent victims, as happened in the 
response to the terrorist attack at Kabul airport. Yet that is not 
what it has done in the Afghan war between Ashraf Ghani’s 
government and Taliban militias. In Afghanistan, his desire 
to end “the endless war”, which he had already made clear in 
his time as vice-president (as Barack Obama recounted in his 
memoirs “A promised land” and Bob Woodward had done earlier 
in his book Obama’s wars), led him to accept fully the bad deal 
made by Trump, which was not for peace but to facilitate the US 
withdrawal without further deaths, which was no small thing. He 
made no attempt to renegotiate with the Taliban or to include 
new demands, merely extending the deadline for withdrawal 
by three months and abandoning the Bagram base that would 
have been important for the evacuation effort just a fortnight 
earlier, the result of which was the demoralisation of the Afghan 
government and army to such an extent that they dissolved like 
a sugar cube in water in just a couple of weeks. And it did so with 
disagreements with the military leadership, as the military itself 
has acknowledged before the Senate Armed Services Committee, 
while also boasting of “the largest airlift in history” that “no other 
military could have carried out”. Of course, if the decision had 
been left to the Pentagon, it would not be unreasonable to assume 
that not only would there have been no withdrawal, but that 
the 100,000 troops that were already deployed to Afghanistan 
would probably still be there. Nor did Biden consult NATO allies, 
who had troops in Afghanistan and who were forced to evacuate 
Kabul at Washington’s discretion without their input, a “Trumpian 
behaviour” that has left European allies frustrated at their own 
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operational inability and distrustful of their US ally who appears 
to be guided only by its own interests. The result is well known: 
Josep Borrell has described the withdrawal as “a catastrophe for 
the Afghan people, for Western values, and for the credibility and 
development of international relations”; and Biden himself has 
described it as “messy”, while providing an unexpected success 
for other countries interested in Afghanistan such as Pakistan, 
Iran, China and Russia, among others. All of them are celebrating 
what they call the US “defeat” and are not hiding their satisfaction 
with this, while at the same time they are apprehensive about 
the instability that can – and probably will – be generated there 
in the form of terrorism, refugees and drug trafficking, although 
a covert struggle between them cannot be ruled out from now 
on to occupy the Afghan space that the Americans are leaving 
behind with their withdrawal.

The bad thing is not only the downturn in Joe Biden’s popularity 
and image within the US and the world itself, but also the 
discrediting of the US and therefore of the very democracy of 
which he is the champion. The Chinese and Russians now believe 
that the Americans are in decline, along with the democratic 
system itself, that the Americans have no real will to fight and 
that the world needs to be given a different set of rules than those 
that have governed it since 1945 with Washington as the ultimate 
guarantor. And that is bad news for the Western world because 
they will be rules far removed from our Western system of values.

There is a Japanese proverb that says that a reputation of a thou-
sand years may depend on the conduct of one hour. The 1950s, 
when the USA competed with the USSR in a bipolar context and 
the “American way of life” was the envy of the world, were a long 
time ago, as Luis Berlanga showed with fine irony in Wellcome 
Mister Marshall. The image of the US then expanded during the 
Cold War as a defender of the values of liberal democracy through 
its behaviour in places like Berlin and the Korean peninsula, both 
on its own merits and because of the mistakes of the communist 
dictatorships in Russia and China, until receiving its first warn-
ing with the defeat in Vietnam, punctuated by protests on the 
streets of America (these were the years of the hippie phenom-
enon, Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, Joan Baez, Bob Dylan and 
Janis Joplin) and helicopters evacuating personnel from the roof 
of the embassy in Saigon, in an iconic image that it was feared 
could be reproduced in Kabul and that for that very reason the 
Americans have been careful to avoid at all costs. Neither has 
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the 2003  invasion of Iraq without proper UN Security Council 
backing, under the pretext of searching for chemical and bacte-
riological weapons that were never found, improved that image.

For the past 70 years and still today, the US has been the “undis-
puted leader of the free world” (even if it did not want to be 
during Donald Trump’s presidency) and its image is linked to the 
very democracy of which it is the champion. And if democracy is 
in decline in the world today, as the latest Freedom House reports 
show, it is because it is also in decline in the US itself, whose 
democratic quality has declined in recent years according to vari-
ous specialised scales.

However, the fact that America’s prestige in the world has been 
dealt a severe blow in no way means that we are at the begin-
ning of a post-American world, as it has become fashionable to 
state. The US was unable to integrate either China or Russia into 
the international order during the ten years of its unchallenged 
hegemony, from the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991 to the ter-
rorist attacks of 11 September 2001 against its symbols of mil-
itary (the Pentagon) and economic power (the Twin Towers of 
the World Trade Center), showing the world its vulnerability (it is 
likely that the third hijacked plane was aimed at Capitol Hill or the 
White House, symbols of political power, when it was shot down 
thanks to the bravery of its passengers). And now it is paying 
for this inability to integrate these countries as it faces a hostile 
China and Russia.

With Russia, a ‘regional power’ as Obama once called it (something 
Putin has never forgiven him for), Biden has adopted a more 
assertive policy than Trump. Biden is a man of the old school who 
grew up and was politically trained in times of communism, the 
Cold War and “mutually assured destruction”, and who harbours 
undisguised animosity for Russia. Unlike Trump, Biden does not 
like Putin (years ago he called him a “man without a soul” and 
later a “murderer”) but considers him more of a nuisance than 
a real danger and, unlike Obama, does not talk about resetting 
the counter with Moscow, although neither does he want to risk 
escal ation. At the same time, the alpha male and nationalist 
leader that is Putin views with apprehension and distaste NATO’s 
expansion into the Baltic states on his own border and the sense 
of “strangulation” this gives him. Russia and the US are currently 
engaged in a number of contentious issues: the annexation of 
Crimea and the destabilisation of Ukraine; Kyiv’s flirtations with 
the West; interference in US elections; parallel Russian accus ations 
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of American interference in its domestic affairs; human rights 
(Navalny); the reciprocal expulsions of diplomats and the closure 
of consulates; the Kremlin’s support for the Belarusian dictator, 
who diverts planes to detain political opponents and pushes 
refugees towards neighbouring countries; the same  Russian 
appetite for Belarus that is no longer hidden; the continuous 
telematics interference and cyberterrorism; and a long etcetera, 
without forgetting the continuous efforts that Moscow makes in 
the world not only to discredit the Americans and their policies 
but also to drive a wedge into the relationship between Brussels 
and Washington. However, the US would rather not make things 
worse and its policy towards Russia is basically one of damage 
control to prevent these tensions from escalating into conflict 
and, above all, to avoid pushing Russia closer to China.

Despite these obvious differences, there is one thing that they 
agree is in the interests of both the US and Russia, and that is 
the desirability of bringing a degree of stability and predictability 
to their bilateral relationship to avoid any surprises. At least as 
far as possible. This is what Biden and Putin intended to do at 
their bilateral summit in Geneva last June, both knowing that it 
is not smart to play with fire and because they also know that 
there are issues on which they must understand each other for 
the mutual and general benefit of all, such as disarmament. 
Once a five-year extension of the START 2 Strategic Missile 
Reduction Treaty has been agreed to allow time to negotiate its 
expansion, further reductions of the respective arsenals and how 
to incorporate China into the disarmament effort, which will not 
be easy given the gap that still separates it from Moscow and 
 Washington in this area (1500 nuclear warheads each compared 
to 300 for China), and other disarmament treaties recently 
denounced by one or the other, such as the INF on medium-range 
missiles in Europe and the Open Skies Treaty, can be discussed. 
Disarmament is the most obvious area of possible collaboration 
for mutual benefit. The same applies to the climate and the fight 
against the pandemic, where the urgency is great (in Russia, the 
number of deaths rose sharply by the end of 2021) and there is 
plenty of room for cooperation. They could also work together 
on nuclear proliferation issues such as those raised by Iran and 
North Korea, which is why it is a blow that the Russians have just 
decided to close their embassy to NATO, citing grievances (such 
as the expulsion of spies under diplomatic cover), given that it 
offered an excellent framework for dealing with some of these 
issues in a broader context than the purely bilateral one.
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An additional problem is that Europeans and Americans do 
not see the relationship with Russia in the same way: while 
for Washington, it is essentially a strategic relationship, for 
 Europeans (who are not in full agreement with each other because 
the countries of the East fear Moscow, have good reasons to do 
so and are in favour of tougher policies) it is also a strategic 
question that is complicated by neighbourhood issues and the 
fact that Russia supplies 40% of the gas we import (another 
dispute, this time between Europeans and Americans, is the Nord 
Stream 2 gas pipeline between Russia and Germany), which we 
use to produce the electricity that is currently skyrocketing in 
price. In this complicated context, a ‘stabilised’ relationship with 
Russia is very much in the interests of the US not only because it 
would give it a freer hand with China, but it would also reassure 
Europeans and might encourage them to adopt a tougher stance 
towards Beijing and its violations of trade practices and human 
rights.

Biden’s real concern is the rise of China, and it is undoubtedly the 
withdrawal from Afghanistan that has allowed him to pivot rapidly 
towards Asia. He wasted no time. And he has been allowed to do 
so because in Afghanistan the US has ended seventy-five years 
of obsession with the Middle East, a region with no great powers, 
home to 5% of the world’s population, which only exports hydro-
carbons and in which it has been bogged down for a long time. 
Now Biden is leaving it because Washington can say that it has 
fulfilled the four objectives that initially led it there: to ensure 
the flow of oil in adequate quantities and prices (today they have 
a surplus thanks to shale); to prevent Soviet penetration in the 
Middle East (today Russia is seeking to carve out a niche there 
but without the same capacity and danger the USSR had); to 
ensure the protection of Israel (which with the military aid it 
receives from the US and the Abraham Accords defends itself); 
and to prevent terrorist attacks like those of 2001 (the Islamic 
State has been territorially defeated, al-Qaeda has been dis-
mantled and there have been no Islamist terrorist attacks in the 
US since 2014). It is true that there is still a new Iranian govern-
ment apparently unwilling to renegotiate the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action signed in 2015 with Obama, to which Biden 
wants to add some clauses to make it longer and stronger (Iran 
demands the prior withdrawal of all sanctions and the impossi-
ble commitment that what is signed will be respected by future 
presidents) and the never-extinguished threat of new terrorist 
attacks.
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But it is China that now requires avid attention because there is 
bipartisan consensus in Washington about the threat it poses to 
US hegemony in the world. It is a country whose economy will 
soon overtake that of the US; that threatens the US’s techno-
logical supremacy (it devotes 300 billion dollars to Artificial 
Intelligence); that is investing huge amounts of money in 
armaments (its defence budget of 250 billion dollars is still far 
from that of the US at 760 billion, but is already four times that 
of Russia, which stands at a modest 60 billion); that defends an 
alternative authoritarian model of global governance that is widely 
accepted among Third World countries; that uses questionable 
monetary, commercial and regulatory practices, not excluding 
dumping and industrial piracy; that threatens undisguised 
illegal expansionism into the South China Sea and the Republic 
of Taiwan, about which Xi has just made statements that leave 
no doubt as to his ultimate intentions; that has just gobbled up 
Hong Kong without respecting the agreements made when the 
UK withdrew from it; and that oppresses the Uyghur minority 
in Xinjiang, whose members are being held in “re-education 
camps” in what Washington has described as “genocide”. For its 
part, China, which Xi Jinping has endowed with a nationalist and 
assertive policy, abandoning Deng Xiaoping’s policy of patience 
and “hiding its capabilities”, believes that the US is hostile to it, 
harassing it, constantly meddling in its internal affairs, declaring 
trade wars against it and preventing it from taking its rightful 
place in the global power sharing. And it is determined to occupy 
that space, starting by setting out different rules of the game that 
respond to its culture and tradition and spare it the unpleasant 
feeling of being constantly attacked and criticised by the West for 
its way of seeing things. It is deeply saddening that in 2021 it 
was not possible to adopt by consensus the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights that the United Nations General Assembly voted 
for unanimously in 1948.

It is in Taiwan that the spark that could lead to a major conflict 
could ignite. Xi makes no secret of his desire to “reintegrate it 
into the motherland” and has just declared that he prefers to 
do so by peaceful means, although he does not exclude other 
means if the former do not produce the desired results. Xi insists 
on offering the formula of “one country, two systems”, but after 
what happened in Hong Kong, Tsai Ingwen, Taiwan’s democratic 
president, is understandably not in favour. In fact, very few 
 Taiwanese are, barely 4%, with 30% in favour of full independence 
and 50% in favour of maintaining the current status, the result of 
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the “ strategic ambiguity” agreed by Nixon and Mao following the 
“Ping-Pong Diplomacy” devised by Kissinger and Chu En Lai. In it, 
the US recognised that there is only one China, that it alone will 
have a seat at the United Nations, and in return it undertook not 
to alter Taiwan’s status unless by agreement of the Taiwanese. 
US military superiority remains overwhelming, but less so in the 
“near abroad” of the South China Sea, where Beijing is investing 
heavily in recent years to achieve superiority. Xi wants to go down 
in history as the “reunifier” and has in mind a target date of 2049, 
the centenary of Mao’s revolution, although US experts believe 
that the Chinese will be ready in just five years (2026) to attempt 
to use force, despite Taiwan’s insularity, mountainous terrain and 
23 million inhabitants ensuring a very risky operation militarily 
and a disaster in terms of China’s public relations and international 
image. Frequently heard in Washington are commentaries 
fearing “miscalculations” (Michelle Flournoy), predictions of the 
“Thucydides trap” (Graham Allison) referring to Sparta’s decision 
to pre-emptively attack Athens before it became too strong, and 
novelisations of an incident in the South China Sea that triggers 
the conflict (Admiral James Stavridis’2034, a novel of the next 
world war). China’s pressure on the island has increased recently 
with frequent overflights in Taiwan’s air identification zone and 
military exercises in nearby Fuhan province. It is a problem that 
must be given the importance it deserves because a mistake can 
be made in such a heated atmosphere and, as Biden himself has 
said, “worse than a war is an unwanted war”. The US president has 
also made it very clear that his support for Taiwan is “rock solid”, 
although he has stopped short of unequivocally committing his 
military support. What is happening in Kabul is that the Chinese 
can see weakness and little desire to fight on Washington’s part. 
This would be a mistake because as things stand the US cannot 
let Taiwan fall without irreparable damage to its image as a 
reliable partner and to its relations with such important Indo-
Pacific allies as Japan, Australia, India and the Philippines, among 
others. Taiwan is likely to be the hottest spot on the planet in the 
coming years.

But if there is one thing that is more disturbing to Washington than 
its relationship with China, it is the possibility that Moscow and 
Beijing might get closer and do a “Nixon” on him, harking back 
to what Nixon and Kissinger did to Brezhnev in 1972, together 
with Mao and Chu En-Lai, which left him very “unsettled”. Lately, 
China and Russia have been slowly but surely moving closer 
together (gas, arms, trade, etc.), and as I write these lines, they 
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are conducting joint naval manoeuvres in the Pacific Ocean. It is 
a rapprochement that is favoured by mutual misgivings about the 
US but also has limits, such as their respective claims on Central 
Asia. Also in the Americans’ favour is Putin’s nationalist charac-
ter, who will find it hard to accept being the junior partner of this 
eventual – but by no means ruled out – alliance.

In very short years, we have gone from Cold War bipolarity to 
unchallenged US hegemony, and today we are heading towards 
an imperfect bipolarity with two major poles, the US and China, 
which will have to rely on the European Union when they want to 
deal with economic and trade issues in the world, and on Russia 
to discuss disarmament issues. We are thus heading towards a 
world in which there will be no shortage of tensions, and which 
will certainly be more uncomfortable until the new geopolitical 
order is established, and this will require agreement on the rules 
that will regulate it, because without them the logic of force will 
be imposed, which very few people will want. And certainly not a 
medium-sized power like Spain. To achieve this, both the US and 
China, as leading powers, need to recognise that an international 
system with common principles, rules, norms and standards 
provides stability, ultimately benefits all, and is worth negotiating 
and agreeing in an appropriate multilateral forum. Although it is 
not easy, this is the main challenge of our time, and it inevitably 
implies the end of a 500-year Western domination of the world.

In this more digitalised, technological, globalised, uncertain and 
unequal world, the US will remain the great country that it is, the 
world leader, for many years to come. But now they know that 
they can no longer do it all alone, nor are they “the light on the 
hill” that encourages others along the path of freedom, demo-
cracy and welfare. And that is bad news because the alternative 
to American leadership is much worse. And it is the one advocated 
by those who now rejoice at what has happened in Afghanistan 
and see it as a sign of a changing geopolitical era.
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Chapter Two

Russia is not relinquishing its position as a great power
José Pardo de Santayana

This document was finalised in January 2022, before war 
broke out, fulfilling the worst predictions. The content of the 
document has, in part, been overtaken by circumstances.

Abstract:

After the Russian-Western reunion that brought about the end 
of the Cold War, the East-West relationship is undergoing a seri-
ous and dangerous deterioration. NATO’s potential extension into 
Ukraine and Belarus is a bone of contention.

Neither side is willing to compromise. For the Kremlin it is a 
non-negotiable red line, for Western powers a non-negotiable 
matter of principle.

To break free from the pressure of the Alliance, Moscow has part-
nered with Beijing and undermined the Western-inspired liberal 
international order where it feels its geopolitical interests are not 
being served.

Following its success in the Syrian war, Russia has positioned itself 
as an increasingly aggressive global power by way of fait accompli.

However, it is crucial to maintain a minimum channel of dialogue 
with the Kremlin, both to balance relations with China and for 
peace and development in the wider Mediterranean area. The 
opposite is even worse and could lead to a military confrontation 
unwanted by either side.
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Introduction

In March 2014, President Obama described Russia as a regional 
power in decline. What he meant by this was that the USA was 
the most powerful nation in the world, that right was on its side 
and that, whether it liked it or not, Russia would have to play by 
the rules of an international order over which it presided.

Vladimir Putin wanted to make it clear that the role the White 
House accorded Russia in the global geopolitical concert was 
not in line with the Kremlin’s aspirations. Consequently, Moscow 
broke the last shackles that bound it to the Western powers and, 
in close association with Beijing, set out to deliver a coup de 
grâce to the international system then in place.

Since that year and at a relatively low cost so far – what Nicolás 
de Pedro has termed a “low-cost strategy” – the Eurasian power 
has used force and energetic diplomacy with determination and 
effectiveness and has achieved its goal of positioning itself as a 
global power.

Russia’s status as such a great power is much discussed and it 
is often argued that it has a GDP similar to that of Italy, which 
certainly does not reflect its real position in the global geopolitical 
landscape. Highlighted too are the major weaknesses that are 
hampering its future. However, as Michael Kofman and Andrea 
Kendall-Taylor argue in an interesting article in Foreign Affairs, 
Russia, despite its contradictions, is a persistent power capable 
of recovering from its historical potholes with parameters that 
seem to allow it to maintain a relevant position of power for the 
next two decades1.

The fact is that the relationship between Russia and Western powers 
is at its worst. The intention to further expand NATO beyond the 
line set down in 2004 eventually led to the rift between the parties 
that agreed on it in the aftermath of the 2014 Ukraine crisis.

Success in the Syrian war has given the Kremlin the leverage it 
was looking for to break the perceived Western encirclement and 
project itself outside the post-Soviet space, mainly in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and North Africa, bringing Russia’s presence 
ever closer to a region where Spain has growing interests and 
concerns.

1 Kofman, M. and Kendall-Taylor, A. (November/December 2021). The Myth of Russian 
Decadence. Why Moscow Will Be a Persistent Power. Foreign Affairs. Pp. 142 and 152.
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Moreover, the recent energy crises have once again shown how 
Russian policies can have an impact on sensitive issues for 
 European societies.

Russia has proved difficult as a partner and dangerous as an 
enemy. The USA and its allies have underestimated Russia’s 
real weight in the global geopolitical game, ignoring that just 
as ‘Russia is never as strong as it looks when it looks strong, 
it is never as weak as it looks when it looks weak’. By thinking 
that the Kremlin would not be able to put up a fight against 
a triumphant international order, NATO has become a victim 
of its own success, thereby weakening that very international 
system.

This chapter aims to highlight the relevance of the Russian 
 Federation in the international security panorama and argues that 
relations of growing confrontation with Russia are of great con-
cern from Spain’s point of view, that although the Kremlin must 
be dealt with from a position of force (deterrence), a minimum 
channel of dialogue must be maintained, and that the strategy 
developed in relation to Russia will be decisive both for balanc-
ing relations with China and for peace and development in the 
 Mediterranean area in the broadest sense.

Background

The Cold War involved an East-West confrontational relation-
ship in all areas. It was proving to be very difficult to overcome 
this deep global divide. However, with Mikhail Gorbachev rise to 
power in the Soviet Union (USSR), a change gradually began 
to take shape that would degenerate into a profound crisis of the 
Soviet system.

In the early years of Yeltsin, NATO and the new Russia exper-
ienced a honeymoon period. Why then has the relationship 
between Washington and Moscow since deteriorated so much? 
According to M. E. Sarotte, and notwithstanding other reasons, 
“it is hard to escape the fact that the way Washington enlarged 
NATO added to the obstacles that Russia’s fragile and fledgling 
democracy had to contend with when it was most in need of 
friends”2.

2 Sarotte, M. E. (November/December 2021). Containment Beyond the Cold War. How 
Washington Lost the Post-Soviet Peace. Foreign Affairs. P. 27.
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The Kremlin believes that the Western powers acted in bad 
faith after Moscow accommodated bringing the Cold War to an 
end. James Baker, the US Secretary of State, unintentionally 
overreached himself by offering Gorbachev a hypothetical deal 
whereby if the Kremlin allowed Germany to reunify, Washington 
would agree “that NATO’s jurisdiction would not shift an inch east-
ward from its current position”3. Whatever actually happened, 
even before the dissolution of the USSR in December 1991, a 
process of détente was already underway: the withdrawal of 
Soviet troops from Eastern European countries had begun in 
1989; the reunification of Germany took place in October 1990; 
the  Warsaw Pact was dissolved in February 1991; and the thorny 
issue of Soviet nuclear weapons was resolved in 1994, leaving 
the  Russian Federation as the sole nuclear heir to the USSR.

So close did the relationship between the former rivals become 
that the military dimension soon lost its prominence in interna-
tional affairs, with the Russian Armed Forces (RAF) rapidly dete-
riorating. The priority for Boris Yeltsin and the majority of the 
Russian population was to leave behind the communist heritage 
and build a society according to the Western model.

However, for Russia the understanding with the US and its allies 
was becoming tainted with dissatisfaction, mistrust, and resent-
ment, to the point that in 1996, the Primakov doctrine reversed 
the alignment with the West, proposing the following three prin-
ciples for Russian foreign policy4:

– Promote a multipolar world administered by a concert of great
powers that will be able to counterbalance the unilateral power
of the US.

– Insist on its primacy in the post-Soviet space and lead the in-
tegration of that region.

– Opposition to NATO enlargement.

Despite this, relations at the highest level remained reasonably 
cooperative. However, strategic frustration was compounded by 
Russia’s ongoing general deterioration until the end of Yeltsin’s 
term in 1999, when GDP fell by half and the government was 
forced to default on its foreign debt.

3 Ibídem, p. 28.
4 Rumer, E. (June 2019). The Primakov (Not Gerasimov) Doctrine in Action. Carnegie 
Endowment for international Peace. P. 1. https://carnegieendowment.org/files/Rum-
er_PrimakovDoctrine_final1.pdf
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When Putin came to power in 2000, he did so with the idea of 
reversing the bleak national landscape. In a relatively short period 
of time, he imposed himself militarily in Chechnya, subdued the 
oligarchs and, aided by rising oil prices, gave the economy a huge 
boost.

Russia’s new president also sought to rebalance the relationship 
with the US based on partnership and respect for each other’s 
interests. Moscow aspired to regain great power status, main-
taining a geopolitical balance between Washington and Beijing. 
Thus, in 2001, Putin lent his support to the US in the campaign in 
Afghanistan and, in 2003, it stood on the sidelines during the US 
invasion of Iraq. This, however, did not prevent NATO’s enlarge-
ment to Russia’s border in 2004. At the same time, the “colour 
revolutions”, which Russian elites believed were instigated by the 
West, threatened the stability of neighbouring republics.

The Kremlin went on the defensive and asked the NATO coun-
tries for assurances that it would not continue the advance east-
ward. Despite the good understanding with Russia –or precisely 
because of it– in Washington and the European Capitals the sov-
ereign right of states to join NATO and the EU took precedence, 
turning a deaf ear to Russian sensitivities. As stated by Thomas 
P. Ehrhard, the US felt it was the victor, and Russia as a weak
country not only had to put up with what that meant for it but
was also ignored5.

From 2006 onwards, Putin began to align a strategy, forces and 
objectives for global power projection6 and at the Munich  Security 
Conference in 2007 he unambiguously expressed his opposition 
to the US. He accused NATO of trying to encircle Russia.

The parties clashed seriously at the Bucharest summit in April 
2008. Ukraine and Georgia’s application for NATO membership 
was given the green light, although the decision was postponed. 
In Western capitals it was thought that Russia was powerless 
to prevent this and would have to be accept the decision of 
the sovereign nations. According to Richard Haass, it was a 
mistake to have expanded NATO so far eastward without being 

5 Ehrhard, T. P. (30 October 2019). Treating the Pathologies of Victory: Hardening the Nation 
for Strategic Competition. Heritage.org. https://www.heritage.org/military-strength/
topical-essays/treating-the-pathologies-victory-hardening-the-nation-strategic
6 Blanc, S. (April 2020). Improvisation and Adaptability in the Russian Military. 
CSIS report. P. 5. https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publica-
tion/200430_Mankoff_Russian%20Military_web_v3_UPDATED%20FINAL.pdf
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prepared for it, and for ignoring Churchill’s advice “in victory 
magnanimity”7.

Thus, in August of that year, the Kremlin responded with the 
brief military campaign in Georgia. A shift towards Asia was also 
imposed, reinforcing the strategic partnership that China and 
Russia had signed in 1996, the main objectives of which was the 
promotion of a multipolar international order and opposition to 
interference in internal affairs.

Russian military reform

The war in Georgia highlighted the deep decline into which the 
Russian Armed Forces had fallen. The new strategic context 
 ushered in by NATO’s enlargement woke the bear from its slumber 
and set in motion an effective military reform accompanied 
by a comprehensive vision, strong political leadership and a 
proportional and sustained effort that marked a watershed for 
Russian military power.

The reform programme, initially designed by Defence Minister 
Serdyukov, was primarily aimed at transforming the Russian 
Army from a Cold War-style mobilisation force with large num-
bers of reservists to a more well prepared, modern, professional 
and agile military force with a rapid mobilisation system based on 
autonomous and reinforced brigades, capable of deploying exped-
itionary forces and responding to the conflicts and challenges of 
the 21st century. At that time, the main stage of planned use was 
the territory itself and the immediate surroundings of the former 
Soviet republics.

However, by the time Vladimir Putin returned to the Russian 
presidency in 2012, events had occurred that meant a more 
unstable overall picture, worsened his perception of strategic 
relations with the West, and so led to refocused military reform 
to strengthen Russia vis-à-vis NATO. On the one hand, there was 
the Arab Spring and Western support for the processes of regime 
change – particularly in Libya – with the consequent threat to 
the  Russian regime itself, which had just suffered both the worst 
internal mobilisations against it and the impact of the processes 
of radicalisation on their own Muslim population; and on the other 

7 Haass, R. (November/December 2021). The Age of America First. Foreign Affairs. 
P. 87.
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hand, in some Alliance countries there was the persistence of the 
desire to continue extending the Alliance eastwards.

The new Minister of Defence, Shoygu, re-established the division 
and corps structures, giving the divisions back their leading role 
and recovering the capacity to develop operations with a greater 
volume of forces and a high battle rhythm. Simultaneously, the 
readiness of the force to fight across the whole spectrum from 
local war and regional conflict to massive nuclear exchange was 
enhanced, placing great emphasis on the hybrid strategy in which 
the Russian Federation is demonstrating great skill and a differ-
entiated model. The development and incorporation of new tech-
nologies have gone hand in hand with new ideas on the nature of 
war in the 21st century in a context of clear conventional inferi-
ority vis-à-vis its great Western rival8.

Russian strategic worldview

Russia’s geopolitical vision, strategic culture and military thinking 
are deeply influenced by historical experience and by the ruling 
elite’s shared understanding of Russia’s rightful place in the inter-
national system, inspired by a deep sense of national exceptional-
ism and underpinned by a deep-rooted belief in the effectiveness 
of the Russian Armed Forces as an instrument of national power9.

Russia sees itself as an empire-nation. The large Muscovite state 
has gained and lost territory but, because of its territorial con-
tinuity, it has never known a process of decolonisation. This has 
given rise to a complex national amalgam that makes Russia a 
unique power where the definition of its own identity is central.

Russia’s long borders – which are difficult to defend – the vastness 
of its territory – subject to powerful centrifugal forces – its sparse 
population in most parts of its territory, and the many invasions it 
has suffered in the past, have given it a strong sense of insecurity.

Russia has historically been subject to cycles of revival and decline, 
with major upheavals at the cost of enormous suffering for the 
population. However, beyond this rollercoaster-like trajectory, 
for centuries Russia has shown itself to be and remains a great 
power which, while it endures and shows astonishing resilience, 
also suffers from the vertigo of the ups and downs of Moscow’s 

8 Kofman, M. Op. cit.
9 Ibídem. 
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power. Moreover, its peak moments have coincided with strong 
and unrestrained leaders and its moments of decline with weak 
personalities. Illustrative of the point is the recent case of Putin 
versus Yeltsin, and Stalin versus Nicholas II in the world wars.

A constant feature of Russian geopolitics in recent centuries has 
been the difficulty of gaining access to the open seas from its ter-
ritory and the corresponding attempts to do so, which has made 
Russia an expansionist power feared by its neighbours.

However, Russia has been characterised as a relatively weak 
and often technologically backward great power compared to its 
Western rival. Hence, Moscow’s strategic outlook has always been 
shaped as much by the perception of vulnerability and foreign and 
internal threats as by ambition and the quest for recognition10.

All of this gives Russia a brassy, victimised character. Putin, who 
witnessed the collapse of the USSR amidst internal crisis in a 
process of rapprochement with the West, with Soviet military 
power intact, and who had also experienced how the Kremlin 
was respected for the fear it instilled, is wary of Western “siren 
songs” and prioritises internal cohesion and an international posi-
tion that provides Russia with freedom of action. In line with 
Beijing, Moscow believes that the world should be governed by a 
concert of great powers and, if Washington does not cede it some 
space in global governance “by hook”, then it is prepared to take 
it “by crook”.

A historical characteristic of Russian power, at which Putin is 
demonstrating great mastery, is his ability to make concessions 
and pacts with his adversaries, while keeping intact his long-
term strategic objectives. Thus, the Kremlin has been able to 
transform a relationship of intense mistrust towards China into 
an effective strategic entente and has had no qualms about mov-
ing closer to Ankara during the Syrian war, even after Turkey had 
shot down a Russian fighter jet. The same could be said of Iran, 
all of which have been victims of Russian expansionism and can 
be considered Russia’s main historical rivals.

Russia breaks with the West and breaks out

The year 2014 marked an irreversible shift in the relationship 
between Moscow and Western capitals. The crisis in Ukraine opened 

10 Ibídem. 
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the possibility of Ukraine joining the US sphere of influence. This 
development upset the Kremlin’s plans and relegated Russia to 
the periphery, reversing what Moscow had achieved since Peter 
the Great’s ascension to the throne. The possibility of losing to 
NATO the Sevastopol naval base in Crimea – the only one open 
to the Mediterranean – (fig. 1) was a strategic red line. Economic 
interests, Ukraine’s defence industry – almost a third of which 
was inherited from the USSR – and the danger that Russia’s other 
neighbours would follow suit added up to calculated risk-taking 
and action.

Murmansk

San Petersburg

Kaliningrad

Sebastopol

Tartus

NATO expansion

RUSSIA

Figure 1. NATO enlargement and main Russian naval bases. 
Source: own elaboration

Taking advantage of the element of surprise, in February the 
Kremlin deployed military forces in Crimea, then organised a 
referendum on Russian membership and began manoeuvring 
in western Ukraine to take control of the most pro-Russian 
territories. In April, armed conflict broke out in Donbas. The 
Kremlin’s rhetoric aimed to make it clear that Crimea’s rein-
corporation into Russia was already irreversible, seeming that 
the only solution the Kremlin would accept would be Ukraine’s 
neutralisation.
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In the same year, 2014, Russia was put to a severe test, with the 
collapse of oil prices compounded by US and EU sanctions. It was 
thought that Russia would not recover from the blow and would 
have to bow to Washington’s pressure; it did not. In the economic 
and energy sphere, Moscow reacted by linking the exchange rate 
of the rouble to the price of oil. Given that production is in roubles 
and marketing in dollars, oil export revenues reached record lev-
els. Sanctions led to the substitution of imports by domestic pro-
duction, which boosted certain sectors of the Russian economy, 
particularly agriculture – previously in deficit – whose exports 
now amount to more than $30 billion a year. In the international 
arena, the Kremlin redirected some trade to China, currently its 
main partner, whose trade is expected to exceed $200 billion by 
2024, double what it was in 201311. Moscow also overcame the 
latest reticence towards China and further deepened its strategic 
partnership with  Beijing, which is allowing Xi Jinping to challenge 
the US with his back well and truly covered.

The litmus test for Moscow came in 2015 in the Syrian war, in 
which Russia intervened directly to stabilise a strategic partner 
and thus prevent the US and its partners from overthrowing 
Bashar al-Assad’s regime and replacing it with a like-minded gov-
ernment or leaving behind a collapsed state, as had happened in 
Libya12. Moreover, by challenging Washington outside its imme-
diate sphere of influence, Moscow was reclaiming its role as a 
global power and halting a potential enlargement of NATO into 
the Russian underbelly.

Moscow was able to devise a viable military strategy at an 
affordable cost, combining air power and ground manoeuvre 
to overwhelm a divided enemy and aligning operations with its 
strategic objectives. Instead of deploying large numbers of  Russian 
ground forces, as the USSR did in Afghanistan in the 1980s, it 
partnered with Syrian army forces, the Lebanese Hezbollah, other 
militias, and private military contractors as the main elements of 
the ground manoeuvre. The few Russian troops on the ground 
acted as a force multiplier, gaining combat experience in the 
process. Russia also used a systematic punishment campaign 
to increase the costs on the civilian population and undermine 
support for the opposition,

11 Kofman, M. and Kendall-Taylor, A. Op. cit., p. 145.
12 Jones, S. G. (May 2020). Moscow’s War in Syria. CSIS. 
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in addition to orchestrating a diplomatic campaign that displaced 
UN negotiating efforts for the Astana Accords with Turkey and 
Iran and left out the US and its allies. Meanwhile, Moscow has 
shown great skill in interacting with all major countries – includ-
ing Israel, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Lebanon, and Iran – and 
actors involved.

The military and diplomatic action was followed by the arrival in 
the Middle East of major energy companies that strengthened 
Russia’s ties with regional interests. The agreements with Riyadh 
within the OPEC+ framework from 2017 onwards deserve special 
mention for their impact on oil price management, jointly consti-
tuting a G2 of energy markets13.

In addition, thanks to the Hmeimim air base and the port of 
 Tartus, Russia has gained force projection capabilities in the 
Middle East and the Eastern Mediterranean. The rise of private 
military companies, such as the Wagner Group, also deserves 
special mention. The management of its operations is closely 
intertwined with the Russian military and intelligence community, 
with an effective alignment of interests. The Russian government 
has found these actors useful to extend its influence beyond its 
borders without the economic cost, visibility and commitment of 
state military forces14.

Once the Syrian regime’s position was consolidated and the main 
military operations concluded at the end of 2017, Moscow began 
to play great powers league, expanding its geopolitical ambition 
with a twofold objective: to demonstrate that it could strike back 
– using the full range of hybrid strategies – and to project itself
towards the northern half of Africa and the Indian Ocean, thus
having a broad anchorage to defend its status as a global power.

Consequently, the Black Sea and the Sevastopol naval base, 
essential for securing the geopolitical vector linking Russia to the 
Middle East and the Mediterranean, have increased their strategic 
value. The Kremlin has set out to turn this sea into a kind of 
 Russian lake that it disputes with NATO, where Russia sets the 
rules, which is leading to growing tensions and incidents15.

13 Ladislaw, S. and Tsafos, N. Op. cit., p. 19.
14 Rácz, A. (21 September 2020). Band of Brothers: The Wagner Group and the  Russian 
State. CSIS Blog Post. Available at: https://www.csis.org/blogs/post-soviet-post/
band-brothers-wagner-group-and-russian-state
15 Sahuquillo, M. R. (29 November 2021). Rivalry between Russia and the West 
consolidates tension in the Black Sea. El País. Available at: https://elpais.com/
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Can the Russian Federation be considered a great power?

Indeed, the country’s economy is stagnant, with few sources 
of value beyond the extraction and export of natural resources 
and arms sales. The entire system is riddled with corruption, 
domin ated by state-owned or inefficient state-controlled 
companies, with international sanctions limiting access to capital 
and technology. Russia struggles to develop, retain and attract 
talent – of which it nevertheless has plenty – while the state 
underfunds scientific research and bureaucratic mismanagement 
hampers technological innovation. However, there is a tendency 
to exaggerate the extent and consequences of Russian decline16.

Although its relative power is declining, Russia is the world’s largest 
and most resource-rich state and has the world’s second-largest 
armed forces with a nuclear arsenal comparable to that of the 
US. It is almost autonomous in the generation of its own military 
and space capabilities, is the second largest global exporter of 
armaments and the largest exporter of energy resources and has 
a right of veto in the UN Security Council.

Rather than going into precipitous decline, its economic, demo-
graphic and military potential is likely to remain substantial. The 
$1.6 trillion GDP by market exchange rates becomes $4.4 trillion 
when purchasing power parity is considered, making Russia the 
second largest economy in Europe and the sixth largest in the world 
(fig. 2). Moreover, macroeconomic indicators are sufficiently stable 
to allow Moscow to continue projecting power into the future.

Position Country GDP PPP (millions USD) %
World 144, 477, 269

1 China 27, 071, 959 18.7 %
2 US A 22, 939, 580 15.9 %

EU 21, 533, 320
3 India 10, 181, 166 7 %
4 Japan 5, 633, 505 3.9 %
5 Germany 4, 843, 389 3.4 %
6 Russia 4, 447, 477 3.1 %

Figure 2. List of countries according to GDP PPP, source: International 
Monetary Fund, October 2021

internacional/2021-11-29/la-rivalidad-entre-rusia-y-occidente-consolida-la-ten-
sion-en-el-mar-negro.html
16 Kofman, M. and Kendall-Taylor, A. Op. cit, pp. 143-144.
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Since the 2014-15 crisis, the government has controlled its 
spending and adapted to lower oil prices, creating budget sur-
pluses and a growing war reserve. According to estimates made 
in August 2021, the value of Russia’s National Wealth Fund is 
about $185 billion and its foreign exchange reserves amount to 
$615 billion. Although Russia lags behind the US in technological 
innovation, it still ranks in the top ten globally in research and 
development spending17.

Energy dimension

Russia is the world’s second largest producer of energy resources 
after the US, with 10% of production. It exports about half of its 
primary energy, providing 16% of world energy trade18. For the 
Russian Federation, energy exports account for 60% of its total 
exports, 40% of its budget revenues and 25% of its GDP19.

The energy sector cannot escape geopolitical considerations.  Moscow 
uses its energy dominance to promote its interests, as has been 
the case in past winters when its dispute with Ukraine has left some 
neighbouring countries short of supplies. Its presence in the Middle 
East also responds to the desire to prevent gas from the  Middle East 
flowing to Europe, so displacing gas coming from Russia.

The EU has the problem of excessive energy dependence on its 
powerful neighbour to the east. Russia accounts for 26% of EU 
oil imports and 40% of gas imports20. Prior to the pandemic, the 
US was the world’s largest economy. The US and some European 
partners were pushing for North American liquefied natural gas to 
replace some of the liquefied natural gas coming through Russian 
pipelines and to halt the start-up of Nord Stream II.

Today, with gas prices soaring, the extent to which Russia is 
responsible for the high gas prices is under debate. The Interna-
tional Energy Agency has stated that Moscow could send larger 
quantities of gas to Europe21. The Nord Stream II pipeline, com-

17 Ibídem, p. 145.
18 BRICS. Russia 2020 Energy Report. BRICS Energy Research Cooperation Platform.
19 Alarcon, N. (16 June 2021). Borrell advierte del riesgo de una “espiral negativa” 
entre la UE y una Rusia impredecible. The Confidential. Borrell advierte del riesgo de 
una “espiral negativa” entre la UE y una Rusia impredecible (elconfidencial.com).
20 Ibídem. 
21 AIE. (21 September 2021). Statement on recent developments in  natural 
gas and electricity markets. Available at: https://www.iea.org/news/
statement-on-recent-developments-in-natural-gas-and-electricity-markets
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pleted but awaiting certification, has once again become the sub-
ject of dispute. Likewise, Moscow’s participation in OPEC+ is a 
determining factor in the staggering rise in oil prices at a high 
cost to global economic recovery.

However, the greater geopolitical stakes lie in the impact that the 
energy transition may have in limiting Russia’s future position as 
a major power. At present, hydrocarbons still account for 80% 
of primary energy and it is unclear how close we really are to an 
energy future free from dependence on these energy resources. 
Whatever the case, it may still be two decades before there is a 
noticeable decline in demand. Russia produces energy at such a 
low price that other exporting countries are likely to come under 
more pressure and Moscow will be able to sustain high produc-
tion levels for longer22. Some argue that while the transition to 
clean energy will pose significant risks to the Kremlin’s finances 
and influence in the long term, on the complicated path leading 
there – with the concentration of production in a few states and 
the price volatility that comes with lower investment –  Russia’s 
position vis-à-vis the US and Europe may strengthen before 
weakening23.

Russia does not bow to US pressures

Since the end of the Cold War, every US president has pledged to 
build better relations with Russia, and each has seen his vision 
evaporate. Their initial aim was to integrate Russia into the Euro-
Atlantic community and make it a partner in building a global 
liberal order. Each left office with relations worse than they had 
found them and with an increasingly distant Russia.  President 
Donald Trump promised to establish a close partnership with 
Vladimir Putin, but in the wake of Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine in 2014, his administration hardened its confrontational 
approach even compared to Obama’s24.

The two sides’ approaches proved to incompatible and what took 
place can be described as a strategic dialogue of the deaf, with 
one approach based on the principles of the liberal order and the 
other on the rationale of geopolitical logic. Washington felt able 

22 Kofman, M. and Kendall-Taylor, A. Op. cit., p. 145.
23 Bordoff, J. and O’sullivan, M. L. (January/February 2022). Green Upheaval. The 
New Geopolitics of Energy. Foreign Affairs. 
24 Graham, T. (November/December 2019). Let Russia be Russia. The case for a More 
Pragmatic Approach to Moscow. Foreign Affairs. P. 134.
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to impose its views on Moscow – history seemed to be moving 
in that direction – and sought to force Russia to accept  American 
leadership, which was to open the door to social and economic 
progress. For Putin and his collaborators, it was a dilemma 
wherein paramount geopolitical concerns converged with issues 
affecting their own national being. Russia had to accept the rank 
of a subordinate nation and entrust its future to the goodwill and 
wisdom of the great hegemon.

Joe Biden has been the first US president to take a very distant 
line towards the Kremlin from the beginning of his term in office, 
although his fixation with China, which threatens to displace the 
US, has been a major hurdle to his success. The withdrawal of 
the US from its position of primacy in the international system 
has lowered the priority status with which the Russian agenda 
was envisaged until the end of 2021, before the worsening of 
the situation in Ukraine. There is no shortage of voices arguing 
that “the US must seek to rebalance its relationship with Russia 
whether it likes it or not”25.

Washington’s failure to allow Russia to find a place in the international 
system on the basis of an immediate area of influence where NATO 
would refrain from further expansion, has meant that Moscow, 
in an effective entente with Beijing, has been able to undermine 
that international order and extend its power projection on a much 
broader regional scale. The White House’s strategy vis-à-vis the 
Kremlin has thus achieved the opposite of what it set out to achieve, 
and today we live in a competitive and increasingly tense multipolar 
world with Russia far removed from Western approaches.

The lack of strategic elasticity has led to the realisation of the 
scenario that Kissinger considered most dangerous for US 
interests and global stability. The two revisionist powers, which 
started from a position of intense rivalry, have “pulled out all the 
stops” and strategically partnered to entrench themselves in a 
geopolitical position that prevents Washington from imposing its 
will and values on the other, those values being understood yet 
another form of power. Russia may have reached its ceiling as a 
power, but for China, this is a starting point from which it intends 
to overtake the US eventually in the global Olympus.

25 The Longer Telegram: Toward A New American China Strategy. Atlantic Council 
strategy papers. (2021). The Scowcroft Center for Strategy and Security. https://
www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-Longer-Telegram-To-
ward-A-New-American-China-Strategy.pdf
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This is all taking place at a historic moment when the western 
societies are fractured and polarised, the Atlantic Alliance is being 
questioned, and Western states are showing little unity of action, 
skill, and determination in managing the conflicts in which they 
have been involved without invitation, be it in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Libya or Syria, not to mention Nagorno-Karabakh.

The EU’s role in the serious crisis of January 2022 (the closing 
date of this paper) where Washington and Moscow are deciding 
Europe’s security, without Brussels playing the role it should for 
the moment, ought to serve to make the EU reflect on the role 
Europe must play in its own security.

Russia in Libya, Nagorno-Karabakh and Kazakhstan

Moscow, on the contrary, regardless of one’s ill opinion of the 
methods employed, is showing a chameleon-like attitude to pur-
suing its strategic interests and is employing force in the confus-
ing scenarios of the current conflict.

In Libya, Western powers, and particularly France and Italy 
 – with serious differences between them – had been trying to 
stabilise the conflict for years. Turkey and Russia have progress-
ively gained prominence in the armed conflict by supporting the 
opposing factions but helping each other to become the main 
external powers in the conflict. Thus, through calculated cooper-
ation, already put into practice in Syria, they have been instru-
mental in achieving the ceasefire and the subsequent political 
process26, which has significantly strengthened the geopolitical 
profile of both actors precisely where Europe has failed.

In the case of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, the Kremlin was 
displeased with Armenia’s president, Nikol Pashinyan, who in 2018 
had come to power through a ‘colour revolution’, seen in Moscow 
as instigated by Soros, who maintained a clear anti- Russian 
discourse. Putin devised a strategy aimed at forcing Armenia 
back into Russian tutelage, signalling to Baku that in the event of 
further military action, Yerevan would not have Moscow’s backing.

With the help of mainly Turkey, in addition to Russia and Israel, 
and counting on the new possibilities arising from the use 

26 Yildiz, G. (22 March 2021). Turkish-Russian Adversarial Collaboration in Syria, 
 Libya, and Nagorno-Karabakh. SWP Comment. Available at: 2021C22_Turkish-
Russian_Collaboration.pdf
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of drones, Azerbaijan prepared thoroughly and, after some 
 trial-and-error operations, went on the offensive at the end of 
September 2020. In just under a month and a half, Azeri troops 
reached the town of Shusha, threatening both Stepanakert, the 
capital of Nagorno-Karabakh, and the strategic Lachin corridor 
route linking the enclave to Armenia.

Territory conquered by 
the Azerbaijan Army

Territory conquered by 
Nagorno Karabakh

Limit of Nagorno Karabakh

Armenian front before the war

Corridor between Azerbaijan
and Najichevan

Figure 3. Second Nagorno-Karabakh war, source: own elaboration

The Armenian government had to ask for help from Moscow, 
which imposed a ceasefire, negotiated peace terms and, in record 
time, deployed a peacekeeping brigade. Armenia retained the 
territory of Nagorno-Karabakh still in its possession (fig. 3), as 
well as access through the Lachin corridor, but had to give back 
everything it had gained in the previous war and allow a perman-
ent link from Azerbaijan to Nakhichevan. The Kremlin had made 
Armenia “learn a lesson” and, in the process, sent a message to 
other neighbouring territories of Russia as to what awaited them 
if they thought they could challenge Moscow.

In the Kazakh insurgency (fig. 4), which occurred at the dawn 
of 2022, the Kremlin reacted immediately. President Tokayev 
requested military assistance from the Collective Security Treaty 
Organisation and Russia sent troops to stabilise the situation. 
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These forces were mobilised within hours of the Kazakh  leader’s 
formal request, suggesting that the intervention had been planned 
in advance. Within two days, the Kazakh authorities regained 
control of the country and, a few days later, troops crossed the 
border in the opposite direction27.

Moscow intervened for fear of a new “colour revolution” and with 
a dual interest: first, to prevent a Western power from taking 
advantage of the occasion to position itself in the region; and 
second to demonstrate to Beijing that Russia was a reliable 
power, thus preventing the crisis from damaging the Sino-Russian 
strategic partnership.

Moscow

New Russian strategic ambition

Putin has led Russia in a risky gamble that is so far working out 
well for him and for which he needs to maintain an increasingly 
aggressive profile. The gap for finding common ground on which 
to stabilise the relationship with the West is narrowing. We have 
thus entered a process of Clausewitzian logic, whereby confront-
ation tends to be maximised and which requires great diplomatic 
skills on both sides to prevent an incident from escalating into 

27 Seppo, N. (13 January 2022). Kazakhstan crisis, January 2022. Great Power 
Relations. 

Figure 4. Russian perspective on geopolitical encirclement and Russian 
reaction, Source: own elaboration
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a clash that neither side wants. Josep Borrell has warned of the 
risk of a “negative spiral” between the EU and an unpredictable 
Russia.

The geopolitical struggle is focused precisely where the Kremlin 
has drawn its red line: Ukraine and Belarus, countries that would 
leave Russia isolated from Europe if they were to move into the 
Western sphere (FIg. 4) and where Moscow is willing to take 
great risks.

Russia is slowly but steadily building up military capabilities near 
its border with Ukraine in response to NATO’s deepening stra-
tegic relations with Ukraine – time seems to be playing against 
the Kremlin’s interests – as well as initially assessing that the 
polit ical will is weak to come to Ukraine’s aid in the event of a 
serious military crisis. In contrast to the Russian troop build-up 
in spring 2021, the military build-up in late 2021-early 2022 – 
around 120,000 troops – is not linked to a military exercise and 
therefore responds to the Kremlin’s determination to use force 
before allowing Ukraine to strengthen its military position vis-
à-vis  Russia28. For the Kremlin, the neighbouring country is a 
top priority. For the China-focused Biden administration, Russia 
is lower on its agenda and Europe is not its main concern. 
Ukraine thus represents a secondary interest on a secondary 
stage29. However, to stop from Moscow from perceiving a lack of 
determination on Washington’s part, the White House is taking an 
increasingly assertive stance with harsh responses to the Kremlin.

At the time of writing, the Kremlin and the White House have 
opened a strategic security dialogue. The Spanish government 
has declared itself in favour of such dialogue and is committed to 
deterrence if it fails. The situation remains greatly uncertain, the 
key question being how to stabilise the issue at hand because for 
the US the priority is clearly China as and it cannot fix its atten-
tion permanently on Eastern Europe. Washington’s leadership is 
at stake in Ukraine.

“Some experts have described Moscow’s talks with the 
US about NATO and Ukraine as like divorce proceedings at 

28 Jones, S. G. and Macander, M. (17 November 2021). Moscow’s Continuing 
Ukrainian Buildup. CSIS Commentary. Available at: https://www.csis.org/analysis/
moscows-continuing-ukrainian-buildup
29 Kimmage, M. and Kofman, M. (22 November 2021). Russia Won’t Let Ukraine Go 
Without Fight. Moscow Threatens War to Reverse Kyiv’s Pro-Western Drift. Foreign 
Affairs. 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/moscows-continuing-ukrainian-buildup
https://www.csis.org/analysis/moscows-continuing-ukrainian-buildup
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the end of a long and increasingly bitter marriage. No one 
should have expected solid results from the Geneva summit 
between Russia and the US. The point is they are talking, but 
are they speaking the same language? The door is still open, 
but it is not yet clear whether anything will go through it”30.

The recent migratory pressure on the border between Poland and 
Belarus, together with multiple incidents of a cybernetic nature, 
interference in electoral processes and incursions of military 
vehicles into border areas, paints a scene of confrontation in the 
grey zone which, without reaching the point of military conflict, 
raises tension between the West and Russia and increases ten-
sions between the parties.

Russian National Security Strategy

In its new National Security Strategy (NSS) of July 2021, the 
Kremlin sees the world in the midst of transformation and 
upheaval with conditions that are favourable, albeit dangerous, 
for its geopolitical interests. Western hegemony, he concludes, is 
in retreat, but this is leading to more and more serious conflicts31.

Having recently regained great power status and successfully 
reformed and rearmed its military, Russia’s leaders are turn-
ing their gaze back home to address the glaring weaknesses, 
imbalances and inequalities in the country’s internal situation, 
with a special focus on the nation’s spiritual and moral climate, 
considering that in the emerging world the main battle lines are 
not only – and not even mostly – drawn between countries, but 
within them32.

In what can be defined as an attitude of ‘strategic patience’ 
(strategy over time), the calculation Moscow is making is simple: 
hold out for one to two decades – in which hydrocarbons will 
still dominate global energy markets – while managing the con-
frontation with the US to prevent its uncontrollable escalation, 
while maintaining internal cohesion, until the emergence of China 
forces the US and its allies to seek some kind of modus vivendi 
with Russia because of the inability to take on two rivals at once. 

30 Niemi, S. (19 January 2022). European Security Talks, post festum. Great Power 
Relations. 
31 Trenin, D. (6 July 2021). Russian National Security Strategy. New Methods for a 
New Era. Carnegie Moscow Center. https://carnegie.ru/commentary/84893
32 Ibídem. 

https://carnegie.ru/commentary/84893
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To this effect, Russia would become an important independent 
international actor, though not a superpower like the other two, 
seeking to maintain balance, though not equidistance, in the con-
text of Sino-US rivalry.

This strategy rests on two assumptions: that China will eventu-
ally overtake the US in power, at least in the Indo-Pacific space – 
enough to achieve global primacy as the world’s centre of gravity 
shifts there – and that Russia will resist Western pressures with-
out falling into domestic crisis.

Western response

The lines of action advocating the need to increase pressure on 
Russia, discarding any recourse to a strategic dialogue that would 
at least halt the current dynamics of escalating confrontation and 
create escalation control mechanisms, assume that at least one 
of the two scenarios above will not be fulfilled. Both counterhy-
potheses are plausible, but for the moment current trends do 
not point in this direction and, while one can speculate one way 
or the other, there is a recent history of Western failures due to 
over-optimism. However, if the Kremlin’s assumptions come true, 
it could be playing “Russian roulette”.

The greater complexity in the relationship with Russia stems from 
the dynamics of the Washington-Beijing relationship in a decade 
in which we will live dangerously33, and from the fact that China 
appears to be a more powerful and resilient strategic rival than the 
USSR34, meaning that the US will increasingly leave the  Russian 
issue in European hands risking, as Borrell acknowledges, the 
EU’s “strategic retrenchment”35.

There are three sensitivities within NATO when it comes to dealing 
with the strategic dilemmas that Russia’s assertiveness poses: 
the Anglo-Saxon powers seek to force Moscow to submit to the 
premises of the liberal order and accept Washington’s leader-
ship – something Putin has shown himself unwilling to accept; 
the countries closest to Russia and those that have been vic-
tims of past Eurasian dominance are calling for a more hostile 

33 Rudd, K. (March-April 2021). Short of War. How to Keep U.S.-Chinese Confrontation 
from Ending in Calamity. Foreign Affairs. 
34 Mearsheimer, J. J. (November/December 2021). The Inevitable Rivalry. Foreign 
Affairs. P. 48.
35 Borrell J. (12 November 2021). A Strategic Compass for Europe. Project Syndicate. 
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attitude towards the Kremlin – something perfectly understand-
able, though it is they that are suffering the consequences of the 
regional insecurity that has resulted from the drive to further 
NATO enlargement; and the EU’s westernmost states, especially 
the four most populous and albeit with different approaches, 
favour managing the relationship with Russia while maintaining 
some channel for dialogue to prevent the situation from spiralling 
out of control.

The Russian Federation in Africa

One of the main vectors of the Russian NSS, and the most 
relevant for Spain, is currently projected towards the African 
continent. In addition to extending its geopolitical base, its 
presence there provides Moscow with a number of advantages. 
Economically, it aims to keep investments low but returns high 
and to access natural resources (oil, gas, diamonds, etc.) while 
boosting exports of agricultural products (cereals), fertilisers, 
arms (between 2016 and 2020, Africa accounted for 18% of 
Russian arms exports) and nuclear, digital and space techno-
logies. Militarily, Russia presents itself as an anti-jihadist 
force that strives to establish and deepen security ties with 
African militaries and secure access to infrastructure to ensure 
the resupply and maintenance of its navy. And diplomatically, 
 Russia seeks votes in support of its positions at the UN and 
other political gestures that defend Moscow’s diplomatic stance 
at international level36.

Both Russian military trainers and private military companies are 
present in the Central African Republic. In Libya, as discussed 
above, these Russian mercenaries have played a crucial role 
in support of Hafter. In 2021, Russia signed military coopera-
tion agreements with Nigeria and Ethiopia, the continent’s most 
populous nations. Recently, the Malian government, faced with 
diminished French military commitment, requested the services 
of the private military company Wagner. Algeria, a crucial country 
for Spain and one that is currently in a very delicate moment both 
internally and in its relations with Morocco, has strong ties with 
the Russian Federation.

36 Faleg, G. and Secrieru, S. (31 March 2020). Russia’s Foray into Sub-
Saharan Africa. ISS Brief. Available at: https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/
russias-forays-sub-saharan-africa

https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/russias-forays-sub-saharan-africa
https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/russias-forays-sub-saharan-africa
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Russia’s previous military successes make their involvement 
attractive to governments in the region. If Russia is once again 
able to offer solutions where Western interventions have failed, 
Russia’s influence will continue to grow. Sooner or later, Madrid will 
have to coordinate or cooperate with Moscow to address African 
security issues. Furthermore, there is always the danger that if a 
serious confrontation scenario were to arise, the  Russian levers 
of power could be used to destabilise a country in the region to 
divert attention or to weaken Spain’s position as a member of an 
alliance hostile to Russia.

Implications for Spain

Unlike other European countries, Spain has viewed Russia from 
the traditional position of a state located on a distant strategic 
stage with whom it has had no historical disputes. Moreover, 
when Spain consolidated its position in NATO, Russia had ceased 
to be a threat.

Defining a strategic position in relation to Russia puts the 
Spanish government in a complex situation. Belonging to 
NATO and the EU, many of whose members are increasingly 
belligerent towards the Kremlin, is straining Madrid’s relation-
ship with Moscow, although the official diplomatic line remains 
one of trying not to burn all its bridges. In the External Action 
Strategy 2021-2024 we can read: “Spain has an interest in 
developing a constructive, more structured and predictable 
relationship with Russia, within the framework of the agreed 
EU policy”37.

From the Spanish perspective, it is worrying that the excessive 
attention devoted to the eastern flank is detracting resources 
and priorities that should be devoted to the south, a region 
whose demographic trends combined with growing instability 
require a policy of sustained long-term engagement. While a 
framework for agreement could be found with Russia, although 
this option is receding, on the southern flank any efforts will 
be subject to enormous volatility and little progress with dis-
proportionate efforts. Moreover, if Russia is already present in 
the region as a rising military power, the need for a strategic 

37 Government of Spain. (27 April 2021). External Action Strategy 2021-2024. Avail-
able at: http://www.exteriores.gob.es/Portal/es/SalaDePrensa/ElMinisterioInforma/
Documents/ESTRATEGIA%20ACCION%20EXTERIOR%20ESP.pdf
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dialogue is felt with great intensity, even if mistrust is sowing 
seeds of all kinds.

A shrinking Europe – at least as long as it does not take the 
step towards real policy integration – surrounded by complex 
and growing threats needs to find a valve to let off pressure. 
However, although Moscow must be dealt with from a position 
of strength and NATO’s Article 5 is an unwaivable guarantee, 
the greater the concerted pressure against Russia, the 
greater and more dangerous are likely to be the responses 
from the Eurasian power that seems to have no intention 
of giving in and is more comfortable in the shady recesses 
of the grey zone and the conflicts of our time. For the time 
being, we need to see how events pan out before a more 
precise analysis can be made. Further deterioration of the 
situation cannot be ruled out. Seppo Niemi proposes three 
scenarios38:

1. A behind-the-scenes agreement is being prepared, with a
lower likelihood.

2. No hot war: no peace, incremental escalation will continue,
very likely.

3. A pan-European/global war is looming, with moderate
likelihood.

Conclusions

Contrary to expectations, the USSR succumbed, leading to a 
period of constructive relations between NATO and Moscow. For 
the Kremlin, the military issue became less of a priority and its 
SAF deteriorated until Western powers decided to give the green 
light for Ukraine and Georgia to join the Alliance at the 2008 
Bucharest Summit.

The thinking in Washington was that, even if the Kremlin rejected 
it, it could do nothing to prevent it, and the dynamics of history 
were against Russia’s pretensions.

Putin struck a first blow, intervening militarily in Georgia and 
making a clear shift towards China. To resist pressure from the 
West, it first had to cover its own back. Moreover, the shortcom-

38 Niemi, S. (24 January 2022). Ukrainian Drama – Realism entails the solution. Great 
Power Relations. 



José Pardo de Santayana

98

ings highlighted in the Georgian campaign made full-scale milit-
ary reform imperative.

Thanks to this, in the words of the International Institute for Stra-
tegic Studies (IISS) in London, Russia has become a capable con-
tinental military power with intercontinental nuclear weapons39.

The Euromaidan crisis of 2014 stifled the last hopes of under-
standing between the parties. The Kremlin intervened in Crimea, 
reincorporating it into Russia. The conflict in Donbass was another 
consequence.

Moscow was forced to overcome recent reticence towards  Beijing 
and further tightened its strategic partnership with the Asian 
giant. Between them, they put the nail in the coffin of the US-led 
international order. This has given rise to a multipolar, divergent 
and increasingly tense world.

With its armed intervention in the Syrian war, which began in 
2015, Russia broke the perceived NATO encirclement and posi-
tioned itself as a global power. Washington’s strategy has thus 
produced the opposite of its intended effect. Russia not only does 
not accept the rules of the game but has upscaled its geopolitical 
ambition.

Now, with China threatening to overtake the US, Washington’s 
priority is Beijing, a rival that appears more resilient and powerful 
than the USSR. There is reason to believe that, sooner or later, 
Moscow may achieve its goal of playing a hinge role between the 
two superpowers; time could play in its favour.

However, rising tensions in Eastern Europe could also trigger a 
serious conflict that none of the parties want. In this case, the 
timing seems to favour Ukraine over Russian pretensions, which 
might cause the Kremlin to rush.

Meanwhile, Spain, who is firmly committed to its allies, does not 
want the focus on Putin’s Russia to prevent it from addressing 
the challenges coming from the south, where Russia is there to 
stay.

The strategic dialogue launched in January 2022 offers some 
hope that the Russian-Western relationship can be brought back 
on track, though there is slim reason for optimism. It is in Spain’s 

39 Russia’s Military Modernisation, An Assessment. IISS strategic dossier. September 
2020. P. 179.
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interest that the EU does not become marginalised over an issue 
that is so important for the security of the continent.

This document was finalised in January 2022, before war broke 
out, fulfilling the worst predictions. The content of the document 
has, in part, been overtaken by circumstances.
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Chapter Three

The dialectic between geopolitical shifts and structural 
economic crisis: the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic

Rafael Calduch Cervera

Abstract:

Analysis of the geopolitical situation over the past year requires 
placing it within the framework of the globalisation process and 
the impact that the development of the COVID-19 pandemic is 
having.

The process of globalisation, as addressed in this study, is a dis-
tinctly different one from universalisation. It is developed from 
the communicative and social connectivity that more than half 
of humanity already has, thanks to the combination of telecom-
munications and mobile phone devices that allow access to the 
World Wide Web without time and space restrictions.

This long-lasting process has been compounded by the impact 
of the pandemic, characterised in 2021 by the mass vaccination 
phase, together with additional waves of infections due to new 
variants of the SARS cov-2 virus and a process of slow economic 
recovery from the recession experienced in 2020.

Therefore, to provide an overall strategic picture, the geopolit-
ical analysis undertaken must necessarily be combined with a 
study of the structural change that a globalising world economy is 
undergoing. In this scenario, strategic rivalries are combined with 
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commercial, financial and technological competition and coopera-
tion in an interdependent, complex and uncertain reality.

Keywords:

Globalisation, COVID-19, structural economic change, global 
geopolitics, strategic rivalry, economic competition, economic 
cooperation.
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The impact of globalisation on world geopolitics

If 2020 was the year of the global pandemic triggered by the SARS 
cov-2 virus, 2021 was the year of mass vaccination, unpreced-
ented in human history, along with the incipient recovery from 
the economic havoc wreaked by the pandemic. In both cases, we 
can clearly see characteristics of phenomena that are developing 
on a global scale. This forces us to define the very concept of 
globalisation to be able to determine precisely which events form 
part of this new reality and which are merely part of an earlier 
world process.

Globalisation: nature and effects

The debate among those who see globalisation as the stage of 
development of universalisation that has taken place the last two 
centuries and those who see it as a new historical process, which 
emerged in the 1970s or 1980s as a result of the fusion of a 
structural change in the capitalist system and the irruption of 
new communication technologies, is ongoing.

However, at this stage in the development of globalisation, two 
things are clearly evident:

a)  Globalisation is different of world process, even though it
extends to the whole of a society that became worldwide
more than a century ago.

The difference between world process and globalisation
is very clear. While world dimension took place through a
process of colonial expansion and successive transfers of
political, economic and cultural advances from one soci-
ety to another, globalisation is linked to the emergence
of challenges and problems that are by origin universal
and so require collective responses and solutions that
must likewise be universal from the outset. This new
dimension of the universal exercise of power, in keep-
ing with a new reality of communicative and cross-bor-
der social connectivity, is what global governance is all
about.

b)  Irrespective of when the first phases of globalisation began,
its scientific treatment and its incorporation into the political
agenda did not take place until the 1990s, when the bipolar-
ity between the US and the Soviet Union ended.
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Analysing the events of this period, globalisation can be defined as 
“the process characterised by the development of an accelerated 
and decentralised complex interdependence on a global scale 
resulting from the new interactive social communication and 
generated by the combination of the Internet and mobile tele-
communications systems, which drives the historical emergence 
of a virtual society based on mass individualism”1.

Users of new forms of human connectivity due to the Internet 
increased from 6% of the world’s population in 2000 to 59% in 
20202. Such a communication revolution, which can be described 
as hyper-connectivity, is affecting human mentality and relation-
ships in all their dimensions.

Therefore, this transnational hyperconnectivity due to the mas-
sification of the use of the Web is not just another effect of a 
globalisation started in previous decades but is the true origin 
of the globalising process as a wholly new phenomenon that is 
operating on the previous worldwide expansion of international 
relations.

This, of course, is having direct and decisive political con-
sequences. In contrast to the classic distinction between hard 
power and soft power, established by Nye in the early 1990s3, 
the dynamics of globalisation force us to consider a new category 
of the exercise of power that we call fuzzy or blurred power 4.

This new form of exercising power is characterised as cross-
border, massively exercised, functional in nature, made up of 
a vari able combination of hard and soft power elements and 
propagated through the virtual society.

Such a global expansion of fuzzy power is altering the polit-
ical polarity dominated by the world’s superpowers or great 
powers. Alongside the traditional relations of cooperation and 

1 Calduch, R. (17-19 Maio 2017). A pesoa como sujeito da vida internacional. Actas 
III Congresso Internacional do OBSERVARE. P. 5. Available at:
http://observare.ual.pt/conference/images/congresso_2017/Acta_IIICongresso_Ra-
faelCalduch_ES.pdf (accessed on 16.11.2021).

2 International Telecommunications Union. Statistics. Available at: https://www.itu.
int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx (accessed on 11.11.2021).
3 Nye, J. S. (Autumn, 1990). Soft Power. Foreign Policy. No. 80. Pp. 153-171. Idem. 
Soft Power. The Means to Success in World Politics. Public Affairs. (2004).
4 The expression is taken by analogy with the theory of fuzzy logic (Fuzzy Logic). For 
an application of this fuzzy logic to the field of International Relations: Cioffi-Revilla, 
C. A. (February, 1981). Fuzzy Sets and Models in International Relations. American
Journal of Political Science. Vol. 25, nº 1. Pp. 129-159.

http://observare.ual.pt/conference/images/congresso_2017/Acta_IIICongresso_RafaelCalduch_ES.pdf
http://observare.ual.pt/conference/images/congresso_2017/Acta_IIICongresso_RafaelCalduch_ES.pdf
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx
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conflict they exercise to control the international order, the 
great powers are now forced to share their power with non-
state actors of imprecise composition and discrepant interests, 
who have a diversity of strategies and ubiquitous location, and 
who are capable of generating new relations of rivalry and/or 
competition, thus provoking the emergence of a new global 
geopolitics5.

Among the many decisive policy changes imposed by the use of 
the Web, its direct impact on the security of countries and cit-
izens, which opens up a new strategic area, that of cybersecurity, 
must be highlighted6.

Undoubtedly, the massive irruption of Internet use has also 
changed diplomatic relations, including both traditional and new 
forms of diplomacy, by modifying the conditions of representa-
tion and negotiation brought about by a new form of interactive, 
instantaneous, massive and public communication that takes 
place mainly in cyberspace.

Last, the use of social networks is also affecting the dialectics 
of social legitimisation/de-legitimisation of public institutions and 
policies, as well as facilitating citizen mobilisation and, in some 
cases, conditioning the results of electoral processes.

In the economy, the impact of the Internet has enhanced the 
digitisation of production, trade and consumption processes, and 
has transformed the configuration and functioning of the financial 
market, the labour market, logistics systems and global value 
chains7.

5 In this article, the terms “competition”, “rivalry” and “confrontation” refer to differ-
ent conceptual categories. Competition is an associative relationship in which all actors 
intervene with the aim of imposing their objectives or interests on competitors, but 
respecting previously established rules of conduct and institutions, which expressly 
exclude the use of violence.
Rivalry, on the other hand, is a conflictual relationship in which each participant’s pri-
ority objective is to dominate their opponents, without limiting their own behaviour 
to rules or institutions if this gives them an advantage over their opponents. The only 
principle that is respected in rivalry is the prohibition of the use of violence.
Last, confrontation is the conflictual relationship in which the actors have as their pri-
ority objective the defeat and political subjugation of their enemies through the use of 
violence or the threat of violence.
6 Order PCI/487/2019, of 26 April, by which the National Cybersecurity Strategy 2019, 
approved by the National Security Council, is published. BOE nº 103 of 30.04.2019.
7 Gereffi, G., Humphrey, J. and Sturgeon, T. (February, 2005). The Governance 
of Global Value Chains. Review of International Political Economy. Vol. 12, nº 1. 
Pp. 78-104.
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The result has been the functional interweaving of a new, 
digit ised economic structure and the existing global economic 
structure. Such structuring is leading to the digital economy 
replacing the traditional economy in some cases and boosting 
it in others by projecting it on a transnational and transcultural 
scale through e-commerce, web marketing and online 
platforms8.

The cultural dimension is undoubtedly the one that has been 
most directly and profoundly impacted; it is not for nothing that 
the Internet effect is primarily a new form of communicative 
connectivity on a universal scale. Thanks to this, a new form 
of society is developing, the virtual society, based on direct, 
instantaneous, global, massive and multidimensional commu-
nicative connectivity between people. A society that is different 
from those historically organised on the basis of its settlement 
in a territory defined by its borders, politically articulated in the 
state and cohesive through the use of a common language and 
religion.

As Rosenau has already pointed out, this new society is being 
built based on communicative relations that trigger contradictory 
transnational dynamics of political, economic and cultural aggreg-
ation and integration on the one hand, but of fragmentation, 
tension and radicalisation on the other. This is what this author 
already labelled fragmegration (fragmentation and integration) 
in 19979.

The global scope of the COVID-19 pandemic

It is within the framework of globalisation, as we have described 
it, and the concurrence of the different forms of power exercised 
both in territorial space and in cyberspace, that we must contex-
tualise the analysis of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
its evolution and its effects.

This pandemic has been a biological event that has not only 
caused catastrophic morbidity effects among the population, but 
has also altered human relations, especially social power rela-

8 OECD. OECD Digital Economy Outlook 2020. Available at:
https://www.oecd.org/digital/oecd-digital-economy-outlook-2020-bb167041-en.htm 

(accessed on 08.08.2021)
9 Rosenau, J. N. (1997). Along the Domestic-Foreign Frontier. Exploring Governance in 
a Turbulent World. Cambridge University Press. Pp. 99-117.

https://www.oecd.org/digital/oecd-digital-economy-outlook-2020-bb167041-en.htm
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tions, in an unforeseen, abrupt, global way and on an unpreced-
ented scale10.

The international response was originally reactive, state-driven, 
improvised and contradictory. While helping to limit the spread of 
the pandemic, the closure of borders and the mass confinement 
of populations for months led to a collapse of the global economy 
and a powerful resurgence of exclusionary nationalism, causing 
major inter-state political disagreements.

In parallel, the decisive oligopoly of industries in China and 
India in the global supply chains for the basic health equipment 
required to protect against the pandemic (masks, personal pro-
tective equipment, etc.) was felt, demonstrating the serious 
vulnerability of the most developed Western economies in this 
industrial sector.

In contrast to countries’ initial reactive policies, the proactive 
response to the pandemic revolved around research, testing and 
production of vaccines in the record time of just a few months. 
However, this decisive global challenge was addressed by two 
very different sources, who approached it with distinctly different 
strategies. In the Euro-Atlantic countries, the research initiative 
came from the alliance between research centres and the labor-
atories of the large multinational pharmaceutical companies. 
This partnership initially resulted in four vaccines, each with its 
own dosage characteristics and different degree of immunisation 
(Oxford/AstraZeneca; Janssen; Moderna; Pfizer-BioNtech).

The generation of vaccines also involved two major powers, Russia 
and China, who took up the technological challenge of developing 
their own vaccines (Russia’s Sputnik V and China’s Sinopharm; 
Convidecia and Coronavac), following a planned strategy con-
trolled by the state authorities of the two countries.

To this effect, SARS-cov2-specific vaccine development pro-
grammes were used as part of a global scientific-techno-
logical-industrial competition. This competition led to the 
expansion and penetration of national health systems by both 
large Western chemical-pharmaceutical corporations and the 
governments of two major powers through their state-owned 
companies.

10 According to official data published by the World Health Organization, as of the date 
of consultation there had been 273,900,334 reported infections and 5,351,812 deaths. 
Available at: https://covid19.who.int/ (accessed on 20.12.2021).

https://covid19.who.int/


Rafael Calduch Cervera

108

Last, although the pandemic is not over, we can already point to 
the development of three important general consequences that 
have had a direct impact on the global geopolitical configuration:

1. An immediate temporary disruption of social relations both
at international level, with the closing of borders, and at the
state and even local and family level, due to compulsory and
massive confinement.

2. A simultaneous reduction in the production and consumption
flows of goods and services, due in part to the restrictions
imposed on production chains and global flows of goods and
people, and in part to the brutal contraction of economic
demand with the consequent and inevitable consequences
of increased unemployment, poverty and social and interna-
tional inequality.

3. A concentration of exceptional powers in governments, to
the detriment of legislative and judicial powers, which has
altered the internal functioning of political systems, espe-
cially democratic ones, and is causing a progressive ques-
tioning of the political legitimacy of states.

In short, the development of the COVID-19 pandemic is 
constituting a major source of transformation of global governance 
and causing a new global economic crisis associated with 
productive shortages, health uncertainty, demand constraints, 
 rising unemployment and, most recently, a spike in inflation. The 
overall picture for this year 2022 is one of increasing domestic 
and international political tensions, a significant slowdown in 
economic recovery and a continuation of contradictory health 
policies in the face of the pandemic.

The structural economic crisis and its recurrent conjunctural 
manifestations

As noted, the pandemic has not only affected public health on a 
global scale but has also had catastrophic economic and social 
consequences. The outcome has been the triggering of a global 
economic crisis, albeit with varying effects depending on coun-
tries’ economic vulnerability and on response strategies to the 
effects of the pandemic.

However, it is not enough to simply state the critical situation of 
the international economy; its nature, evolution and effects must 
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be specified to be able to catch a glimpse of the scenario that lies 
ahead.

Just as the political effects of World War I obscured the eco-
nomic consequences until the outbreak of the Great Depression 
in 192911, so the Soviet disintegration and its potential military 
effects in 1991 concealed the economic crisis that was occurring 
in Russia itself, as well as the structural economic changes that 
were emerging on a global scale.

Indeed, during the decade following these events, the inter-
national economy witnessed the gradual but irreversible 
general disappearance of state-owned and centrally planned 
economies, with the exception of North Korea and Cuba, to 
be replaced by capitalist economies with a greater or lesser 
degree of state intervention. These changes affected the 
economies of two of the world’s major powers, Russia and 
China.

No less important was the progressive introduction of the euro 
as an international currency common to 19 countries, including 
 Germany and France, which soon became the world’s second 
reserve currency after the dollar12. This naturally brought about 
a change in global financial markets through the incorporation 
of the rules of the European Economic and Monetary Union and 
its supervisor, the European Central Bank, as essential parts of 
international monetary functioning.

A third factor of structural change in the world economy was 
the onset of the globalisation process brought about by the 
re volution in information and communication technologies (ICTs). 
The new virtual economy, together with the digitalisation of the 
traditional economy, has brought about irreversible changes in 
global economic functioning. One example of these changes is the 
emergence of “cryptocurrencies” in the international monetary 
system13.

11 Only the British economist John Maynard Keynes predicted the political effects on 
peace of the onerous economic conditions imposed on Germany.
Keynes, J. M. (2012). The Economic Consequences of Peace. RBA libros. Barcelona. 
12 According to data from the International Monetary Fund in the second quarter of 
2021, 59.2% of the total allocated foreign exchange reserves were in dollars, 20.5% 
in euros, 5.7% in yen, 4.6% in pounds sterling and 2.6% in renminbi. Available at: 
https://data.imf.org/?sk=E6A5F467-C14B-4AA8-9F6D-5A09EC4E62A4 (accessed on 
22.12.2021).
13 There are 200 cryptocurrencies listed. In 2019, there were an estimated 153 
million users of Bitcoin, the leading cryptocurrency by market value and whose unit 

https://data.imf.org/?sk=E6A5F467-C14B-4AA8-9F6D-5A09EC4E62A4
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Another important change has been the organisation of global 
value chains14. In this regard, the social hyper-connectivity cre-
ated by globalisation has meant that an increasing part of indus-
trial production can be broken down into the intermediate stages 
of the production process to be carried out in different countries, 
integrating them through a growing number of cross-border 
commercial networks that also incorporate a series of services 
(marketing; after-sales service; etc.).

This form of productive organisation on a global scale has grown 
exponentially in recent decades. According to the Global Value 
Chain Development Report 2021, between 1995 and 2020, global 
value chains of a commercial nature increased from 35% to 46% 
of the world total, while production-based chains rose from 9.6% 
to 14.2%. Nonetheless, recent years have seen a reduction in the 
weight of global value chains in world trade as a whole, due to a 
slight increase in domestic production due to re-industrialisation 
in the most advanced economies15.

Among the various factors promoting the rise of global value 
chains, three stand out. First, the implementation of informa-
tion technology and robotics in traditional industrial production 
processes, which has facilitated a standardisation of both inter-
mediate goods and services and final products, enabling their 
transnational dissemination among suppliers from different coun-
tries and different degrees of industrialisation.

Second, the development of the digital economy has dramatically 
reduced the costs and timescales of global production organisa-
tion. Given that communication and buying and selling transac-
tions between suppliers and consumers from anywhere in the 
world, as well as the financial transactions associated with these 
operations, are carried out in real time and with minimal oper-
ational costs, the management of the production process of the 
global value chains as a whole is effective and efficient.

Last, the development of maritime and air transport capabilities 
in recent decades has reduced logistics costs on a global scale 

of  currency was valued at USD 56,783 in April 2021. Available at: CoinMarketCap: 
https://coinmarketcap.com/es/all/views/all/ (accessed on 23.12.2022).
14 EUROSTAT. Global Value Chains. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/
economic-globalisation/globalisation-in-business-statistics/global-value-chains (ac-
cessed on 26.2.2021).
15 ADB, UIBE, WTO, IDE-JETRO, CDRF. (November, 2021). Global Value Chain Devel-
opment Report 2021. Beyond Production. Pp. 4-5.

https://coinmarketcap.com/es/all/views/all/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/economic-globalisation/globalisation-in-business-statistics/global-value-chains
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/economic-globalisation/globalisation-in-business-statistics/global-value-chains
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while substantially increasing the volume of international trade 
flows. This has reduced stock quantities and warehousing times 
of intermediate goods, substantially lowered logistics costs and 
ensuring the continuous supply of global demand16.

However, to guarantee the full effectiveness of this new form of 
production, trade flows between the different parts of the same 
global chain must be continuous and stable, since delays and pro-
duction dysfunctions in some intermediate stages lead to restric-
tions on final goods or services and, therefore, to a partial or total 
shortage in international markets, which has a direct impact on 
world economic growth.

This dysfunction of global value chains has occurred in the wake 
of the COVID-19 pandemic as a consequence of health measures 
taken by governments. The recurrent closure of borders and the 
mass confinement of countries’ populations has not only contrib-
uted to the great recession of 2020 but is hindering economic 
recovery in 202117.

In addition to the new productive organisation of global value 
chains, the global reallocation of populations and labour through 
migration flows, be they legal or illegal, is another powerful pro-
cess of structural economic change which is redefining the distri-
bution of economic power both nationally and globally.

According to data from the International Organization for Migra-
tion, by mid-2019 the world’s migrant population was estimated 
at 272 million people, equivalent to 3.5 % of the total population. 
The top three countries of origin of migration were India (17.5 
million), Mexico (11.8 million) and China (10.7 million). In terms 
of destination countries, higher income countries received a total 
of 111.2 million immigrants, followed by upper middle income 
countries with 30.5 million18.

The impact of migrants’ remittances on international financial 
flows was also not negligible, estimated at USD 689 billion. The 

16 An important database on the temporal evolution of global value chains is Available 
at: UIEB GVC Indicators. Data are included for the period 1990-2019 with a max-
imum of 121 economies and 56 industries. It incorporates cross-country and global 
input-output tables. Available at: http://rigvc.uibe.edu.cn/english/D_E/database_da-
tabase/index.htm (accessed on 26.12.2021).
17 OECD. (3 June 2020). COVID-19 and Global Value Chains: Policy Options to Build 
More Resilient Production Networks.
18 International Organization for Migration. (2019). World Migration Report 2020. 
Geneva. Available at: https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2020.pdf (ac-
cessed on 22.12.2021).

http://rigvc.uibe.edu.cn/english/D_E/database_database/index.htm
http://rigvc.uibe.edu.cn/english/D_E/database_database/index.htm
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2020.pdf
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top three destination countries for these remittances were India, 
China and Mexico with a total of USD 181.7 billion. The top three 
countries of origin of these migrant remittances were the US, 
the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia, totalling USD 148.5 
billion.

Along with all these structural changes in the world economy 
that have taken place over the last three decades, we must also 
analyse the succession of economic and financial crises that have 
conditioned the economic evolution of various countries and of 
the economic system as a whole during the same period.

According to different sources, during the period between 1991, 
the end of the USSR and bipolarity, and 2021, we can point to 
four major economic recessions (1990-91; 2001; 2007-2009; 
2020-2021), together with a number of national and interna-
tional financial crises, ranging in number from 15 to 20, some of 
them associated with the recession processes themselves19.

The latest recession has been triggered by the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the public health measures taken during the first two 
waves. World Bank data attribute to the pandemic an average 
reduction in world GDP of 3.5%, a fall in world trade of 8.3% and 
in oil prices of 32.8%. However, according to the same source, in 
2021 and as part of the expected economic recovery, world GDP 
grew by 5.6%, trade increased by 8.3% and oil prices rose by 
50.3%20.

But the transition also includes two major challenges, the resolu-
tion of which will condition the future of a fully globalised eco-
nomy both in the medium and the long term: a) the sustainable 
management of the environment; and b) the availability of the 

19 According to the US Treasury data, the 1990-91 bailout resulted in a 1.5% drop 
in the country’s GDP. The 2001 recession was a contraction of 0.3% of GDP and the 
2007-2009 recession of 5.2% of GDP. US Department of the Treasury. (April, 2012). 
The Financial Crisis Response in Charts. Available at: https://www.treasury.gov/re-
source-center/data-chart-center/Documents/20120413_FinancialCrisisResponse.pdf 
(accessed on 26.12.2021).
Otero-Iglesias, M. (26/02/2015). Financial Crisis and flushing toilets. Real Instituto 
Elcano Blog. Available at: https://blog.realinstitutoelcano.org/en/financial-crises-flush-
ing-toilets/ (accessed on 26.12.2021).
Caproasia.com. (April 12, 2016). List of Economic Crisis since 1900-2015. Available at: 
https://www.caproasia.com/2016/04/12/economic-crisis-since-1900-2015/ (accessed 
on 26.12.2021).
20 World Bank Group. (June, 2021). Global Economic Prospects. P. 4. Available at:
https://openknowledge.wor ldbank.org/bi tstream/handle/10986/35647 
/9781464816659.pdf (accessed on 26.12.2021).

https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/data-chart-center/Documents/20120413_FinancialCrisisResponse.pdf
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/data-chart-center/Documents/20120413_FinancialCrisisResponse.pdf
https://blog.realinstitutoelcano.org/en/financial-crises-flushing-toilets/
https://blog.realinstitutoelcano.org/en/financial-crises-flushing-toilets/
http://Caproasia.com
https://www.caproasia.com/2016/04/12/economic-crisis-since-1900-2015/
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/35647/9781464816659.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/35647/9781464816659.pdf
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energy resources and raw materials required to sustain future 
economic growth. Solutions to both challenges must not only be 
feasible, both in the short and long term, but they must also be 
mutually compatible and global in scope.

The environmental issue is a significant example of a global 
challenge that cannot be adequately addressed with state 
solutions or responses that are varying degrees supported 
by a number of countries. It is also a much more complex 
challenge to manage and resolve than simply aggregating partial 
solutions to its vari ous components. Given their high degree of 
interdependence, from increasing desertification to ozone layer 
depletion, global warming, biosphere loss, human concentration 
in megacities and maritime pollution, these are categories of a 
broad range of envir onmental issues that need to be addressed 
jointly and simultaneously. For this reason, far from facilitating 
environmental management, media and political campaigns 
that focus attention on one of the above categories, ignoring or 
marginalising the others, contribute to hindering it by simplifying 
the measures to be adopted and distorting the priorities of the 
environmental sustainability agenda.

The adaptation of the traditional economy to the requirements of 
environmental protection is undoubtedly imposing legal, organ-
isational and functional changes that end up generating economic 
and social costs, which are not always assumed by the countries 
and transnational companies21.

Closely linked to the issue of environmental management is the 
challenge of securing energy and raw material supplies, which is 
necessary to sustain economic growth.

With regard to energy supply, there are currently two clear facts. 
First, that global economic development is associated with a 
growth in energy consumption. Between 1973 and 2018, global 
energy supply increased from 6,098 Mtoe to 14,282 Mtoe.  Second, 

21 A comparison of the texts of the Kyoto Protocol, the Paris Pact and the recent 
Glasgow Pact (2021) is sufficient to understand the progress and limitations of interna-
tional climate change policy development. United Nations. (11 December 1997). Kyoto 
Protocol of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. Available at: 
https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/convkp/kpspan.pdf (accessed on 27.12.2021).
United Nations. (12 December 2015). Paris Agreement. Available at: https://unfccc.
int/sites/default/files/spanish_paris_agreement.pdf (accessed on 27.12.2021).
United Nations. (November 13, 2021). Decision CP-26. Glasgow Climate Pact. Avail-
able at: https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cop26_auv_2f_cover_decision.
pdf (accessed on 27.12.2021).

https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/convkp/kpspan.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/spanish_paris_agreement.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/spanish_paris_agreement.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cop26_auv_2f_cover_decision.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cop26_auv_2f_cover_decision.pdf
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there is no doubt that the combination of coal and fossil fuels will 
still account for the largest proportion of the energy mix in the 
next decade. This is despite the fact that in the countries most 
committed to reducing CO2 emissions and/or external energy 
dependence, the tendency is towards reducing their use22.

One example is the European Union, which has adopted the 
 European Green Pact23 to increase the use of clean and safe 
energy, incorporating the European hydrogen strategy to accel-
erate decarbonisation as part of it24.

In addition to the energy issue, global economic development 
is already closely linked to the use of ICTs, which require an 
increasing supply of silicon and rare earths as well as raw mater-
ials. This is leading to a major revision of the geo-economic 
interests of the great powers on a global scale25.

In 2020, China was the country with the world’s largest produc-
tion of rare earths (140,000 MT) and the largest reserves (44 
million MT), followed by the US (38,000 MT) and Burma (30,000 
MT), while Vietnam (22 million MT) and Brazil (21 million MT) had 
the largest reserves. In the case of silicon, the world’s leading 
producer is China, which produced 5.4 million MT in 2020, fol-
lowed by Russia with 540,000 MT and Brazil with 340,000 MT26.

22 According to data from the International Energy Agency, between 1973 and 2018 
the mix of coal, oil and natural gas fell from 94.1% of the world total to 78.8%. In-
ternational Energy Agency. (August, 2020). Key World Energy Statistics 2020. P. 7. 
Available at: https://www.iea.org/reports/key-world-energy-statistics-2020 (accessed 
on 28.12.2021).
23 European Commission. (2019). Communication from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee 
and the Committee of the Regions. European Green Pact. COM 640 final. 
Brussels11.12.2019. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/TXT/
PDF/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0640&from=ES (accessed on 28.12.2021)
24 European Parliament. European Parliament Resolution, of 19 May 2021, on a 
European hydrogen strategy (2020/2242(INI). Available at: https://www.europarl.
europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0241_ES.pdf (accessed on 28.12.2021).
25 The so-called “rare earths” are a group of chemical elements, including scandium, 
yttrium and the lanthanide group, used for the production of various computer com-
ponents. As a semiconductor, silicon is the basis for the production of fibre optics and 
microchips.
Centre For Research and Strategic Studies-Anepe. (December, 2021). Rare earths. 
A geopolitical look at green gold. Available at: https://anepe.cl/portfolio/tier-
ras-raras-una-mirada-desde-la-geopolitica-al-oro-verde/ (accessed on 28.12.2021).
26 US Geological Survey. (January, 2021). Mineral Commodity Summaries. Available 
at: https://pubs.usgs.gov/periodicals/mcs2021/mcs2021-rare-earths.pdf (accessed 
on 28.12.2021).

https://www.iea.org/reports/key-world-energy-statistics-2020
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0640&from=ES
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0640&from=ES
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0241_ES.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0241_ES.pdf
https://anepe.cl/portfolio/tierras-raras-una-mirada-desde-la-geopolitica-al-oro-verde/
https://anepe.cl/portfolio/tierras-raras-una-mirada-desde-la-geopolitica-al-oro-verde/
https://pubs.usgs.gov/periodicals/mcs2021/mcs2021-rare-earths.pdf
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These data show that China enjoys a dominant position in the 
global supply of rare earths and silicon, giving it a significant 
ability to directly influence the global semiconductor market and 
indirectly influence the other industrial sectors that use them in 
their final products.

It is a market that reached $440 billion in 2020 and is distributed 
in 32.3% for the computer sector, 31.2% for the communications 
sector, 12% each for industry and consumer goods, 11.4% for 
the automotive industry and 1% for governmental uses27.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the global semicon-
ductor value chain has led to a significant reduction in global 
production which, in turn, is preventing the regular supply of 
all sectors dependent on these intermediate goods. The result 
has been a limitation of the economic recovery capacity initially 
envisaged. This has led the main powers to consider strategies 
for the industrial recovery of the intermediate goods that are 
strategic for their countries, with the aim of avoiding future 
 critical  situations due to shortages.

It is clear from the above that, over the last three decades, 
the world economy has been subjected to an increasing pro-
cess of globalisation that is bringing about irreversible structural 
changes.

The geopolitics of globalisation: strategic dimension and 
economic discrepancies

The destabilising effect of the COVID-19 pandemic has abruptly 
exposed the precariousness of the global political order consti-
tuted since the end of nuclear bipolarity. In just a few months, 
the main agendas based on multilateralism have been ruined 
by the overriding health interests of each state, interpreted 
with criteria of the purest political realism and applied by coer-
cive means, including the use of armed forces, to guarantee 
the confinement of the population and the impermeability of 
borders.

Statista. Ranking of the world’s leading silicon-producing countries 2020. Web access: 
https://es.statista.com/estadisticas/600220/paises-lideres-en-la-produccion-de-sili-
cio-a-nivel-mundial/ (accessed on 28/12/2021).
27 Semiconductor Industry Association. Factbook 2021. Web access: https://www.
semiconductors.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/2021-SIA-Factbook-FINAL1.pdf 
(accessed on 28/12/2021).

https://es.statista.com/estadisticas/600220/paises-lideres-en-la-produccion-de-silicio-a-nivel-mundial/
https://es.statista.com/estadisticas/600220/paises-lideres-en-la-produccion-de-silicio-a-nivel-mundial/
https://www.semiconductors.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/2021-SIA-Factbook-FINAL1.pdf
https://www.semiconductors.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/2021-SIA-Factbook-FINAL1.pdf
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At the same time, the development of the process of systemic 
change in the world economy, although temporarily altered by 
the pandemic, has not been halted.

The global strategic dimension

In this emerging global power scenario, the hegemony exercised 
by the traditional victorious powers of the Second World War is 
changing profoundly and rapidly.

From a geopolitical perspective, the nuclear military dimension 
remains a priority as strategic nuclear arsenals constitute the 
main immediate global threat. The current bipolarity between 
the US and Russia, with joint arsenals totalling more than 8,000 
nuclear warheads, still adds up to a total destructive capability 
that far exceeds the limited arsenals of the other nuclear powers.

The growing rivalry between Russia and the Euro-Atlantic powers, 
triggered by successive NATO enlargements and the deployment 
of the US anti-missile system, has been exacerbated by  Russia’s 
military interventions in Georgia, Crimea and the Syrian civil 
war. This has resulted in a paralysis of the nuclear disarmament 
process initiated in the 1980s, while at the same time fuelling a 
spiral of diplomatic and military tension between Washington and 
Moscow28.

However, President Putin is aware of Russia’s limitations as a 
global strategic power and increasingly openly seeks to assert 
his position by using a variable combination of the use of his 
direct military power with calculated diplomatic pressure accom-
panied by indirect or covert propaganda measures, disinforma-
tion, and political and cyber-bullying activities in the countries of 
the Euro-Atlantic area, Latin America, the Middle East, the South 
Caucasus, and Central Asia29.

28 Berls, R. E. (July 13, 2021). The Roots of Russian Conduct. The Nuclear Threat 
Initiative. Special Report. Available at: https://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/special-
report-the-roots-of-russian-conduct-test/ (accessed on 29.12.2021).
Radin, A. and Reach, C. (2017). Russian Views of International Order. RAND Cor-
poration. Santa Monica. Available at: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/
RR1826.html (accessed on 29.12.2021).
29 McDermott, R. (October 29, 2021). Russian Military Thought on the Changing Char-
acter of War: Harnessing Technology in the Information Age. The Jamestown Foundation. 
Available at: https://jamestown.org/program/russian-military-thought-on-the-chang-
ing-character-of-war-harnessing-technology-in-the-information-age/ (accessed on 
29.12.2021).

https://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/special-report-the-roots-of-russian-conduct-test/
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Beyond this bipolar dynamic, the growing nuclear tension in 
recent years has centred on the cases of Iran and North Korea. 
The Biden Administration’s accession to the White House has 
meant a shift in the US position on both crises in relation to the 
Trump presidency.

In the case of North Korea, a policy of calculated diplomatic and 
economic pressure has been adopted, accompanied by constant 
monitoring of Kim Jong-un’s regime’s military initiatives and 
tests, while leaving the main diplomatic and monitoring initi-
atives on Phnom Penh’s regime to be capitalised on by Beijing 
and Seoul.

As for the potential threat of Iran’s nuclear programme, the 
Biden administration’s contradictory record on the resumption 
of the agreement has ultimately disappointed the Iranians and 
has become, in effect, an obstacle to its restoration. Washington 
appears to have transferred the political initiative to pressure, 
control and eventually prevent Tehran’s full development of its 
military nuclear programme to Israel30.

Moving down to the conventional military level, alongside US and 
Russian intervention, the spectrum of polarity has widened with 
the participation of China, the UK and France, as powers with the 
capacity to project force on a global scale, in addition to the inter-
vention of Australia, Japan, India, Pakistan, Turkey, Israel, Saudi 
Arabia, and Iran as regional powers.

However, it is important to bear two important differentiating 
factors between the US and the other powers in mind to avoid 
serious errors of judgement. First, the US defence budget in 
2020 exceeded the sum of all the defence budgets of the next 
10 powers, including China, Russia, India, the UK, France, and 
 Germany31. Second, the US and its transnational corporations 

30 Ramberg, B. (December 8, 2021). Israel’s nuclear option against Iran. Project Syn-
dicate. Available at: https://www.project-syndicate.org/onpoint/israels-nuclear-op-
tion-in-iran-by-bennett-ramberg-2021-12 (accessed on 29.12.2021)
Citrinowicz, D. (December 20, 2021). I once headed the Iran branch of Israel’s military 
intelligence research. Here’s why Israel can’t take out Iran’s nuclear program. Atlantic 
Council. Available at: https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/i-once-head-
ed-the-iran-branch-of-israels-military-intelligence-research-heres-why-israel-cant-
take-out-irans-nuclear-program/ (accessed on 29.12.2021).
31 See data from the SIPRI Military Expenditure Database and the Military Balance of 
the International Institute for Strategic Studies. SIPRI. Military expenditure by country, 
in constant (2019) in USD. Available at: https://sipri.org/sites/default/files/Data%20
for%20all%20countries%20from%201988%E2%80%932020%20in%20constant%20
%282019%29%20USD%20%28pdf%29.pdf (accessed on 29.12.2021).
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have more research, development and innovation capacity than 
China and the European Union combined32. Therefore, military 
rivalry with the US by any power, whether global or regional, 
must consider the absolute superiority of US capabilities33.

That said, since the Obama presidency, successive US admin-
istrations have progressively altered Washington’s goals, prior-
ities and actions with respect to its leadership role as a global 
superpower. This has led to a gradual military withdrawal in the 
Euro-Atlantic area, seriously undermining the effectiveness and 
functionality of NATO, the Near and Middle East and their own 
neighbourhood of Latin America.

It is seriously questionable whether such a shift in US foreign 
and defence policy, justified by the new strategic priority given 
to the Indo-Pacific, is a rigorous weighing of current US national 
interests34.

The transatlantic link between the US and Europe is effect-
ively the centre of gravity for American trade, investment and 
technological development35. In addition, the military rivalry 

IISS. The Military Balance. Vol. 121, Issue 1, p. 2021. Available at: https://www.tand-
fonline.com/toc/tmib20/121/1?nav=tocList# (accessed on 29.12.2021).
32 In 2020, the 2,500 companies with the highest investment in R&D and innovation 
worldwide contributed a total of USD 904 billion. Of these, 775 were North American 
with an investment of USD 347.7 billion, followed by the European Union with 421 
companies and an investment of USD 188.9 billion, and in third place China with 536 
companies and an investment of USD 114.9 billion.
European Commission. Annual Performance-2500 World’s Top R&D Investors. Web 
access: https://iri.jrc.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/contentype/scoreboard/2020-
12/R%26D_2020_Annual_Performance_WEB_1.pdf (accessed on 29.12.2021).
33 The clearest demonstration of US capabilities is its simultaneous intervention in 
two armed conflicts, in Iraq between 2003 and 2011 and in Afghanistan between 2001 
and 2021. The catastrophic withdrawal from Afghanistan was the result of a strate-
gic mistakes following the political decision to withdraw, and not to a lack of military 
capabilities.
34 Congressional Research Service. (December 21, 2021). Renewed Great Power 
Competition: Implications for Defense-Issues for Congress. Available at: https://sgp.
fas.org/crs/natsec/R43838.pdf (accessed on 30.12.2021).
35 According to the data, US direct investment in Europe in 2020 amounted to USD 
3.6 trillion, while European direct investment in the US amounted to USD 2.9 trillion. 
Meanwhile, US investment in Asia amounted to only USD 969 billion and Asian invest-
ment in the US to USD 914.9 billion.
US-EU trade in goods in 2020 totalled €555.3 billion compared to USD 560.1 billion in 
US trade with China.
Bureau of Economic Analysis of the US Department of Commerce. Direct Investment by 
Country and Industry 2020. Web access: https://www.bea.gov/data/intl-trade-invest-
ment/direct-investment-country-and-industry (accessed on 29.12.2021).
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with Russia, as noted above, remains strategic for US national 
security36.

We can therefore reasonably conclude that Washington’s new 
security orientation towards the Indo-Pacific area and the cent-
rality attributed to rival relations with China respond more to 
fears of a future world order dominated by the Asian power than 
to the protection of its present interests anchored in Europe, with 
whom it does not compete37.

This brings us squarely to the analysis of the problematic relations 
between China and the US which, since the Trump Administration, 
have been placed in the framework of military, economic and 
technological rivalry, breaking with the trend of competition of 
previous administrations38.

On China’s part, it is hardly debatable that its military rearma-
ment, both conventional and nuclear, indicates a political will to 
actively participate as a hegemonic power on a global scale. Nor 
can its military deployment to secure control of the South China 
Sea and its medium- to long-term aspiration to regain Taiwan be 
ignored.

However, it does not automatically follow from the above that 
Beijing intends to use its growing military capability as an instru-
ment of international expansionism or direct political control of 

US Census Bureau. Foreign Trade. Top Trading Partners-December 2020. Web access: 
https://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/statistics/highlights/top/top2012yr.html#total 
(accessed on 29.12.2021).
European Commission, Directorate General for Trade. Top Trading Partners 2020. Web 
access: https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/september/tradoc_122530.pdf 
(accessed on 29.12.2021).
36 As we re-engage the international system, we will address the existential threat 
posed by nuclear weapons. Interim National Security Strategic Guidance. (March, 
2021). White House. P. 13. Web access: https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/
statements-releases/2021/03/03/interim-national-security-strategic-guidance/ (ac-
cessed on 30.12.2021).
37 Cordesman, A. H. (August 3, 2021). Chinese Strategy and Military Forces in 2021. 
Available at: https://www.csis.org/analysis/updated-report-chinese-strategy-and-mili-
tary-forces-2021 (accessed on 30.12.2021).
Cordesman, A. H. (October 4, 2021). Chinese Military Dynamics and Evolving Strategy: 
Graphic Net Assessment. Available at: https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/
s3fs-public/publication/211004_Cordesman_Dynamics_Strategy.pdf?4gsbeFbtr2PBK-
0M3F_YRQw6Z6uPyaTF7 (accessed on 30.12.2021).
38 Lippert, B. and Perthes, V. (Edis.). (April, 2020). Strategic Rivalry between United 
States and China. Causes, Trajectories and Implications for Europe. SWP Research 
Paper, 4. P. 1-53. Available at: https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/re-
search_papers/2020RP04_China_USA.pdf (accessed on 30.12.2021).
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third countries, which it has already penetrated economically by 
means of its well-known Belt and Road Initiative.

The main fear of the Chinese authorities is that the US will lead a 
coalition in the Pacific that could impose a maritime and economic 
siege on China that would hinder its energy and raw material 
supplies and its trade expansion. Both are indispensable compon-
ents of its economic development and internal modernisation, 
pillars of Communist Party rule and internal political stability.

As an alternative, therefore, we could consider that it intends to 
use its military capabilities as an instrument of deterrence and 
defence of what it considers to be its national strategic security 
zones in the face of an undisputed US military hegemony in the 
Pacific, while at the same time seeking to consolidate its regional 
hegemony as the basis of its global projection39. After all, this has 
been the Chinese leadership’s policy since Deng Xiaoping intro-
duced post-Maoist reforms in 198240.

As for the UK and France, their combination of a limited nuclear 
arsenal and global conventional military force projection capab-
ilities keeps them as strategic global powers. Their interventions 
in the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, Côte d’Ivoire, Sierra 
Leone, Mali, the war against Daesh and Operation Atalanta 
against piracy, to name but a few, are examples of the use of 
their respective military powers in different regions of the world.

However, their global projection as strategic powers has been 
diminished over the last decade due to the impact of the 2008 
financial crisis on defence budgets, the growing social and polit-
ical polarisation they are experiencing domestically and, cur-
rently, the priority given on the political agenda to the control 
and management of the COVID-19 pandemic over other national 
security issues.

The UK, post-Brexit, is seeking to consolidate its global position 
through a renewed strategic alliance with the US, as AUKUS has 
just credited41. For his part, President Macron has sought to rein-

39 China’s Military Strategy. (May, 2015). Available at: http://english.chinamil.com.
cn/view/2021-06/23/content_10053010.htm (accessed on 30.12.2021).
40 Delage, F. (2013). The People’s Republic of China and the reconfiguration of the 
Asian order (1997-2005) [Doctoral thesis] from the Complutense University of Madrid. 
Read on 11.12.2013. P. 521. Available at: https://eprints.ucm.es/24641/1/T35175.pdf 
Date (accessed 30.12.2021).
41 UK HM Government. Global Britain in a competitive age: The Integrated Review 
of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy. (March, 2021). Available at: 
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force France’s military projection by leading the Common Foreign 
and Security Policy, especially in its industrial and technological 
dimension through Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO).

However, neither of these strategic initiatives has a consolidated 
medium-term horizon, given the uncertainty that prevails for 
these powers in a number of decisive factors. First, as noted 
above, it is unclear what political and military commitment the 
US will maintain to the transatlantic area in the coming years, 
which may directly affect London’s aspirations to maintain a priv-
ileged link with Washington.

As for the EU, it is far from being a strategic global actor. Its 
demonstrated capacity in the military and civil-military pacifica-
tion operations it has carried out so far falls short of the political 
will and military and diplomatic resources of a strategic power. 
Significant political disagreements not only between member 
states, but also between some of them, such as Poland, Hungary 
and Romania, and the European institutions are an important 
hurdle to overcome to have a European Rapid Reaction Force at 
short notice42.

To this must be added the question of the French presidential 
elections, the outcome of which, once the German elections are 
also known, will tell us to what extent the Franco-German under-
standing, which is decisive for the stability of the EU itself, will be 
guaranteed for another four years.

The result is that both the UK and France find themselves at a 
domestic political crossroads that profoundly conditions their tra-
ditional position as strategic global powers. All this is happening 
precisely at a time when the globalised economy is undergoing a 
transformation and a technological revolution. The conclusion is 
clear. The strategic future of both powers depends less on their 
external links and initiatives than on their ability to recover a 
fragmented national identity. Without this, the political and social 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach-
ment_data/file/975077/Global_Britain_in_a_Competitive_Age-_the_Integrated_Re-
view_of_Security__Defence__Development_and_Foreign_Policy.pdf (accessed on 
29.12.2021).
42 Le Gleut, R. and Conway-Mouret, H. (7 Juillet, 2021). Quelle boussole stratégique 
pour l’Union Européenne?. Sénat. Rapports d’information. Available at: http://www.
senat.fr/rap/r20-753-2/r20-753-23.html#fn21 (accessed on 30.12.2021).
Egmont Institute. (10 November 2021). The Coordination Problem in European De-
fence Planning. Available at: https://www.egmontinstitute.be/the-coordination-prob-
lem-in-european-defence-planning/ (accessed on 30.12.2021).
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cohesion and confidence in state institutions necessary for con-
tinued global leadership cannot be restored.

Some discrepancies with the globalised economy

When we contrast the structural changes taking place in the glob-
alised economy with the multipolar strategic configuration, two 
important discrepancies immediately emerge.

First, economic relations develop in the spectrum between cooper-
ation and competition, thus excluding rivalry and confrontation. 
The cause of this structural constraint lies in the decisive and 
irreversible degree of interdependence that has been reached 
between the main global economic actors, be they states, inter-
national organisations or transnational corporations.

As we pointed out in the previous section, any unilateral economic 
initiative by an economic power to ruin or seriously damage its 
economic competitors will end up affecting its own economy in 
two ways. Directly, because it will provoke economic retaliatory 
measures by all the economies originally affected. And indirectly, 
because by reducing the wealth of the competing economies with 
which it also has trade and financial relations, the others’ wealth 
will also be reduced by the crisis unleashed43.

One effect of this economic interdependence is that strategic 
rivalry hinders the development of trade and financial relations, 
but these, in turn, and because they already exist and link the 
world powers together, make it difficult to escalate from rivalry 
to military confrontation, since the parties to the conflict would 
have to assume an escalation of direct and immediate economic 
and social losses whose medium-term political consequences are 
difficult to predict. For this reason, world powers will not engage 
in confrontation with each other unless their national strategic 
interests are seriously violated or threatened44.

A second discrepancy between the strategic and economic dimen-
sions involved the composition of the dominant actors in each. In 

43 The most recent experience of this kind of economic rivalry can be found in the 
Trump administration’s trade and financial policy towards China.
Arezina, S. (Summer 2019). US-China relations under Trump Administration. China 
Quarterly of International Strategic Studies. Vol. 5, No. 3. P. 289-315.
44 Tanious, M. E. (2019). The impact of economic interdependence on the probability 
of conflict between states. The case of American-Chinese relationship of Taiwan since 
1995. Review of Economics and Political Science. Vol. 4, Issue. Pp. 38-53.
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today’s reality of a globalised economy, the cases of Russia and 
the European Union bear witness to this discrepancy.

Indeed, in the case of Russia, with a GDP in 2020 of 1.4 trillion 
USD equivalent to 57% of French GDP, 7% of US GDP and 10% of 
Chinese GDP, it is hardly debatable that Moscow lacks the capacity 
to significantly condition the functioning of the global economy. 
Its significant energy and raw material resources, including rare 
earths, allow it to maintain a relevant position in international mar-
kets for such resources, but do not allow it to compete on a global 
scale with the large economies of the US, China or the European 
Union. Furthermore, Russia’s excessive dependence on energy 
exports to maintain its economic development, together with its 
concentration in the European market, constitute structural weak-
nesses that ostensibly limit its capacity for strategic pressure or 
threat, in confrontation with Western European powers.

The result is an international projection of Russia that combines 
trade and energy cooperation with EU countries, military rivalry 
with the US, including nuclear deterrence, and technological 
competition with China, the US and the EU.

Regarding the EU, it is a supranational organisation with exclus-
ive competences in agriculture, trade and the single currency, 
along with competences shared with the member states in all 
other economic sectors. As the world’s second largest trading 
power and given that the euro is the second reserve currency, 
it is clear that EU intervention and regulations have a decisive 
impact on the globalised economy as a whole.

However, from a global strategic perspective, the EU lacks the 
exclusive institutional competence and the permanent availabil-
ity of conventional and nuclear military capabilities to be able 
to alter the interplay of strategic interests between the world’s 
major powers45.

Conclusions

Any global strategic study must take as a reference globali-
sation as a new far-reaching historical process which, unlike 

45 Cordesman, A. H. and Hwang, G. (September 20, 2021). Strengthening European 
Deterrence and Defence: NATO, Not European Defense Autonomy, Is the Answer. CSIS 
Working Draft. Available at: https://www.csis.org/analysis/strengthening-europe-
an-deterrence-and-defense-nato-not-european-defense-autonomy-answer (accessed 
on: 26.12.2021).
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 universalisation, has developed from the communicative and 
social hyper-connectivity generated by the access of more than 
half the world’s population to the World Wide Web.

Within this general framework, strategic developments in 2021 
were still closely linked to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the process of economic restructuring that has been progress-
ively consolidating since the end of bipolarity.

As for the pandemic, the proactive response phase through the 
development of a global mass vaccination programme has facil-
itated the start of a slow process of health prevention and eco-
nomic recovery from the severe recession in 2020.

On the geopolitical front, the strategic nuclear rivalry between 
the US and Russia has remained the main and most immediate 
global threat, despite the media attention given to the climate 
crisis due to the World Conference in Glasgow.

However, President Putin is aware of Russia’s limitations, un -
able as it is to compete in the medium term with American eco-
nomic and technological power, and its decisive dependence on 
the European energy market. For this reason, alongside nuclear 
rivalry, diplomacy will continue to be exploited through conven-
tional military pressure, as well as propaganda and cyber actions.

As for US-China relations, regional military rivalry in the South 
China Sea and Taiwan will continue, while trade and financial 
interdependence between the two powers will prevent them from 
escalating military action and keep them in open global economic 
competition.

Last, although the UK and France remain strategic global powers, 
their military decline of recent years and limited economic and 
technological weight can unlikely be compensated by London 
with its new alliance with Washington, nor by Paris trying to lead 
the CFSP, given that the EU is far from being a strategic global 
power.
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Chapter Four

The conspiracy against Europe
Begoña Quesada

Abstract:

Europe faces a year of consolidation of the global trends brought 
about by the pandemic. The unfolding pandemic will temper any 
drastic change. Europe’s prosperity and security increasingly 
depend on itself, be it sovereign and/or autonomous, in a hybrid 
geopolitical context in which strategic thinking, so difficult to 
coordinate with a system in ongoing electoral struggle, is grow-
ing in importance.

Particularly after the changes in the French, German and 
Italian governments, Europe will try to take a defensive 
approach to its integration policies and deepen its regulation. 
The rest of the world will not make it easy, with the US less 
willing to reach out, China more distant, and Russia raising 
tensions on its own doorstep and with whom compromises 
will be needed.

The main underlying challenges in Europe will be the climate and 
defending its democracy. Political polarisation, the effects of com-
bating terrorism and the aftermath of Covid-19 will make this 
crucial task difficult.
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Europe needs to adapt to the new complex hybrid world, in a 
combination of protective walls and pacts, or it will disappear, 
like all communities that have failed to adapt to a changing 
environment.

But Europe has always been more of a steeplechase athlete than 
a hundred meter or marathon runner. It is perhaps the global 
actor best equipped for the flexible and metamorphic manage-
ment required by the new post-pandemic times.

Key words:

Democracy, Climate, Migration, Elections, Integration, Pandemic, 
Covid-19, Inflation, China, Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Demography, 
Energy, Green, Press freedom, Digitisation, Germany.
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Introduction

In 2004, the great Philip Roth published “The Plot Against 
America”, in which he depicts a US in which aviation hero and 
isolationist politician Charles Lindbergh wins the election over 
Franklin Roosevelt in 1940. In this “what would have happened 
if?” novel, the US rules out fighting the Nazis and negotiates an 
agreement of understanding with Adolf Hitler. The terror begins 
for all Jewish families, including Roth’s own. Everything that the 
US represented for the reader after the Second World War (human 
rights, freedom, the value of the individual, and so on) crumbles 
as the plot progresses and “the land of dreams” becomes Nazified.

Since any projection about the future is fictional in nature and is 
a risky exercise, I have dared to take this fantasy novel as a cre-
ative perch from which to project what might happen in Europe in 
2022. This visionary work by Roth (Lindbergh’s motto is “America 
First”) warns of all that we should not take for granted, which is 
a lot in Europe.

Europe faces five major challenges in 2022, once the coronavi-
rus has become endemic. Three are at the base of its tectonic 
plate: economics (post-pandemic), migration (politicisation) and 
digitalisation (backwardness). Two erupt with force: the crisis of 
democracy, of immediate gravity, and climate change, of irreme-
diable significance.

In 2022, we plunge into a new wave of elections (Portugal holds 
early elections in January; there will be two rounds of presi-
dential elections in France in April; Italy needs a new president 
from  February, perhaps a new prime minister if the current Mario 
Dragui decides to take the plunge; Austria holds presidential 
elections in autumn; Sweden, general elections in September; 
and not forgetting that the Americans re-elect all their members 
of the House of Representatives and a third of their senators 
and that the Chinese Communist Party has a congress on the 
agenda with populists on the doorstep. Citizens who aspire above 
all to a change in the way politics works are being called to the 
polls. 56% of the population is the median for this aspiration 
among the seventeen most advanced economies. In Italy, Spain, 
Greece, France and Belgium this percentage is 66%, according to 
the Pew Research Center1.

1 Wike, R. and Fetterolf, J. Citizens in Advanced Economies Want Significant Changes 
to Their Political Systems. Pew Research Center. 
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The outcome of these elections, especially the French election 
where Emmanuel Macron could become the first French president 
to be re-elected in 20 years, will mark important European de -
cisions on funding stimulus, highlighting divisions over and above 
the current East-West values fissures.

Moreover, optimism about the future of the EU has reached its 
highest level since 2009 and confidence in the EU remains at its 
2008 highs, according to the Standard Eurobarometer published 
at the end of 20212. Europeans are primarily concerned about 
the economic situation, followed by climate change and immig-
ration. The functioning of the European institutions is not in 
question. Nearly 66%, for example, trust the EU to make future 
decisions on the pandemic. The hard Brexit has also diminished 
populist anti-European voices. Europe seems to be the repository 
of confidence when popularity is blowing cold for the national 
governments.

However, although with valuable credit and stability that are the 
envy of most national governments, Europe faces several chal-
lenges in 2022 that it can mostly only manage, not solve, and 
that leave any attempt at enlargement on the back burner until 
the last one is well digested. Let us examine these challenges.

Economy

In “The Plot against America”, Philip’s (Roth) family’s eco-
nomic situation is marked by day-to-day survival and com-
munity solidarity. As poverty comes in through the door, 
political differences creep in through the window. In the midst 
of this crisis, what cracks is Philip’s psychological structure: 
the certainty of his identity as an American.

Europe has always and above all been a market union, which has 
been followed to varying degrees by everything else. When the 
economy fails, Europe gets a headache.

Increased restrictions aimed at containing new variants of the 
Covid-19 virus could slow down the desired economic recovery. 
The services sector will see its growth slowed down by the new set 
of restrictions in 2022. Global GDP growth in 2021 will be below 
the five per cent initially estimated by the IMF. While the most 
optimistic outlook expected the US to carry the same number of 

2 European Commission. (September 2021). Standard Eurobarometer. 
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passengers on its airlines as in December 2019 by mid-20223, 
because of the new wave of Covid-19 cases that swept through 
Europe at the end of the year, fears that the recovery would falter 
resurfaced. As an example, the New York Times cited that in 
November 2021 Austrian retail businesses recorded revenues 25% 
lower than in 2019, before a new confinement in  December4. The 
slowdown in China’s economy, which did not seem to be picking 
up by the end of 2021, will diminish its  appetite for exports from 
other countries, from iron ore to soybeans.

The first battle of the year will come with the meetings on the 
Stability and Growth Pact, which even before Covid-19 proved 
to be heated. Although the limits of this pact (deficit, debt) were 
relaxed for the pandemic, the idea is that they will be put back 
in place in 2023, even though the European bloc’s economic situ-
ation is very different, especially post-Covid-19, from that of the 
1990s when they were set. Furthermore, the wake of the cent-
ral bank’s Covid-19 stimulus will be visible on the horizon as it 
recedes. While it is unlikely that the pact will be reformed due to 
the difficulty of approving any changes, it is likely that ways will 
be found to circumvent it, especially in terms of green policies. 
The fine-tuning of these variables will mark the line of economic 
recovery.

In 2022, the forces of apparent de-globalisation will also continue, 
such as the restructuring of supply chains and the relocation of 
production. Coinciding with the departure of the experienced 
Merkel, Europe will see an increase in French influence in this 
regard, with a more state-led industrial policy.

The EU’s dependence on critical resources is growing5. Europe 
currently imports 78% of its lithium from Chile and almost 100% 
of its rare earths from China (more on this in the China section). 
The trend in technology and engineering means that Europe will 
need even more. According to the European Commission, the 
EU’s need for lithium will increase 18-fold by 2030.

Also, because of this dependence, Europe will again experience 
attempts at economic coercion by other powers, in the face of 
which it needs to be prepared to use trade and investment restric-
tions, export or investment controls, or even disinvestment in 

3 The experts’ best bets. The Economist. (10 November 2021).
4 The economic toll of Europe’s pandemic surge. The New York Times. (24 November 
2021).
5 2021 Friedensgutachten. BICC, HSFK, IFSH, INEF.
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strategic sectors, always as an instrument of last resort, with the 
aim of forcing dialogue and negotiation. In 2022, we will see new 
reflections on how to make Europe stronger and more resilient to 
external economic blackmail in the new globalisation, combining 
state action, geopolitics and economics.

Europe needs to “update its apps” to adapt to this form of geo-
economics, as Russia, China and even Turkey have done with 
their sanctions against European companies, acquiring the 
capacity to use hybrid tools6. This “informal economic coercion” 
is difficult to label as an attack, but it is equally effective. More 
 geo-economic tensions similar to the Chinese tariffs against 
 German cars will occur in 2022 in response to Berlin’s reticence 
over 5G licences for Huawei. These tensions always have a second 
derivative, which is internal European division given that they 
attack asymmetrically. That is why they are particularly harmful.

On this landscape, relations with the US, provided they can be 
a reliable partner, are crucial. With the US, this hybrid economic 
coercion can be combated on the basis of the same values. It is in 
Europe’s interest to establish and/or maintain a climate of mutual 
trust with Washington throughout 2022 that allows for a common 
front in the face of these geopolitical tensions.

Note that I wrote establish, not restore. This climate of confid-
ence also requires that Europe accepts that the US cannot play 
the old role of protective father as it has done in previous dec-
ades and that Washington accepts that Europe looks after its 
own interests first and foremost. 2021 has exposed a number 
of  European vulnerabilities and it has become clear that both 
China and Russia, and the US on a different scale, are keen to 
exploit them, so tensions with all three are likely to occur at 
times. For example, over access to natural resources especially 
related to new technologies and clean energy, such as cobalt, 
which is essential for many green strategies. Also, over access to 
technology itself, which is increasingly a measure of power, less 
shared and more protected.

The main risk of this form of economic policymaking is that the 
resulting constraints discourage support for decisions on climate 
change or the fight against the next pandemic, which necessarily 
have to be international.

6 Hackenbroich, J. and Zerka, P. (23 June 2021). Measured response: How to de-
sign a European instrument against economic coercion. European Council on Foreign 
Relations. 
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Inflation

Out-of-control inflation seems unlikely given central banks’ super-
visory policies, but not the whole world is sure about this. Post-
Covid-19 injections of money into the economy, disruptions in 
supply chains and the labour market, the diversion of consumer 
budgets from services (eating out, travel, hotels) to goods, and 
rising energy prices, point in the opposite direction. Europe is 
vulnerable to all of them.

The last few months of 2021 have seen an increase in stock levels 
related to the relocation of production and restructuring of supply 
chains in the aftermath of the pandemic. It is what the Economist 
has called the shift from Just in Time to Just in Case economics. 
This has resulted in supplier search costs and prioritisation of 
proximity versus cost7, reinforcing price increases. The pandemic 
has also led to costs related to the monitoring of codes of conduct 
on labour and environmental rights, such as CO2 emission tariffs 
embedded in imports.

Despite the supposed unity that this pandemic was supposed to 
have created, economic efficiency has not gained ground in trade 
policy, but has fallen even further behind other objectives, from 
labour policy to the environment to sanctions against geopolitical 
enemies. After several years of increasing trade tensions, the 
flow of cross-border investment by companies has fallen by more 
than 50% relative to global GDP figures since 20158. This grow-
ing nationalism, coupled with the post-Covid recovery of demand 
ahead of supply and import dependence, has led to a shortage 
economy in the third quarter of 2021 and inflation.

For historical reasons, controlling this inflation is critical for 
 Germany, who in 2022 will need to clarify decisions taken by the 
previous government, which it will blame, and to defend why 
the economic recovery fund, to which it is a net contributor (66 
billion euros versus 26 billion), passed in the Bundestag in March 
2021 with relative ease, is essential for the national economy. This 
defensive position will influence German positions in Brussels.

While these funds remain popular among the German political 
and economic elite, and in line with the harshness of the fourth 

7 Fanjul, E. (16 September 2021). The forces driving de-globalisation. Real Instituto 
Elcano. 
8 The Economist. (9 October 2021). P. 11.
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pandemic wave in Germany, in 2022 there will be a push from 
Berlin towards consistent and restrictive European policies and 
internal fissures that will affect relations between two govern-
ments in need of consolidation: the French and its own.

Perhaps because of their relative immunity to political changes, 
central banks can be expected to maintain the stability of the 
financial system and new vaccines and treatments against Covid-
19 will reduce the likelihood of further inflation-reinforcing dis-
ruptions beyond those mentioned above in 2022.

China

It is only since 2019 that Europe, the most attractive region in 
the world for foreign direct investment (FDI), has been assess-
ing the risks associated with this type of economic operation in 
a coordinated manner. This is particularly relevant in the case of 
Chinese investment, which continues to reach remarkable figures 
of around €30 billion, despite being below its record of €35 billion 
in 2016.

What is most striking are other stable high percentages: a 
 Chinese state investment share of 68% (versus 35% in 2016) 
and a transport focus of 51% (versus 20%) with a majority of 
focus on strategic ports9. According to the same report, which 
is now three years old, China would control 14 European ports 
or 10% of European maritime trade capacity. The international 
policy environment for Chinese investment has been changing 
for some years now, as shown by the most recent European 
decisions regarding its FDI10, and 2021 has accelerated this 
trend, such that by 2022 Europe will see Chinese investment as 
both an opportunity and a threat.

Europe will try to ensure that Chinese investment is not instru-
mentalised to open sides among Europeans and will pay greater 
attention to investments in key companies, such as technology 
and pharmaceuticals, with more lax supervision of other types of 
companies, such as those in the services sector.

In one of his rare interviews, MI6 chief Richard Moore said in 
December that “adapting to a world influenced by China is his 

9 Fabry, E. and D’andria, J. M. (11 February 2019). Les défis du contrôle des investis-
sements chinois en Europe. Jacques Delors Institute. 
10 De Onís Romero-Requejo, A. 2019. China’s Foreign Direct Investment in Europe 
2001-2018: Opportunity or threat? ICADE. 



The conspiracy against Europe

133

agency’s “top priority”. He stressed that the main concern is in 
science and technology because China is expanding a network of 
authoritarian control across the globe via the export of techno-
logy through which surveillance is channelled11.

After a year in which the importance of maritime trade has 
been highlighted by the emergence of bottlenecks that have 
strained the European market, it is to be expected that there 
will be an increase in information exchange and coordination 
among European countries on FDI, under the watchful eye of 
the European Commission. Europe will become more strategic 
about its FDI, particularly Chinese FDI, demanding reciprocity in 
its outward investments.

Following the events in Afghanistan, a reassessment of the con-
sequences of the new Silk Road Initiative (BRI) is also to be 
expected. The withdrawal of Western troops from Afghanistan 
strengthens China’s role in the region as an alternative to the 
Strait of Malacca, through which a quarter of the world’s goods 
previously passed. The Chinese are known to have a good rela-
tionship with the Taliban through Pakistan, where they have 
taken refuge all this time. The BRI is an initiative that changes 
the dynamics of conflicts in the countries it crosses, including 
Pakistan and Myanmar, and this is an impact that has become an 
urgent matter in 202112. A new, more reliable and transparent 
Silk Road will require European negotiating capacity, with a focus 
on constructive engagement to better implement what is already 
a reality.

The European response to the BRI, the Global Gateway initi-
ative, will make sense in the measure to which it is coordinated 
with the G7 and its Build Back Better World plan. Commission 
 President Ursula von der Leyen acknowledged in a Global  Gateway 
announcement in September that “it makes no sense for Europe 
to build a perfect road between a Chinese-owned copper mine 
and a Chinese-owned port.... We want to create unions, not 
dependencies. This followed the European Parliament’s vote in 
May ratifying the need for greater oversight of Chinese investment 
and the publication of a European Indo-Pacific strategy, and 
French nuclear submarine exercises in the South China Sea. 
Europe will seek to demonstrate the success of its GG in the 

11 Spycraft: Open book. The Economist. (4 December 2021).
12 Abb, P. and Swaine, R. (January 2021). Road to peace or bone of contention? The 
impact of BRI on conflict states. Peace Institute Research Frankfurt. 
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short term, attempting to refute the Chinese narrative that the 
days of Western supremacy are a thing of the past13, but to do so 
it will have to overcome the wave of scepticism unleashed when 
it presented the detailed GG in December and back up its claims 
with investment plans, ideally not ‘reheated’ ones.

China will continue to strengthen its self-reliance in response to a 
more hostile external environment in a process of “decoupling its 
economy”, which will lead to a contractionary trend in its imports 
and a consequent reduction in world trade14.

One sector that will be particularly impacted is clean energy, as 
China has similar control over the minerals needed to build elec-
tric batteries as OPEC has over oil. For example, in the last five 
years, China has taken the reins of global cobalt production since 
acquiring the main cobalt mines in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. These acquisitions have a direct impact on the develop-
ment of the electric car industry. As the US withdrew from these 
production zones in Africa, diplomatically and financially, the way 
was cleared for the entry of Chinese capital. Fifteen of Congo’s 
nineteen cobalt mines are in Chinese hands15.

Europe’s relationship with China, and more especially Germany’s 
as an economic power, will also define Europe’s relationship with 
the US. Berlin sees China as a competitor, but also as a potential 
partner16. The new German government may harden its position 
on China because of the presence of The Greens, who during 
their political campaign have insisted on the need to link trade 
with sustainability and human rights.

Climate

Roth’s work shows how high politics and private life are in-
terwoven. Even a person’s identity is inseparable from the 
currents of history. Like the US seal with the swastika dec-
orating the cover, “The Plot Against America” describes how 

13 Sacks, D. (21 September 2021). Europe’s Global Gateway Plans To Counter China, 
But Questions Remain. Council on Foreign Relations. 
14 Schmucker, C. (8 June 2021). The new geo-economic environment and the EU’s 
capacity to act. DGAP. 
15 China’s victory in the contest for clean energy. The New York Times. (22 November 
2021).
16 Schmucker, C. and Mildner, Dr S.-A. (22 September 2021). Die Mitte. Berlin between 
Washington and Beijing. DGAP. 
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this can happen. Many would rebel, organise and resist, but 
that resistance, however, might be too little too late.

Climate change is the European Union’s main strategic chal-
lenge17, with migration and health hazards being other most 
often cited related challenges. The latest Chatham House report18 
warns that by 2040 some of the changes in climate will be irre-
versible, that 3.9 billion people will experience severe heatwaves 
12 times the historical average and that already in this decade 
working hours lost to excess heat will exceed hours lost to Covid-
19. In twenty years’ time, these consequences will be beyond
countries’ capacity to adapt.

The risk of synchronised losses in several key global food crops 
will be increased by 50% in the 2040s19. The interconnection 
of changes in climatology, which will induce alterations in eco-
systems and an increase in pests and diseases, in addition to 
heat waves and droughts, with consequent failures in the chain 
of harvests and migrations, will produce a circular and explosive 
combination whose consequences citizens, and especially the 
younger ones who are trying to visualise their future, perceive 
as immediate.

What seems expensive today masks medium-term benefits and, 
above all, irremediable long-term impacts. For example, keeping 
global warming below 1.5 degrees Celsius is equivalent to fif-
teen years of industrial emissions at the current rate if we accept 
only a 50-50 chance of this being achieved. Likely technologi-
cal advances, such as the possibility of removing already signi-
ficantly emitted CO 2 from the atmosphere or returning some of 
the solar emissions back to space, would contribute to reducing 
or maintaining temperatures, but would also have an impact on 
food production, biodiversity and water quality and availability. 
Europeans seem to realise that all these scenarios are happening 
close to home: wildfires, historic floods, extreme heat waves and 
climate refugees are making more headlines.

Europe, because of this social support, its economic situation and 
its research capacity, has an opportunity to lead this revolution 
through concrete policies, with mechanisms for the application 
and incentivisation of new energies.

17 Ortega, A. (19 October 2021). Costs of Non-Multilateralism. Real Instituto Elcano. 
18 Climate Change risk assessment 2021. Chatham House. (14 September 2021).
19 Ibídem. 
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In August, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(AR6) stated that the world is not approaching climate change, it 
is already experiencing it. The Climate Change Convention, the 
COP, was held shortly after, in November 2021, following a sum-
mer of new record temperatures and climate-related natural dis-
asters. After having achieved a mandate (Berlin 1995), a protocol 
(Kyoto 1997), an action plan (Bali 2007) and an agreement (Paris 
2015) it seemed that this was going to be the year when, given 
the urgency, action would finally be taken. However, the agree-
ments were considered light by the less critical and treasonous 
by the more vociferous activists.

An internal rift in the European debate will be the use of nuclear 
energy, separating France, who has just announced new reactors 
and covers 70% of its energy consumption in this way, from 
 Germany, who wants to completely abandon nuclear energy 
by 2022. Europe’s economic engine, which emits a large part 
of Europe’s CO2 emissions and produces 44% of its electricity 
(including that which powers electric cars) from fossil fuels, is aware 
of this predicament and it will be interesting to watch Germany’s 
first-ever green government defend itself in this scenario.

The programme presented by the new German government, in 
which it pledges to wean itself off coal by 2030 and to get 80% of 
its energy from wind or solar sources, as well as to be a net zero 
emitter of greenhouse gases by 2050, sets a global standard and 
will put pressure on the rest of the new European governments.

Europe must agree on whether nuclear is green, open to all kinds 
of European subsidies that green energies will receive in the short 
term. Of the 27 EU countries, only 13 produce nuclear energy. 
Until France and Germany come together, it will be difficult for 
Europe to decide whether nuclear energy is a legacy of another 
era and highly polluting (because of its waste) or a green energy 
(because it produces almost no CO2), eligible for energy tran-
sition subsidies.

There is an inexorable reality in a fossil economy: the limita-
tion of human progress, both vertical (rapid progress of the few) 
and horizontal (slow progress of the many), based on the con-
sumption of fossil fuels. The literature of anticipation, which until 
now has focused mainly on space, with threats coming through 
technological innovations and from other galaxies, is increasingly 
focusing on this planet, presenting us with dystopias involving 
resource depletion, devastation and natural catastrophe. And 
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narrative is important in every respect. A humanity of eight bil-
lion people living mostly, if not all, above the poverty level will not 
be possible in an economy fuelled by oil, coal and gas.

Europe contributes only 8%t of global CO2 emissions20, so involv-
ing other countries is crucial. The fact that, as a global problem, 
decisions must be taken by consensus means that the pace is 
always set by the slowest. We are all hanging from the same rope 
until there is a Planet B and that rope is as weak as the weakest 
of its strings.

European measures must be transparent, equitable (not uniform) 
and coherent. Almost all European countries agree that some-
thing must be done. The big difference is how much is left to 
market mechanisms and how much to regulation. In Germany, 
for example, where electricity prices are the highest in Europe, it 
is feared that a new, more climate-smart government will tie the 
hands of companies with the red tape of bureaucracy by justify-
ing the fight against climate change. Consensus on practice is dif-
ficult, but it always contributes to further European integration.

Behind closed doors, even if alone or in a minority group, Europe 
will try to press ahead with its own or copycat measures, such as 
tax exemptions related to US CO2 capture, until the rest of the 
world joins in because it has the social support to do so. Shirking 
this responsibility would only lead to a “green dictatorship”: a 
more environmentally friendly way of life is inevitable.

It will not be at low cost. Europe’s transition from coal and oil 
to other energy sources will alter Europe’s relationship with its 
neighbours and increase European interdependence on certain 
technologies21. But this is a change that is best managed actively, 
aiming for consensus, global leadership, and soft power action.

The green debate should be a European debate. This would 
reinforce the external dimension of its Green Deal and show its 
commitment to the countries of the South, for example, as a gen-
uine alternative to China and its BRI in a new ‘green diplomacy’ 
for which Europe has ‘the profile, gravitas and experience’22, 
 provided it remains alert to hypocrisies and contradictions in the 
form of investments. Its trade weight should encourage other 
countries to change, ensuring that they do not dance to China’s 

20 Future of Europe. (November 2020). Special Eurobarometer 500: First Results. 
21 Ibídem. 
22 Ibídem. 
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tune.  Gestures in this direction are expected in 2022 and the new 
German foreign minister Baerbock (Greens) has already pointed 
the way in her first meetings with her European counterparts.

At the forefront of this diplomacy, Europe could benefit from the 
post-coal transition through global trade and guide the transition 
of others, e.g. Turkey (wind and sun) and Russia with hydrogen.

Energy TRANSITION

Europe is a place of exchange. The increasingly complex global 
trade network continues to grow, despite the pandemic. About 
a quarter of the products manufactured are traded internation-
ally and 30% of their value is generated from imported materi-
als. This global interconnectedness is crucial for climate policy. A 
large part of the EU’s CO2 emissions are related to its imports.

The European Union, which today still produces 71% of its energy 
from coal, gas and oil, aims to be climate neutral by 2050. But 
this “neutrality”, which seems so clear and smooth as a goal, has 
its spikes. Europe must ensure that the energy transition does 
not have a radical economic impact on certain groups in society. 
Taxing CO2 emissions from buildings and road transport, as pro-
posed in the package of measures accompanying the Fitfor55 
agenda adopted this year, has little influence on mainstream con-
sumption habits and even less on decarbonisation, while punish-
ing European households and decreasing citizens’ attachment to 
these policies. Clean energy cannot be financed only by taxing 
dirty energy while there is no comparable substitution.

The transition must also create sufficient buffer policies so that 
the variability of energy prices is not extreme, for example with 
CO2 production permits, which have caused a tonne of CO2 to 
vary between five euros and 60 euros over the last five years23. 
Given the social impact of energy bill,s, it is important that these 
energy transition schemes consider social acceptance and fair-
ness in sharing the consequences.

Like any other European decision, which may come in 2022, it 
will be more like a patchwork blanket than a chessboard and 
there will be negotiations over the table, under the table and 
behind closed doors. The decision is above all a political one, 
given the level of funding involved. It should not be forgotten 

23 Climate Change risk assessment 2021. Chatham House. (14 September 2021).
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that, as the European energy market integrates, countries using 
cleaner energy will also benefit from others using less green 
energy in the short term to prevent disruption and create buffers 
to ease the transition, again emphasising the value of differenti-
ation within Europe. The result will be a consensus that will leave 
everyone with some degree of dissatisfaction, but with a min-
imum common plan.

Investment in new forms of energy has been slower than the fall 
in investment in fossil fuels, creating a crack that contributed to 
the high energy prices we saw at the end of the year. Techno-
logy and cooperation should seek not only to reduce emissions, 
but also to absorb and offset them until alternative sources are 
available.

Many of these technologies will only be developed in cooperation 
with strategic partners such as the US, Canada, Japan or South 
Korea, so it is crucial that in 2022 Europe seeks to bring these 
countries on board in its green diplomacy, for example through a 
Global Hydrogen Partnership, where the relationship with Russia 
should one of ‘selective engagement’ that will be delicate to man-
age, with areas where progress will be easier, such as scientific 
cooperation on forests or the Arctic and expert support in the 
development of environmental legislation.

Migration

The families around Roth’s are feeling the political temper-
ature rising around them. Each in its own degree of ebulli ence, 
depending on its ability to survive, leaves the country. But 
Roth’s father is confident in the resilience of US institutions. 
By the time he changes his mind, it is too late and the US 
has closed the border.

At the end of 2021, Belarus organised the transfer of thousands of 
people from refugee camps in Iraq and Turkey to its border with 
the EU in Poland to retaliate against Europe for its sanctions24. 
Poland reacted by mobilising the army to the most recent hot 
border where politicians are using people to push their causes. 
Such hybrid acts, including migration geopolitics, are likely to 
increase in 2022 as a form of attack and response between the 
EU and its neighbouring countries.

24 Sierakowski, S. Europe’s new refugee crisis. DGAP. (1 September 2021).
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The world of 1999, when Europe laid the foundations of its asylum 
policy in Tampere (Finland), seems to belong to another era. A world 
in which people had “the absolute right to seek asylum”. The practice 
of 2021, with Europe governing and building borders to counter and 
protect against irregular migration flows, shows that this is no longer 
the case. It was certainly not when almost two million Syrians entered 
Europe in 2015-2016 and one million stayed in Germany, which failed 
to convince most of its partners of a more equitable distribution.

There is no European space in which migrants can seek asylum, 
but there is a transfer of that responsibility to individual coun-
tries, which must then try to resolve the problems that arise in a 
coordinated manner with their partners.

This trend of tightening asylum policy will continue in 2022 as 
Europe’s flanks use the flows of people for political consequences 
and domestic political extremes use migration to ignite populism. 
Such rulers need an enemy at home, often relating their discourse 
to the survival of a race of superior men and Indo-European myth, 
to enhance their bond with the masses and justify their control.

In 2022, the protection of space will once again take precedence 
over the protection of people25. The distribution of refugees within 
European borders will continue to be an issue of conflict that will 
permeate all migration policies.

This trend contrasts with the need for a young workforce in an 
ageing continent. Covid-19 has slowed down labour migration, 
while relaxing the rules for already regulated foreigners, many of 
whom became “digital nomads”, putting pressure on the demand 
for skilled labour. Demographic experts on the continent are 
already working on plans for the “silver economy”, in which the 
working and consumption life of the population is extended, and 
attempts are being made to downplay the enormity of this ageing.

A hundred years ago, when Europe still enjoyed some advantage 
in its global dominance, its demographics accounted for 20% of 
the world’s population. In 2030, it will be less than nine per cent. 
In raw numbers, Europe is the most attractive destination for 
global migrants, attracting almost a third of them because they 
find work. The EU could experience a 21-44% increase in immig-
ration over the next decade, much of it irregular26.

25 Parkes, R. and Kirch, A.-L. (2 July 2021). Global migration in 2030: time to take 
Africa seriously. DGAP. 
26 2021 Friedensgutachten. Op. cit.
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Spain has its own warm border to Africa. Only 18% of African 
migration is in Europe. The majority (70%) move within the 
 African continent. In the decade to 2020 the number of sub-Sa-
haran Africans living abroad rose from 20 million to 28 million27, 
although the continent still has a lower percentage of the popu-
lation living outside their place of origin than the world average 
(2% compared to 3.5%). All migration starts with a full wallet, 
and as the continent prospers, experts believe that more people 
will migrate until the average income reaches $10,000 a year 
(currently at $3,800).

According to the World Bank, millions of Africans will migrate due 
to climate change in the coming decades. Many of the hotspots 
where climate change will be hardest are close to a border.

Sixty percent of the countries most vulnerable to climate change 
are already affected by armed conflict28 and the climate crisis 
exponentially exacerbates these conflicts. The International 
Committee of the Red Cross predicts that 200 million people 
will need humanitarian assistance by 2050, partly due to the 
climate crisis. This will occur largely on Europe’s doorstep, 
which will likewise suffer more frequent and intense natural 
disasters on its territory, such as floods or extreme heat waves. 
Migration numbers at the European border are unlikely to drop 
significantly.

Europe must be prepared to manage migration in a multipolar 
way. It requires external labour to compete with other labour 
markets and to face circular migration in which many countries, 
especially after the 2008 financial crisis, have become both des-
tination, origin and transit countries for migration29.

Democracy

Roth revisits his childhood in New Jersey with meticulous 
love, and shows how even the life of a child lucky enough 
to be raised in peace and freedom hangs invisibly but 
inevitably on politics. The Roth boy experiences first-hand 
discrimination and anti-Semitic insults on a family trip to 
Washington D.C. The distant politics of the capital ends at 
your doorstep.

27 Migration in Africa. Briefing. The Economist. (30 October 2021). P. 25.
28 2021 Friedensgutachten. Op. cit.
29 Parkes, R. and Kirch, A.-L. Op. cit.
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Locke already made it clear that the purpose of people banding 
together in states or communities is to safeguard their property. 
If this principle is not fulfilled, the population will begin to ques-
tion their rulers and their forms of government.

The Stockholm Peace Institute considers 2020 a stable year 
within the storm because the past decade has seen “a marked 
deterioration in global stability and security”30.

2021 has not broken that trend and 2022 will not either. The 
pandemic will indeed shake up politics, making it more turbu-
lent because of the frustration and suffering caused by both the 
pandemic and the prevention and containment measures, which 
will be reflected in the elections. Some rulers will fall, others will 
try to hold on to power often by stirring up fear and looking for 
a common enemy outside (immigrants, Russia, China) or inside 
(Jews, leftists, conservatives, liberals, Jews, Muslims, Brussels).

Military spending will be maintained or slightly increased, nuclear 
arms control will continue to deteriorate, starting with the impos-
sibility of bringing Iran back to the same negotiating table as in 
2015, and the number of armed conflicts will be maintained or 
slightly increased in a toxic and transitional geopolitical environ-
ment. All in all, 2022 will not be a good year for global democracy.

The pandemic, with its negative impact on economic output in 
all but a score of countries31, its multiplier effect on poverty and 
economic gaps will contribute to deepening “the geography of 
discontent” and democratic deterioration in many countries, also 
in 2022 and beyond. The accusations and disputes over the origin 
of the causative virus and whether it could have been prevented, 
or future pandemics aborted, are a symptom of a rarefied inter-
national political climate that will persist in 2022. As the system 
ossifies due to a lack of economic opportunity and mobility, dis-
content and therefore the populist vote is likely to increase, fol-
lowing the theories of economist Philip McCann32.

The pandemic has also altered governments’ foreign policy man-
agement capacity. On the one hand, the toolbox of what counts 
as foreign policy has grown and there is now talk of vaccine 
diplomacy and green diplomacy, although these policies have a 

30 Yearbook 2021. SIPRI. (January 2021).
31 Ibídem. 
32 Mccann, P. (2020). Perceptions of regional inequality and the geography of discon-
tent: insights from the UK. Regional Studies. 54:2. Pp. 256-267. 



The conspiracy against Europe

143

direct impact on the domestic debate, heating up the impact of 
public opinion on foreign policy decisions33, which ceases to be 
entirely “foreign”. At the same time, the parties at the extremes 
are becoming increasingly vocal on foreign policy issues that until 
recently were alien to them. The days when governments were 
able to ignore public opinion to blindly align themselves with one 
side are a thing of the past, and this is where the information 
wars and internet narratives come into play. The democratic 
debate becomes more complex.

These new challenges will mow the grass under the feet of many 
international institutions, which will remain active but will need 
greater protection and bargaining power to implement their 
decisions.

The new multilateralism, as Ortega34 points out, is necessar-
ily different from the one we have experienced in the past. It 
has different levels (from civil society to governments, NGOs, 
trade unions, companies, etc.) and is inevitably global. Ideally, it 
would also be inclusive and effective in caring for “global public 
goods”, to borrow the words of the UN Secretary General at the 
 September Assembly.

All European governments face the bloodletting between liberals 
and illiberals, and the consolidation of illiberal or soft authorit-
arian regimes somewhere on their territory or on a nearby bor-
der, with agendas based on identity, a narrow view of minorities, 
ideological purity, denial of the opponent and marginalisation of 
the critic. These are societies where the information received 
depends on the party in which one is a militant and not the other 
way around, where individuals who are immune to changes in 
information and to the observation of reality live.

In this context, the European Union, an institution used to nego-
tiation and complexity, can be a living wall against anti-demo-
cratic movements and regression. In Brussels, without the direct 
pressure of the media eye, with a variable geometry that re -
lativises voting pressure, without group loyalties because it is a 
more atomised galaxy, European institutions can work more in a 
long-term manner and in a less ‘Cainite’ or politicised way. In his 
“project to achieve perpetual peace in Europe” in 1713, the Abbot 
of Saint-Pierre already spoke of a European Union to achieve it.

33 Zerka, P. Why should anyone care? Foreign policy and public opinion. European 
Council on Foreign Relations.
34 Ortega, A. Op. cit.
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In 2022, some differentiated integration projects could be 
consolidated, with some countries moving faster in their integration 
in view of the need to act without waiting for the desired con-
sensus. This differentiated integration, partly a consequence of the 
well-managed part of Brexit, could be seen, not as an inevitable 
outcome, but as a desired, pragmatic and complementary strategy 
to QMV to move faster on pressing issues such as climate change35. 
The frame of reference would be the four cornerstones of the 
European Union in terms of its freedom of movement (goods, 
people, money) and the primacy of law and democracy.

The Conference on the Future of Europe will end in the spring, 
in time for the French elections, and the conclusions and pro-
posals of the participating citizens will be known. The European 
Parliament may increase pressure to make the President of the 
European Commission accountable to European citizens and the 
Parliament, rather than to the European Council, in an attempt to 
reinforce deliberative democracy with participatory democracy36. 
However, it is unlikely that in the course of 2022, a year so full of 
elections, we will see any noticeable practical results from it. This 
does not detract from the value of this unprecedented exercise 
in democracy, which has set national governments against their 
own scepticism about direct citizen participation in  European 
decision-making.

External FRONTS

The hottest front is what Mira Milosevich calls the “middle ground”37 
between Russia and Europe, territory that Vladimir Putin still 
considers his own. Ukraine and Belarus are two ex  amples of this 
middle ground. In statements that sounded like something out 
of a newspaper archive, in December Putin asked NATO for legal 
assurances that it would never try to expand eastwards.

With a second pipeline through the north, Nord Stream 2, Russia 
would be able to punish Ukraine (first pipeline) for free because it 
would not lose supply to Europe. The foreign minister of  Germany, 
the country to which the Russian pipeline links, declared shortly 

35 Meissner, V. and Tekin, F. (September 2021). Differentiated Integration as a Con-
scious Policy Choice: The Way Forward. Policy Paper. EUIDEA. 
36 Plottka, J. (2021). Making the Conference on the Future of Europe a Success. 
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung. 
37 Milosevich, M. (September/October 2021). Russian Influence in Middle Earth. Keys 
to practical reason. 
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after taking office in December that “right now this pipeline 
cannot be given the green light to start up”38.

At the end of the year, the Russian president mobilised 100,000 
troops and heavy equipment to its Ukrainian border in a bid to 
make surface the allies’ real support for Ukraine. Experts did not 
expect an outright attack, like when Russia invaded Crimea in 
2014, but rather hybrid micro-interventions that maintain ten-
sion with NATO39.

Belarus, with its migration policy, has caused a common front 
between Lithuania, Latvia and Poland, joined by Hungary,  Austria, 
Greece and Slovakia because of similar crises in the past, to try 
to get the European Commission to fund border walls and barbed 
wire fences. Over the last thirty years, physical barriers have 
been erected at Europe’s borders, almost all of them funded by 
governments. Brussels argues that walls are scaled or dodged, 
they do not prevent migration and investment is better off 
elsewhere. If the influx of migrants increases with the Covid-19 
recession and the new Afghan crisis, and no European political 
leadership such as Angela Merkel’s emerges capable of paying 
the political price of taking in significant numbers of refugees, the 
Commission will change its mind in 2022 and fund these barriers, 
the political cost of which is much lower than that of an expansive 
asylum policy.

Moreover, certain Balkan and Eastern European countries are sep-
arating from Europe in terms of public opinion, while Russia and 
China are increasing their influence over these regions. This could 
not only jeopardise progress on democracy and human rights in 
these countries, but also destabilise the entire region. Europe 
should invest in strategic communication and credible coopera-
tion to counteract the action of illiberal actors in this area, who 
facilitate the deterioration of democratic values in these coun-
tries, and particularly corruption, abuses of power and attacks on 
the free press.

This is the front of greatest interest to Germany, which will try to 
keep the European focus on the Western Balkans (Albania, Bosnia 

38 Baerbock: Nord Stream 2 kann so nicht genehmigt werden. Handelsblatt. 
(12 December 2021). https://www.handelsblatt.com/politik/international/gaspipe-
line-baerbock-nord-stream-2-kann-so-nicht-genehmigt-werden-/27887250.html?tick-
et=ST-130460-JcGfY6Ym5VLYee2J2G4d-cas01.example.org
39 Ruprecht Polenz, expert on Eastern Europe, in an interview with Jaspar Barenberg, 
in Deutschland Funk. (2 December 2021).

https://www.handelsblatt.com/politik/international/gaspipeline-baerbock-nord-stream-2-kann-so-nicht-genehmigt-werden-/27887250.html?ticket=ST-130460-JcGfY6Ym5VLYee2J2G4d-cas01.example.org
https://www.handelsblatt.com/politik/international/gaspipeline-baerbock-nord-stream-2-kann-so-nicht-genehmigt-werden-/27887250.html?ticket=ST-130460-JcGfY6Ym5VLYee2J2G4d-cas01.example.org
https://www.handelsblatt.com/politik/international/gaspipeline-baerbock-nord-stream-2-kann-so-nicht-genehmigt-werden-/27887250.html?ticket=ST-130460-JcGfY6Ym5VLYee2J2G4d-cas01.example.org
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and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia, North Macedonia) 
and the eastern border.

But in Europe borders are liquid and Germany, and other cent  ral 
and northern European countries, would be ill-advised to forget 
Africa, which in 2021 has seen an alarming number of coups 
d’état: Central African Republic, Chad, Guinea, Madagascar, Mali. 
This is the same rate as in the first decades of independence, 
when the average was four coups a year. Europe must be alert 
to the rise of jihadism and the influence of new actors (China) 
beyond the traditional powers, for whom not even the appearance 
of respect for democratic values, let alone their genuine integrity, 
is high on the list of priorities. Despite the costs involved, Europe 
should continue to maintain its red lines or face a complete 
denaturalisation of its relations with these countries.

The relationship with the UK will continue to be marked by more 
or less one-off clashes that will highlight the need for a new 
mechanism of understanding in which to resolve disputes that 
until now have unraveled within the European Union, from fish-
ing quotas and the composition of frozen sausages to the border 
with Northern Ireland, the deaths of undocumented immigrants 
in the English Channel, double taxation and cross-payments to 
the social security. This year will continue to be one of confronta-
tion and reaction to problems, rather than action or prevention. 
The French election campaign, with its need to appeal to voters 
from the extremes to the centre, will do little to temper either 
the migration problem between Calais and Dover or the distrust 
over arms deals.

Turkey’s accession to the EU will remain frozen until previous 
enlargements are digested. The only progress possible would be 
through differentiated integration (visas, customs, policies with 
third countries). With Turkey, the old East German adage has 
long been true: they pretend to negotiate, and we pretend to 
reform. Turkish President Erdogan reigns over human trafficking 
networks and the EU does not want to raise its voice against 
his human rights violations. If it does, Erdogan ignores it. Both 
agree that it is best to do nothing, the EU does not move forward 
in a process it does not believe in and which would be highly 
unpopular, and Turkey does not venture into a series of reforms 
that would limit the government’s control over other institutions 
and the economy. Perhaps this could change in the run-up to 
the elections scheduled for 2023, as the opposition, especially 
that led by Kemal Kilicdaroglu, tries to win votes by appealing to 
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anti-refugee sentiment. In mid-2021 Kilicdaroglu said he would 
send all Syrians to his country if he came to power40.

Foreign POLICY

On her first trips to China as chancellor, Merkel had to travel with 
two planes to bring all the businessmen who wanted to be part of 
the delegation and were interested in doing business with China. 
In 2021, several German companies announced a divestment in 
China.

In 2019, the Federation of German Business (BDI) published a 
document in which it described China as a “systemic compet-
itor” and urged changes in economic policy towards the Asian 
giant. “We perceive China as a partner, a rival and a competitor,” 
Jens Spahn, then health minister and rising star of the German 
conservatives, said in 2021, warning against a relationship of 
dependency. This growing distrust of China in Germany tran-
spires in European relations.

Coinciding with the Germans taking over the helm in 2021 and 
the French in 2022, it remains to be seen where the ball of 
European leadership falls within the new logic of European foreign 
policy, marked by a Cold War 2.0 (China vs. the US) with more 
volatile consequences. Member states’ lack of coherence and 
scepticism towards Brussels’ added value in foreign policy hinder 
the necessary unity to have a single voice in foreign policy and 
to adopt its balancing role on this new international playing field.

The French finance minister told the International Monetary 
Fund’s annual meetings in Washington that France’s coopera-
tion with the US on reforming the international tax system does 
not hide the reality that there are deep differences over China41. 
“The United States wants to confront China. The European Union 
wishes to engage China,” said Bruno Le Maire, a close ally of 
President Emmanuel Macron, during the interview. Europe’s stra-
tegic priority is, according to Le Maire, independence to be able 
to defend its own views on climate change, economic interests, 
and access to key technologies. The French minister asserted that 
although the US remains the main ally in terms of values such 
as freedom, respect for the law and the economic model, Europe 

40 The Economist. (28 August 2021). P. 21.
41 Clear Differences Remain Between France and U.S., French Minister Says. The New 
York Times. (12 October 2021).
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must become independent of the US and be able to defend its 
own strategic interests.

When the newly inaugurated German Chancellor Olaf Scholz trav-
elled to Paris as his first foreign posting, European sovereignty 
was at the top of the entire agenda with President Macron, as 
the New York Times noted in its summary of the meeting42. “We 
want to strengthen Europe, to work together for European sov-
ereignty” were the first words of Merkel’s heir apparent on the 
Champs Elysées.

Although the grandiosity of Macron’s plans (European army, 
 European digital networks) clashes with Scholz’s pragmatism 
and lack of definition (Europe having the “capacity to act”, 
“future federation of European states”), the background music 
is the same and has never been so in tune since the end of the 
Cold War. “Germans don’t want strategic autonomy if it means 
independence from the United States,” Cathryn Clüver, director 
of the German Council for Foreign Relations, told the New York 
Times43. This is why France speaks of European “strategic 
autonomy” and does not mind throwing sand in NATO’s eyes, 
while Germany, which feels giddy if it moves too far away from 
the US for recent historical reasons, prefers to use “strategic 
sovereignty”. Germany also favours speeding up European foreign 
policy decisions by qualified majority voting, while France, which 
has the EU’s most powerful army since the UK’s exit, fears finding 
itself involved in difficult situations not approved by the French. 
Moreover, France has a permanent seat at the UN that it does not 
use as a European but with the radar of national interests.

However, in a more general framework, both countries are clear 
and united in the defence of the multilateral system based on law 
and the defence of Western values, and this union is even greater 
post the Trump administration, the hasty withdrawal of US troops 
from Afghanistan under Biden, the problems with the nuclear mil-
itary sale to Australia and the misgivings about China.

China welcomes these statements by the French foreign minister, 
just as it welcomes all French statements in favour of European 
autonomy in defence matters because they all throw stones at 
the US global network.

42 European Sovereignty on the Menu as Macron and Scholz Meet for Lunch. The 
New York Times. (10 December 2021). https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/10/world/
europe/macron-scholz-france-germany-meeting.html
43 Ibídem. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/10/world/europe/macron-scholz-france-germany-meeting.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/10/world/europe/macron-scholz-france-germany-meeting.html
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The EU’s external economic policy, with Brussels’ involvement 
in the control of foreign investment, the international role of the 
euro as a reserve and the construction of European defence in 
competition matters, will remain the spearhead of Europe’s inter-
national role.

With regard to Russia, the phrase attributed to Catherine the 
Great still holds true: “The only way to protect my borders is 
to expand them”, which will maintain tension with Europe. The 
case of Alexei Nalvany, who went to prison in 2021 on returning 
Russia after recovering from poisoning, marked for many the 
difference between autocratic Russia and tyrannical  Russia, 
which almost undisguisedly attacks the two main remaining 
bastions of democracy inherited from the 1990s: elections 
and the free press/internet. In 2022, Russia will continue to 
use its dormant conflicts to mix soft and hard power to keep 
its western periphery tied to Russia rather than to Brussels, 
or worse to Washington through NATO. Ukraine, Georgia 
(Abkhazia and Ossetia), Nagorno-Karabakh and Belarus will 
remain hot spots.

Experts differ on what might be the lowest point in these rela-
tions (Russia’s invasion of Crimea in 2014, the Russian cyber-as-
sault on German government computers in 2015, the murder of 
a Chechen dissident in Berlin by Russian secret services in 2019, 
or the treatment of Russian dissident Alexei Navalny in 2020 in a 
Berlin hospital after being poisoned), but they all agree that they 
are in a gully. “Russia is a post-imperial and revisionist state, 
which identifies national security with expansion” and defence of 
what it calls “compatriots abroad”44.

In relations with Russia, the new German government’s relation-
ship with this country will be key. Perhaps the carrot is more 
important than the stick, given the ideology of the stick. Accord-
ing to Stefan Meister of DGAP, “Russian-German relations are at 
their lowest point since the end of the Cold War and will deteri-
orate further in the future”45. This could be especially so with the 
Greens within the German government, who oppose the Baltic 
Nord Stream 2 pipeline and hold, as explained above, the foreign 
affairs portfolio, although their socialist coalition partners have 
so far argued that the pipeline strengthens European energy 
security.

44 Milosevich, M. Op. cit.
45 The Economist. (21 August 2021). P. 18.
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In the longer term, it is possible that the landmines Russia itself 
is planting in its path (clientelism and outright corruption of its 
political system, impossibility of economic growth without accom-
modating the West, declining population growth, environmental 
crisis) will weaken its capacity to act, but in the short term these 
same challenges could make it show its teeth even more. Europe 
should start preparing for the post-Putin era because the sys-
tem will not survive it46. Trust in Putin among his citizens has 
fallen from 60% to 30% in the last five years, especially among 
young people. This is explained not only by the majority use of 
the Internet to obtain information, but also because they are the 
ones who most despise corruption for robbing them of their pro-
spects and most admire Europe and the US.

Defence

As the US has retreated as a “globocop”, fissures have opened 
through which other smaller powers have become more aggress-
ive, either in their own right or as an instrument of larger ones. 
It is part of today’s more complex and hybrid geopolitics. Some 
of these middle powers are on Europe’s doorstep.

The year was marked by the nuclear submarine agreement 
between the US, the United Kingdom and Australia (AUKUS), 
which led to the cancellation of a pre-agreed purchase of French 
nuclear submarines in September. The rival to beat is the same 
(China), but the idea of a European force and the already shaken 
confidence with the US is being discarded and Brexit is being rein-
forced. Beijing rubbed its hands together when France accused 
the UK of accepting a vassalage relationship with the US because 
this reinforces its realist prejudices (power is the real driver 
of international relations) and its narrative of Washington as a 
hegemon in search of vassalage.

Weeks after AUKUS, Greece and France signed a mutual defence 
pact47, pledging to defend each other in case of attack, which 
overlaps with NATO Article 5 (as the country “deems necessary”) 
and Article 42:7 of the EU Lisbon Treaty. Other predecessors of 
this treaty are the Franco-German Aachen agreement in 2019 
and the Franco-British Lancaster House agreement in 2010. What 

46 Manacled in Moscow. The Economist. (13 November 2021).
47 The Economist. (2 October 2021). P. 22.
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is certain is that in the end, German submarines sold to Turkey 
may end up controlling French frigates sold to Greece48.

Both agreements reflect the lack of a European defence strategy 
and the fact that military defence policy, today more than ever, is 
intertwined with trade policy49. These shortcomings will be at the 
centre of the table at the French-led European Defence meeting 
in the first half of the year, with Von der Leyen’s Commission as 
the willing host.

For Germany, the US withdrawal from Afghanistan, its first deploy-
ment outside Europe since 1945 and the largest since World War 
II with some 150,000 troops passing through this country, has 
reinforced the idea of the need for a defence policy closer to 
home. Germany’s defence budget has grown by more than 50% 
since 2014, although it is still below the two per cent/country 
NATO target. The new coalition government is not expected to 
increase this budget.

Indeed, the new tricolour German government announced in 
November that it will attend the first meeting of the Nuclear 
Weapons Ban Treaty as an observer in 2022, although it main-
tains its policy of allowing the stationing of US missiles on its 
territory, as well as aircraft that can deliver them.

The French decided to leave Afghanistan ahead of the Americans, 
starting in May. France has not thought twice about going its 
own way vis-à-vis the Americans since the Suez Canal crisis of 
1956, when they learned that Washington can never be fully 
trusted. In Paris, this is also read as confirmation that Europe 
will have to do more for itself in defence matters, which France 
will reiterate when it takes over the rotating presidency of the 
European  Council in 2022.

The problem is to delimit what is meant by “territory of play”, 
“European sovereignty” and “strategic autonomy”. The huge 
divide is between those who see the US as an intermittent friend 
(Germany, France to a lesser extent) and those who see the US 
as the only retaining wall against Russia (basically all those in 
the Soviet backyard). In Europe, the gap between the map and 
the portfolio, between the capacity for analysis and intellectual 
reach and the capacity for action and physical reach is large. 

48 Ibídem. P. 23.
49 After Aghanistan Germans rethink their country’s foreign policy. The Economist. 
(11 September 2021).
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Narrowing down these definitions and ways to implement them, 
possibly through voluntary coalitions (action groups involving 
willing countries) will be one of the most controversial tasks in 
2022.

Success on the battlefield often depends on tactical intelligence: 
how much a soldier knows about his enemy and his environment. 
This type of intelligence is about to change thanks to augmented 
reality (AR) whereby all kinds of graphical information is super-
imposed on the reality that the person is looking at through his 
or her viewfinder. There is of course the dilemma that the com-
manders, from their position away from the front line, will receive 
the same information as the soldier on the front line without being 
there, and can then issue orders that contradict the instincts of 
the actor himself, as if they were mere puppets. Chains of com-
mand are shortened and autonomy on the battlefield, sometimes 
so necessary to fight efficiently, is reduced.

The US is working with Microsoft on a type of visor that would 
display all kinds of information coordinated with the reality around 
the wearer, in a deal announced in March 2021 worth $21.9 billion 
and spanning ten years. This instrument, which the US military 
has named IVAS (Integrated Visual Augmentation System), 
integrates a GPS, several internal (eye-tracking) and external 
cameras and is expected to be in use by 202250. Marcel Baltzer 
of the Fraunhofer Institute, who is involved in an AR project for 
the German army, acknowledged in The Economist51 that even 
the most advanced European militaries (British, German, Dutch, 
Norwegian) will need at least a decade to develop a visor of this 
kind.

Interior FRONTS

We entered the 21st century believing that the fledgling demo-
cracies of Eastern Europe in the late 1990s and early 2000s were 
sheltering in the European home against the squalls of autocracy, 
corruption and “state excesses” that characterised the Soviet 
Union. The successive clashes between some of these govern-
ments and Brussels over the past year, perhaps the most striking 
being the Polish government’s rebelliousness, seem to indicate a 

50 Saballa, J. Field of view issue delays US next-gen vision goggle deployment. (19 
October 2021).
51 The Economist. (25 September 2021). P. 64.
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different trend: these countries, entrenched in their pre-EU ways, 
have imported their storms into EU territory.

Poland renewed its highest court with pro-government judges and 
in 2021 used this court’s decision to justify its failure to enforce 
European decisions within its borders because “they are contrary 
to the Polish constitution and the Polish constitution must pre-
vail”. Hungary has scoffed at European criticism of its respect for 
the political game, freedom of the press and minority rights. The 
leaders of these countries, including those of the Czech Republic 
and Bulgaria, deny wrongdoing, trying to hold on to their seats 
despite accusations of corruption, embezzlement and abuses of 
power.

Over the course of 2022, the EU must distribute the hundreds of 
billions of euros earmarked to help member states get back on 
their feet after the blow of coronavirus. But if the Commission 
considers that these funds will not be used in accordance with 
democratic principles or in line with European values, it would 
face down criticism with its fists tightly closed.

The year ahead may mark a turning point in how Europe manages 
its money, both as a carrot and a stick, to bring about democratic 
change at home. While no gesture will be costless, accommodat-
ing the distribution of money with respect for democratic values 
will be less costly in the long run than accommodating values to 
the distribution of money.

Freedom of the press

Among the internal issues that Europe will face in the course of 
2022, press freedom stands out strongly for its profound ramific-
ations. “We are not concerned that the people think they have 
a right to overthrow us, we are only concerned that they are 
tempted to exercise it,” wrote Goethe. Force is on the side of the 
governed, and rulers of any kind have only opinion on which they 
base their rule and justify social organisation.

Freedom of the press is part of the “knowledge constitution”52, 
which Jonathan Rauch of the Brookings Institution defines as 
a large, decentralised, depersonalised network of fact-check-
ing, including codes of ethics and collegial agreements of the 
professions and trades, and also unwritten rules. In journalism 

52 Rauch, J. The constitution of knowledge. Brookings Institution Press. (June 2021).



Begoña Quesada

154

these rules might be to prefer on the record to off the record, to 
seek multiple sources to confirm information, to protect those 
sources if they wish, and to question the statements of the 
powerful to check them against the facts. The functioning of 
social media, the sabotage of certain politicians towards tradi-
tional media and infotainment work against this constitution of 
knowledge.

The data are alarming. Press freedom has declined alarmingly 
in Central and Eastern European countries53, in many of which 
democracy is still being consolidated. The fight against the pan-
demic has included attempts in some countries to control the 
narrative about the disease by gripping the media. Within the EU, 
the deterioration in Hungary and Poland is alarming, according to 
the same study. In Hungary, President Orban has held emergency 
powers since March 2020 and the dissemination of information 
deemed false has been criminalised. The Polish government has 
filed numerous complaints against journalists over the past year, 
strengthened subsidies to state media and announced new taxes 
on media advertising.

These events take place in a negative global context for press 
freedom. According to Freedom House54, democracy declined in 
2021 for the 16th consecutive year and only one in five people 
live in democratic countries.

These trends will not be reversed by 2022, which is why it is 
important for Europe to protect a plurality and quality of media 
that allows citizens to turn to reliable sources of information when 
they need it. This will shape your opinion and your vote.

Digitisation

The Roth boy is particularly proud of his stamp collection. He is 
particularly fond of the 1934 stamps on the National Parks. One 
day, he has a nightmare. “It was when I looked at the opposite 
page of the album to see what had happened to my 1934 collec-
tion of ten of the National Parks that I fell out of bed and woke up 
on the floor, this time screaming. [Above each one, [...] printed 
on everything in America that was bluer, greener and whiter and 

53 Speier, M. COVID-19 and the Threat to Press Freedom in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope. CFR. (21 April 2021).
54 Democracy under siege. Freedom House. (December 2021). https://freedom-
house.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege
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we were to keep forever in these pristine reserves was a black 
swastika.

Europe needs to move towards digital autonomy, not on an isol-
ationist basis, but to keep pace and be able to defend its share 
among allies. When other more tactical fronts (pandemic, infla-
tion) recede, attempts to define a European digital autonomy will 
return. It is possible that, given the electoral nature of 2022 for 
France, Germany, with its historical reluctance towards military 
and defence interventionism, will take advantage of the oppor-
tunity to play this card to its own advantage. The distrust that 
still exists with the US administration in the wake of the Trump 
administration will boost the idea of cohesion among Europeans 
in this regard.

European companies account for less than 4% of the market cap-
italisation in the 70 largest digital companies in the world, while 
companies from the US and China account for 73% and 18%, 
respectively55. None of the eight largest cloud service providers 
is European, compared to 71% in the US. It is time for Europe to 
tackle the real cost of this.

Ten years ago, European companies raised less than a tenth of 
the venture capital invested globally even though a quarter of the 
world’s GDP was European. By 2021, this percentage has almost 
doubled to 18%, reinforcing the value of many European start-
ups , most of them tech start-ups. Europe now has more “unicorn 
cities” than any other continent, with a total of 65 locations with 
privately owned start-ups worth over $1 billion56.

Despite signs like this and the fact that funds like Sequoia, one of 
the first investors in Google, Apple and WhatsApp, is opening its 
first European office in London, Europe has important challenges 
ahead. The main problem is no longer just a technological one, 
nor even an economic one, as the Germans and their car industry 
are well aware. Europe lacks a technological entrepreneurial cul-
ture, which facilitates the inflow of money into this sector, and has 
too much bureaucracy. In 2021, Tesla became worth more on the 
stock market than VW, Mercedes or Audi. Access to and control of 
platforms, data, the cloud, algorithms, artificial intelligence (AI), 
quantum technology and internet infrastructures are already 
core elements of democratic power and defence. The automotive 

55 2021 Friedensgutachten. Op. cit.
56 Renaissance. The Economist. (27 November 2021). P. 59.
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industry, household appliances, chemicals and pharmaceuticals, 
and engineering, all at the core of the European economy, are 
increasingly relying on software and data. Every large company 
today is a technology company and is heavily dependent on US 
and Chinese suppliers.

Internet cables are now as important as oil and gas pipelines, 
which are vulnerable to geopolitical tensions. Up to 97% of inter-
net traffic and some $10 trillion of financial transactions per day 
pass through undersea cables, totalling 1.2 million kilometres57. 
Who pulls these cables and where and who watches over them 
is part of digital sovereignty, no more physical, no less real than 
control over the cloud. In 2022, the EU will once again be faced 
with the need to defend its telecommunications industry in build-
ing and protecting relevant infrastructure against authoritarian 
governments.

In 2022, Europe will seek to define common objectives, consortia 
and rules through recommendations to Member States. Ursula 
von der Leyen’s “Digital Decade” promise of 672.5 billion euros 
for digital resilience and construction will gain attention. There 
will be major industry movements in 5G infrastructure, semicon-
ductors, quantum processors, data and cloud, AI, batteries, and 
hydrogen under the crown of “digital sovereignty”. It is important 
that Europe participates with one voice in this formation of the 
global digital scheme, which will be the next world order, thus 
avoiding algorithmic discrimination.

Three major challenges in shaping this position will be the ethics 
of technology, especially in terms of AI, sanctions when techno-
logical authoritarianism occurs, e.g., in terms of market exclu-
sion, and digital tax non-compliance (fines, export control).

The EU can impact the formation of a democratic technological 
space given the size of its GDP, for example by limiting access 
to certain strategic technology by authoritarian countries. OECD 
countries account for about 50% of world GDP and the EU plus 
the US for 42% of world GDP and 41% of world trade58.

It is important for Europe to defend its legacies of social respon-
sibility and transparency, especially to prevent both governments 

57 Colombo, M. and Solfrini. (4 May 2021). Network effects: Europe’s digital sover-
eignty in the Mediterranean. European Council on Foreign Relations. 
58 Barker, T. (6 September 2021). Geopolitische diplomatie und die europäische digit-
alstrategie. DGAP. 
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and the digital business sphere from being vulnerable to illicit 
flows of money, which are not unrelated to political extremes, 
organised crime, and authoritarian regimes whose bites are the 
wounds from which Europe then bleeds to death.

At the forefront will be the emerging Open-Source Intelligence 
(OSINT). These are techniques and tools that collect information 
that is out there, mostly free on the internet, and process it, 
applying analysis to make it coherent or to draw particular con-
clusions useful for a given purpose, such as documenting gen-
ocide, proving illegal hunting or determining the trajectory of a 
missile against an aircraft. The decentralised nature of OSINT 
shatters traditional power (governments, armies, intelligence 
agencies, big business) and once again jeopardises the privacy of 
the individual, who is left unprotected.

Cryptocurrencies, like all disruptive technological innovations, 
will also be under stress in 2022 as central banks lose control and 
the financial order is challenged. This front will become a battle 
between the crypto-disruptors, the more conservative tech firms 
and the traditional system of central banks and the nation state.

Pandemic

Philip knows the tight seams that the Depression of ‘29 left 
in the fine middle class. The house is shared by his family 
with an aunt and an adopted cousin. But just when they 
thought the situation was difficult, along came Lindbergh to 
make it worse.

Europeans were satisfied with the management of the pandemic 
after the summer, before the last wave, considering the develop-
ment of a common health policy and research to tackle the next 
health crisis a priority. Only 8% considered restricting internal 
movements as a consequence of the pandemic59. Most respond-
ents said that living with the virus and the measures to curb it 
have made them rethink their attitudes towards the Union in a 
positive way, although they would like to see more citizen partici-
pation in decision-making.

The relative scientific victory over SARS-CoV-2 is to some extent 
a European success. Just as the 19th century universal exhibitions 
demonstrated the value of commodity exchange over and above 

59 Future of Europe. Op. cit.
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its use-value, as the philosopher Walter Benjamin reflects60, in 
post-Covid-19 Europe the value of European exchange is emphas-
ised over and above what is exchanged. In this case, scientific 
knowledge.

New drugs and vaccines are on the way. The rich world does not 
really need to worry now about the severity of the virus, but 
about its social and economic consequences.

This is not the case in poor countries and if the global vaccination 
campaign is not taken forward, even if for purely selfish reasons 
to avoid variants emerging, it is likely to slow down the take-off 
of the international economy, including in Europe.

Two billion doses are already in the arms of humanity and yet 
there is a huge gap between rich and poor in terms of access to 
the vaccine. “This virus will not be defeated in a divided world”, 
said the director general of the World Health Organisation, Tedros 
Ghebreyesus.

The 2019 coronavirus has magnified a number of new and old 
inequalities, as well as the question of how prepared we are for 
the next one. “One of the main lessons of the current pandemic 
is the importance of addressing the social and economic inequal-
ities associated with poor health outcomes; measures like these 
will not only improve health status but will increase resilience to 
future pandemics”61. The great Benjamin reflects again: Just as 
Napoleon did not understand the functional nature of the state 
as an instrument of bourgeois power, so the 19th century archi-
tects did not understand the value of iron, the first new building 
material since the Romans, as a transport revolution that would 
change Europe (the train).

Little progress is expected in 2022 on transnational commitments 
to combat the pandemic globally, for example on intellectual 
property rights, know-how transfer and, above all, access to 
vaccines. Although insufficient, the COVAX programme ( Covid-19 
Vaccines Global Access), whose creation is mainly due to the EU, has 
positioned Europe as a major donor of vaccines62 and is the basis 
for a future pandemic treaty, mentioned in the Rome  Declaration of 

60 Benjamin, W. (2014). Essential Texts. Lea Editions. 
61 Rahman-Shepherd, A. (July 2021). Solidarity in response to Covid-19. Chatham 
House. 
62 Marchais, I. (May 2020). Covax: Europe put to the test of global vaccine solidarity. 
Jacques Delors Institute. 
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the Global Health Summit in May and advocated by the European 
Council.

The pandemic also strengthened European cohesion and cooper-
ation with the post-Covid-19 recovery worth 750 billion euros, 
including 39 billion euros in aid, or in other words, the transfer of 
cash to the poorest countries. Considered a success for France, 
Spain and Italy, it is possible that some points will be questioned 
in 2022 by governments such as Germany, as mentioned above.

The other European giant, France, will not be able to make a 
feisty defence due to a few months of open wounds and infight-
ing between the right (Emmanuel Macron; Valérie Pécresse), the 
socialists/greens/left (Anne Hidalgo, Yannick Jadot) and the trolls 
of the far right (Marine Le Pen and above all, Eric Zemmour) in an 
election that will have open and tight results until the end.

Angela Merkel’s executive allowed this fund, rather than sup-
ported it. Some believe it was a sign of flexibility in the face of 
the rigidity of an official debt of 60% maximum and a budget 
deficit of 3% of GDP, when the European average for debt in 
the eurozone is 100%. Others interpret it as a contact with 
reality: economies that have suffered a financial crisis, a euro 
crisis, a pandemic, and several environmental shocks in the 
same decade. They cannot go up against the parameters of 30 
years ago.

In 2022, the compromise may come through and not by skirt-
ing the rules, but more precisely by surrounding them with one-
off financial commitments to supplement the Covid-19 recovery 
funds. For example, a fiscal pact that allows governments to 
spend more on concrete measures. The savviest German nego-
tiators in Brussels say that a good excel sheet can do more for 
Europe’s strategic power than dozens of diplomatic meetings, but 
Europe’s leaders cannot allow the future of the continent (or the 
planet) to be hidden behind a percentage comma.

Bonus track: Germany

Germany once again lives up to its image as a country of trans-
portation, starting the year with a “traffic light” coalition govern-
ment that brings together socialists, liberals and greens.

Increasingly promiscuous German voters have forced 14 different 
types of coalitions in the sixteen Länder, but the four mains 
parties’ control 85% of the seats, up from 78% in 2017. Despite 
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this new government, the centre in Germany at least remains, 
this time a little further to the left than four years ago. The 
Greens, though new to central government, are part of a dozen 
coalition governments in Germany and are no longer considered 
the “party of bans”, as in the 1990s.

The new government, weighed down by an XXL parliament – with 
the largest number of seats in history due to Germany’s pecu-
liar proportional system – and a novice in several respects (first 
tripartite since the 1950s; first green government) may not be 
able to make either agile or difficult decisions. There is a risk of 
paralysis, with detailed governance arrangements restricting the 
necessary flexibility in a changing context and incoherence in 
decision-making. Germany is good at preparation, confident and 
constructive, but not efficient at disruption and adaptation, two 
qualities that will be needed in the post-pandemic situation. This 
will be reflected in the decisions taken during the German G7 
presidency, which begins in January.

Two thirds of Germans say that they feel good about their eco-
nomic situation, which clashes with many analysts’ assessment 
of their Zukunftfähigkeit, or ability to cope with the future.  

Socialist Olaf Scholz’s government has announced that it will meet 
renewable energy targets (phasing out coal by 2030 in favour of 
solar and wind), maintain taxes, raise the minimum wage from 
almost ten to twelve euros per hour, facilitate legal migration 
channels, reform archaic naturalisation channels for German cit-
izenship, lower the voting age to sixteen and, most crucially for 
the rest of Europe, respect the deficit brake in the German con-
stitution that limits excesses to 0.35% of GDP. With the Liberals 
in government and their determination to maintain this cap and 
not raise taxes, and with a ‘Covid-19 debt’ of 400 billion euros, 
cuts are likely.

Extraordinary spending will come, but it will be through a battery 
of measures to avoid these constraints, such as the expansion 
of the state development bank, the extension of debt pay-
ments, financial engineering for deficit recalculation or specific 
investment funds parallel to the budget, for example to digitise 
 Germany, which has one of the worst internet penetration rates, 
or the subsidisation of the electric car.

The government programme, with almost two hundred pages 
and announced at the end of 2021, includes other points that will 
grab headlines in the coming year once they become law, such as 
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the legalisation of marijuana and the improvement of the rights 
of the homosexual and transgender community.

With Angela Merkel’s departure, the CDU leaves power after four 
governments, with Merkel having been at the helm the longest 
along with her political godfather, Helmut Kohl. The CDU has been 
in power for 52 of the 72 years of the current form of government 
and until the last elections with a share of the vote above 30%, 
falling to 24% in the last elections (the worst result since World 
War II).

The failure of Armin Laschet as leader of the group will bring 
about a profound renewal and generational (and gender) change 
at the top, starting with a spring election in his home region of 
North Rhine-Westphalia, the most populous Land of the 16. Three 
other states will also be the first to deliver early verdicts on the 
new coalition in their respective regional elections in 2022.

Merkel’s shadow will be long. She is the world’s most valued 
leader according to a 2020 Pew survey. Her four governments 
have always been coalition governments (three with the SPD and 
one with the FDP). She has her own Barbie and there is a Pantene 
Merkel sheet with her collection of jackets in every colour. She 
has faced major crises such as the2008 financial meltdown, the 
ensuing euro shocks, the Russian invasion of Crimea and con-
frontation with Russia, the massive influx of refugees into Europe 
in 2015 due to the Syrian war (her famous “this we can do”), the 
rise of the far right with Pegida and finally, the pandemic. Forbes 
has named her the most powerful woman in the world for ten 
years. She was compared to Hitler and Bismarck during the euro 
crisis, but she leaves amid praise from the rest of Europe’s rulers. 
She has been one of the few constant faces, the only one with 
a democratic majority and the only woman to chair EU, G7 and 
G20 meetings; and during “her watch”, Europe has become less 
French, definitely less Anglophone, and more German. Germany 
has gained such power of persuasion that it has become what the 
New York Times has called the indispensable country.

In addition to its shape and form, there are those who look at how 
dark this shadow will be. Merkel leaves behind a party that has 
been beheaded (some accuse her of not preparing the handover, 
others are grateful that she did not want to continue influencing 
through an heir apparent) and many difficult problems, which 
after her long term in office have remained unresolved. The cover 
of the Economist magazine of 25 September, coinciding with the 
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general election and the end of his chancellorship, depicts an 
exhausted eagle, leaning against the shadow of his former self.

Merkel is known at home for her asymmetric demobilisation, 
depoliticising conflicts, covering them in ashes and thus prevent-
ing opposition voters from mobilising. This is also interpreted as 
“complacency management” especially, as is Merkel’s case, if it 
is based on a continuous polling of grassroots opinion, and she 
has been criticised from within her own party ranks for a lack of 
strategy and vision.

Perhaps Merkel’s real legacy lies not in Germany, but in Europe. 
He leaves at the helm of an increasingly strong European 
Commission her former defence minister, Ursula von der Leyen, 
who, unlike previous commission presidents like José Manuel 
Barroso and Jean-Claude Junker, looks the European Council in 
the eye and not from a self-conscious position of a supporting 
actor. Brussels was on the route of the first trip of the new foreign 
minister, who immediately changed the background of her Twitter 
profile to show a photo of herself with the head of European 
diplomacy, Josep Borrell.

Some have described her as a “walking magnetic field” because of 
her ability to absorb information and silently influence everything 
that happens around her63. The antithesis of a politician with a 
tenacious and patient stamina in negotiations, with a devotion to 
stable and hard-working personal relationships and predictable 
reactions, there is Scholz, a man with an executive profile, more 
risk-taking, a team player, creative and quick to react, according 
to those who worked with him in the press during the election 
campaign. It will take him a few months to step away from the 
legacy left by the woman who until a few months ago was his 
boss and carve his own path.

The CDU has been losing popularity, not only because of the usual 
political attrition of 16 years in power and Merkel’s desire not to 
stand again, but also directly because of the handling of the pan-
demic, as various scandals involving conservative politicians get-
ting rich thanks to anti- Covid-19 measures (masks, tests) came 
to light and other European countries, including Spain, took the 
lead in the vaccination campaign.

Despite the change of government colour, Germany will continue 
to prefer being a hinge to being a door, a bridge to being a pil-

63 Stelzenmüller, C. (April 2021). The Singular Chancellor. Foreign Affairs. 
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lar. It will remain the “reluctant hegemon”. Few in Berlin would 
argue otherwise: Germany does not want a more leading role in 
the EU because it is itself a delicate balance of sixteen states, so 
it would not be possible, in German eyes, without breaking the 
crockery64.

In terms of its foreign policy beyond Europe, where strategic 
 prudence and, with Scholz, even more pragmatism will continue 
to prevail, the Greens will take some hawkish feathers out of this 
government with regard to Russia and China, although the for-
eign policy of the three parties overlaps and will not be any differ-
ent from what has been developed so far. All agree on the need 
to recalibrate their relations with China, and in fact support for 
Taiwan’s participation in international organisations has already 
been made explicit, as was also the case in recent years with the 
Merkel team.

Germany will also need to reform its very complex tax system 
(said to be the most book-intensive in Europe), coordinate it with 
the fiscal needs of the European Union and make progress in the 
profound transformation that global monetary policy is undergo-
ing. Some of these decisions will require constitutional changes in 
Germany, which will lead to fierce debates in 2022.

Conclusions

When we sit down to watch the World Cup final in Qatar in December 
2022, we will have the answers to many of these questions, but 
not the most important ones, because they are strategic. Europe 
knows that its prosperity and security increasingly depend on 
this in a hybrid geopolitical context in which strategic thinking, 
so difficult to coordinate with a system in continuous electoral 
struggle, is increasingly important.

Especially given the changes in the French and German govern-
ments, Europe will try to return defensively to its integration 
policies with its back to the outside world and to deepen its regu-
lation. It should not, however, dismiss globalisation as a mistake 
to be corrected or advocate a “return of history” that would be 
impossible. Perhaps the most predictable twist is the French and 
German fuss being made, given the lack of experience of their 
respective governments.

64 The Economist. (2 October 2021). P. 25.
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On the debit side, Europe must defend its strategic autonomy and 
work on its role as a balancing component among other powers. 
This may be the role that Von der Leyen embodies, fleshing out 
her words of “a stronger Europe in the world” when she came to 
office in 2019.

An example of this coordination could be the 2021 OECD agree-
ment on the taxation of big tech to act and exercise effective mul-
tilateralism, solving problems and not delaying them over time.

In Haber, his background and the huge “opportunity cost”. As 
far as this exercise in analysis goes, any international policy will 
be worse if it does not have a European component. Europe has 
faced a series of challenges so far this century that have called 
its survival into question on several occasions, from the terrorism 
of 9/11/11M to Brexit, and each time it has reinvented itself and 
emerged strengthened by yet another scar. The management of 
the pandemic versus that of the euro crisis is proof of this. This 
flexible and metamorphic management of new and more complex 
crises gives Europe a unique role vis-à-vis other territories, which 
generates misgivings abroad and at home, sometimes awakening 
dreams of a glorious national past that can only be repeated in 
the minds of demagogues.

Europe must put its economic weight to good use in 2022, for 
example to manage potential conflicts in Eastern Europe and 
the South Caucasus, which should be resolved creatively and by 
seeking compromises that will necessarily involve Russia.

The same need for a difficult balancing act must prevail in rela-
tions with China, which will remain tense, especially on human 
rights. No European foreign policy is currently more fragile, nor 
does it have more influence on global stability.

The management of the pandemic is likely to continue in solidar-
ity within the continent, based on the threads woven so far, and 
this may have some implications for work on other issues, such 
as migration and climate change, in the medium term.

The main underlying challenge in Europe is to defend its democ-
racy. Political polarisation, the effects of counter-terrorism and 
the aftermath of Covid-19 will hinder this crucial work, which 
requires strong parliaments where debate follows rules that allow 
it to survive. The population faces a false dilemma between wel-
fare and democracy, in which democracy often loses out. The 
success of extreme left or right-wing parties is based on knowing 
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how to offer solidarity to insecure, impoverished and disoriented 
masses. The extent to which Europe realises this danger will be 
demonstrated in its decisions.

Europe needs to adapt to the new complex hybrid world, in a 
combination of protective walls and pacts, or it will disappear, 
like all communities that have failed to adapt to a changing envir-
onment. But it must determine its true progress, taking what is 
done right as valid and not as new, as an idea that only legit-
imises what is at the end of a time scale.

Many of the attacks on democracy are “micro-attacks” and hap-
pen in our pockets. Europe needs to accelerate its digitisation in a 
secure way, by strengthening its defences against cyber-attacks 
and by being at the decision-making table in this digital world.

The main challenges analysed here are cross-cutting. Almost all 
the important ones are. Solutions should be as well. Europe must 
stop thinking in a stagnant way.

I will end again with the German Walter Benjamin, who died an 
unfortunate death in Girona fleeing the Nazis through Spain. This 
philosopher warns against the dangers of a linear and simplistic 
view of history. Fascism, the Jewish Benjamin pointed out, is not 
the fruit of aberration and exceptionality, a lapse in human pro-
gress, but is the logical consequence of evolution, of its moment 
and its circumstances. Every change need not be an improve-
ment, every stage progress. There are crossroads when a choice 
has to be made and a path can be taken that does not lead to 
the benefit of the majority of the population, but to that of the 
minority that has the capacity to convince or impose. Having the 
right side of history on one’s side does not guarantee victory.
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Chapter Five

India, a rising global power and a key player in the 
Indo-Pacific

Nicolás de Pedro

Abstract:

In a context of growing rivalry between China and the US, India, 
a nation still in the process of conceiving and defining its grand 
strategy and aspiring to become a great power, will be instru-
mental in forging a new balance of power in Asia in the broad 
sense.

India’s difficult relationship with Pakistan significantly hampers 
its strategic horizon.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi has given the country an interna-
tional vocation and renewed ambition. Without renouncing stra-
tegic autonomy, it remains to be seen which path New Delhi will 
choose to become a key country, how it will develop its relation-
ship with China and how far its engagement with the US will go.

Keywords:

India, China, USA US, Pakistan, Asia, Indian Ocean, strategy, 
global geopolitics.
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Introduction

India is set to play a central role in the global geopolitics of this 
century and is demonstrating a growing international ambition. 
However, New Delhi is still in the process of devising and defining 
a grand strategy and its role in the emerging environment of great 
power competition. Hence, its characterisation as a global power 
in the making1. What seems certain in the context of the growing 
rivalry between China and the US is that India will be instrumental 
in forging a new balance of power in Asia in a broad sense. The 
consolidation of the Indo-Pacific as a geopolitical concept and 
reality, replacing the Asia-Pacific approach, depends to a large 
extent on New Delhi’s eventual position and the evolution of its 
relationship with Washington. And India – with still strong ties 
to Russia and a vocation for a greater presence in Europe and 
the Middle East – may also end up playing a relevant role in the 
Eurasian space.

Since May 2014, under the energetic leadership of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, India’s foreign policy has received a substantial 
boost. The explicit stated objective is to elevate India to the 
status of a leading power and not merely a balancing power. 
In other words, “to convert India from a mere major player 
in the global order to one with the will and capacity to define 
the priorities of the international system [...] guided by the 
ambition to be among those who set the rules (rule-maker) and 
not among those who must be content to abide by them (rule-
taker)”2. This international drive and vocation are characteristic 
of the Modi government, but its agenda has clear continuities 
with that of previous cabinets and with the general reformulation 
of India’s foreign policy which began in the 1990s, when an 
extended neighbourhood was rediscovered and a rapprochement 
with the US was initiated. With the revitalisation of the Quad 
– a quadrilateral security dialogue with Australia, the US and
Japan, as well as India, New Delhi is aiming for an increasingly
close alignment with Washington in its strategy vis-à-vis Beijing.
However, given the debates and competing visions – including

1 Ayres, A. (November/December, 2017). Will India Start Acting Like a Global Power? 
New Delhi’s New Role. Foreign Affairs. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/
india/2017-10-16/will-india-start-acting-global-power 
2 Pant, H. V. (July 2019). Introduction in Pant, H. V. and Taneja, K. (Eds.). Looking 
Back, Looking Ahead: Foreign Policy in Transition Under Modi. ORF Special Report. 93. 
P. 5. https://www.orfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ORF_SpecialReport_93_
ForeignPolicy-Modi_NEW25July.pdf

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/india/2017-10-16/will-india-start-acting-global-power
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/india/2017-10-16/will-india-start-acting-global-power
https://www.orfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ORF_SpecialReport_93_ForeignPolicy-Modi_NEW25July.pdf
https://www.orfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ORF_SpecialReport_93_ForeignPolicy-Modi_NEW25July.pdf
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India’s obsession with ‘strategic autonomy’ – as well as the 
complexities of India’s strategic thinking and political system, it 
remains to be seen whether this gamble will be consolidated and 
subsequently sustained by future governments.

There are two broad consensuses on foreign policy in New Delhi: 
first, that India must be a key player and protagonist in the 21st 
century; and second, that the rise of China represents a profound 
strategic challenge. However, there is no consensus on how to 
achieve the former, nor on how to address the latter. But all the 
issues on the agenda, including security and strategic priorities – 
Pakistan, the US, and Russia – gravitate around these two issues. 
This chapter provides an overview of India’s foreign policy, start-
ing with a brief overview of its identity, basic parameters and 
main debates and dilemmas. In addition, there are three specific 
sections devoted to Pakistan, China and the US, the strategic 
triangle that defines New Delhi’s external action and its vision of 
the Indo-Pacific and, to a lesser extent, Eurasia. In all the sec-
tions we have opted for synthesis, with a view to facilitating the 
understanding of fundamental aspects, as opposed to an over-
abundance of names and dates. The overall aim is to contribute 
to a better understanding of India as a strategic actor among the 
Spanish-speaking audience.

Essence and basic parameters of India’s foreign policy

All countries are unique and singular, but some are more singu-
lar and unique than others. India is a distinct civilisational space 
of its own with a continuity that can be traced back to the Vedic 
culture of the mid-second millennium BC. This, together with the 
Indian interpretation of their geography and history, are the ele-
ments that shape their strategic culture. Thus, looking from New 
Delhi through these filters, India conceives of a space enclosed 
to the north by the Himalayan range and its extension to the 
west by the Hindu Kush, to the east by the Burmese jungle and 
to the south by the Indian Ocean. An area that is often politically 
fragmented and extremely ethnically and linguistically diverse, 
but which Hinduism and, in particular, the caste system have 
endowed with a shared cultural substratum.

The space that today comprises Bangladesh, Bhutan, Maldives, 
Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka is, along with Afghanistan, India’s 
immediate neighbours and region. A densely populated area with 
more than 1.7 billion people, but poorly integrated and where 
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intra-regional trade barely reaches 5%, with few flights between 
capitals and poor or non-existent land and rail connections. This 
is partly, but not entirely, a reflection of difficult political relations, 
particularly between India and Pakistan. Since the 1970s, the 
commonly accepted term for this region in diplomatic circles has 
been South Asia to the detriment of the Indian subcontinent, as 
New Delhi’s primacy is contested by other neighbours. Ironically, 
India is itself a term repudiated by Hindu nationalism, which con-
siders it a foreign invention – India is a term of Greek origin. 
Hindu nationalism uses the name Bharat to refer to India and the 
expression Akhand Bharat, meaning “undivided India”, to refer to 
an entity that in its maximalist version would also include Tibet 
and Myanmar, even going beyond the limits of what had been the 
Maurya empire of the 4th to 2nd centuries BC.

Until the arrival of the British by sea, India had historically been 
invaded from the northwest by successive waves of peoples from 
Persia and Central Asia who crossed the Khyber Pass to reach 
the fertile plains of the Punjab. The unchallenged hegemony of 
the British Empire in the Indian Ocean, coupled with the troubled 
relationship with Pakistan since their independence in August 
1947, led India to focus on its land borders and privilege the 
development of its land army to the detriment of its navy. This 
approach continued well into the 1990s when India reformulated 
its foreign policy. In the 70 years since independence, India’s 
foreign policy can be broadly divided into two main periods: 
the first from 1947 to 1991, and the second from then to the 
 present day. It is possible that, given the momentum and 
dynamism introduced by Narendra Modi and the configuration 
of an environment characterised by competition between major 
powers, a new period may be possible after 2017, but we do not 
as yet have sufficient perspective.

The first period from 1947 to 1991 is inextricably linked to the 
figure of Jawaharlal Nehru and his dynasty (Indira Gandhi and 
Rajiv Gandhi). Nehru, the architect of India’s political system, 
prime minister from independence until his death in 1964, was 
simultaneously foreign minister for the first seventeen years. 
His imprint is so strong that one speaks of a Nehruvian system 
or model3. It is a three-pronged model: parliamentary demo-
cracy, a heavily state-owned economy and non-alignment in 

3 See De Pedro, N. (2016). El sistema político de la India: democracia inesperada y 
resiliente. In Sodupe, K. and Del Rio, B. (coords.). India como potencia emergente. 
UPV. Pp. 215-252. 
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 foreign  policy. The latter referred to the context of the Cold 
War which, despite the transformation of the international 
reality, remains in Indian thinking. In foreign policy, Nehru 
combined an idealistic approach with more pragmatic aspects. 
Thus, for example, non-alignment made strategic sense insofar 
as, without the presence of major extra-regional powers, 
India was the dominant actor in South Asia and was able to 
obtain economic and technological assistance from both blocs. 
However, it also had a moral and even moralising component in 
the context of decolonisation, with India playing a proactive but 
non-confrontational role. Hence, another characteristic of Indian 
foreign policy in this period is the so-called strategic restraint. 
The 1962, war with China was the hardest blow to Nehruvian 
foreign policy and its aspiration for the Non-Aligned Movement 
to play a prominent role. As a result of the third Indo-Pakistani 
war (see below), his daughter Indira would bring India closer to 
the Soviet bloc, while remaining formally non-aligned.

In the 1990s, successive cracks led to a thorough questioning of 
the Nehruvian model and laid the foundations for today’s emerg-
ing India, both economically and strategically. This includes a 
greater vocation for leadership in the neighbourhood, as well as 
the reformulation of an expanded or extended neighbourhood 
from the east coast of Africa to Southeast Asia via the Persian 
Gulf and Central Asia. It also includes shifting the almost exclus-
ively land-based focus of the Indian armed forces to the sea, 
hence the desire and plans for an oceanic (blue water) navy. 
The foundations for an increasingly close relationship with the US 
were also laid during this decade. The EU’s international ambi-
tions and vocation are also at the forefront of India’s internation-
alisation. India’s nuclearisation since 1998 is a further step in its 
bid to join the elite group of great powers in the international 
system. Shashi Tharoor sums up this consensus and ambition 
when he states with conviction that “New Delhi will certainly be 
among the half-dozen capitals from which the 21st century world 
will be run”4.

Thus, over the past three decades, debates in New Delhi on 
strategic issues have recurrently revolved around questions such 
as: How to address the immediate neighbourhood (in particular, 
how to resolve the Pakistan issue). What role India-should 

4 Tharoor, S. (2012). Pax Indica. India and the world in the 21st century. Penguin/
Allen Lane. P. 22. 
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play on the global stage. Whether strategic prudence should 
be abandoned, and a more proactive approach be taken. 
Whether India should use its armed forces to project power. 
Whether strategic alignment with the US or multi-alignment 
should be pursued. How to deal with a hegemonic China in Asia. 
And whether the Indo-Pacific should be the linchpin of India’s 
foreign policy.

Pakistan – an intractable and unresolvable problem?

Pakistan remains the main headache for India’s foreign policy. 
Despite New Delhi’s evident desire to focus on its rise on the global 
chessboard, the lingering conflict with Islamabad continues to 
take up attention and effort. In the seventy years since the parti-
tion and independence of both from the British Empire in August 
1947, India and Pakistan have fought four wars and have been 
on the brink on as many occasions. Pakistan, although defeated 
in all of them, has always been the initiating party. India’s atti-
tude, with few exceptions, has been defensive and reactive. It 
is also important to note that on the occasions when there has 
been pre-war tension, it has usually been preceded by Pakistani 
attacks on Indian territory, often through terrorist actions. The 
Indo-Pakistani tension ostensibly revolves around the issue of 
the disputed region of Kashmir, but it is a much deeper and more 
complex conflict than a territorial dispute. The nuclearisation of 
the two since May 1998 has not led to a more stable or predict-
able relationship. It looks set to remain an intractable issue that 
is unlikely to be resolved and is likely to continue to weigh on 
India’s international projection.

Pakistan frequently argues that it faces an existential threat 
from an India with hegemonic and potentially revisionist aspir-
ations regarding the 1947 partition. However, Islamabad’s 
support, particularly from its military intelligence service – 
the notorious Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) – for a whole 
constellation of Salafi-jihadist inspired terrorist groups since 
the late 1970s has been undermining the country’s diplomatic 
support. In particular, from the US which, during its deploy-
ment in Afghanistan, suffered from the difficulties of having the 
bulk of its logistics depend on its access to Pakistani territory, 
while Islamabad maintained its covert support for the Taliban. 
Pakistan, however, has the continued backing of China, a rela-
tionship forged since the 1960s that has become Islamabad’s 
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strategic anchor5. This link, coupled with China’s growing pres-
ence in the South Asian region, including its projection into the 
Indian Ocean, is a major source of concern and irritation in New 
Delhi.

The rivalry with India is also ideological and related to Pakistan’s 
political system. To this effect, although Pakistan was conceived 
more as a homeland for South Asian Muslims than as an Islamic 
state, it has faced identity tensions from its very inception for this 
very reason. The religious factor is taken as the binding element 
of diverse ethnic groups – not always well matched – to create a 
new national identity built against that of India6. Confrontation 
with India is thus an implicit element of the national discourse. 
Furthermore, the fact that millions of Muslims – roughly a third 
of the total at the time of partition – chose to remain in India 
represented, then and now, a potential ideological challenge to 
Islamabad. If this were so, the real need for partition should be 
questioned. And even more so given that the idea of Pakistan as 
an independent state entity is a latecomer – it did not emerge 
until the late 1930s – and is driven by the ruling elite of the 
Muslim League, led by Muhammad Ali Jinnah, not by popular 
demand. The leaders of Indian independence, with the exception 
of Gandhi, eventually accepted partition out of sheer pragmatism, 
but rejected the ideological premise that Hindus and Muslims 
could not live together in the same country. Not surprisingly, 
secularism – understood as a defence of state neutrality in the 
face of plurality and diversity – was one of the pillars of Nehru’s 
democratic India. Thus, from the perspective of Pakistan’s 
national identity, there is an underlying element of rivalry with 
India that is difficult to overcome.

Moreover, as a result of the British policy of privileging recruit-
ment for its colonial army, in the terminology of the time, among 
the “martial races”, i.e., Muslims and Sikhs, Pakistan inherited a 
disproportionately large armed forces and officer corps7. This has 
translated into effective dominance over the country’s political 
and economic life up to the present day. Regarding the latter, in 

5 Vid. Small, A. (2015). The China-Pakistan Axis. Asia’s New Geopolitics. Random 
House India. 
6 Jaffrelot, C. (2002). Nationalism without a Nation. Pakistan Searching for its Identi-
ty. In Jaffrelot, C. (ed.). Pakistan. Nationalism without a nation? Profile Books Limited. 
Pp. 7-48.
7 See Jaffrelot, C. (March/April 2011). The Indian-Pakistani Divide: Why India Is 
Democratic and Pakistan Is Not. Foreign Affairs. Pp. 140-145. https://www.jstor.org/
stable/25800464?refreqid=excelsior%3A022a0829528f57a8fb6bb5bce6d1ce4c 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/25800464?refreqid=excelsior%3A022a0829528f57a8fb6bb5bce6d1ce4c
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25800464?refreqid=excelsior%3A022a0829528f57a8fb6bb5bce6d1ce4c
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2007 Pakistani researcher Ayesa Siddiqa published a book, since 
widely cited, in which she dissected what she calls “Milbus”(milit-
ary business involvement), the capture of large economic assets 
by high-ranking officers8. This creates a context in which the mil-
itary has an incentive to maintain tension with India because the 
supposed existential threat legitimises its dominant position in 
Pakistan’s political and economic life. Thus, the Pakistani army 
may not want war, but it does not necessarily want peace either. 
In other words, it is not strategically interested in reaching a 
definitive agreement with India9. And this is an increasingly wide-
spread view not only in India and among foreign observers, but 
also among Pakistani civilian sectors eager to move beyond con-
flict and concentrate energies on the development and modern-
isation of the country. Thus, Husain Haqqani, a noted Pakistani 
author and diplomat, notes that while responsibility “rests on both 
sides of the border (and occasionally on third actors), [the rela-
tionship] has become especially entangled by Pakistan’s almost 
pathological obsession with India”10. What French researcher 
Jean-Luc Racine calls Pakistan’s “India syndrome”11.

This syndrome manifests from the partition itself. The first 
Indo-Pakistani war broke out barely two months after inde-
pendence was achieved when, at the end of October 1947, the 
 Pakistani army sent thousands of Pashtun volunteers to capture 
the region of Kashmir, whose maraja, after much hesitation, had 
opted for the incorporation of his principality into India. About 
three-quarters of the region’s then four million people were of 
the Muslim faith, which is why Pakistan felt it should be part 
of its nascent state. India rejected this approach and responded 
to the Pakistani attack. Broadly speaking, the current Kashmiri 
territ orial context was fixed by this war. The northern part, Gilgit- 
Baltistan regions, are under Pakistani control and the southern 
part, Jammu and the Kashmir Valley, with its capital Srinagar, 
and Ladakh under Indian control. In addition, there is a strip 

8 Siddiqa, A. (2007). Military Inc: Inside Pakistan’s Military Economy. Pluto Press. 
2017. 
9 Vid. Almeida, C. (July 2010). The Peace Chimera: India and Pakistan. Atlantic Coun-
cil. https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/the-peace-chimera-india 
-and-pakistan/
10 Haqqani, H. (2016). India vs Pakistan. Why can’t we just be friends? Juggernaut
Books. P. 7.
11 Racine, J.-L. (2002). Pakistan and the ‘India Syndrome’: Between Kashmir and the
Nuclear Predicament. In Jaffrelot, C. (ed.). Pakistan. Nationalism without a nation?
Profile Books Limited. Pp. 195-227.

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/the-peace-chimera-india-and-pakistan/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/the-peace-chimera-india-and-pakistan/
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called Azad Kashmir (Free Kashmir), theoretically independent 
but under effective Pakistani control.

This division would not change significantly in the following 
decades, except as a result of the 1962 war between India and 
China, which resulted in an unmitigated defeat for New Delhi and 
the capture of part of the territory of Aksai China, which Beijing 
has since incorporated. This war prompted the Sino- Pakistani 
strategic rapprochement – formalised in the 1963 bilateral 
agreement whereby Islamabad ceded another part of Kashmir 
territory – and was, in part, a prelude to the second Indo-Pakistani 
war of August-September 1965. A war of choice motivated by 
Pakistan’s perception of a window of opportunity against an India 
weakened by its 1962 defeat by China. The fighting was localised 
on the ceasefire line in Kashmir, later spreading to the Punjab 
border area. Again, India responded effectively to the initial 
Pakistani attack. This second war did not produce permanent 
territorial changes or significant shifts in the parameters of the 
Indo-Pakistani rivalry12.

Unlike the two previous wars, the third war between the two 
was not fought in Kashmir but in what was then East Pakistan, 
now Bangladesh. The crisis began for purely internal Pakistani 
reasons, when the ruling elite in Islamabad – mainly of Punjabi, 
Urdu and Sindi culture – refused to recognise the victory of a 
Bengali candidate in the 1970 general elections. Faced with the 
prospect of having to cede power to him, he opted to launch a 
massive crackdown that generated a wave of violence so bru-
tal that it triggered an exodus of some 10 million refugees to 
the territory of West Bengal in India. India concluded that the 
cost of not intervening was greater than the cost of interven-
ing and did so for thirteen days in December 197113. This war 
had a greater strategic impact than previous ones and its con-
sequences, like those of the 1962 Sino-Indian war, still resonate 
in today’s perceptions.

In purely Indo-Pakistani terms, the July 1972 peace accords 
agreed to rename the ceasefire line in Kashmir to its current 
Line of Control (LOC). This is relevant because it reflects India’s 
willingness to achieve a lasting or even final resolution of the 

12 Vid. Singh, J. (2013). India at Risk. Mistakes, Misconceptions and Misadventures of 
Security Policy. Rainlight/Rupa. Pp. 72-99. 
13 Vid. Sengupta, N. (2011). Land of Two Rivers. A history of Bengal. Penguin Books. 
Pp. 537-572.
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issue. In fact, Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi “would have 
accepted the LOC as Kashmir’s international border, had Pakistan 
agreed to it”14. Similarly, despite losing half of its population with 
the proclamation of Bangladesh’s independence and the brutality 
deployed against the Bangladeshi population – what the Dhaka 
government calls genocide because of the hundreds of thousands 
of people killed – Pakistan would maintain its official discourse as 
the homeland of South Asian Muslims and its claim to Kashmir 
under the “two-nation” theory (Hindus versus Muslims).

At the regional and international level, Sino-Pakistani 
rapprochement and Islamabad’s role as a facilitator of the 
relationship between Beijing and Washington, coupled with the 
evident US backing for the Sino-Pakistani relationship, have 
been a key factor in the Sino-Pakistani rapprochement. The 
US’s military intervention in Pakistan during the conflict – which 
included the deployment of a naval battle group in the Bay of 
Bengal off  Kolkata, led by the aircraft carrier USS Entreprise – 
prompted New Delhi to strengthen its ties with the Soviet Union15. 
Thus, while formally maintaining its non-aligned status, New 
Delhi signed a peace, friendship and cooperation treaty with the 
USSR in August 1971 that brought India much closer to the Soviet 
orbit. Furthermore, fear of the US and China was the driving force 
that propelled India’s nuclear programme and led to its first test 
in May 1974 at Pokhran in the state of Rajasthan. For its part, 
Pakistan, spurred on by its third defeat by India, took the then-
secret decision in January 1972 to develop nuclear weapons16. 
This programme accelerated after1974 Indian trial. This was the 
origin of Pakistani leader Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s famous statement 
that they would rather “eat grass” than cut the budget for their 
atomic programme.

The two nuclear programmes illustrate the different approaches 
of India and Pakistan. India’s has been developed exclusively 
with its own means and with a view to achieving great power 
status that would allow for a more balanced relationship with 
China and the US. Pakistan’s is developed with uranium imported 
from Libya, missile technology shared by China and North Korea, 
and know-how stolen from the Netherlands. But, even more 

14 Wolpert, S. (2010). India and Pakistan. Continued Conflict or Cooperation? Univer-
sity of California Press. P. 47. 
15 Vid. Khasru, B. Z. (2010). Myths and Facts. Bangladesh Liberation War. Rupa Co. 
16 Haqqani, H. (2005). Pakistan. Between Mosque and Military. Penguin/Viking. 2016. 
P. 119.
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worryingly, Pakistani nuclear scientists act out of Islamist and 
deeply anti-India sentiments. And not just the celebrated “father” 
of the Pakistani bomb, Abdul Qadeer Khan, but others like Samar 
Mubaeakmand, who has publicly boasted that Pakistan has the 
capacity to “wipe India off the map in a few seconds”17. In May 
1998, within a week of each other, the two states conducted a 
series of tests that to all intents and purposes made them nuclear 
powers. But while India, despite its explicit rejection of the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT), would adopt a responsible position in 
line with the terms of the NPT, Pakistan and its scientists would 
play a much more worrying role for the international community 
on nuclear proliferation.

The nuclearisation of India and Pakistan profoundly alters the 
geopolitical context in South Asia but, as noted, does not trans-
late into a significant change in bilateral dynamics. Pakistani 
tension, skirmishes and terrorist attacks on Indian soil have con-
tinued and even worsened since then. Indeed, the use of terror-
ism for strategic purposes has been frequent. Since 1977, with 
the rise to power of General Zia ul-Haq and, two years later, with 
the start of the Afghan jihad, Islamist groups and terrorist organ-
isations have had a growing presence in Pakistan’s domestic and 
foreign policy. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan put Pakistan on 
the front line of the Cold War, helping both Zia’s political survival 
and the ensuring that the radicalisation path introduced by his 
regime received little attention. India would soon suffer the con-
sequences of this drift. Coinciding with the withdrawal of Soviet 
troops from the Afghan stage in February 1989, what had begun 
as a sort of Kashmiri intifada quickly mutated into a terrorist 
insurgency with the infiltration into Indian territory of Pakistani 
militants from Lashkar-e-Toyba (LeT, Army of the Righteous or 
Virtuous), Hizb-ul-Mujahideen (HM, Holy Warriors Party) and 
Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM, Army of Mohammed). Estimates vary, 
but between 1990 and 1995 alone the death toll ranges from the 
13,000 officially recognised by India to the 50,000 from other 
sources.

Over the past three decades, in what is a recurring pattern, 
there have been terrorist and conventional attacks against India 
aimed at truncating any possibility of normalising the bilateral 
relationship. Thus, in response to the February 1999 thaw 

17 Haqqani, H. (2016). India vs Pakistan. Why can’t we just be friends? Juggernaut 
Books. Pp. 76-79. 



India, a rising global power and a key player in the Indo-Pacific  

179

launched by Indian Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee and his 
Pakistani counterpart Nawaz Sharif, with the former crossing into 
Pakistani territory through the notorious Wagah border post in 
Punjab, in May the head of the Pakistani armed forces, General 
Pervez Musharraf, decided to launch an attack on Indian positions 
in the Kargil district near the LOC in Kashmir. The fourth Indo-
Pakistani war raged from May to July 1999 and pressure from 
the Clinton administration was key to agreeing a ceasefire. India 
and Pakistan were militarily engaged within months of becoming 
nuclear powers, so this was no longer just a localised conventional 
conflict between two neighbours, but could have escalated into 
something much more serious quickly and unexpectedly. Years 
later, Musharraf, as president, would also suffer from this dynamic. 
Six bombs in the Mumbai metro in July 2006 that killed 209 people 
and injured more than 650 others cut short what Musharraf, a year 
earlier in New Delhi, had called an “irreversible peace process”18.

This practice of using terrorism for strategic purposes has 
included audacious attacks such as the attempted assaults by 
suicide commandos on the Srinagar Legislative Assembly on 1 
October 2001 and the Lok Sabha, the lower house of parliament, 
in New Delhi on 13 December 2001. These attacks led to a gen-
eral mobilisation in India, who positioned its forces on the border 
with Pakistan, which in turn served as an excuse for the  Pakistani 
army to reposition its forces from the Afghan border where they 
had been placed to seal the mountain passes. The initial US 
Special Forces operation in Afghanistan against the Taliban and 
al-Qaeda – including the possible capture of Osama Bin Laden – 
failed because when the border with Pakistan’s tribal areas was 
left exposed. To this effect, these attacks, particularly the one 
in New Delhi, had a profound and lasting impact. The question 
arises as to whether the US would have remained in Afghanistan 
to capture Bin Laden in 2001-2002. India and Pakistan remained 
on the brink of war until June 2002 when, under pressure from 
US Secretary of State Colin Powell, New Delhi agreed to demo-
bilise its army.

The accession to power in September 2008 of Asif Ali Zardari, 
widower of Benazir Bhuto – assassinated on 27 December 2007 
– was preceded by the attack on the Indian embassy in Kabul on
7 July 2008 killing 58 people and wounding 141. Furthermore,

18 Peace process “irreversible”, say India and Pakistan. China Daily. (18 April 2020). 
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2005-04/18/content_435226.htm 

https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2005-04/18/content_435226.htm
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just two months later, on 26 November 2008, one of the most 
serious attacks took place when ten LeT terrorists from Pakistan 
laid siege to the city of Mumbai for three long days, killing nearly 
200 people. The real-time interception of the terrorists’ commu-
nications with their handlers in Karachi, together with the con-
fession of the only militant captured alive, provided solid proof 
of the responsibility of the Pakistani establishment. This attack 
completely derailed Zardari’s stated intention to make progress 
in dialogue with India and damaged Pakistan’s already tarnished 
image. As the then Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice declared, 
“concentrating your energies on an Indian threat that does not 
exist is a colossal mistake. Pakistan has to make a strategic de-
cision that the partnership with terrorists must end”19.

The Pakistani military has thus used either terrorist groups or 
has provoked tensions and military clashes to derail all attempts 
at normalisation with India. This reinforces the hypothesis of the 
army’s strategic disinterest in achieving a lasting and stable peace 
with India. This is why, as Professor Christine Fair points out, 
the two cannot be equated. Moreover, “to characterise India and 
Pakistan as equally responsible is not only empirically incorrect 
but contributes to the root of the problem: Pakistan’s behaviour 
[...] India has acted with remarkable restraint despite decades of 
Pakistani provocation [...] The only parties who benefit from this 
view of the Indo-Pakistan dispute are the Pakistani military and 
its terrorist proxies “20. And indeed, as former Indian National 
Security Adviser Shivshankar Menon points out, it is significant 
that “Lashkar-e-Toyba, unlike other terrorist groups, has never 
attacked Pakistani targets”21.

The Narendra Modi government’s attempt to relaunch talks with 
Pakistan has, like previous attempts, been met with a response 
in the form of cross-border terrorist attacks. Nothing new in 
this respect. However, on 29 September 2016, ten days after 
a terrorist attack on India’s Uri base in Kashmir, the Indian 
army conducted, for the first time, a retaliatory action against a 
terrorist camp located beyond the Line of Control. What New Delhi 
called a “successful surgical intervention” caused stupefaction in 

19 Haqqani, H. (2016). India vs Pakistan. Why can’t we just be friends? Juggernaut 
Books. P. 134. 
20 Fair, C. C. (June 2015). False Equivalency in the Indo-Pakistan Dispute. War on the Rocks. 
https://warontherocks.com/2015/06/false-equivalency-in-the-indo-pakistan-dispute/
21 Menon, S. (2016). Choices. Inside the Making of India’s Foreign Policy. Brookings. 
P. 61.

https://warontherocks.com/2015/06/false-equivalency-in-the-indo-pakistan-dispute/
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 Islamabad because for the first time in decades they appeared 
not to be taking the lead in the dispute. In India, it generated 
enthusiasm in many quarters that had become jaded by New 
Delhi’s traditional strategic prudence in the face of Pakistani 
terrorism22. However, this policy carries serious risks and has 
not been sustained. Consequently, the India-Pakistan bilateral 
framework remains unchanged and the key variable to consider 
from the Indian perspective is the relationship with China.

China: the great strategic challenge

If Pakistan remains the big headache, China is the big strategic 
concern for India. And the two converge given the strong bond 
between Beijing and Islamabad, traditionally defined by Chinese 
diplomacy as “higher than the Himalayas and deeper than the 
ocean” and, a few years ago, by then Pakistani Prime Minister 
Nawaz Shariff as “sweeter than honey”. Likewise, China’s growing 
projection into the neighbourhood, including the Indo-Pacific, 
coupled with Beijing’s increasingly assertive policy, is a source of 
concern in New Delhi and is the main fuel for the rapprochement 
with Washington and India’s greater willingness to embrace the 
Quad and the Indo-Pacific idea in recent years. However, while 
India welcomes the containment of Beijing, it does not want to 
be – for fear of paying too high a price – either the first or at the 
foremost of the frontline that is taking shape. Similarly, New Delhi’s 
traditional commitment to ‘strategic autonomy’ and preference 
for a multipolar environment are still very much present and 
explain the caution and, at times, apparent ambiguities in Indian 
foreign policy including, for example, its ties with Russia and Iran 
or New Delhi’s unwillingness to fly the flag for the defence of 
democracy beyond its borders.

China and India are the great countries and protagonists of the 
so-called Asian century, but they have little or nothing in com-
mon and, historically speaking, have not perceived each other 
as neighbours until very recently. Thus, although both countries 
trace their civilisational roots back several millennia, it was not 
until India’s independence in August 1947 and the establishment 
of the People’s Republic of China in October 1949 that they began 
to have a more intense and mutually relevant relationship. In the 

22 Vid. Gokhale, N. A. (2017). Securing India the Modi Way. Pathankot, Surgical 
Strikes and More. Bloomsbury. Pp. 23-93.
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early years, Nehru pursued a policy of enthusiastic rapproche-
ment towards Beijing, who was initially more cautious. Nehru’s 
enthusiasm was reflected in the slogan Hindi-Chini Bhai-Bhai 
(Indians and Chinese are brothers). One of the underlying issues 
for Beijing’s caution was its rejection of the border demarcation 
in Tibet inherited from the British Raj – the so-called McMahon 
line, which China describes as an illegal vestige of colonialism. 
However, there was a first period of rapprochement that included 
Nehru’s visit to Beijing in 1954 where, according to chronicles of 
the time, a million Chinese citizens took to the streets to welcome 
him. Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai returned the visit the same year. 
And the two leaders, together with others such as Tito, Nasser 
and Sukarno, designed the so-called Non-Aligned Movement, 
form ally established in Belgrade in 1961. Its spirit, condensed 
in the idea of peaceful coexistence, was quickly shattered by the 
Sino-Indian war of 1962 and the subsequent Chinese nuclear 
detonation of 1964.

China’s annexation of Tibet in 1950 meant that for the first time 
in history there was a Chinese military presence on the border 
with India, and the 1959 Tibetan uprising acted as a preamble 
to the 1962 confrontation. Since this uprising, India has hosted 
the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan government in exile and some 
100,000 Tibetans. New Delhi allows them to stay in Dharamsala, 
in the foothills of the Indian Himalayas, but not to engage in polit-
ical activities that openly question China’s territorial integrity – 
which India does not question. The Sino-Indian war, which lasted 
from October to November 1962, resulted in a humiliating defeat 
for New Delhi. India was overwhelmed by the Chinese army, so 
much so that – fearing that China might attempt an assault on 
the capital – Nehru asked for the intervention and assistance 
of the US President, J.F. Kennedy. China has since occupied a 
portion of what was then part of Indian Kashmir. However, they 
withdrew from large parts of the border areas they had occupied 
during their offensive. The traumatic memory of this war is still 
very much present in Indian strategic thinking. It is also one of 
the driving forces behind the rapprochement between Islamabad 
and Beijing. To this effect, during the Indo-Pakistani wars of 1965 
and 1971, discussed in the previous section, China not only sup-
plied military equipment to Islamabad, but threatened to open 
another front with India in Sikkim or Arunachal Pradesh – what 
Beijing calls and claims is southern Tibet. Moreover, Sino-US 
rapprochement was initially articulated through Pakistan, which 
in turn led to Indo-Russian rapprochement (following the Sino- 
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Soviet armed clashes of 1969) and the signing of the 1971 Treaty 
referred to above. Thus, an alliance between Pakistan, China and 
the US was taking shape. The Cold War was a major issue in 
South Asia’s relations with the US and in relations between India 
and the Soviet Union, bringing South Asia fully into the dynamics 
of the Cold War.

The Sino-Indian bilateral relationship began to thaw in the 
 second half of the 1980s with the visit of Indian Prime Minister 
Rajiv Gandhi – Indira’s son and Nehru’s grandson – to Beijing 
in November 1988 to meet with Deng Xiaoping. Chinese Prime 
Minister Li Peng returned the visit in 1991, and thirty years later, 
China and India once again exchanged meetings at the level 
of heads of government. The interest of both sides led to the 
signing of the so-called Border Peace and Tranquillity Agreement 
in September 1993. This agreement does not resolve the border 
dispute but builds on the willingness of the parties to find a modus 
vivendi and on the conceptual distinction between boundary 
and border zone. The first would be “the line agreed by the two 
states and normally delineated on maps and demarcated on the 
ground by both sides. A border, on the other hand, is an area 
between two states, nations or civilisations and is often also an 
area where peoples, nations and cultures intermingle and are in 
contact”23. This agreement is a continuation of the 1996 Military 
Confidence Building Measures Agreement. It is worth noting that, 
in the same year, China signed a similar agreement with Russia, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, which was the seed of 
the future Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, which India would 
join as a full member in 2017. However, unlike the agreement 
with India, Beijing did resolve the border issue with the suc-
cessor states of the USSR and also with Myanmar, whose bilateral 
border was also that of the British McMahon line, demonstrating 
China’s flexible approach to the issue. In any case, until recently 
the 1993 agreement was viewed with reasonable satisfaction in 
New Delhi because it was, after all, “the most peaceful border 
in the last thirty years, with no armed incidents or cross-border 
terrorism”24.

This cooperative climate is reflected in booming bilateral trade 
and an increasingly fluid rapprochement. So much so that, for 

23 Menon, S. (2016). Choices. Inside the Making of India’s Foreign Policy. Brookings. 
P. 8.
24 Menon, S. (2016). Choices. Inside the Making of India’s Foreign Policy. Brookings.
P. 22.
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years, the idea of Chindia – that is, China and India together 
“with special emphasis on the mutually complementary nature of 
their economies and the rapprochement and convergence in their 
foreign policy and strategic interests” – was hotly debated25. The 
climax of this cooperation was perhaps reached during a bilat-
eral meeting of prime ministers in 2005 in which Manmohan 
Singh indicated that “together, India and China can shape the 
world”. However, the relationship has progressively deteriorated 
since then and has again gravitated towards the border issue. For 
example, since 2010, China has placed the visa and stamp for 
Indian citizens in Kashmir on a separate page of their passports, 
implying that it does not recognise Indian sovereignty over the 
territory26. Added to this is China’s construction of infrastructure 
in Pakistan-administered Kashmir – which, according to some 
sources, could include the permanent deployment of Chinese 
troops. Indian strategic mistrust is fuelled by the “suspicion that 
China wishes to use [India’s] troublesome neighbour to contain 
its regional, let alone global, aspirations”27.

In addition, there is Beijing’s increasing projection into the wider 
Indian neighbourhood, including the Indo-Pacific in what is 
known as the “String of Pearls”, a series of ports for constructed 
and used by the Chinese, potentially also for possible military 
or intelligence gathering. There are several in India’s immediate 
neighbourhood: Hambantota in Sri Lanka; Chittagong and Mongla 
in Bangladesh; and Gwadar in Pakistan. The latter is part of what 
is known as the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and is 
of particular concern to New Delhi. The CPEC, with an estimated 
budget of $46 billion, aims to connect Gwadar, a deep-water port 
in the Arabian Sea, with China’s southern Xinjiang to transport 
both piped oil and gas as well as goods. Beijing insists on the 
purely commercial nature of this project and others under the 
umbrella of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), but India is wary 
of their strategic impact. From New Delhi’s perspective, the 
BRI potentially ‘closes’ India’s access to the Eurasian space and 
does not offer a balanced environment, but one that is clearly 
favourable to China and its state-owned companies. For these 
reasons, for years India has sought to develop the Iranian 

25 Bustelo, P. (2010). Chindia. Asia at the Conquest of the 21st Century. Tecnos/Real 
Instituto Elcano. P. 15. 
26 Tharoor, S. (2012). Pax Indica. India and the world in the 21st century. Penguin/
Allen Lane.P. 140. 
27 Tharoor, S. (2012). Pax Indica. India and the world in the 21st century. Penguin/
Allen Lane. P. 146.
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port of  Chabahar, less than 100 kilometres from Gwadar, as a 
possible overland access route to Afghanistan and Central Asia. 
India’s limited financial muscle has so far prevented significant 
development of this project. What is more, in November 2020, 
India explicitly refused to join the BRI framework.

All this, despite the fact that Narendra Modi’s initial intention when 
she came to power in May 2014 was to articulate a friendly and 
cooperative bilateral relationship, giving primacy to economic 
aspects. Modi had already visited China on several occasions as 
Chief Minister of Gujarat and had displayed her admiration for the 
Chinese model of development, especially in infrastructure. Her 
intention was to increase trade – redressing the strong imbalance 
in favour of the Chinese side – and to attract investment from 
Beijing under the Make in India programme launched by her gov-
ernment. President Xi Jiping’s visit to India (September 2014) and 
Modi’s subsequent visit to China (May 2015) were full of symbolic 
gestures and agreements in this regard. However, China’s contin-
ued diplomatic cover for Pakistan in the UN Security Council, as 
well as the start of a new cycle of tensions and recurrent border 
skirmishes since the summer of 2017, have cooled the relation-
ship and spurred New Delhi’s desire to strengthen its ties with the 
US. The US and its allies in the Indo-Pacific. In stark contrast to 
Singh’s enthusiastic statement ten years earlier, during his joint 
press conference with Chinese Premier Li Keqiang in May 2015 in 
Beijing, Modi said that “both of us must be sensitive to each other’s 
interests”. A clear warning of New Delhi’s irritation with Beijing.

The USA: Natural ally and opening to the Indo-Pacific?

One clear consequence of this irritation has been the strengthen-
ing of ties with Washington, although the rethinking of the rela-
tionship with the US had actually started in the 1990s. It is, in 
fact, one of the most notable changes from previous decades. 
Before the rift caused by Sino-US rapprochement and support 
for Pakistan during the Bangladesh liberation war in 1971, and 
despite Nehru’s commitment to non-alignment, he had sought a 
kind of special relationship with the US. India was interested in 
accessing technology, economic aid, academic cooperation, etc. 
but had little success given the Cold War context and India’s con-
tinued closed economy. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, 
the collapse of India’s public finances in the same year, and the 
shaping of a new global strategic environment, pushed New Delhi 
into a difficult adaptation.
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It was all the more difficult given that the central issue on the 
bilateral agenda between India and the US in the 1990s was 
India’s nuclearisation. In 1989, faced with little interest in his 
proposal to eliminate nuclear weapons in South Asia – i.e., to stop 
the Pakistani programme and the possible deployment of Chinese 
nuclear weapons – Rajiv Gandhi called for reviving India’s nuclear 
programme, which had been dormant since the 1974 test28. The 
announced extension of the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) from 
1995, to which India was not a signatory and which it described 
as “nuclear apartheid”, together with the adoption of the Com-
prehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in 1996, accelerated Indian 
preparations, despite warnings of serious consequences from 
the US. The Indian trial in May 1998, two weeks after Atal Bihari 
Vajapayee of the BJP came to power, sparked a wave of patriotic 
fervour in India and strained relations with Washington.

Predictably, the US swiftly imposed sanctions on India. Ironically, 
however, nuclearisation was to be the vector for the dialogue that 
would culminate after a few years in an unprecedented strategic 
rapprochement. The thaw began with President Clinton’s week-
long visit in March 2000, but it was under the administration of 
George Bush Jr. that the real transformation took place. During 
his tenure, India’s place in US strategic thinking would change 
dramatically. India would increasingly be perceived in Washington 
as the best counterweight to China in Asia and a natural ally 
of the US. The narrative of rapprochement between the “oldest 
and most populous” democracy would take shape, leading to 
what was known as de-hyphenation, or in other words, India no 
longer always being followed by Pakistan, linked by a hyphen, but 
becoming an actor in its own right in the US strategic dialogue. 
Pakistan, on the other hand, and to Islamabad’s chagrin, would 
be progressively subsumed under the Af-Pak acronym.

In March 2005, the then Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, 
announced an unusual and historic US decision: to help India 
“to become a great power”. This would involve a broad strategic 
dialogue that would include enhancing Indian military capabil-
ities in sensitive areas such as missiles and cutting-edge tech-
nologies. The US plan included acceptance and normalisation 
of India’s civilian nuclear programme. Thus, far from making 
it a pariah, nuclearisation had elevated India’s strategic weight 

28 Cohen, S. P. and Dasgupta, S. (2010). Arming without aiming. India’s military mod-
ernization. Penguin/Viking. P. 100.



India, a rising global power and a key player in the Indo-Pacific  

187

not only in the eyes of China, but also in those of the US. This 
explains why “Washington employed extraordinary political cap-
ital to secure both congressional consent to amend US domestic 
law and the agreement within the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) 
to enable India’s global nuclear trade”29. On 18 July 2005, during 
his visit to Washington, Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh 
and President Bush presented a joint statement officially ending 
the three-decade moratorium on nuclear trade30. Critics in the 
US argued that the agreement with India would harm non-pro-
liferation efforts. But the fact is that India has also become a de 
facto actor contributing to the NPT’s robustness without being a 
formal member.

Despite this extraordinary initial momentum, the bilateral rela-
tionship did not advance as quickly as expected and even seemed 
to stagnate during the Obama administration. This was partly 
for domestic political reasons, with Manmohan Singh reluctant to 
go much further during his second government for fear of losing 
the support of some members of his parliamentary coalition; and 
partly because while President Obama offered, for example, sup-
port for New Delhi’s aspiration to become a permanent member of 
the Security Council during his November 2010 address to a ses-
sion of the Indian parliament, the de-emphasis on Chinese con-
tainment by his administration subsequently tempered interest 
in New Delhi. This was compounded by American frustration with 
the slow pace of reform in New Delhi and difficulties in advancing 
the strategic partnership with India. A well-known and symbolic 
example was the Indian decision not to consider either the F18 or 
the F16 among the finalists for a large procurement contract for 
more than 100 fighter-bombers. Finally, it was a European duel 
between the Rafale and the Eurofighter, sharpening the incom-
prehension and irritation of many in Washington at what they 
perceived as a lack of Indian reciprocity for US largesse.

The coming to power of Narendra Modi in May 2014 was a further 
boost to the bilateral relationship. During his trip to New York to 
attend the UN General Assembly in September of the same year, 
Modi met with Obama at the White House. At the time, this was 

29 Tellis, A. J. (2015). US-India Relations. The Struggle for an Enduring Partnership. In 
Malone, D. M., Mohan, R. C. and Raghavan, S. The Oxford Handbook of Indian Foreign 
Policy. Oxford University Press. P. 489. 
30 Joint Statement by President George W. Bush and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh 
of India. (18 July 2005). https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/WCPD-2005-07-25/
pdf/WCPD-2005-07-25-Pg1182.pdf 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/WCPD-2005-07-25/pdf/WCPD-2005-07-25-Pg1182.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/WCPD-2005-07-25/pdf/WCPD-2005-07-25-Pg1182.pdf
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not a foregone conclusion. Modi had been subject to the US visa 
ban for years because of the communal violence that had rocked 
Gujarat in 2002, with many voices from within Hindu nationalism 
emerging calling to make the Americans pay for it now. However, 
Modi did not miss the opportunity. Another highlight of this trip, 
and one that would become a constant, was the meeting organ-
ised with the Indian diaspora in a packed Madison Square Garden 
in New York. The Modi government has been keen to incorporate 
Indian diasporas in the design of its external action. Undoubtedly, 
they are a great asset for the country and can be found in many 
different places. In the USA, they are the ethnic group with the 
highest average per capita income, with important representa-
tives in the US political, business and diplomatic arenas.

The arrival of Donald Trump raised doubts about maintaining 
what is known as US “strategic altruism” in relation to India. The 
results of his administration are mixed. On the one hand, Trump’s 
transactional approach to international relations had less impact 
than expected, although in late 2018 he called India the ‘tariff king’. 
But this was offset by the obvious personal chemistry between 
Modi and Trump. Their bilateral meetings were accompanied by 
a number of large-scale events. The first, in  September 2019, 
brought together 50,000 people in Houston – many of them from 
the Indo-American diaspora, serving to also demonstrate the 
relevance of this group from an electoral angle. In his speech, 
Modi was flattering about Trump to the point of adulation. In 
the words of the Indian leader, a “warm, friendly, appro achable, 
energetic man, full of wit and a true friend of India”31. In the 
second, in February 2020, Modi again appealed to the masses 
to seduce Trump, drawing some 100,000 people in Gujarat, who 
cheered enthusiastically for the US leader.

Trump’s emphasis on China and his focus on the Indo-Pacific as 
the concept and main stage of this strategic competition also 
pointed to a tightening of the bilateral relationship. In February 
2015, when Obama was still in the White House, India and the 
US signed a shared strategic vision document for the Asia-Pacific 
and Indian Ocean region. Note that the region is spoken of in 
the singular, but still with two spaces, Asia-Pacific and the Indian 
Ocean32. For its part, India set it own objective “to ensure free-

31 ‘Howdy, Modi’: Trump hails Indian PM at ‘historic’ Texas rally. BBC World. (23 
September 2019). https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-49788492 
32 U.S.-India Joint Strategic Vision for the Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean Region. The 
White House. (25 January 2015). https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-49788492
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/25/us-india-joint-strategic-vision-asia-pacific-and-indian-ocean-region#:~:text=As%20the%20leaders%20of%20the,on%20a%20Joint%20Strategic%20Vision
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dom of navigation and overflight throughout the region, especially 
in the South China Sea”. In November 2019, during the Trump 
Administration, the State Department adopted the document 
A free and open Indo-Pacific. Advancing a shared vision33 and, 
in June of the same year, the Department of Defense adopted 
its Indo-Pacific Strategy Report34. India features prominently in 
both documents. The State Department’s explicitly stated that a 
“strong partnership is vital to the Indo-Pacific vision of the US”. 
For its part, the Defence Department is committed to operation-
alising the June 2016 agreement whereby India acquires the 
 status of “major defence partner”, a unique status that seeks 
to elevate the partnership to the same level as that of the US’s 
closest allies.

Despite all this, the relationship is not progressing as expected, 
and not entirely for the reasons one might expect. To this effect, 
the questioning of NATO and engagement with its closest allies 
raises doubts in New Delhi. If Washington can ignore its com-
mitments to longstanding allies, what should India expect in 
the event of a major crisis with China? The same applies to the 
US president’s initiatives with North Korea without consulting 
South Korea or Japan. Thus, in June 2018, during a speech, Modi 
relaunched the idea of “strategic autonomy” as a way of nurtur-
ing the relationship with the US, but without confronting Russia 
or China. In the opinion of Robert Blackwill and Ashley Tellis – two 
of the people who have contributed most from without and within 
the Administration to the strengthening of the Indo-US link35 – 
Modi’s revival of this idea reflected “India’s crisis of confidence in 
Trump’s America as a security partner”36.

office/2015/01/25/us-india-joint-strategic-vision-asia-pacific-and-indian-ocean-re-
gion#:~:text=As%20the%20leaders%20of%20the,on%20a%20Joint%20
Strategic%20Vision 
33 A Free and Open Indo-Pacific. Advancing a shared vision. US Department of State. 
(4 November 2019). https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Free-and-
Open-Indo-Pacific-4Nov2019.pdf 
34 Indo-Pacific Strategy Report. Preparedness, Partnerships, and Promoting a Net-
worked Region. US Department of Defense. (1 June 2019).
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jul/01/2002152311/-1/-1/1/DEPARTMENT-OF-DE-
FENSE-INDO-PACIFIC-STRATEGY-REPORT-2019.PDF 

35 Robert Blackwill was US Ambassador to India from 2001 to 2003 and Ashley J. Tellis 
was his and the Deputy Secretary of State’s advisor. Both have long track records in 
Washington think tanks and both played a key role in reshaping the US perspective on 
India and the 2005 civil nuclear deal. 
36 Blackwill, R. D. and Tellis, A. J. (September/October 2019). New Delhi Remains 
Washington’s Best Hope in Asia. Foreign Affairs. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/
articles/india/2019-08-12/india-dividend 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/25/us-india-joint-strategic-vision-asia-pacific-and-indian-ocean-region#:~:text=As%20the%20leaders%20of%20the,on%20a%20Joint%20Strategic%20Vision
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/25/us-india-joint-strategic-vision-asia-pacific-and-indian-ocean-region#:~:text=As%20the%20leaders%20of%20the,on%20a%20Joint%20Strategic%20Vision
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Free-and-Open-Indo-Pacific-4Nov2019.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Free-and-Open-Indo-Pacific-4Nov2019.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jul/01/2002152311/-1/-1/1/DEPARTMENT-OF-DEFENSE-INDO-PACIFIC-STRATEGY-REPORT-2019.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jul/01/2002152311/-1/-1/1/DEPARTMENT-OF-DEFENSE-INDO-PACIFIC-STRATEGY-REPORT-2019.PDF
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/india/2019-08-12/india-dividend
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/india/2019-08-12/india-dividend
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India, however, has remained committed to the Indo-Pacific, 
while remaining ambiguous about explicitly containing China and 
not closing the door on relations with countries like Russia and 
Iran, which are themselves at odds with Washington. The growing 
adoption of the Indo-Pacific as a conceptual framework for Indian 
foreign policy is another major transformation, also originating 
in the 1990s. It means moving from decades of an exclusively 
terrestrial approach to its problematic immediate neighbours to a 
maritime and expanded one.

The then prime minister, Inder Kumar Gujral, first referred to 
the “extended neighbourhood” in 1997, initially to refer to the 
countries bordering the Bay of Bengal and its connection with 
Southeast Asia. This vision would be expanded to include the 
Persian Gulf area, the East African coast and Central Asia. In 
other words, conceptualising and addressing of an area where 
the main energy suppliers (the Gulf, Africa and Central Asia), the 
largest trading and financial partners (the Gulf and ASEAN), and 
the most serious challenges and threats (Pakistan and China) 
are located. This new vision will be further consolidated with the 
2004 Indian Maritime Doctrine and the 2007 Indian Maritime Mil-
itary Strategy. These documents reflect New Delhi’s aspiration to 
move from coastal control to an oceanic navy capable of project-
ing itself throughout the Indian Ocean37.

This vocation also includes the promotion of and participation in 
multilateral for such as the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), 
created in March 1997 under the leadership of Nelson Mandela’s 
South Africa and with India as a founding member. The asso-
ciation has a wide range of aims, but primarily the promotion 
of trade and economic relations. It currently has 22 members, 
ten dialogue partners and a permanent secretariat in Mauritius38. 
Similarly, India is driving the Bay of Bengal Multi-Sectoral Tech-

37 Vid. Vilchés Alarcón, A. A. Armada india. The unknown power. Ejércitos Magazine. 
(28 September 2019). https://www.revistaejercitos.com/2018/09/28/armada-india/ 
38 The twenty-two members are: Australia, Bangladesh, Comoros, India, Indonesia, 
Iran, Kenya, Madagascar, Malaysia, Maldives, Mauritius, Mozambique, Oman, 
Seychelles, Singapore, Somalia, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, Thailand, United 
Arab Emirates, United Arab Emirates and Yemen. The two most notable absences, 
both for political reasons, are Pakistan and Myanmar. The dialogue partners are: 
Germany,  China, South Korea, Egypt, the US, France, Italy, Japan, Turkey and the 
United Kingdom. The Partnership has two specialised agencies: the Regional Centre 
for Science and Technology Transfer, based in Tehran; and the Fisheries Support Unit, 
based in Muscat. There are also two observatories under the umbrella of IORA: the 
Indian Ocean Research Group and the Indian Ocean Marine Science Association. 

https://www.revistaejercitos.com/2018/09/28/armada-india/
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nical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) initiative involving 
 Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and 
 Thailand, with its secretariat in Dhaka. BIMSTEC, also  established 
in 1997, seeks to set aside geopolitical issues and focus its efforts 
on improving connectivity and regional economic  development. 
Both forums lost momentum soon after their creation but have 
been breathed new life in recent years, coinciding with the 
increased interest of India and other members. In Indian affairs, 
Modi also seeks to capitalise on Indian diasporas in the  countries 
of the East African coast, particularly Kenya and Tanzania, and also 
in Southeast Asia, with an emphasis on Malaysia and Singapore.

Also, worthy of mention is the development of an air base on 
Nicobar Island which, together with the Andamans, allows India 
to control the western exit of the strategic Strait of Malacca and, 
as in British times, to aspire to dominate the Bay of Bengal. 
New Delhi has also reached agreements with the Seychelles and 
Mauritius on surveillance and patrol of their waters, as well as on 
use of and access to France’s large naval base in Réunion, thus 
multiplying India’s projection options in the western Indian Ocean, 
where it is also building a comprehensive radar infrastructure. All 
of this reflects India’s ambition in the Indian Ocean. In his 2003 
seminal work Crossing the Rubicon, leading Indian analyst C. 
Raja Mohan recovered a 1909 quote from Lord Curzon – Viceroy 
and Governor General of India from 1899 to 1905 among other 
high offices in his career – which went like this: “In the west, 
India must exert predominant influence over the fate of Persia 
and Afghanistan; in the north, it can veto any rival in Tibet; in the 
northeast it can exert great pressure on China; and it is one of 
the guarantors of Siam’s [Thailand’s] autonomous existence. On 
the high seas it dominates the routes to Australia and the China 
Seas”39. Indeed, its eponymous character reinforces the Indian 
perception of its “natural” right to dominate an ocean that bears 
its name. Hence, the irritation in New Delhi when Chinese authors 
or diplomats questions this by quoting the tongue twister that the 
Indian Ocean is not an Indian Ocean.

The Quadrilateral (or Quad) Dialogue is the most ambitious 
initiative in which India takes part. It had a first, short-lived 
phase in 2006-2007 and in 2017 it was relaunched with much 
greater impetus and has accelerated in recent months. The 

39 Raja Mohan, C. (2004). Crossing the Rubicon. The Shaping of India’s Foreign Policy. 
Palgrave Macmillan. Pp. 204-205. 
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Quad has its antecedents in the so-called 2004-205 Tsunami 
Core Group established by US, Japanese, Australian and Indian 
officials to coordinate their response to December 2004’s 
Indian Ocean  tsunami. Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was 
clearly the driving force behind the forum and the first to publicly 
refer to the Indo-Pacific as a strategic concept because of the 
“confluence of the two oceans”. New Delhi and Tokyo had signed 
a joint declaration in 2006 which, without using the term, was 
along these lines. However, New Delhi remained cautious during 
this first stage. The then prime minister, Manmohan Singh, 
needed the support of the communists to sustain his coalition 
government, who were already hostile to the civil nuclear deal 
with the US. Singh did not want to open any more internal fronts. 
New Delhi also harboured the expectation – frustrated to this day 
– that China would block its access to the Nuclear Suppliers Group 
(NSG), so it would rather not irritate Beijing. But, above all, there 
were serious doubts about Australia’s then position. In November 
2007, Kevin Rudd, a critic of the Quad, became Australia’s prime 
minister, and in February 2008 during a joint press conference 
with his Chinese counterpart, his foreign minister announced that 
Canberra would no longer be participating in the Quad.

India’s relationship with Australia and Australia’s relationship 
with China is a good reflection of how the strategic environment 
in the Indo-Pacific has evolved over the past three decades. The 
Australian government had called the Indian nuclear tests of 
May 1998 an “intolerable act” and a “grotesque status symbol”, 
imposing sanctions and ceasing bilateral cooperation in all areas 
except humanitarian affairs. However, two years later – in the 
wake of the normalisation of relations with the US – the then 
Prime Minister, John Howard, visited New Delhi. Contrarily, the 
progressive deterioration of the relationship with an increasingly 
aggressive China since 2014 – exacerbated during the Covid pan-
demic – has led Australia to stop considering Beijing as a partner 
and now perceives it as its main threat. An obvious by-product 
of this is that New Delhi “has emerged as a bipartisan priority in 
Australia’s foreign policy [...] the prevailing view is that India is 
a natural geopolitical ally”40. In June 2020, Australia and India 
signed a comprehensive strategic partnership agreement.

40 Wesley, M. Modi operandi: why India is vital to our regional strategy. The 
Australian. (12 November 2021). https://www.theaustralian.com.au/inquirer/
modi-operandi-why-india- is-vita l-to-our-regional-strategy/news-story/
cbce79121ea80b3843ec7c028683baae 

https://www.theaustralian.com.au/inquirer/modi-operandi-why-india-is-vital-to-our-regional-strategy/news-story/cbce79121ea80b3843ec7c028683baae
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/inquirer/modi-operandi-why-india-is-vital-to-our-regional-strategy/news-story/cbce79121ea80b3843ec7c028683baae
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/inquirer/modi-operandi-why-india-is-vital-to-our-regional-strategy/news-story/cbce79121ea80b3843ec7c028683baae
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Similarly, India has enjoyed bipartisan consensus in Washington 
for more than a decade41, and this approach has not only been 
maintained but reinforced under the current administration of Joe 
Biden. In March 2021, a meeting of the Quad foreign ministers 
took place, at which a joint declaration was issued for the first 
time: “United in a shared vision for a free and open Indo-Pacific”42. 
In other words, a veiled allusion to China, the main binding 
vector of the Quad members. Furthermore, in September 2021, 
the Quad leaders – Joe Biden, Narendra Modi, Scott Morrison and 
then Yoshihide Suga – met at the White House, clearly signalling 
the willingness of the four to strengthen their cooperation within 
this framework.

Despite the high expectations and New Delhi’s undoubted in -
terest in strengthening this link, a few points should be borne in 
mind. First, that India will maintain a calculated ambiguity, seek 
trade-offs with other actors (Russia, Iran, France) for as long as 
possible, and avoid the Quad explicitly presenting itself as a kind 
of anti-China coalition, let alone an “Asian NATO”. To this effect, 
at the annual strategic affairs conference, Raisina Dialogue, held 
in January 2019, Foreign Secretary Vijay Gokhale indicated that 
“India has abandoned its non-alignment of the past. India is 
today an aligned state, but – he clarified – based on the issues”43. 
A year earlier in Singapore, Prime Minister Modi had advocated 
a “free, open and inclusive Indian Ocean”, the word “inclusive” 
introducing a small but relevant nuance, insofar as for New Delhi 
it leaves the door open to other actors. Contrary to what might 
perhaps be expected, the strategy approved by the Trump admin-
istration does include mention of an ‘inclusive’ Indo-Pacific, albeit 
in reference to Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and the Maldives44. 

41 Vid. Joint Study Group Report. (September 2011). The United States and India a 
Shared Strategic Future. Council on Foreign Relations & Aspen Institute India. https://
cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/pdf/2011/08/USIndia_jointstudygroup_IIGG.pdf 
42 Quad Leaders’ Joint Statement: “The Spirit of the Quad”. The White House. (12 
March 2019).
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/03/12/
quad-leaders-joint-statement-the-spirit-of-the-quad/ 

43 India has moved on from its non-aligned status. India is today an aligned state -but 
based on issues. In Pant, H. V. and Taneja, K. (Eds.). Looking Back, Looking Ahead: 
Foreign Policy in Transition Under Modi. (July 2019). ORF Special Report 93. P. 4. 
https://www.orfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ORF_SpecialReport_93_For-
eignPolicy-Modi_NEW25July.pdf 
44 A Free and Open Indo-Pacific. Advancing a shared vision. US Department of State. 
(4 November 2019). P. 12. https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Free-
and-Open-Indo-Pacific-4Nov2019.pdf 

https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/pdf/2011/08/USIndia_jointstudygroup_IIGG.pdf
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/pdf/2011/08/USIndia_jointstudygroup_IIGG.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/03/12/quad-leaders-joint-statement-the-spirit-of-the-quad/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/03/12/quad-leaders-joint-statement-the-spirit-of-the-quad/
https://www.orfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ORF_SpecialReport_93_ForeignPolicy-Modi_NEW25July.pdf
https://www.orfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ORF_SpecialReport_93_ForeignPolicy-Modi_NEW25July.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Free-and-Open-Indo-Pacific-4Nov2019.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Free-and-Open-Indo-Pacific-4Nov2019.pdf
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While the Biden administration’s document does not include the 
term once, it does appear in the March 2021 joint statement when 
referring to the vocation to achieve a region that is “free, open, 
inclusive, healthy, anchored in democratic values and free from 
coercion”.

India is not particularly comfortable with the idea of an “alliance 
of democracies” either, even though it has joined the so-called 
D10 (Democracy 10). This forum – still in the formative stages 
and, in part, a revamped version of the State Department-driven 
D10 Strategic Forum launched by the Atlantic Council in 2014 
– brings together the members of the G7 (Canada, Germany,
the USA, France, Italy, Japan and the UK) plus India, Australia,
New Zealand and South Korea. However, in New Delhi – and
despite being a vibrant democracy – its post-colonial or Global
South identity and its rigid conception of sovereignty that some
describe as “sovereignty hawk” weigh more45. India’s conception
of the Indian Ocean is broad, stretching from the east coast of
Africa to the west and south Pacific, and including portions of the
Middle East and occasionally the Russian Far East coast. This
 contrasts with the view of the US, Australia and Japan, for whom
the Indian Ocean ends in India. Thus, for example, the US  Indo- 
Pacific Command (INDOPACOM) covers the area up to the Indian
west coast, while other sections of the ocean are covered by
the Central Command (CENTCOM) and the Africa Command
(AFRICOM). Different maps and conceptions often generate
different perceptions and policies.

Last, it is important to never lose sight of the deep-rooted and 
cross-cutting nature of India’s commitment to strategic  autonomy. 
Thus, for example, Teresita C. Schaffer and Howard B. Schaffer 
state that “India aspires to take its place among those who run 
the world [...] it does not seek to conquer new territories but to 
prevent others from limiting India’s strategic autonomy or regional 
primacy”46. Thus, considering India’s current commitment to 
the Quad, formerly the BRICS, and its insistence on joining the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), Indian analyst C. Raja 
Mohan points out that the Quad is “part of India’s response to the 
extraordinary challenge posed by China. The BRICS were part of   
the Cold War. Delhi’s current enthusiasm for the Quad is about 

45 Schaffer, T. C. and Schaffer, H. B. (2016). India at the Global High Table. The Quest 
for Regional Primacy and Strategic Autonomy. HarperCollins. P. 62.
46 Schaffer, T. C. and Schaffer, H. B. (2016). India at the Global High Table. The Quest 
for Regional Primacy and Strategic Autonomy. HarperCollins. P. 81.
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limiting the dangers of a unipolar Asia dominated by China”47. 
India’s ambivalent response to the AUKUS issue, the trilateral 
defence agreement between Australia, the US and the UK, and 
New Delhi’s constant winks at Russia must be interpreted in this 
line.

Even though Russia has often reiterated its opposition to the 
Quad and the Indo-Pacific concept as instruments of Chinese 
containment, India has not given up on them. For example, 
during his visit to Russia in July 2021, Indian Foreign Minister 
S. Jaishankar stressed New Delhi’s hope for a more active 
Russian presence and engagement in the Indo-Pacific. To achieve 
this, India is setting their hopes on the opening of a Chennai-
Vladivostok Sea route in line with Moscow’s Asia pivot efforts 
following its post-Crimea break with the West. From New Delhi’s 
perspective, Russia’s break with Europe and the US is not good 
because they assume it will drive Moscow into the China’s arms. 
Hence, his insistence on incorporating Russia as much as possible 
into his Indo-Pacific approach. It also explains New Delhi’s tacit 
alignment with Moscow over Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

The AUKUS, meanwhile, has generated mixed reactions among 
the expert community in New Delhi. The pact explicitly states 
its intention to deter China and this is useful for New Delhi 
because it expands its options and bargaining power vis-à-
vis Beijing. It also opens a window of opportunity for closer 
strategic collaboration with France, which New Delhi already 
considered a key partner in the Indo-Pacific. The official Indian 
reaction to the AUKUS announcement also followed this line 
of calculated ambiguity. Foreign Secretary Vardhan Singh said 
the pact was “not relevant to the Quad, nor would it have 
any impact on its functioning”. In fact, it helps the Quad’s 
agenda insofar as it allows it to maintain a broad cooperation 
agenda and reduces pressure to adopt an explicitly anti-China 
tone. However, the impression that France, a NATO member, 
has been ignored, as has happened more than once in recent 
years, has strengthened the voices of those in New Delhi who 
doubt the reliability of the US as a security partner. This in 
turn reinforces India’s belief in the desirability of diversifying 
its security and defence cooperation, and this is where  Russia 
plays a key role. Similarly, among Indian strategists “there 

47 Raja Mohan, C. (16 March 2021). The Quad’s importance to India’s strategic 
autonomy. The Indian Express. https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/
quad-summit-india-china-relations-brics-nations-7229861/ 

https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/quad-summit-india-china-relations-brics-nations-7229861/
https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/quad-summit-india-china-relations-brics-nations-7229861/
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are fears that the pact will lead to a build-up of nuclear attack 
 submarines in the eastern Indian Ocean, eroding India’s 
regional pre-eminence”48.

For all these reasons, the bilateral relationship between India 
and the US will remain trapped in what Ashley Tellis calls “struc-
tural constraints”, which are different perceptions of the strategic 
environment (worldviews), national priorities that do not always 
coincide and power asymmetries between them49. In addition, in 
this relationship there are excessive expectations on both sides, 
leading to frequent frustrations and misunderstandings. To this 
effect, Blackwill and Tellis suggest that Washington should eval-
uate the success of the relationship “not by what India does for 
the US, but by what India does for itself”50. In other words, its 
continuing to pursue “strategic altruism” with a view to achieving 
what Condolezza Rice called “a balance of power in Asia that is 
conducive to freedom”. Time will tell if this has been the case.

48 Singh, A. India is not a bystander in the AUKUS saga. ORF. (25 September 2021). 
https://www.orfonline.org/research/india-is-not-a-bystander-in-the-aukus-saga/ 
49 Tellis, A. J. (2015). US-India Relations. The Struggle for an Enduring Partnership. 
In Malone, D. M., Raja Mohan, C. and Raghavan, S. The Oxford Handbook of Indian 
Foreign Policy. Oxford University Press. P. 490. 
50 Blackwill, R. D. and Tellis, A. J. (September/October 2019). New Delhi Remains 
Washington’s Best Hope in Asia. Foreign Affairs. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/
articles/india/2019-08-12/india-dividend 

https://www.orfonline.org/research/india-is-not-a-bystander-in-the-aukus-saga/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/india/2019-08-12/india-dividend
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/india/2019-08-12/india-dividend
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Chapter Six

Indonesia and its rise in the Indo-Pacific. Analysis of its 
growing geopolitical importance

Javier Gil Pérez

Abstract:

Indonesia, a country that is a combination of great challenges 
and potential, finds itself at the crossroads of the growing rivalry 
between the People’s Republic of China and the US that is shap-
ing the future of global geopolitics. How it resolves its chronic 
economic, political and security problems will determine its geo-
political role in Southeast Asia and the new Indo-Pacific envir-
onment. Moreover, to exploit its magnificent potential, it must 
increase its self-confidence, especially regarding its geographical 
coordinates, which place it as the breakwater of multiple path-
ways between the Indian and Pacific Oceans and between Asia 
and Australasia.

Keywords:

Geopolitics, Indo-Pacific, South-East Asia, China, US, rivalry 
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Introduction

The growing rivalry between the People’s Republic of China and 
the US, which authors such as Kaplan have called a new cold war1, 
is shaping the future of global geopolitics. The geostrategic land-
scape is changing due, above all, to the rise of China, strength-
ened by its greater economic power and with a clear desire to 
play an increasingly important role in world affairs, both in the 
Indo-Pacific and globally. A rise that, as Brzezinski explains, has 
undoubtedly contributed to the dispersion of world power2.

This competition is having a particularly intense and decisive 
impact on the Indo-Pacific region, which is set to be the undis-
puted protagonist of this century. However, as Michael R. Auslain3 
notes, the Indo-Pacific region is not without serious risks that 
could derail this Asian golden century.

The prominence of the Indo-Pacific is well-founded, as it is home 
to such important countries with such colossal potential as India, 
Indonesia, Australia, Japan, and the People’s Republic of China 
itself. In its two vast oceans, the Indian and the Pacific, intense 
competition is taking place between various actors, mainly China 
and the US, in the military, economic and political vectors.

The current battle in the Indo-Pacific is so important and crucial 
that it will determine whether the present 21st century will go 
down the more likely bipolar path4, with constant competition 
between the US and China, or whether it will move towards a 
multipolar architecture with several centres of power.

It is in this context of Sino-American friction that Indonesia is 
trying to define and articulate a new regional and international 
role. An awkward situation, but nothing new in the history of the 

1 Kaplan, R. D. A New Cold War Has Begun. Foreign Policy. https://foreignpolicy.
com/2019/01/07/a-new-cold-war-has-begun/ (accessed on 31 January 2022).
2 Brzezinski, Z. (2012). Strategic vision. America and the Crisis of Global Power. New 
York, Basic Books. P. 16.
3 Michael R. Auslin in his book The End of the Asian Century. War, stagnation, and the 
risks to the world`s most dynamic regionargues that the region is threatened by five 
major risks, which could bring about what he has called the end of the Asian Century. 
These risks are economic, political, demographic, security-linked and regional disunity. 
For his analysis, I recommend reading the book: Auslin, M. R. (2017). The End of the 
Asian century. War, stagnation, and the risks to the world`s most dynamic region. New 
Haven, Yale University Press. 
4 Gray, C. S. (2012). War, Peace and International relations. London, Routledge. 
P. 340.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/01/07/a-new-cold-war-has-begun/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/01/07/a-new-cold-war-has-begun/
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region and of Indonesia itself, which has always been contested 
by the world’s geopolitical leaders. The struggle of  European 
powers for control of Southeast Asia in the 17th, 18th and 19th 
centuries, along with the brutal impact of the Cold War on the 
region, is a good illustration of this.

In the Indonesian case, not only is the tension between the US 
and China affecting its strategic approaches, but its very central 
geographical position, sandwiched between the Pacific and Indian 
Oceans, its growing present and future economic importance, and 
its democratic character, being home to the world’s largest Muslim 
population bring it, perhaps unwillingly, into the competition 
between the two giants, when the country’s primary interests are 
domestic economic development and political stability, along with 
a search for a stable regional environment.

These characteristics leave various alternatives and possibilities 
open to it when it comes to defining and exercising its role and 
defending its interests both at the regional level, mainly within 
the ASEAN sphere, and in the wider Indo-Pacific.

Indonesia’s staunch defence of multilateralism epitomised, 
among other things, by the importance it attaches to the Associ-
ation of Southeast Asian Nations, ASEAN, and its desire to main-
tain an active and independent foreign policy, will undoubtedly 
determine the direction of its rise, which is undoubtedly already 
underway, and above all whether it will consolidate its position as 
the third great Asian giant after the populous India and China, 
or whether it will remain a middle power with great potential but 
whose ambitions have been shipwrecked. Although it is clear that 
Indonesia is in an ascending position in its regional environment, 
it is also true, as the Asia Power Index5 clearly shows, that it is 
still an average power, in ninth position in a ranking of twenty-six 
countries, far behind the leading countries in the region such as 
the US and China, and even at a great distance from countries 
such as Japan and India.

To elucidate Indonesia’s geopolitical present and, above 
all, future, this chapter analyses five major variables that 
exemplify, in the author’s eyes, the main geopolitical vectors 
that define the country of 17,000 islands. These are its 
geographical coordinates, its economic power, its political 

5 The Asia Power Index is developed by the Lowy Institute in Australia. The index 
analyses both the resources and the influence capacity of various Asian states. For 
more information, see: https://power.lowyinstitute.org/ 

https://power.lowyinstitute.org/
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commitment to multilateralism and democracy, its diverse 
population composition and identity, and its membership of 
the region’s organisation par excellence, ASEAN. How well it 
manages and maximises its strengths will largely determine 
the role  Indonesia will play in a turbulent and changing 
geopolitical envir onment like the Indo-Pacific and, above all, 
what Indonesia’s geopolitical value is.

The current global order is being changed by Chinese mo mentum 
and its rejection of the Western framework6. In this line, the 
Indo-Pacific is undergoing a process of profound transformation 
and Southeast Asia, as the region where the two oceans meet, is 
consequently also undergoing a process of complete and intense 
change and metamorphosis.

Navigating between concepts: Geopolitics, Superpower, Great 
Power, and Regional Power

This paper aims to delineate Indonesia’s present and future geo-
political role, both at the strictly regional level, i.e., in Southeast 
Asia, and, above all, within the new scenario that is being re -
designed in the Indo-Pacific environment.

To this end, and in very briefly and concisely, a series of key con-
cepts will be defined in this text, such as geopolitics in some of 
its meanings, and the definitions of superpower, great power and 
regional power.

By geopolitics, this author will assume three definitions to develop 
the present work. First, the definition of geopolitics by Rudolf 
Kjellen7, who defined it as the discipline that analysed the condi-
tion of states based on the impact of the territory and resources 
found in that geographical area.

Second, and to increase the scope of the concept of geopolitics, 
Cohen states that geopolitics analyses the relationship of inter-
national political power in relation to geographical arrangement. 
Along with Cohen, and for Grygiel, geopolitics is the human factor 
within geography. In other words, geopolitics itself is a product 

6 Pardo de Santayana, J. (December 2021). The China-US Disengagement. US and 
the Year of Asia. IEEE, 54/2021. https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_anali-
sis/2021/DIEEEA54_2021_JOSPAR_Desenganche.pdf 
7 Dodds, Klaus. (2014). Geopolitics. A very short introduction. Oxford University 
Press. Pp. 20-21.

https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2021/DIEEEA54_2021_JOSPAR_Desenganche.pdf
https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2021/DIEEEA54_2021_JOSPAR_Desenganche.pdf
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8 Gray, C. S. (2012). War, Peace and International relations. London, Routledge. 
P. 309.
9 Buzan, B. and Waever, O. (2003). Regions and Powers. The structure of inter na-
tional security. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. Pp. 34-37.
In the book, the authors use the English terms Superpower, Great Power and Regional
Power. I have translated it into Spanish for a better understanding.

of an interpretation in its political sense made by human under-
standing, imagination and decision8.

To this effect, the author will analyse Indonesia’s geopolitical 
value, not only in terms of its physical conditions, but also in 
terms of how it wishes to project itself.

To do so, it is essential to clearly define and differentiate three vital 
terms that will be used recurrently throughout this paper: super-
power, great power and regional power. Based on Barry Buzan 
and Ole Waever9, and assuming their definitions, by superpower 
we delimit those countries that have massive military and polit-
ical capabilities with global reach and are major actors in security 
processes. The superpowers also have strong economies. Addi-
tionally, superpowers must see themselves and be seen as such 
by all other international actors. And last, superpowers must be 
the source of the values that shape the international order – in 
other words, they must be responsible for both the architecture 
of global power and the ideas and values that underpin it.

Regarding the great powers, Buzan and Waever argue that they 
do not possess massive capabilities in the economic, political or 
military spheres, nor do they play a decisive role at the global 
level. But, yes, they are clear candidates to rise and improve 
their capabilities, and thus become superpowers.

Last, Buzan and Waever define regional powers as nations that 
possess extensive military, political and economic capabilities, 
but only at the regional level, i.e., without global capabilities, 
although such countries can become superpowers.

From Sukarno’s dreams of grandeur to Suharto’s invisibility

Indonesia is a very young country, born at the dawn of World War 
II, when Imperial Japan, after dropping two atomic bombs on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, surrendered unconditionally to the Allied 
Forces deployed in the Pacific on 15 August 1945. Japan’s defeat 
brought an end to its colonial empire in Asia, and Indonesia, 
which had been occupied by Japan since 1942, began the long 
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road to its longed-for freedom, leaving behind not only the short 
but historically vital Japanese presence, but also the long Dutch 
colonial occupation.

While Japanese defeat put an end to its presence in Indonesia, it 
simultaneously caused the former colonial power, the Netherlands, 
to try to regain control of its colonial jewel, initiating what has 
come to be known in Indonesia as the war of independence. The 
struggle began just after the end of World War II and ended in 1949, 
with the Netherlands recognising Indonesia’s full sovereignty and 
ushering in Indonesia’s hard-won period of independence.

Therefore, as a first variable to highlight, and this is a key aspect, 
the vast region that Indonesia occupies today, with its vast ma ter-
ial and human resources and its optimal geographic position as a 
junction point between the Pacific and Indian Oceans and between 
South Asia and the Far East, has always been an object of desire 
for the powers of the time. This explains the Dutch in terest in 
maintaining their empire in Indonesia and the importance Japan 
attached to Indonesia, especially for its energy resources, in its 
military campaign in the Pacific. But we can even go back to 
earlier times, when Arabs, Portuguese, Spaniards10, Indians and 
Chinese understood the value of Indonesia as a valuable source 
of raw materials and a logistical centre for communication. And 
so, the current interest of both the US and China, but also of 
India and ultimately Russia itself11 in approaching this region and 
exerting its influence is both natural and recurrent.

The second variable that needs to be noted is the long imprint 
of the colonial past on the country and the effort that had 
to be made to achieve freedom and independence. A legacy 
that has marked all the country’s political elites since the 
beginning of the republic, and which today manifests itself in 
a profound nationalism, symbolised by a distrust of past and 
present dominant powers, and an extreme zeal in rejecting 
any interference not only in their domestic affairs, but also in 
their regional environment, especially if reference is made to 

10 A valuable sample of early Spanish and Portuguese travels and contacts with the 
so-called spice islands can be found in: Bañas Llanos, M. B. (2000). Las islas de las es-
pecias (Fuentes etnohistóricas sobre las Islas Molucas) s. XIV-XX. Cáceres, University 
of Extremadura. 
11 Zachary, A. The Bear Is Back? Russia’s Return to Southeast Asia. https://thediplo-
mat.com/2021/06/the-bear-is-back-russias-return-to-southeast-asia/ 

https://thediplomat.com/2021/06/the-bear-is-back-russias-return-to-southeast-asia/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/06/the-bear-is-back-russias-return-to-southeast-asia/
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the hegemonic powers12. Sovereignty and territorial integrity 
are two key elements to protect13 and both constitute the basic 
principles guiding the interests of the country’s ruling elites. 
This is key to understanding the current debate in  Indonesia 
over where it should stand in the dynamics of competi tion 
between the US and China, while ensuring that its basic 
principles are upheld.

Indonesia’s royal independence in 1949 was greeted with great 
jubilation and expectation by Indonesian society. However, the 
early years of the young republic were extremely tumultuous, 
both internally and externally, endangering the consolidation 
of the new state. Domestically, the country’s first leader, 
Sukarno, had to deal with several local armed rebellions. The 
first and longest-lived was that of Darul Islam, who fought for 
the establishment of an Islamic state in the country and which, 
although it began in 1949, could only be quashed in 1962 after 
the death of the great leader of the first major jihadist movement 
in Indonesian history, Sekarmadji Maridjan Kartosuwirjo.  Sub-
sequently, between 1957 and 1961, many rebellions against the 
central government broke out in Indonesia and were supported 
by the Eisenhower administration in its fight against the spread 
of communism14 which, in the American president’s opinion, 
was getting dangerously close to this country. These rebellions 
were the Pemerintah Revolusioner Republic Indonesia/PRRI15 
on the island of Sumatra and the Piagam Perjuangan Semesta, 
 PERMESTA16 on the Celebes Islands. The aim of both was to 
increase their political and economic power17 in the face of what 
they saw as domination by Java and its elites, and to reject 
Sukarno’s way of governing the country, symbolised by the 
introduction of Guided Democracy in 1957 as a new form of 
government, which was, in fact, the establishment of an 
authoritarian regime in the country.

12 Indonesia Unprepared as Great Powers Clash in Indo-Pacific. Jakarta is Asia’s 
greatest geopolitical prize. But its foreign-policy reflexes are long outdated. By Evan 
A. Laksmana. https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/26/indonesia-china-us-geopolitics/
13 Weatherbee, D. E. (2013). Indonesia in ASEAN. Vision and reality. Singapore,
ISEAS. P. 14.
14 Robinson, G. B. (2018). The killing season. A history of the Indonesian massacres,
1965-66. Princeton, Princeton University Press. P. 94.
15 The English translation would be: Revolutionary Government of the Republic of
Indonesia.
16 The Spanish translation would be: Carta de la lucha universal.
17 Robinson, G. B. (2018). The killing season. A history of the Indonesian massacres,
1965-66. Princeton, Princeton University Press. P. 38.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/26/indonesia-china-us-geopolitics/
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As a third key variable is the difficulty of administering and gov-
erning a country as complex, diverse and geographically, reli-
giously and ethnically fragmented as Indonesia. Indeed, at the 
domestic level, the first 20 years of the Indonesian Republic, i.e., 
Sukarno’s period of rule, were fraught with significant territorial, 
ideological and religious tensions, which reflected the difficulties 
of managing such a diverse and vast country, and all this spiced 
with new rulers with little experience in the governmental and 
administrative management of a country. Tension is still present, 
symbolised above all by the jihadist terrorism that remains active 
and is one of the country’s major security scourges, and by the 
separatist insurgency in Papua. Since the province’s official incor-
poration into the Republic of Indonesia in 196918, instability on 
the easternmost flank of the country has been a constant feature 
of the region. All this without forgetting other groups that reject 
Pancasila19.

Under Sukarno’s leadership and following the foreign policy 
principles of Bebas dan Aktif20, Indonesia played a vital role 
in external affairs in the early years of the Cold War. It was in 
the Javanese city of Bandung, under Sukarno’s leadership, that 
the historic Bandung Conference was held in 1955, from whose 
debate emerged the ideas that spawned the Non-Aligned Move-
ment, which sought to forge its own political and economic path 
in the face of the ideological struggle of the Soviet Union and the 
US.

Together with the Non-Aligned Movement, Indonesia presented 
itself after the end of the Second World War as a tireless fighter 
against imperialism and in favour of decolonisation processes 
around the world. It refused to recognise the State of Israel 
founded in 1948, with whom it still does not establish diplomatic 
relations to this day21. At the regional level, Indonesia initiated 

18 Singh, B. (September 12, 2019). Why is West Papua in Constant Turmoil? The 
Indonesian territory has struggled for independence for more than 50 years. The Diplomat. 
https://thediplomat.com/2019/09/why-is-west-papua-in-constant-turmoil/
19 Indonesia seeks stronger defence posture, geopolitical leverage. The Star. (Thursday, 
28 Jan 2021). https://www.thestar.com.my/aseanplus/aseanplus-news/2021/01/28/
indonesia-seeks-stronger-defence-posture-geopolitical-leverage 
20 Free means that foreign policy objectives should be designed in a free manner 
without external influence, and active means that they should be pursued in an active 
manner.
21 For a reading on Indonesia’s position on Palestine, see: Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of the Republic of Indonesia The Palestinian issue.
https://kemlu.go.id/portal/en/read/23/halaman_list_lainnya/the-palestinian-issue

https://thediplomat.com/2019/09/why-is-west-papua-in-constant-turmoil/
https://www.thestar.com.my/aseanplus/aseanplus-news/2021/01/28/indonesia-seeks-stronger-defence-posture-geopolitical-leverage
https://www.thestar.com.my/aseanplus/aseanplus-news/2021/01/28/indonesia-seeks-stronger-defence-posture-geopolitical-leverage
https://kemlu.go.id/portal/en/read/23/halaman_list_lainnya/the-palestinian-issue
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the so-called Konfrontasi22 in 1962, i.e., a military confrontation 
against the Federation of Malaysia, when it rejected outright the 
merger of the present Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak, 
which in 1962 were British colonies, with Malaysia, which had 
been independent since 1957. Sukarno thus launched a military 
campaign against Malaysia, never declared as a war, which he 
described as a mere colonial object in the service of British and 
American imperialism, and at the same time intended to block-
ade Indonesia on the island of Borneo. Suharto’s rise to power 
put an end to Indonesian territorial ambitions, signing a peace 
agreement with Malaysia in 196623.

Another of Sukarno’s historic foreign policy milestones that 
finally saw the light of day was what has come to be known 
as the Djuanda Declaration24. Djuanda Kartawidjaja was prime 
minister in 1957 and was responsible for announcing on 13 
December of that year that all waters within the vast Indonesian 
archipelago would come under Indonesian sovereignty. This was 
not only to increase its territory and thus solidify the new state, 
but also to better combat illicit trafficking25 in its waters and to 
improve its defensive capabilities in the midst of the interna-
tional tension in which Indonesia found itself vis-à-vis its “en -
emies”. Interestingly, until then, Indonesia had been simply a 
combination of islands, separated by seas that did not belong 
to any one country. This declaration, which was to become law 
through Law No. 4 of 1960, was received very critically by the 
international community, especially the US. This gamble finally 
paid off in 1982 with the implementation of the Law of the Sea 
Convention, which recognised archipelagic states and thus their 
sovereignty over so-called archipelagic waters. Interestingly, 
as we will see later, this major international gamble was the 
only one that Suharto pursued and persistently and fervently 
defended at regional and international level constituting, in the 
author’s opinion, Indonesia’s first major foreign policy success 
with global repercussions.

22 Strangio, S. (2020). In the dragon`s shadow. Southeast Asia in the Chinese Cen-
tury. New Haven, Yale University Press. P. 227.
23 National Museum Australia. Indonesian Confrontation National Museum Australia. 
https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/indonesian-confrontation 
24 All information on how Indonesia managed to become an archipelagic state can be 
found at: Butcher, J. and Elson, R. How did Indonesia become an archipelagic state. The 
Strategist. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/indonesia-became-archipelagic-state/ 
25 Laksmana, E. A. (June 2011). The enduring strategic trinity: explaining Indonesia’s 
geopolitical Architecture. Journal of the Indian Ocean Region. Vol. 7, No. 1, p. 99.

https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/indonesian-confrontation
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/indonesia-became-archipelagic-state/


207

Indonesia and its rise in the Indo-Pacific. Analysis of its growing…

Alongside his struggle against Malaysia and in his view against 
Western Imperialism, Sukarno upped his ante in the international 
arena, even going as far as to attempt to create an alternative, 
new world order, through what Sukarno called the New Emerging 
Forces (NEFOS). He even organised an alternative Olympic Games 
in 1963 for the new emerging forces that were mainly opposed to 
the leadership of the West, and particularly the USl26.

As part of Sukarno’s grand objective of establishing a new dis-
tribution of world power, his final international thrust was the 
creation of the Conference of the New Emerging Forces, CONEFO, 
on 7 January 1965, as an alternative world organisation to the 
United Nations, from which Indonesia had previously suspended 
its participation, having accepted Malaysia as a non-permanent 
member of the Security Council. This colossal attempt had very 
little effect, because when Suharto came to power, he dissolved it 
and, at the same time, turned back to the United Nations.

Sukarno’s grandiose domestic and international political gamble 
ended abruptly in October 1965, following a failed coup attempt 
by several Indonesian army colonels linked to the Indonesian 
Communist Party. The failure of the coup d’état thanks to 
 Suharto’s intervention meant that the shadow general gradually 
took overpower from then on. This would mark a drastic change in 
the path that Indonesia would take from then until its fall in 1998 
in the economic, foreign and domestic policy fields, positioning 
itself as a bastion against Communism, pursuing Indonesia’s 
realignment with Western countries, represented above all by 
the US and Japan, and setting aside any attempt at regional and 
international leadership comparable to Sukarno’s to create an 
alternative world order.

Domestically and in the economic sphere, Suharto made a clear 
commitment to facilitate and promote foreign investment as a 
means of exploiting and developing the country’s vast mineral 
wealth. Politically, Suharto carried out what has been one of 
the two great genocides in Southeast Asia, murdering around 
1,000,000 members of the Indonesian Communist Party in pursuit 
of what he called political stability and economic development.

The communist threat not only played a decisive role in Indonesia 
but was seen in other Southeast Asian countries as an ideology 

26 Trotier, F. (2017). The Legacy of the Games of the New Emerging Forces and 
Indonesia’s Relationship with the International Olympic Committee. The International 
Journal of the History of Sport. DOI: 10.1080/09523367.2017.1281801. 
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to be fought. It is for this reason, among others, that ASEAN was 
founded in 1967 with the impetus of Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Singapore and Thailand.

In its struggle against communism and faced with the pros-
pect that the new East Timor, which emerged at the end of the 
 Portuguese colonial period in 1975, would be constituted as a 
communist entity led by the pro-Chinese Frente Revolucionária 
de Timor-Leste Independente27(FRETILIN), Indonesia decided to 
invade East Timor in 1975 and occupy it until 199928. This occu-
pation cost the lives of thousands of East Timorese29.

Thus, the fourth variable to highlight, Indonesia’s rise and fall 
in terms of regional and international leadership, emerges. 
Suharto’s rise to power put an end to an Indonesia that wanted 
to establish itself not only as a regional leader, but also as one 
of the global leaders of the non-aligned countries. Indeed, some 
authors call Suharto’s foreign policy period a period of invisibility, 
due to Indonesia’s lack of interest in decision-making on regional 
and global issues.

Suharto’s long rule came to an abrupt end in 1998 amid a severe 
economic crisis that devastated the country’s economy and forced 
Suharto to resign, with Habibie taking over as interim president 
until new elections were held in 1999, the first free elections 
since 1955.

It remained to be determined whether Indonesia wanted to return 
to the leading role and leadership that Sukarno’s Indonesia once 
held, whether it wanted to establish itself as the third Asian giant 
and, consequently, play a greater role and have greater respon-
sibility in the region, or whether it wanted to continue with a low 
profile in foreign policy under the umbrella of ASEAN.

In any case, in 1999, with the holding of the first fully free legis-
lative elections, Indonesia became the third largest democracy 
in the world after India and the US, and the first in the Mus-
lim world. Since then, in the author’s opinion, it has success-
fully travelled along a democratic path up to the present day, 

27 The Spanish translation would be: Frente Revolucionario de Timor Oriental 
Independiente.
28 Kilcullen, D. (2009). The accidental guerrilla. Fighting small wars in the midst of a 
big one. London, Hursr&Company. P. 208.
29 I recommend reading the findings of the extensive research on Indonesian violence 
in the occupation of East Timor in the Chega report. It can be found here: http://che-
gareport.org/Chega%20All%20Volumes.pdf 

http://chegareport.org/Chega%20All%20Volumes.pdf
http://chegareport.org/Chega%20All%20Volumes.pdf
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despite influenced from an ever changing and dynamic regional 
and global environment.

It is in this new strategic environment and democratic period that 
we will proceed to analyse the five key geopolitical variables of 
the country: geography, politics, economics, religion, and ASEAN, 
to determine Indonesia’s present and future geopolitical value 
and importance.

Indonesia as a geopolitical hub in the Indo-Pacific

The first of the major variables explaining Indonesia’s geopolitical 
value is its geographic position, which gives it several strategic 
vectors that could potentially help it increase its power in the 
political, economic and military areas if wisely exploited30. The 
country enjoys a geographical position that is key to understand-
ing its regional and international strategic value, making it the 
true Indo-Pacific country, connecting both oceans and located, 
in its own eyes, at the centre of the India, Australia and Japan 
triangle31. This position of centrality in the region, together with 
its economic and population leadership with 273 million people32, 
gives it natural, if not in fact, leadership within Southeast Asia.

The Indonesian archipelago of more than 17,000 islands occupies 
1.8 million km2 of land area and 5.8 million km2 of sea area, 
making it the largest archipelagic state in the world. Its maritime 
area is distributed as follows: 0.3 million km2 of territorial waters, 
2.8 million km2 of archipelagic waters and 2.7 million km2 of 
Exclusive Economic Zone33.

Indonesia stretches from the province of Aceh on the island of 
Sumatra, which is the westernmost flank of the country, to the 
border with Papua New Guinea on the eastern flank, the distance 
between the two points being more than 4,700 km. In the  northern 

30 Laksmana, E. A. (June 2011). The enduring strategic trinity: explaining Indonesia’s 
geopolitical Architecture. Journal of the Indian Ocean Region. Vol. 7, No. 1, p. 95.
31 Scott, D. (2019 ). Indonesia Grapples with the Indo-Pacific: Outreach, Strategic 
Discourse, and Diplomacy.
First Published August 1. Research Article. P. 199.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1868103419860669 

32 Data obtained from: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.
TOTL?locations=ID 
33 Oegroseno, A. H. Indonesia’s Maritime Boundaries, in Robert Cribb and Michele Ford (eds.) 
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/indonesia-beyond-the-waters-edge/
indonesias-maritime-boundaries/C950A6EAE31A6E58B0B61F94BC60FD8B 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1868103419860669
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=ID
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=ID
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/indonesia-beyond-the-waters-edge/indonesias-maritime-boundaries/C950A6EAE31A6E58B0B61F94BC60FD8B
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/indonesia-beyond-the-waters-edge/indonesias-maritime-boundaries/C950A6EAE31A6E58B0B61F94BC60FD8B
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part of the country, the island of Kalimantan34 constitutes the 
uppermost point of the triangle and, together with Sumatra and 
Java, is home to the vast majority of the country’s population.

Indonesia has land borders with Malaysia, East Timor and Papua 
New Guinea, and shares a maritime border with ten countries: 
the three mentioned above, plus India, Thailand, Australia, 
 Singapore, the Philippines, Vietnam and Palau. Indonesia is 
therefore connected to Australasia, South Asia and peninsular 
and island Southeast Asia.

Although Indonesia has more than 17,000 islands, only about 
2,000 are inhabited. The most important are the islands 
of  Sumatra, Java, Kalimantan, the Celebes and Molucca 
archipelagos, Papua and a number of smaller islands that follow 
in Java’s wake, such as the islands of Bali, Lombok and Flores. 
Last, Indonesia is extremely diverse linguistically, ethnically, 
religiously, economically, and geographically.

This island-dotted orography has produced a highly fragmented 
country, not only making it difficult to govern and protect, but 
also complicating communication between its different parts, 
with inter-island communication and logistics being a key issue. 
In addition to geographical diversity, the distribution of natural 
wealth is also very divided, with oil resources found mainly on 
the island of Sumatra, and minerals on the easternmost islands 
of the country, such as the gold deposits in Papua.

The Indonesian archipelago, also known as Nusantara, is first 
and foremost a crossroads. In fact, translated from Javanese, 
the name Nusantara means Situated between islands35 and, 
as this expresses, Indonesia is located between two great 
continents: a part of Asia, personified by peninsular Southeast 
Asia, and  Australasia. The Indonesian archipelago is therefore an 
undervalued but very important intercontinental connecting point.

In addition to this valuable and vital connection, the Indonesian 
archipelago is at a perfect crossroads between the Indian Ocean 

34 In Indonesia, the island of Kalimantan refers to the island of Borneo. Island, di-
vided between three countries. Brunei, the Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak and 
Indonesia. 
35 VOI. Indonesian Geopolitics with Archipelago Insights: Definition, Function, And 
Objectives.
At https://voi.id/en/news/39823/indonesian-geopolitics-with-archipelago-in-
sights-definition-function-and-objectives#:~:text=The%20Purpose%20of%20
Archipelagic%20Insight,cooperative%20relations%20and%20mutual%20respect 

https://voi.id/en/news/39823/indonesian-geopolitics-with-archipelago-insights-definition-function-and-objectives#:~:text=The%20Purpose%20of%20Archipelagic%20Insight,cooperative%20relations%20and%20mutual%20respect
https://voi.id/en/news/39823/indonesian-geopolitics-with-archipelago-insights-definition-function-and-objectives#:~:text=The%20Purpose%20of%20Archipelagic%20Insight,cooperative%20relations%20and%20mutual%20respect
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and the Pacific. Indonesia is therefore the main shipping lane 
between the two great oceans that will play a decisive role in the 
21st century.

Importantly, Indonesia enjoys maritime continuity in the Indian 
Ocean, the Pacific and the South China Sea, making it the leading 
maritime actor in the region.

Linked to this, Indonesia is also the bridgehead into and out of 
the South China Sea on the western flank. Its position is there-
fore key as a transit route in one of the world’s busiest and most 
turbulent seas. A sea that has become one of the main areas of 
contention in the Asian environment, due to Chinese pretension 
to dominate everything below its famous 9-point line. The South 
China Sea is key not only because of the latent conflict between 
China and the rest of the countries involved, including Vietnam, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan and Indonesia, but above all 
because a large part of world trade flows through its waters, 
making it one of the world’s main economic arteries.

The second geographical variable to be highlighted and linked 
to its maritime status is its four key straits for navigation, both 
for commercial and military vessels, as well as for submarines, 
as evidenced by the fact that Indonesia has been detecting 
Chinese submarine drones in its waters in recent years, with the 
more plausible aim of collecting data for the proper navigation 
of its submarine fleet. These straits are the Malacca, Makasar, 
Sunda and Lombok Straits. The last two directly connect the two 
oceans.

As for Malacca, this strait is a perfect thermometer of the world 
economy. The large container ships that connect the major Far 
Eastern economies such as Japan, China and South Korea with 
the rest of the world sail daily through its waters. Huge amounts 
of energy resources such as liquefied natural gas and oil, and vast 
quantities of mineral resources, flow through these waters, feed-
ing the developed industries of East Asia. The Strait of Malacca 
is therefore one of the main critical points for the smooth flow 
of world trade and, in fact, it can be argued that, along with the 
Straits of Hormuz and the Panama and Suez canals, it is one of 
the most important straits in the world. However, piracy, organ-
ised crime, frequent accidents, and continuous congestion are 
among the main challenges that Indonesia, along with the other 
countries in the Strait of Malacca, must face if it is to remain one 
of the world’s main economic arteries.
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Regarding the other two straits, Sunda and Lombok, the first is 
the natural maritime border of the island of Java with Sumatra 
and the second is the maritime boundary between the islands of 
Bali and Lombok. Both straits are crucial passageways between 
the Java Sea, which is key for Indonesia, and the Indian Ocean. 
In addition, both straits are the main alternative or complement-
ary route to Malacca in the event of traffic jams, facilitating the 
connection between the Pacific and Indian Oceans, although 
making for a longer route. The Lombok Strait is even more 
important than the Sunda Strait as it is an essential part of the 
maritime highway linking the economies of East Asia and the rest 
of the world across the Indian Ocean, following in the wake of the 
Makasar Strait, which is the fourth and last major strait under 
Indonesian control.

Main straits in the Indonesian archipelago

Source: own elaboration

These four straits make Indonesia a key country not only for 
ensuring a smooth flow of trade between the economies of the 
Far East and the rest of the world, but also as a gateway to 
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Australia from the Far East through the Makasar and Lombok 
Straits.

Third, Indonesia is a maritime nation par excellence and by right. 
Indeed, Indonesia has played a key role in the development of 
international maritime law. Proof of this is its declaration as an 
archipelagic state in 1957, which had a major impact since it 
demanded sovereignty over the entirety of the waters that made 
up the archipelago. As explained above, the 1982 UNCLOS recog-
nition of the archipelagic states was an unparalleled victory for 
Indonesia.

Last, in addition to its geographical position as the main point 
of reference in Southeast Asia, Indonesia has another key 
characteristic for understanding its geopolitical importance. 
Throughout its land and maritime extension, it also acts as a 
crossroads between various technological, economic, ethnocultural 
and, as Rabasa and Chalk explain, military strongholds, making 
 Indonesia the breakwater where these dynamics can be observed. 
At the military level, Indonesia’s sea lanes are witness to the 
transit, for example, of American troops between their bases 
in the Persian Gulf and the Far East36. In fact, both Hinduism 
and Buddhism, which originated in present-day India, have left 
a very important mark on the country on a religious level. At the 
economic level, as a major source of raw materials and natural 
and energy resources, Indonesia has always enjoyed a privileged 
position, both in terms of obtaining export facilities for its 
products and, above all, because of the importance that the most 
powerful economies in the region attach to its resources and its 
maritime lines as the true trade highways. Although Indonesia is 
not yet a technology hub per se due to its lack of investment in 
R&D and innovation, which hampers its bid for greater regional 
and global power, it is attracting significant investment with high 
technological added value.

It can therefore be concluded that Indonesia’s central position in 
the Indo-Pacific as an important land and maritime crossroads 
means that Indonesia’s role, and above all its stability, is key in 
the Asian network as a whole, and that Indonesia also has the 
potential to become at least a maritime superpower. Despite this 
manifest potential, lack of political initiative has derailed some of 

36 Rabasa, A. and Chalk, P. Indonesia’s Transformation and the Stability of Southeast 
Asia. Rand Corporation. https://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR1344.
html (accessed on 16 February 2022).

https://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR1344.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR1344.html
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the most striking attempts to improve and enhance Indonesia’s 
maritime role. Notable among them is President Joko Widodo’s 
failed project to make Indonesia a clear maritime power in the 
Indo-Pacific, announced in his first year in office and which has 
remained a passing wish.

Strengths and vulnerabilities in the Indonesian economic 
upswing

Economically, Indonesia has a bright future, as many studies 
indicate, placing it as the fourth largest global economy in 2050, 
after the Chinese, Indian and American giants. Interestingly, 
Indonesia is already the fastest growing e-commerce market 
globally. And indeed, in the near future, it will become the major 
digital economy of the ASEAN environment.

However, there are certain problems that need to be solved to 
maintain and protect economic growth in the country. Some of 
these difficulties are: the very low investment in R&D, which does 
not exceed 0.1%37; Indonesia’s difficulties in immersing itself 
in the current 4.0 revolution, linked to its scant investment in 
science;its scant environmental protection, which hampers its 
exports; the corruption still prevailing in much of the country’s 
public sector, which hampers the efficiency of public institutions; 
and the current health system, with major shortcomings and 
without the technological capacity to produce the vaccine against 
Covid-19 as China and India have done. Indeed, the Covid-19 
pandemic has mercilessly exposed weaknesses in the country’s 
health sector and in the state’s own bureaucratic structure.

Since the severe economic crisis of 1998, which lasted until 2000, 
Indonesia has maintained strong economic growth, only tem-
pered by the global financial crisis of 2008. The figures are clear. 
Indonesia has increased its gross national product threefold since 
1998, making it the seventh largest in the world in PPP $, out-
stripping such major nations as the UK and Brazil. In fact, their 
contribution to global wealth is steadily increasing. Currently, the 
Indonesian economy accounts for 2.5% of global wealth, sur-
passing countries like the UK and France38.

37 UNESCO, R&D spending by country.
http://uis.unesco.org/apps/visualisations/research-and-development-spending/
38 Statista. The 20 countries with the largest proportion of the global gross do-
mestic product (GDP) based on Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) in 2020. https://

http://uis.unesco.org/apps/visualisations/research-and-development-spending/
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Given that Indonesia has enjoyed sustained economic growth 
over the past two decades, the country has been improving on 
many of the key economic indicators that reflect the country’s 
progress. Indonesia has reduced poverty levels dramatically, 
raised per capita income to $12,000 PPP by 2021, and improved 
substantially on such a key indicator as GINI. Regionally and 
within ASEAN, the Indonesian economy is not only the largest, 
but accounts for about 30% of the total ASEAN economy. It is one 
of the regional economic engines and one of the most attract-
ive potential markets39 because of its internal strengths. This 
has made it the only Southeast Asian nation to be a member of 
the G20, alongside other Asian economic giants such as India, 
the Republic of Korea, China, Japan and Australia. All indicators 
suggest that it will continue to enjoy economic leadership in the 
Southeast Asian region.

However, despite these impressive figures, Indonesia continues 
to suffer from chronic structural problems that are slowing down 
the country’s economic growth and can be summarised in three 
areas. The first is institutional, where Indonesia continues to be 
affected by high levels of corruption, which have not been tackled 
and continue to damage the proper functioning of the Indonesian 
state at all levels.

At the logistics level, Indonesia still has a lot of room for 
improvement in increasing its competence, as evidenced by 
the Logistics Management Index score. Due to its archipelagic 
design,  Indonesia presents colossal challenges in the area of 
infrastructure, as it has the dilemma of moving not only people 
and goods, but also energy and data between islands. As an 
example of its problems, Indonesia has a low score in the Logistics 
Management Index40 developed by the World Bank, which places 
it in 51st place with a score of 3.08 out of 5, behind neighbouring 
countries such as Malaysia and Thailand. Indonesia’s economic 
future thus depends on improving the country’s vast network of 

www.statista.com/statistics/270183/countries-with-the-largest-proportion 
-of-global-gross-domestic-product-gdp/
39 Moudgil, S. (17 July 2017). Re-converging India-indonesia ‘strategic tridents’:
economics, security and geopolitics. https://maritimeindia.org/re-converging-india-in-
donesia-strategic-tridents-economics-security-and-geopolitics/ (accessed 31 January
2022).
40 The official name of the indicator is The Logistics Performance Index. The index ana-
lyses a country’s logistics capabilities by looking at a number of variables including its
infrastructure, customs management, logistics competence, etc. For more information,
I recommend you see: https://lpi.worldbank.org/international/aggregated-ranking

http://www.statista.com/statistics/270183/countries-with-the-largest-proportion -of-global-gross-domestic-product-gdp/
http://www.statista.com/statistics/270183/countries-with-the-largest-proportion -of-global-gross-domestic-product-gdp/
https://maritimeindia.org/re-converging-india-indonesia-strategic-tridents-economics-security-and-geopolitics/
https://maritimeindia.org/re-converging-india-indonesia-strategic-tridents-economics-security-and-geopolitics/
https://lpi.worldbank.org/international/aggregated-ranking
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roads, ports, airports, data, and electricity transmission centres, 
etc. In this respect, the possibilities offered to Indonesia by 
China’s One Belt One Road project are crucial to the way in which 
bilateral relations between the two countries will be managed in 
the near future. Indeed, the possibility of China being the major 
financier of Indonesia’s public works needs is a major dilemma 
for the current political elite. This could lead to a relationship 
of dependency that would limit Indonesia’s external action on 
key issues for the country, such as the defence of the territorial 
waters of the Natuna archipelago, part of which is claimed by 
China as part of its nine-dash line.

Last, the lack of legal certainty, linked to a certain economic 
nationalism, calls into question the country’s legal architecture 
when it comes to attracting foreign investment, especially focused 
on its extractive and energy industries.

One of the great debates and, at the same time, dilemmas 
in the political-economic debate in Indonesia is centred on 
how to exploit and manage the country’s natural resources. 
While the colonial wound with Indonesia’s two colonising 
countries, the Netherlands and Japan, is closed and stitched, 
Indonesia’s long colonial period stretching over more than 
three centuries, has left its mark on the economic discourse 
of the country’s political elite. Just as Sukarno pursued a 
clearly protectionist policy in developing the country’s natural 
resource industry, Suharto took the opposite tack, knowing 
that Indonesia lacked both the technology and capital needed 
for such exploitation. This is why under Suharto Indonesia 
opened up to international capital, mainly American and 
 Japanese at first, and since the 1990s also Chinese, to develop 
its vast natural resources.

The democratic period that began in 1999 with the first fully 
free legislative elections also initiated another debate on how to 
develop these natural resources. The current government of Joko 
Widodo, which came to power in 2014 and will remain in power 
until 2023, has been accused of selling the country to China. Con-
sequently, since the 2019 presidential election campaign, where 
he was accused of being pro-China, Joko Widodo, has swung the 
pendulum back slightly and pivoted towards more protectionist 
policies in the economic area, especially at the level of narrative. 
This has led to doubts among international investors about legal 
certainty in the country, which has damaged the country’s eco-
nomic credibility.
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In addition, the growing dependence on China both for exports 
and for the large amount of investment this giant makes in 
Indonesia is also giving rise to much debate in the country as to 
what Indonesia’s position, if any, should be in the competition 
between the US, a traditional defence partner, and China, a new 
economic partner with a growing influence on the Indonesian 
economy, above all, as mentioned above, in its infrastructures.

Indonesia’s energy role: producer and distributor of energy 
resources

Indonesia is blessed with an abundance of natural resources, 
and this is one of its strengths. These include the historic oil 
deposits of Java, Sumatra and Kalimantan that were eagerly 
sought after by Japan during World War II. In fact, a little-known 
aspect of Indonesia is that it was a member of the Organisation 
of Petroleum Exporting Countries, OPEC, from 1962 to 2008 
when, due to its strong economic growth and therefore oil 
demand, the country became a net oil importer and left the 
organisation41.

These oil resources have allowed it to become less dependent 
on fluctuations in the price of a barrel of crude oil and, at the 
same time, to considerably reduce its oil energy bill, although its 
imports have only increased since the 1990s.

Indonesia is one of the world’s largest exporters of natural gas 
and the seventh largest exporter of liquefied natural gas42, one of 
the three leading gas market players in Asia along with Australia, 
Malaysia and Myanmar, and one of the three largest gas markets 
along with North America and Europe43. The main Asian import-
ers are Japan, South Korea and China.

While oil and, above all, gas are key assets for Indonesia, there is 
a third key asset in the energy mix of the country and other Asian 
countries, including China and India: coal.

41 On a curious note, Indonesia rejoined OPEC in January 2016 only to suspend its 
membership a few months later. See: https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/about_
us/25.htm
42 US Energy Information Administration. Country Analysis Executive Summary: 
Indonesia. At: https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/countries_long/
Indonesia/indonesia.pdf
43 Furfari, S. (2012). The Politics and Geopolitics of Energy. An analysis of internatio-
nal tensions in the 21st century. Fundación de la energía de la Comunidad de Madrid. 
Paris, p. 196.

https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/about_us/25.htm
https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/about_us/25.htm
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/countries_long/Indonesia/indonesia.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/countries_long/Indonesia/indonesia.pdf
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While in Europe we are in a clear process of decarbonisation, the 
picture in the Indo-Pacific is quite different and, in fact, coal is 
one of the main components in the energy mix of many countries 
that have no clear energy alternatives. India is the paradigmatic 
case here, but others such as China and Pakistan also stand out. 
In fact, in 2020, Indonesia ranked as the world’s third largest 
coal producer44 after China and India, with 551,000 tonnes. 
 Significantly, before 1999 Indonesia did not even appear in the 
top 10 producer countries but has since gradually developed 
the in dustry. In fact, its growing coal production has meant huge 
growth in its export capacity45 to become the world’s leading coal 
exporter by weight with 405 Mt, with two key countries in its 
market, India and China.

Last, Indonesia is the world’s largest producer of biodiesel46, 
which is another of Indonesia’s strengths that it has sought to 
maximise since the inception of the Indonesian biodiesel industry.

At the energy level, Indonesia is also a key area for the distri-
bution and transit of energy products, as the vast majority of 
the energy resources consumed by major developed East Asian 
economies such as Japan, the Republic of Korea and the People’s 
Republic of China flow through its waters. It can therefore be 
inferred that Indonesia’s energy role is not only explained by the 
resources it produces and exports, but also by its geographical 
position, which makes it the world’s main maritime energy high-
way. This is why a stable Indonesia is essential to ensure the 
energy security of, among others, the Asian giants.

In addition to the energy resources of oil, natural gas, coal and 
biodiesel, Indonesia is also blessed with significant deposits of 
key industrial minerals throughout its geography. These include, 
above all, nickel, copper, bauxite, gold, and tin.

Regarding bauxite47, in the last decade, Indonesia has become 
the fifth largest bauxite producer in the world and the third 

44 Enerdata. Coal and lignite production. https://yearbook.enerdata.net/coal-lignite/
coal-production-data.html (accessed on 8 February 2022).
45 IEA. Exports. https://www.iea.org/reports/coal-information-overview/exports (ac-
cessed on 8 February 2022).
46 Antara News. Indonesia is the world’s largest biodiesel producer: Hartarto. https://en.an-
taranews.com/news/173370/indonesia-is-worlds-largest-biodiesel-producer-hartarto 
47 Statista. Major countries in worldwide bauxite mine production from 2010 to 2020. 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/264964/production-of-bauxite/#:~:text=Baux-
ite%20is%20a%20a%20type%20of%20aluminum%20ore%20and,Bauxite%20
can%20also%20be%20used%20as%20an%20abrasive%20abrasive. 

https://yearbook.enerdata.net/coal-lignite/coal-production-data.html
https://yearbook.enerdata.net/coal-lignite/coal-production-data.html
https://www.iea.org/reports/coal-information-overview/exports
https://en.antaranews.com/news/173370/indonesia-is-worlds-largest-biodiesel-producer-hartarto
https://en.antaranews.com/news/173370/indonesia-is-worlds-largest-biodiesel-producer-hartarto
https://www.statista.com/statistics/264964/production-of-bauxite/#:~:text=Bauxite%20is%20a%20a%20type%20of%20aluminum%20ore%20and,Bauxite%20can%20also%20be%20used%20as%20an%20abrasive%20abrasive
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largest in Asia after Australia and China, with a 2020 production 
of 23,000,000 tonnes. As for nickel, in 2020 Indonesia was the 
world leader with a production of 760,000 tonnes48, controlling 
30.4% of world production. Regarding tin, the state-owned 
company PT Timah49 makes Indonesia the second largest tin 
producer in the world. Last, there are other mining resources of 
great value such as gold, whose production is symbolised by the 
Grasberg mine located on the island of Papua, the world’s largest 
open pit mine. In 2020, Indonesia was the tenth country in the 
world and the second Asian country in the ranking50 of producers, 
with 100.9 million tonnes, far from the top positions occupied by 
China with 368.3 tonnes, Russia with 331.1 tonnes and Australia 
with 327.8 tonnes.

Last, we cannot end the analysis of the country’s natural and 
mineral resources without commenting, albeit briefly, on the 
country’s powerful timber and fishing industry. Indonesia is the 
world’s largest exporter of tropical timber, one of the country’s 
most flourishing industries. In addition to timber, the country has 
a very strong agriculture and livestock sector, which makes it one 
of the main producers of food products in the region. In terms 
of marine resources, due to its extensive maritime possessions, 
Indonesia is the second largest producer of marine resources in 
the world.

Indonesia and its commitment to multilateralism and 
democracy

Within the political variable, Indonesia presents some determin-
ing characteristics when analysing its geopolitical importance 
both at regional level, centred on its Indo-Pacific environment 
and, albeit in a more tangential manner, within the Muslim 
world.

Indonesia is the world’s third largest democracy numerically 
after India and the US, and the largest democracy in the Muslim 
world. These two aspects are key to highlighting the value of the 

48 Nickel facts. https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/our-natural-resources/minerals-mining/
minerals-metals-facts/nickel-facts/20519 (accessed on 8 February 2022).
49 TIM. Tin for the Future. https://www.internationaltin.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/08/Tin-for-the-Future-Introduction-to-the-tin-market-and-the-Interna-
tional-Tin-Association.pdf (accessed on 8 February 2022). 
50  Fo r  more  i n f o rma t i on  see :  h t t p s : / /www.go l d . o rg /go l dhub/da ta /
historical-mine-production 

https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/our-natural-resources/minerals-mining/minerals-metals-facts/nickel-facts/20519
https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/our-natural-resources/minerals-mining/minerals-metals-facts/nickel-facts/20519
https://www.internationaltin.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Tin-for-the-Future-Introduction-to-the-tin-market-and-the-International-Tin-Association.pdf
https://www.internationaltin.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Tin-for-the-Future-Introduction-to-the-tin-market-and-the-International-Tin-Association.pdf
https://www.internationaltin.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Tin-for-the-Future-Introduction-to-the-tin-market-and-the-International-Tin-Association.pdf
https://www.gold.org/goldhub/data/historical-mine-production
https://www.gold.org/goldhub/data/historical-mine-production
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 important democratisation process51 which began in 1999 and 
now, after more than two decades, has been fully consolidated, 
despite some negative factors such as chronic corruption, the 
weak rule of law, the deficient functioning of certain public insti-
tutions52 and the increase in religious intolerance53.

In the Asian context, Indonesian democracy has overcome its 
early difficulties to become one of the poles in the defence of 
democracy as a system of government in a region where demo-
cracies are few and where, in the last decade, the quality of 
democracy and freedoms have fallen dramatically54.

Second, within the Muslim world Indonesia also presents itself as 
an example of the compatibility of democracy, economic develop-
ment, and political freedoms. This is major point because almost 
all Muslim countries, or countries with large concentrations of 
Muslim citizens, are not democracies.

Indonesia’s image as a bastion of democracy globally and specific-
ally within the Muslim world has been recurrently projected by 
the various Indonesian governments since 1999. Imposition has 
never been chosen as a measure of acceptance of democracy, 
respecting the principle of non-interference55. The democratic 
aspect of Indonesia is thus one of the country’s main political 
assets. In fact, it is what has allowed it to gain its global pedigree 
and position itself among the great powers that defend the princi-
ples of freedom, able to look other democratic countries straight 
in the eye56.

Third, Indonesia is a staunch advocate of multilateralism and 
negotiation as tools for solving regional and global problems, 
and for introducing changes in the international reality that are 
closer to its interests. This is key to situating the country in the 

51 Suryadinata, L. (2002). Elections and politics in Indonesia. Singapore, ISEAS. 
52 Global Policy Journal. (4 September 2018). Will  Indonesia Emerge as Asia’s 
Third Giant? – A conversation with GGF 2030 fellow Liana Lim Hinch. https://
www.globalpolicyjournal.com/blog/04/09/2018/will-indonesia-emerge-asias-third 
-giant-conversation-ggf-2030-fellow-liana-lim
53 Hadiz, V. R. (2016). Islamic populism in Indonesia and the Middle East. Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press. P. 14.
54 See report: https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-
under -siege/countries-and-regions
55 Piccone, T. and Yusman, B. A Million Friends and Zero Enemies. Indonesian Foreign
Policy. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/indonesian-foreign-policy-a-million-friends
-and-zero-enemies/
56 Weatherbee, D. E. (2013). Indonesia in ASEAN. Vision and reality. Singapore,
ISEAS. P. 21.

http://www.globalpolicyjournal.com/blog/04/09/2018/will-indonesia-emerge-asias-third-giant-conversation-ggf-2030-fellow-liana-lim
http://www.globalpolicyjournal.com/blog/04/09/2018/will-indonesia-emerge-asias-third-giant-conversation-ggf-2030-fellow-liana-lim
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege/countries-and-regions
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege/countries-and-regions
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/indonesian-foreign-policy-a-million-friends-and-zero-enemies/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/indonesian-foreign-policy-a-million-friends-and-zero-enemies/
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context of some of the regional tensions in the Indo-Pacific, linked 
in particular to China’s desire to take over almost all the South 
China Sea.

Chinese 9-point line

In the specific case of Indonesia, China claims as its own a 
maritime portion of its Exclusive Economic Zone, generated 
by the Natuna Islands, under Indonesian sovereignty. In the 
face of Chinese unilateralism and revisionism, Indonesia has 
always advocated a solution to the dispute on the basis of the 
UN  Convention on the Law of the Sea57, which is favourable to 
Indonesian interests. This defence of multilateralism, endorsed 
through its membership of ASEAN, is a key point in its relationship 
with China and in the growing rivalry between the US and China 
in the Indo-Pacific.

57 I Made Andi Arsana. Understanding China around Natuna and how Indonesia should 
respond. The Jakarta Post. https://www.thejakartapost.com/opinion/2021/12/20/un-
derstanding-china-around-natuna-and-how-indonesia-should-respond.html 

Source: https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/explained/article/3163035/
indonesias-land-and-maritime-border-disputes-malaysia

https://www.thejakartapost.com/opinion/2021/12/20/understanding-china-around-natuna-and-how-indonesia-should-respond.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/opinion/2021/12/20/understanding-china-around-natuna-and-how-indonesia-should-respond.html
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/explained/article/3163035/indonesias-land-and-maritime-border-disputes-malaysia
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/explained/article/3163035/indonesias-land-and-maritime-border-disputes-malaysia
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The defence of multilateralism as a tool for solving regional and 
global problems58 is directly connected in Indonesia’s case to 
the defence of the current World Order. Its defence is open to 
change, but from Indonesia, it does not attack the principles and 
values on which the pillars of the present World Order are cur-
rently based. Any change must be agreed.

Indonesia, in its staunch defence of multilateralism, has always 
sought to change regional power structures to its disadvantage, 
to reduce as far as possible the presence of major powers in its 
region, and to have its objectives heard59.

UNCLOS and Indonesia

Indonesia, as a maritime country par excellence, is a strong sup-
porter of UNCLOS. As stated at the beginning of this paper, it 
was in 1957 that Indonesia declared itself an archipelagic state, 
triggering a geopolitical earthquake that marked a turning point 
for the country and for the entire Indo-Pacific region.

UNCLOS, which refers to the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea, establishes among other key aspects that 
the first 12 nautical miles constitute the territorial sea, and the 
first two hundred miles correspond to the Exclusive Economic 
Zone. For Indonesia, UNCLOS is key to securing the country’s 
maritime, legal and economic sovereignty. Therefore, to 
defend its islands located in the most remote areas of the 
country, such as the Natuna archipelago, the protection 
 provided by UNCLOS is key to the country’s weak military 
 capabilities. UNCLOS is therefore key to China’s attempts to 
take control of areas that under the UNCLOS legal umbrella 
belong to Indonesia.

Second, the defence of UNCLOS is a clear and resolute com-
mitment by the country to manage international reality through 
international law and clashes head-on with China’s pretensions 
in the Indo-Pacific. Indeed, in various bilateral meetings between 
Indonesia and Japan, both countries have advocated the need 

58 Septiari, D. Indonesia calls for strengthened multilateral institutions as UN turns 
75. The Jakarta Post. https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/09/23/indone-
sia-calls-for-strengthened-multilateral-institutions-as-un-turns-75.html
59 Weatherbee, D. E. (2013). Indonesia in ASEAN. Vision and reality. Singapore, IS-
EAS. Pp. 16-17.

https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/09/23/indonesia-calls-for-strengthened-multilateral-institutions-as-un-turns-75.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/09/23/indonesia-calls-for-strengthened-multilateral-institutions-as-un-turns-75.html
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to structure a rules-based maritime order60, clearly pointing the 
finger at China and its maritime expansionist pretensions. As 
pointed out by Sam Roggeveen61 Indonesia will not allow China 
to be the maritime power in the Southeast Asian environment. 
A strong and stable Indonesia that can counter Chinese man-
oeuvres is therefore crucial to maintaining balance in the Indo- 
Pacific maritime environment.

Third, this commitment to multilateralism could hide a clear 
weakness, centred on its weak military capabilities. Indeed, its 
defence capabilities is Indonesia’s greatest drag on its regional 
and global projection and, therefore, on the acquisition of greater 
power. Its armed forces62 have around 400,000 active troops, 
behind Southeast Asia’s leading military power in active num-
bers, Vietnam, and far behind China and India, with 2 and 1.4 
million respectively.

But not only are the numbers inferior to some of its larger 
neighbours, but its material capacities are also weak. Indonesia 
has no aircraft carriers or destroyers, and of the five submarines 
it owned, one of them, the Nanggala II63, disappeared off the 
coast of Bali on 21 April 2021 after more than 40 years of service. 
Although the naval situation is poor, the air and land forces 
are somewhat more balanced. It may come as a surprise that 
a quintessentially maritime country should have so few naval 
forces, but the answer lies in the fact that Indonesia has always 
considered security problems to be internal in nature. This is 
explained by the various insurgencies that have sprung up across 
the country since 1945. This has meant that once China decided 
to take  control of part of the Natuna Islands’ Exclusive Economic 
Zone, Indonesia found itself with few material resources to 
confront them. This is why Indonesia has decided to accelerate 
the modernisation programme of its armed forces, as shown by 

60 Suoneto N. and Evander A. Assessing Prabowo Subianto’s Defence Diplomacy.
Nearly two years on from his surprise appointment, how do the efforts of the In-
donesian Defense Minister hold up? The Diplomat. https://thediplomat.com/2021/06/
assessing-prabowo-subiantos-defense-diplomacy/
61 Roggeveen, S. Indonesia makes a big defence statement. Lowy Institute.
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/indonesia-makes-a-big-defence-
statement 
62 All information obtained on their Armed Forces comes from: https://www.global-
firepower.com/country-military-strength-detail.php?country_id=indonesia 
63 Lambang Pristiandaru, D. KRI Nanggala-402 Masih Dicari, Ini Seja-
rah Upaya Penyelamatan Kapal Selam. Kompas. https://www.kompas.com/
global/read/2021/04/24/100716470/kri-nanggala-402-masih-dicari-ini-sejarah-
upaya-penyelamatan-kapal-selam (accessed on 8 February 2022).

https://thediplomat.com/2021/06/assessing-prabowo-subiantos-defense-diplomacy/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/06/assessing-prabowo-subiantos-defense-diplomacy/
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https://www.globalfirepower.com/country-military-strength-detail.php?country_id=indonesia
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the  purchase of F 15 aircraft from the US and 42 Rafale aircraft 
from France in February 202264.

This profound weakness deeply hampers Indonesia’s rise as a 
regional power because, as Laksmana argues, the country has not 
yet been able to secure its entire archipelago and thus provide a 
strong framework from which to project power65. In fact, the vast 
Indonesian archipelago is easy pickings for third country fishing 
boats, especially from Southeast Asia, which navigate its waters 
to benefit from the country’s extensive marine resources66. In its 
desire to contribute to stability and world order, Indonesia is also 
a country that has significantly increased its contribution of both 
military and police forces to UN peacekeeping missions67. The 
data are enlightening. In November 2021, Indonesia, with 2808 
troops, was the seventh largest contributor of troops globally. 
In 2010 it contributed 1,795, in 2000 it had contributed 49 and 
in 1990 only 5. UNIFIL’s missions in Lebanon and MONUSCO in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo take the lead with the bulk 
of  Indonesian participation. Thus, the country has gradually 
increased its role in peacekeeping missions as a way to establish 
its image as a country responsible for international stability. In 
line with this objective, in October 2018 it established its own 
international cooperation agenda, the Indonesia AID68 , with the 
aim of improving the situation in developing countries and as an 
incipient new soft power lever.

Last, one of Indonesia’s lesser-known aspects abroad is its 
attempts to mediate conflicts within the Muslim world. The best-
known case is Afghanistan. Indonesian efforts to try to initiate 
a dialogue process date back to 2017, when Afghanistan’s own 
president, Ashraf Ghani69, asked Indonesia to help bring peace 
to the country. The response was swift and in 2018 Indonesia 

64 D’urso, D. Indonesia Buys 42 Rafale Fighter Jets And F-15IDs Might Join Them Soon, 
Military Aviation. https://theaviationist.com/2022/02/13/indonesia-buys-42-rafales/ 
65 Laksmana, E. A. (June 2011). The enduring strategic trinity: explaining Indonesia’s 
geopolitical Architecture. Journal of the Indian Ocean Region. Vol. 7, No. 1. P. 98.
66 Heriyanto. Illegal Fishing Costs Indonesia 3 Billion Dollars A Year. https://www.
reportingasean.net/illegal-fishing-costs-indonesia-3-billion-dollars-a-year/ 
67 UN Peacekeeping. Data collected from: Troop And Police Contributors.
https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/troop-and-police-contributors
68 Peresmian Lembaga Dana Kerja Sama Pembangunan Internasional oleh Pemerin-
tah Indonesia.
(Friday, 18/October/2019). https://kemlu.go.id/portal/id/read/695/view/peresmian 
-indonesia-aid
69 Arab News. Indonesia to host Taliban at Afghan peace talks. https://www.arab-
news.com/node/1637956/world
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stepped in as a mediator in the conflict, organising trilateral talks 
with the Indonesian Ulema Council, dubbed “Islam as Rahmatan 
lil Alamin: Peace and Stability in Afghanistan”70 in the Javanese 
city of Bogor between Indonesian, Afghan and Pakistani clerics. 
Interestingly, the Taliban world was also invited to these talks, 
but declined the invitation71. The results of that meeting were 
unsuccessful.

United in diversity?

Indonesia is an extremely diverse country both geographically, 
fragmented into thousands of islands, and in human terms, where 
citizens of different religious, ethnic, linguistic, and cultural back-
grounds live side by side, not always without conflict. And this is 
a key aspect to highlight: the deep concern expressed by con-
secutive Indonesian governments regarding both national unity 
in territorial terms and the various tensions generated within the 
country between different religious and ethnic groups, as well as 
the centre-periphery tension over the distribution of resources, 
which led to two insurgencies in the 1950s. Thus, while the coun-
try’s official motto is United in diversity, this should not hide the 
difficulties that the Indonesian state as a whole has had in man-
aging this diversity from 1945 to the present.

This has conditioned some of Indonesia’s foreign policy moves, as 
in the case of Kosovo, whose independence it has not yet recog-
nised72. And even more so considering that Indonesia has been 
affected by separatist movements in the past, such as in Aceh 

70 Anya, A. and Afra Sapiie, A. (Fri, May 11, 2018). TheJakarta Post. Bogor, West Java.
This article was published in thejakartapost.com with the title “President Jokowi opens 
trilateral ulema meeting at Bogor Palace”. Click to read: https://www.thejakartapost.
com/news/2018/05/11/president-jokowi-opens-trilateral-ulema-meeting-at-bogorpa-
lace.html
Download The Jakarta Post app for easier and faster news access:
Android: http://bit.ly/tjp-android
iOS: http://bit.ly/tjp-ios
This article was published in thejakartapost.com with the title “President Jokowi opens 
trilateral ulema meeting at Bogor Palace”. Click to read: https://www.thejakartapost.
com/news/2018/05/11/president-jokowi-opens-trilateral-ulema-meeting-at-bogorpa-
lace.html 
71 Umar, A. R. M. Indonesia’s “ Islamic diplomacy” seeks to broker an Afghan peace. 
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/indonesia-s-islamic-diplomacy 
-seeks-broker-afghan-peace
72 Menlu. Issue of Kosovo. At: https://kemlu.go.id/portal/en/read/99/halaman_list
_lainnya/issue-of-kosovo

https://www.thejakartapost.com/
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2018/05/11/president-jokowi-opens-trilateral-ulema-meeting-at-bogorpalace.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2018/05/11/president-jokowi-opens-trilateral-ulema-meeting-at-bogorpalace.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2018/05/11/president-jokowi-opens-trilateral-ulema-meeting-at-bogorpalace.html
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.thejakartapost.ndroid
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/the-jakarta-post/id1321863437
https://www.thejakartapost.com/
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2018/05/11/president-jokowi-opens-trilateral-ulema-meeting-at-bogorpalace.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2018/05/11/president-jokowi-opens-trilateral-ulema-meeting-at-bogorpalace.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2018/05/11/president-jokowi-opens-trilateral-ulema-meeting-at-bogorpalace.html
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/indonesia-s-islamic-diplomacy-seeks-broker-afghan-peace
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/indonesia-s-islamic-diplomacy-seeks-broker-afghan-peace
https://kemlu.go.id/portal/en/read/99/halaman_list_lainnya/issue-of-kosovo
https://kemlu.go.id/portal/en/read/99/halaman_list_lainnya/issue-of-kosovo
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and the Moluccas, and in the present, in the province of Papua. 
Not to mention that East Timor saw the light of day as an inde-
pendent country in 1999 after rejecting Indonesia’s offer of more 
autonomy, making real the separatist nightmare that has always 
existed for the Indonesian elite.

There are more than 750 different ethnic groups in  Indonesia73, 
with the Javanese and Sundanese groups standing out above 
the rest. In other words, it is a country with extreme ethnic 
diversity, but with a couple of dominant ethnic groups. 
This is, in fact, a model that follows the pattern of much 
of Southeast Asia. Coexistence between the different ethnic 
groups in Indonesia has been generally peaceful, but there 
have been sporadic outbreaks of inter-ethnic violence in 
the country, mainly motivated either by resource issues or 
a sense of loss of resources to third groups. The case of 
widespread resentment in Indonesia against the Chinese 
minority74 there, which is mainly engaged in trade and was 
made the scapegoat for the economic crisis of 1998, is a 
good example of this. In addition to the Chinese minority, 
a paradigmatic example of inter-ethnic conflict was the one 
between the Dayaks ethnic group and immigrants from the 
island of Madura in West Kalimantan in 1996/199775.

Linguistically, Indonesia has one official language, Bahasa 
Indonesia, but local and regional languages play a major role 
in the daily lives of its citizens. Interestingly, languages and 
their use have not generated conflict, with the vast majority 
of the country’s citizens following a natural bilingualism where 
they speak both Bahasa Indonesia as the national language and 
their regional language, if any. This is the case of the Javanese, 
Sundanese and Acehnese languages.

Religiously, the presence of Islam is overwhelming, with more than 
80% of the population being Sunni Muslim, residing mainly on the 
country’s westernmost islands of Sumatra and Java. Notably, the 
presence of Shi’ism is extremely minority and persecuted by rad-
ical groups. Alongside Islam, there are several pockets of Christian 

73 See: Ethnic People Groups of Indonesia | Joshua Project 
74 Jones, S. Causes of Conflict in Indonesia. Asia Society. https://asiasociety.org/
causes-conflict-indonesia 
75 I recommend reading the thesis of Koenig, Anika on this conflict. The cultural 
face of conflict: Dayak-Madurese violence in 1996/97 in West Kalimantan, Indonesia. 
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/handle/1885/156076 

https://asiasociety.org/causes-conflict-indonesia
https://asiasociety.org/causes-conflict-indonesia
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/handle/1885/156076
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populations76, both Catholic and Protestant, and populations of 
Buddhist and Hindu worshippers. Hinduism is the majority religion 
on the paradise island of Bali. This religious diversity77 which, over 
time, has been accompanied by a high degree of religious toler-
ance, enhanced Indonesia’s chances of becoming a democracy.

Indonesia reflects the diversity of religions globally. The country 
of 17,000 islands is the largest Muslim country in the world, with 
230 million Muslims. In fact, there are more Muslims in Indonesia 
than in all the countries of North Africa combined. This numerical 
leadership, however, has given it no global preponderance within 
the international Muslim community. Historically, from Arab- Muslim 
countries, and especially Saudi Arabia, Indonesian Islam has 
been perceived as peripheral and contaminated by other religious 
beliefs or local traditions such as animism, which is deeply rooted 
in Indonesia and throughout Southeast Asia. This may be why 
neither Middle Eastern countries nor the West see Indonesia as a 
leading country in the Muslim world.

Interestingly, although al-Qaeda initially and DAESH subse-
quently played a key role in the development of contemporary 
jihadism in Indonesia, Bin Laden himself hardly cited Indonesia 
as a key country in his speeches and messages, despite its lead-
ership in numbers78.

Indeed, this Islamic leadership has not translated into Indonesia’s 
establishment as an Islamic state that follows the model of other 
Muslim countries. One of the great debates prior to the country’s 
independence was what the legal architecture of the state should 
look like – either an Islamic state or a secular state. Finally, a 
middle way was chosen, not turning Indonesia into an Islamic 
state, but declaring five religions as official in the country and, 
within the preamble of the constitution, introducing an element 
of religiosity: “the Republic of Indonesia, which shall be built into 
a sovereign state based on a belief in the One and Only God”79.

76 A fascinating account of the arrival and spread of Christianity in Indonesia is found 
in: Aritonang, J. S. and Karel Steenbrink (Eds.). (2008). A history of Christianity in 
Indonesia. Leiden. Brill. 
77 Hadiz, V. R. (2016). Islamic populism in Indonesia and the Middle East. Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press. P. 16.
78 This absence of Indonesia as a country of reference in the global jihad struggle can 
be seen in the following: Lawrence, B. (2005). Messages to the world. The statements 
of Osama Bin Laden. London, Verso. 
79 Constitute Project. Indonesia’s Constitution of 1945. Reinstated in 1959, with 
Amendments through 2002. https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Indone-
sia_2002.pdf?lang=en (accessed on 10 January 2022).

https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Indonesia_2002.pdf?lang=en
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Indonesia_2002.pdf?lang=en
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As a religiously plural country, it has not yet played the leader-
ship card in defence of democracy and religious pluralism either 
at the global level or at the strictly religious level within the 
Muslim world. In fact, Indonesia has been very timid and has 
only attempted, and failed, to play a mediating role in open and 
bloody conflicts in some Muslim countries. Good examples of this 
are his mediation attempts in Iraq and Afghanistan. All of them, 
as previously mentioned, were unsuccessful.

One of the possible reasons why Indonesia has been unwilling 
and perhaps unable to play a greater role in defending demo-
cracy and political freedoms globally has been the country’s per-
sis tent, endemic domestic problems linked to religious extremism, 
manifested in a rising tide of radical Islamist intolerance against 
various minority groups embodied in the Shia community, the 
Ahmadi community, and Christian and Protestant groups across 
the country. This is not forgetting the terrible episodes of sec-
tarian conflict between Christians and Muslims in Indonesia in the 
early democratic period in the Moluccas80 and the Celebes, which 
resulted in several thousand deaths.

This wave of intolerance and sectarian legacy has developed 
mainly during the democratic period, demonstrating one of the 
deep weaknesses of Indonesia’s transition to democracy. Per-
haps the most paradigmatic case is the campaign against former 
Jakarta Governor81 Ahok in 2016, when thousands of Islamists 
on the streets of Jakarta accused him of blasphemy for using 
verses from the Koran at a political rally. Ahok, who belonged to 
the Chinese minority and was a Protestant, came under severe 
pressure, losing his re-election bid and was subsequently tried 
and sentenced to two years in prison for blasphemy. His impris-
onment is a sign of the rising tide of intolerance in the country, 
one of the country’s biggest problems. All this begs the ques-
tion: How can peace be maintained among the diversity of its 
people?

Added to these events during the democratic period, Indonesia 
was already suffering the consequences of a powerful jihadist 
insurgency represented by Darul Islam, which sought the estab-
lishment of an Islamic state and has been a powerful source of 

80 Crisis group. Indonesia: Overcoming Murder and Chaos in Maluku.
https://www.cr is isgroup.org/as ia/south-east-as ia/ indonesia/ indonesia 
-overcoming-murder-and-chaos-maluku
81 Mayor, using Spanish terminology.

https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/indonesia/indonesia-overcoming-murder-and-chaos-maluku
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/indonesia/indonesia-overcoming-murder-and-chaos-maluku
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inspiration82 for future terrorist groups. From the beginning of the 
democratic period to the present, both al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State, represented through their affiliates in the country, have 
carried out major attacks with the aim of establishing an Islamic 
State in Indonesia and winning the debate lost in 1945 to the 
nationalist group. In fact, Indonesia, due to its own weaknesses, 
represented by very porous borders, especially maritime ones, 
and this small but persistent radical focus, Indonesia has always 
been connected to the two main global jihadist movements that 
have emerged to date: al-Qaeda and DAESH83.

It can therefore be concluded that while Indonesia has great 
opportunities to defend values such as democracy, political liber-
alism and diversity, its own recurrent internal problems hamper 
this possibility.

Indonesia and its role in ASEAN

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the major 
regional organisation of the Indo-Pacific, was founded in 1967 on 
the initiative of five countries: Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines, 
Malaysia, and Singapore. All of them with the firm objective of 
turning the organisation into a bulwark against communism, an 
ideology that was widely supported by various sectors of the pop-
ulation in Southeast Asia and which was at the centre of several 
insurgencies.

Five decades later, the regional and global environment has 
changed dramatically. The Cold War ended more than three dec-
ades ago, the era of major regional conflicts in the area such as 
the Vietnam War and the Cambodian Genocide is likewise over 
and, above all, there has been a major shift in the correlation of 
forces in the distribution of regional power.

China and India have launched themselves into the struggle to 
become superpowers and dominators of their respective regional 
environments. ASEAN has become a key regional organisation in 
Southeast Asia and the Indo-Pacific and has changed its focus 
from fighting the spread of communism to the region’s quest 

82 Ramakrishna, K. (2009). Radical Pathways. Understanding muslin radicalization in 
Indonesia. Westport, Praeger Security International. P. 69.
83 Ramakrishna, K. and See Seng Tan. (2003). After Bali. The threat of Terrorism 
in Southeast Asia. Singapore, World Scientific and Institute of defence and Strategic 
Studies. Pp. 135-136.



Javier Gil Pérez

230

for greater economic prosperity and political stability. In the 
case of Indonesia, our object of analysis has a prominence in 
the region and in ASEAN unparalleled in recent times. ASEAN 
and Indonesia have seen their immediate regional environment 
change dramatically. As mentioned above, one of the most not-
able aspects of ASEAN is that, after a long trajectory over time, 
it has managed to become a determining regional institution 
in the architecture not only of Southeast Asia, but also of the 
Indo-Pacific84 with multiple initiatives aimed at channelling its 
relationship with key countries in the region85, including China, 
India and Japan, through various successful initiatives such as 
the Asia Regional Forum (ARF) and the East Asia Summit (EAS), 
among others.

However, the consolidation of ASEAN and its greater regional 
role should not hide some of its most resounding failures, two 
of which in the most recent period mainly stand out: first, its 
inaction in the Rohingya crisis and the subsequent military coup 
in Myanmar, where ASEAN has not managed to impose its will 
on the military junta; and second, its failure to reach a minimum 
agreement with China to manage the dispute in the South China 
Sea, through the signing of the Code of Conduct, which has been 
under negotiation for a huge 25 years86. ASEAN is therefore an 
organisation with strengths and successes, but also with weak-
nesses and failures. And indeed, as Acharya87 points out, it is in 
dire need of a new strategic approach to maintain its autonomy in 
the new geopolitical environment. Indonesia should play a lead-
ing role in this strategy.

And it is under the umbrella of ASEAN that Indonesia, now in 
the democratic period, wishes to increase its geopolitical role. 
As  former Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono88 
stated, ASEAN is the basis of its foreign policy89 and the regional 

84 Strangio, S. (2020). In the dragon`s shadow. Southeast Asia in the Chinese Cen-
tury. New Haven, Yale University Press. P. 35.
85 Harding, Brian. Southeast Asia’s Role in Geopolitics. https://sppga.ubc.ca/wp-con-
tent/uploads/sites/5/2017/10/8-Brian-Harding.pdf. 
86 Hayton, B. After 25 Years, There’s Still No South China Sea Code of Conduct. 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/07/21/south-china-sea-code-of-conduct-asean/ 
87 Acharya, A. ASEAN and the new geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific. East Asia Forum.
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/12/29/asean-and-the-new-geopoli-
tics-of-the-indo-pacific/ 

88 Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono was president from 2004 to 2014.
89 Weatherbee, D. E. (2013). Indonesia in ASEAN. Vision and reality. Singapore, IS-
EAS. P. 5.

https://sppga.ubc.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2017/10/8-Brian-Harding.pdf
https://sppga.ubc.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2017/10/8-Brian-Harding.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/07/21/south-china-sea-code-of-conduct-asean/
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/12/29/asean-and-the-new-geopolitics-of-the-indo-pacific/
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/12/29/asean-and-the-new-geopolitics-of-the-indo-pacific/
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environment of Southeast Asia its main area of interest90. In 
addition, we should not forget that Southeast Asia, together with 
Australia, is within the second great mandala or circle of interest, 
the first mandala being the Indonesian archipelago itself, and the 
third the rest of the world91.

Indonesia is the natural leader of ASEAN both in terms of its 
economic weight and its large population but is not the de facto 
leader recognised by the rest of the member countries. It can 
even be argued that Indonesia itself, knowing its limitations and 
domestically concentrated interests, does not define itself as the 
regional leader either. Curiously, and perhaps because of this lack 
of confidence, the country has not been very vehement in its 
demand for changes in the UN Security Council. This is s crucial 
point because, as Bernard and McLain argue, it is perhaps now, 
in such a dynamic geopolitical environment, that ASEAN should 
have a clear leader to better defend its interests. But this is not 
happening.

One of the most criticised aspects of ASEAN has been two of its 
underlying granite principles: the need for consensus in de -
cision-making and the principle of non-interference in the affairs 
of the organisation’s member states.

Although Indonesia has, in recent years, stepped forward to play a 
greater role in some of the most recent crises (ethnic cleansing of 
the Rohingya, military coup in Myanmar and subsequent vi olence 
against civilians), its diplomacy and information policy have not 
had the desired effect.

ASEAN’s future character will largely depend on two determining 
variables: first, its relations with China, and second, the bilateral 
option, leaving ASEAN as an old shell without content.

The debate is open between those who argue that ASEAN will not 
evolve and will continue to maintain its current working model, 
and those who support or advocate greater regional integration. 
The resolution of this debate is crucial because, as some authors 
argue, the lowest common denominator policy92, along with the 

90 Sukma, R. (15 November 2012). Indonesia, in The New Geopolitics of Southeast 
Asia. Nicholas Kitchen IDEAS Special Reports, SR0. https://www.lse.ac.uk/ideas/As-
sets/Documents/reports/LSE-IDEAS-New-Geopolitics-of-Southeast-Asia.pdf 
91 Laksmana, E. A. (June 2011). The enduring strategic trinity: explaining Indonesia’s 
geopolitical Architecture. Journal of the Indian Ocean Region. Vol. 7, No. 1. P. 103.
92 Weatherbee, D. E. (2013). Indonesia in ASEAN. Vision and reality. Singapore, 
 ISEAS. P. 93.

https://www.lse.ac.uk/ideas/Assets/Documents/reports/LSE-IDEAS-New-Geopolitics-of-Southeast-Asia.pdf
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policy of non-interference and profound differences of opinion on 
key issues93, are weighing down both ASEAN’s and Indonesia’s 
foreign policy capabilities and calling into question their own 
basic principles of Bebas dan Aktif. Its commitment to and boxing 
in of ASEAN is limiting its already limited capacity for manoeuvre.

ASEAN aside, Indonesia is very slowly beginning to develop its 
own parallel diplomacy, together with other countries around and 
beyond its borders, and to push for regionalism in the Indo-Pacific94 
through its participation in interesting proposals, notably by looking 
increasingly towards the Indian Ocean and Australasia. These 
include the Coral Triangle Initiatives on coral Reefs, Fishweries, 
and food Security (CTI-CFF) established in 2009 with Indonesian 
leadership, together with Malaysia, the Philippines, East Timor, 
the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea; the important Think 
Tank Indonesia Ocean Justice Initiative95, which supports good 
ocean governance; the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), 
which seeks cooperation and dialogue in the Indian Ocean among 
coastal states, where Indonesia, since its inclusion, has played 
a key role; the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS), similar 
to IORA, but promoting dialogue between the naval forces of 
the member countries of the Indian Ocean; and the fascinating 
Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG)96, an organisation of which 
it has been an observer country since 2011, together with East 
Timor, and which promotes cooperation, dialogue and economic 
development in Melanesia.

In addition, the 2019 INA-LAC Business Forum and the INA-
CEE Business Forum, both initiatives promoted by Indonesia to 
improve economic and trade relations with Latin America and 
the Caribbean and the countries of Eastern and Central Europe, 

93 Laksmana, E. A. Indonesia Unprepared as Great Powers Clash in Indo-Pacific. 
Jakarta is Asia’s greatest geopolitical prize. But its foreign-policy reflexes are long 
outdated.
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/26/indonesia-china-us-geopolitics/ 

94 Bayuni, E. M. Indonesia takes ownership of Indo-Pacific geopolitics: The Jakarta 
Post columnist. https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/indonesia-takes-ownership 
-of-indo-pacific-geopolitics-the-jakarta-post-columnist
95 G20 Presidency of Indonesia: Towards sustainable and equitable ocean economy.
The Jakarta Post. https://www.thejakartapost.com/adv/2022/02/09/g20-presiden-
cy-of-indonesia-towards-sustainable-and-equitable-ocean-economy.html (accessed on
10 February 2022).
96 Scott, D. Indonesia Grapples with the Indo-Pacific: Outreach, Strategic Discourse,
and Diplomacy.
First Published August 1, 2019. Research Article.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1868103419860669196-197
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should also be mentioned for their recentness and for their geo-
graphic focus.

Another very different and more far-reaching option would be for 
Indonesia, in parallel with its continued membership of ASEAN 
and its leadership in new initiatives, to establish new bilateral or 
trilateral alliances97, like QUAD and AUKUS, with a common goal, 
thus partially breaking out of the ASEAN corset. The possibility 
is real, although such a contingency is still far in the future. As 
Rizal Sukma rightly points out, Indonesia will never lose its stra-
tegic autonomy and will never be a vassal state of any hegemonic 
power98, and within the Sino-US rivalry it will play its cards by 
seeking autonomy. Indonesia is undoubtedly in a period of reflec-
tion on how it should orient and organise its outward efforts.

Conclusions

From the foregoing, several synthetic conclusions can be drawn 
about Indonesia’s present and future geopolitical role in South-
east Asia.

First, how it resolves its chronic internal economic, political and 
security problems will determine its geopolitical role in Southeast 
Asia and the new Indo-Pacific environment. Indonesia has sig-
nificant challenges and weaknesses to overcome, but as its evolu-
tion from the beginning of the democratic period to the present 
demonstrates, it has the energy and determination to overcome 
them. In addition to the classic issues, it must grow in self-confid-
ence and exploit the country’s magnificent potential, especially 
that centred on its geographical coordinates, which place it as 
a breakwater for multiple routes between the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans and between Asia and Australasia.

Second, the rise and possible consolidation of Indonesia as 
a regional leader would have decisive effects on the entire 
Indo-Pacific architecture with two clear effects. A strong, 
stable and self-confident Indonesia would be one of the main 

97 Laksmana, E. A. Indonesia Unprepared as Great Powers Clash in Indo-Pacific. 
Jakarta is Asia’s greatest geopolitical prize. But its foreign-policy reflexes are long 
outdated.
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/26/indonesia-china-us-geopolitics/ 

98 Sukma, R. Indonesia navigating between the US and China. This article was 
published in thejakartapost.com with the title “Indonesia navigating between the 
US and China”. Click to read: https://www.thejakartapost.com/paper/2021/12/16/
indonesia-navigating-between-the-us-and-china.html

https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/26/indonesia-china-us-geopolitics/
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regional obstacles to a hegemonic China. The People’s Republic 
is aware of this situation and will therefore try to erode and 
slow Indonesia’s rise. Indonesia’s consolidation would mean 
the emergence of a third regional giant, alongside China, India 
and the US. In other words, there is a clear redistribution and 
reconfiguration of power in the Indo-Pacific. A new design that 
would be to the Indonesian taste, which has always desired the 
absence of a global hegemon that could jeopardise its interests. 
Indonesia’s consolidation would therefore be conducive to a 
multipolar Indo-Pacific.

Third, by strengthening its regional leadership, Indonesia will 
enhance the position of ASEAN and Southeast Asia as autonom-
ous elements with their own personality and interests, which 
must first and foremost be defended at the regional level. This 
aspect is key to understanding how, throughout recent history, 
Indonesia has tried, and sometimes successfully, to include more 
countries in the various initiatives established by ASEAN and at 
national level through bilateral agreements. Indonesia is a strong 
supporter of multilateralism and UNCLOS, hence its interest in 
strengthening ASEAN, moving it forward and involving more 
countries in regional affairs, always seeking unity. At the same 
time, Indonesia is beginning to explore alternative avenues to 
ASEAN that would allow it to maximise the defence of its inter-
ests. These attempts show a country that is more assertive, but 
still far from the foreign policy maelstrom of the Sukarno period.

The strengthening of ASEAN and Southeast Asia will consolidate 
Indonesia’s commitment not to ally itself with either the US or 
China in their growing rivalry. Indonesia should pursue a free 
and active foreign policy that does not pigeonhole it. But not 
only that, it has historically analysed with suspicion the role of 
the great powers and their regional objectives. This dual imper-
ative, both legal and ideological, has shaped and will continue to 
shape Indonesia’s foreign policy. Aware of its crucial position in 
the Sino-American competition, it will not support either side and 
will simply try to consolidate what some authors have come to 
describe as a dynamic equilibrium. As former Indonesian  Foreign 
Minister Marty Natalegawa argues, Indonesia will  maintain good 
relations with both and seek its own way to defend its vital 
interests.

Last, Indonesia has already become an example to other 
 Muslim-majority countries that Islam and democracy can go hand 
in hand. But not only that, Indonesia has shown that a dynamic 
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democracy such as the one observed in the country, within an 
extreme level of religious but also ethnic and linguistic plurality, 
is also capable of accelerating economic progress and raising the 
welfare levels of the population. Indonesia, therefore, symbolises 
an important bastion of freedom based on its defence of political 
liberalism, economic freedom and defence of religious pluralism. 
Whether Indonesia chooses to use this flag internationally is an 
option that has not yet been explored.

In conclusion, as stated at the beginning of this paper, Indonesia 
is a middle power, aware of both its potential and its weaknesses 
and shortcomings99. It has a long way to go if it really wants to 
confirm itself as the third Asian giant after China and India and 
raise its regional and global status. Its up to itself.

99 Will Indonesia Emerge as Asia’s Third Giant? – A conversation with GGF 2030 fellow 
Liana Lim Hinch.
By Global Governance Futures. (4 September 2018). https://www.globalpolicyjour-
nal.com/blog/04/09/2018/will-indonesia-emerge-asias-third-giant-conversation-ggf-
2030-fellow-liana-lim

https://www.globalpolicyjournal.com/blog/04/09/2018/will-indonesia-emerge-asias-third-giant-conversation-ggf-2030-fellow-liana-lim
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Chapter Seven

War on Terror after 9/11: Analysis and foresight
Pilar Rangel

Abstract:

After two decades of the fight against international terrorism that 
began on 11 September 2001, an analysis of these 20 years of 
the fight against Terror is needed.

The different scenarios in which these groups have been present 
and the factors that have made this possible, what the inter-
national response to this threat has been and what the future 
scenario we will face will be like are all aspects that need to be 
analysed.

During these 20 years, there has been a huge international effort 
to combat terrorism, most notably the Global Coalition against 
Daesh focused mainly on Syria and Iraq. Despite this, however, 
recent years have seen a rise in terrorist attacks and a wider 
geographic spread, with Daesh and al-Qaeda-affiliated groups in 
Africa today being of particular concern.

Despite regional and international efforts in the fight against ter-
rorism, it remains one of the main threats we face. Having been 
virtually defeated in Syria and Iraq, they have spread to other 
regions such as the Sahel, Southeast Asia and East Africa.
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Also, noteworthy is the presence of extreme right-wing terrorism 
in recent years and the impact of COVID-19 on all these terrorist 
groups, which was used to radicalise a larger number of followers 
through the use of the internet to encourage attacks around the 
world.

To date, terrorism remains a serious threat that requires contin-
ued engagement by the international community.

Keywords:

Terror, Terrorism, Daesh, al-Qaeda, Jihadist.
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Introduction

We can say that jihadist terrorism is at its most visible in the 
20th century. When we think of jihadist terrorism, the first thing 
that comes to mind are the images of 11 September 2001, 
when four commercial airliners were hijacked by al-Qaeda ter-
rorists, two of them crashing into the twin towers in New York, 
another into the Pentagon building in Washington and the last 
into Arlington.

As we all know that day changed the world not only because the 
US was attacked in the very heart of its own country but also 
because, in response, it began what was called the war on terror. 
The terrorists saw how widely the 9/11 attacks were dissem-
inated by the media and so, since 2013, Daesh1 has been using 
the media to spread its propaganda.

Since then, the internet has become a tool to amplify their ter-
rorist acts, given that the publication of attacks gives them 
global and instantaneous dissemination of their message, and 
has the capacity for interactivity. Within the different social net-
works, each user can share the message to all those within 
their virtual communities for global, but above all instantane-
ous, propagation. In other words, the receiver also becomes the 
sender.

Daesh stems from al-Qaeda in Iraq, started in 2011 in Syria 
through the al-Nusra Front, a faction of al-Qaeda in Iraq sent 
to that country. In Iraq, the organisation has existed since 
2006. The political situation in both countries served as a 
breeding ground for the genesis of terrorism and in particular 
the development of Daesh, which in 2013 announced itself 
as ISIS and in 2014 declared its intention to find a caliphate 
covering large parts of the aforementioned countries and with 
the intention of spreading. Like al-Qaeda in its time, Daesh 
now hosts numerous franchises operating in different parts of 
the world.

As usual, there is a symbiosis between these terrorist groups 
and others that are exclusively dedicated to organised crime, 
including international illicit trafficking in drugs, arms, and peo-
ple, or that are involved in extortion, money laundering or mafia 

1 Dawla al-Islamiya of Iraq and Sham (the recommended acronym for the self-styled 
terrorist group as Islamic State so as not to grant it statehood).
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 networks. On occasion, we find terrorist groups feeding off organ-
ised crime and sometimes it is the other way around: organised 
crime groups end up doing terrorist activities.

In the case of the jihadist groups, they have been perfecting their 
techniques and since 11 September 2001 we have seen how they 
have spread throughout Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, the Sahel, and 
Southeast Asia, among others. One of the aims of these groups 
has been to try to spread the caliphate around the world, destabil-
ising countries in the Middle East and Africa, to transfer that 
instability across the Mediterranean to Europe.

Four international factors need to be considered:

1. First, the source of the terrorism that we will have to face
from now on and in the coming decades is not within our
borders but outside them, even in places as remote as
Pakistan, Iraq, Afghanistan, or the nearby Sahel.

2. Second, the response to this threat cannot be a solitary
one but must rely on the cooperation of other international
actors, seeking bilateral or even multilateral alliances with
states or international organisations.

3. Each state must take into account how the current inter-
national system is structured and the direction in which it
is evolving, since it is not the same to move in the bipolar
world of the Cold War as in the world after the fall of the
Berlin Wall, or in the world after the Iraq war, a point from
which it seems inappropriate to frame terrorism as a new
threat, since the use of illegitimate violence for political ends
is almost as old as politics itself.

4. The relationship and sometimes symbiosis between terror-
ism and organised crime which feed off each other and which
must be fought effectively2.

Regarding the confluence of terrorist groups with certain criminal 
activities linked to organised crime, there are many, but the three 
main ones are the following:

1. Drug trafficking: This includes terrorist groups operating in
the Sahel and terrorist groups such as the Taliban and other
jihadist groups in Afghanistan and Pakistan.

2 Link between Terrorism and Organised Crime: Rangel, P. (2019). Jihadist Terrorism 
Yearbook. OIET.
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2. Other illicit trafficking: Both al-Qaeda and Daesh have turned
to the black market in gold, precious stones and the sale of
art pieces. AQIM started with tobacco trafficking and moved
on to arms, drugs and human trafficking.

3. Kidnappings: Included here are groups such as Abu Sayyaf,
a Philippine organisation formerly close to al-Qaeda and now
in the orbit of Daesh, which has been involved in recent years
in kidnapping and ransom collection (in combination with
some drug trafficking operations), as well as Daesh, al-Qaeda,
AQIM and various jihadist groups in Iraq and  Pakistan3. The
most effective jihadist organisation specialising in kidnapping
is currently JNIM, al-Qaeda in the Sahel.

The EU’s role is also crucial in the fight against terrorism and 
organised crime, for two main reasons:

1. There must be greater coordination between the law en-
forcement agencies and the Intelligence Community of the
different Member States.

2. The leading role that the EU can play in the fight against
terrorism outside its borders should be with military instru-
ments, as in the Sahel, and with policies to support eco-
nomic development and the construction of civil society.

If we analyse the different scenarios in which terrorism operates, 
we can see that in most cases military means have been used 
as a response to this threat. However, lessons learned in various 
international conflicts seem to have made it clear that a state 
actor, however powerful, cannot be victorious, or at least does not 
have an easy time, against an enemy such as a terrorist group 
if it only confronts it in this way. Such experiences have been 
corroborated in different scenarios such as Iraq and  Afghanistan, 
where war was won but peace was lost4.

Middle East

Following the so-called War on Terror after 11 September 2001, 
we must start by looking at Afghanistan which, although it is 

3 De La Corte Ibañez, Luis. To what extent do global terrorism and organised crime 
converge? General Parameters and Critical Scenarios. In: Revista del Instituto Español 
de Estudios Estratégicos, n.º 1/2013. P. 41.
4 Alonso, A. (May 2014). La lucha contra el terrorismo en la estrategia de seguridad 
nacional 2013. UNISCI Discussion Paper. N.º 35. 
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not a Middle Eastern country and was not, as many believe, the 
birthplace of al-Qaeda, which was born in Pakistan in 1988, has 
been the country most affected by terrorism in recent years, and 
especially by the Taliban.

These years have seen aggressive and coordinated terrorist 
attacks by the branch of Daesh in the region, the Islamic State’s 
Khorasan Province (ISIS-K), and by the Afghan Taliban, including 
the affiliated Haqqani Network (HQN), which continued a high 
tempo of insurgent attacks against the Afghan National Defence 
and Security Forces (ANDSF).

However, after 20 years of international intervention in Afghanistan, 
in the summer of 2021 we saw how this terrorist group took full 
control of Afghan territory by proclaiming the Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan. This was the result of the chronicle of a death foretold 
after the 2020 Doha Accords and what we call the “endless wars” 
waged by the US, mainly in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Contrary to the Doha peace accords, the Taliban has neither con-
demned nor severed their links with the terrorist group al-Qaeda. 
The latest UN report to the UN Security Council on 19 May 2020 
states that “relations between the Taliban, especially the Haqqani 
Network, and al-Qaeda remain close and are based on friendship, 
a shared history of struggle, ideological affinity and marriages 
between members of the two groups “5.

Daesh – its franchise in Afghanistan is ISISK – which has some 
2,200 members in Afghanistan according to a UN monitoring 
team6. It is important to remember that it while it proclaims 
global jihad the Taliban is a terrorist group that only operates 
inside Afghanistan.

As we have seen, the total withdrawal of international troops 
from Afghanistan has been a great victory not only for the  Taliban 
government but also for the rest of the terrorist groups, with 
the exception of DAESH-Khorasan, for whom it has served as an 

5 United Nations, Security Council. (27 May 2020). Eleventh report Analytical Support 
and sanctions Monitoring Team submitted pursuant to resolution 2501 (2019) con-
cerning the Taliban and other associated individuals and entities constituting a threat 
to the peace, stability and security of Afghanistan. Available at: https://www.undocs.
org/S/2020/415
6 United Nations, Security Council. (23 July 2020). Twenty-sixth report of the ana-
lytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team submitted to resolution 2368 (2017) 
concerning ISIL (Daesh), Al-Qaida and associated individuals and entities. Available at: 
https://www.undocs.org/S/2020/717

https://www.undocs.org/S/2020/415
https://www.undocs.org/S/2020/415
https://www.undocs.org/S/2020/717
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7 Caretti, G. (2015). The Islamic State, the jihadist threat that terrorises Syria and 
Iraq.

example to follow in the territories where they operate, encour-
aging them to continue fighting and proclaiming global Jihad.

Over the past 20 years the West has succeeded in combating the 
terrorist threat but has failed to stabilise Afghanistan. The war 
on terror continues, but worse than 20 years ago, because the 
Taliban now occupy all Afghan territory and have more economic, 
arms and intelligence power. We are facing a new international 
scenario in the Middle East and in the West, where it seems that 
the US wants to reserve its capabilities for confronting its real 
strategic enemies, China and Russia.

Another sanctuary for terrorism has been Pakistan, bordering 
Afghanistan, but with a very ambiguous position as the birthplace 
and later supporter of the Taliban movement to keep Afghanistan 
in its orbit of control, while at the same time being an ally of the 
US. The fact that Pakistan is also a nuclear power at odds with 
India makes it more worrying about the international community.

In the case of Syria, the beginning of terrorism coincided with 
the Arab Spring in 2011 and became the main scenario in which 
different terrorist groups have fought to impose their territorial 
dominance against other rebel groups with different ideologies 
within the armed conflict taking place in that country, with the 
two main groups Daesh and al-Nusra standing out.

The actions of al-Nusra in Syria are in line with al-Qaeda’s revised 
ideology and with the evolution of Salafist Jihadist thought in 
the context of the Arab Spring, while Daesh is one of the main 
terrorist groups not only in Syria but worldwide, due to the 
large disbursement of economic capital involved in maintaining 
the organisation, and to the wide dissemination of its media 
recruitment machinery, in many cases expressly implemented and 
aimed both at countries with an Islamic majority and in the West, 
from where many fighters were recruited to fight in the Caliphate, 
with possible figures estimated at more than 100,000#.7

Today, however, Daesh has lost almost all of its territory and 
is reduced to border positions in the desert between Iraq and 
Syria, where there is little population and the terrain is of little 
(geo)strategic relevance. However, we should not consider this 
organisation dead, mainly because its ideology and legacy are 
still latent, and among other reasons because it still has a large 
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number of combatants, between 6,000 and 10,000, more than it 
had in 20138.

More than 10,000 Daesh fighters, including some 2,000 for-
eign terrorist fighters (FTFs), remain in detention centres con-
trolled by the Syrian Democratic Forces in north-eastern Syria, 
and more than 70,000 associated foreign family members, most 
of them children, remain in humanitarian camps for displaced 
people. Among them were several Spanish women who travelled 
with their husbands to the Caliphate and where some of their 
children were born.

In the case of Iraq, the war against the Iraqi regime should be 
seen as part of the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT), formulated 
by President Bush on 20 September 2001 after the 9/11 attacks 
in a joint session of Congress: “Our war on terror begins with 
al-Qaeda, but it will not end until every terrorist group with global 
reach has been tracked, stopped and defeated”.

However, the main terrorist group to fight in Iraq has proved to 
be Daesh, which spread the word about life in the Caliphate, and 
its war exploits to recruit new followers through the propaganda 
of both its publication Dabiq and its video production company 
al-Furqan. This group came to control a third of Syria and 
a quarter of Iraq as the embryo of their caliphate, dominating a 
ter ritory that is home to some 6 million people and significant 
energy resources. While the mass murders of Shiites have been 
horrifying, the group has also targeted long-established minorities 
in the northern regions of Iraq9.

Despite Daesh’s territorial defeat in Iraq, it has continued to con-
duct smaller-scale operations, particularly in the north and west, 
including in rural areas with limited Iraqi Security Forces pres-
ence. It should be recalled that many Iraqi Daesh fighters remain 
in Iraqi custody, along with Daesh-affiliated family members, as 
a measure to prevent future radicalisation and terrorist violence.

And not forgetting that the US-led Global Coalition against Daesh, 
which includes 83 other countries, continues its efforts to prevent 
the resurgence of Daesh in Syria and Iraq, al-Qaeda and its affil-
iates, and Iranian-backed terrorist groups such as Hezbollah.

8 De la Corte Ibáñez, L. (2017). When the Islamic State lost its state. An estimated 
analysis of the end of DAESH’s territorial power. Spanish Institute for Strategic Studies 
Opinion Paper 111/2017.
9 Calos Echeverría, J. (2014). The Islamic State (Iss) As A Jihadist Salafist Terrorist 
Group and Other Violent Armed Groups Operating In Iraq Today. IEEE. 
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Maghreb

This is an area of great geostrategic interest for Spain and Europe 
due to its proximity and its connection with the Sahel.

Of particular note are the counter-terrorism efforts and opera-
tions in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, thwarting attacks mainly by 
Daesh and other terrorist groups. Moroccan and Algerian forces 
have conducted a steady stream of operations to prevent terror-
ist groups, including al-Qaeda and Daesh affiliates, from planning 
or carrying out attacks.

In Libya, despite being a failed state in the aftermath of the 
Arab Spring and the fall of Gaddafi, local security forces have 
conducted ground operations to neutralise the threats posed by 
Daesh and al-Qaeda and its fighters and those of the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM).

In the case of Algeria, which borders the Sahel, the Algerian 
armed forces and internal security forces have conducted numer-
ous operations to arrest and eliminate terrorist suspects, disman-
tle, and disrupt terrorist cells, and destroy hideouts, weapons 
and other equipment, especially against AQIM and the Algerian 
branch of Daesh. These groups aim to impose their interpreta-
tions of Islamic law in the region and to attack Algerian security 
services, local government targets and Western interests. Terror-
ist activity in Libya, Mali, Niger and Tunisia, as well as trafficking 

Figure 1. Areas of influence of jihadist terrorism in 2018. 
Source: Stratfor, 2019
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in people, arms and narcotics, have contributed to the overall 
threat, particularly in border regions.

Morocco, for its part, is the main guarantor country in the fight 
against terrorism in the Maghreb. The Moroccan intelligence ser-
vices have stood out for their effectiveness in dismantling terror-
ist cells both inside and outside the country, as well as providing 
key information to several European countries for the capture 
of various terrorists, some of them involved in major attacks of 
great relevance and magnitude.

Notable within its activity are the following:

a) Close surveillance both inside and outside the country,
 based on the Moroccan intelligence services’ great capacity
to infiltrate extremist networks made up of both Moroccan
nationals and European citizens of Moroccan or Maghreb
origin.

b) Anticipation of any activity that is a current or future threat.
Where there is any suspicion, the Moroccan security services
prefer not to take any risks and intervene.

c) Action in the form constant alert against the promoters, fin-
ancing networks and members of fundamentalist groups,
and in the form of raising awareness and protecting the pop-
ulation from fundamentalist discourse.

d) Not to mention the great capacity for coordination and in-
tegration of teams from different information services under
the same management.

In the case of Tunisia, the fight against terrorism and border 
security with Algeria and Libya remain the government’s main 
priorities. Over the years, Tunisia has worked to implement a 
national strategy to prevent and combat violent extremism and 
to freeze terrorist assets. It was the country that exported the 
most foreign fighters and FTF to the Caliphate.

Sahel

The Sahel is a priority region for the EU and especially for Spain 
for several reasons: it is a source of migrants, it is an area 
affected by climate change and by the demographic explosion, 
it is underdeveloped, and it has weak governments. In the case 
of some countries we are faced with failed states, and all this 
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combined with ethnic conflicts and the serious threat of jihadist 
terrorism and organised crime, which makes it a source of insta-
bility for the whole area, especially for the Maghreb, Spain and 
Europe.

To this effect, the confluence between organised crime and ter-
rorism is complete, with the entry routes for cocaine from South 
America into Europe being through the Sahel. Terrorist groups 
operating in the Sahel such as JNIM, the Sahelian branch of 
al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), are also involved in 
various illicit trafficking activities such as drug trafficking, human 
trafficking and numerous kidnappings of tourists, volunteers and 
civil servants.

The primary purpose is to collect ransoms of between one and 
a half and four million dollars per released person. This terrorist 
group has made local arrangements with different Tuareg groups 
involved in trafficking in human beings, arms and stolen goods, 
as well as pacts with the smuggling and drug trafficking networks 
that run along “Highway 10”, the 10th parallel that runs from 
Colombia to Africa.

These Sahelian countries are chosen by Colombian and  Mexican 
cartels as points for making shipments that are then fed into 
the AQIM-controlled Sahelian route to Spain, Italy, Greece and 
countries in the Middle East. According to some authors, AQIM, 
Ansar Dine, now integrated into the JNIM coalition, and MUJAO, 
now defunct and with most of its members integrated into 
DAESH Great Sahara, all terrorist groups active in the Western 
Sahel, are more dangerous for their criminal activities than for 
their jihadist actions. Through these actions and since 2003, it 
is estimated that AQIM has raised more than $40 million10.

For its part, Mali is one of the crossing points for illegal trafficking 
routes of all kinds where terrorists, traffickers, and smugglers 
merge with Tuareg groups, including through marriages, a family 
bond that provides greater control of the area through a network 
of information sources ranging from the location of vulnerable 
kidnapping targets to the execution of the capture and subse-
quent guarding11.

10 Link between Terrorism and Organised Crime: Rangel, P. (2019). Jihadist Terrorism 
Yearbook. OIET.
11 López Muñoz, J. (2016). Criminality and Terrorism, Elements of Strategic Conflu-
enc. IEEE. 
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It would take too long to list all the terrorist groups operating in 
the Sahel, but they are mainly groups that have sworn allegiance 
to al-Qaeda or Daesh.

AQIM (al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb) emerged in 2007 with 
the intention of coordinating the jihadist effort across its original 
area of deployment, the Maghreb/Sahel. The effort would take 
years to crystallise and would do so under the acronym JNIM on 
2 March 2017, in an event which, broadcast via Telegram, would 
jointly feature five of the region’s most wanted jihadist leaders. 
Among the groups that have sworn allegiance to Daesh are EIGS, 
a group with a strong presence today on the border between 
Niger and Mali. In Burkina Faso, Ansarul Al Islam (Defenders 
of Islam) stands out as an indigenous group, making its name 
in December 2016 with the attack on a military base in Soum 
 province in the north-east of the country, killing twelve members 
of an anti-terrorist unit.

Thus, in the Liptako-Gourma region, in the so-called triple fron-
tier, military interventions against Tuareg and Arabs belonging 
to terrorist or trafficking groups favour other Tuareg and Arabs 
who have long been their adversaries, for example in Menaka 
and its region, and allow them to improve their social position 
and increase their influence. Similarly, terrorists take advant-
age of inter-communal conflicts to gain support for terrorist 
operations12.

Figure 2. Situation in the central Sahel. 
Source: ACLED, 17 June 2021

12 Stability in the Sahel. A prospective analysis: Work Paper 05/2018.



War on Terror after 9/11: Analysis and foresight

249

The international community has not stood idly by in the face of 
the worsening situation in the Sahel. However, all the measures 
that have been taken to date have proved to be insufficient.

France first became active in the Sahel with Operation Serval 
and is currently active in the Sahel with Operation Barkhane 
and Takuba. EUTM MALI is the EU mission that helps the Malian 
army to improve its military capabilities so that it can recover the 
country’s territorial integrity, and in which is a very active Spain 
participant. The United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Sta-
bilisation Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) was established to support 
the political process and carry out several security-related sta-
bilisation tasks. G5 SAHEL. In February 2014, the five  Western 
Sahel countries – Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, and 
Chad – agreed to find a new regional organisation, the G5 Sahel, 
to ensure development and security conditions in the member 
countries’ area.

In short, while in the Maghreb-Sahel the power and influence of 
al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) is growing, the birth 
of alliances of terrorist groups such as the Support Group for 
Islam and Muslims (JNIM), the flow of mercenaries and  weapons 
from Libya, the growing influence of drug traffickers and the 
sharp increase in the lethality of Boko Haram all combine to make 
regional cooperation in security and defence to face these trans-
national threats very fragmented and little coordinated, to say 
the least, not to mention the recent possible departure of France 
from Mali and the arrival of the Russian group Wagner, which 
will lead to even greater destabilisation in the Sahel and new 
conflicts.

When one looks at the long list of entities committed to secur-
ity and defence of which the Sahel countries are part, one 
can only affirm that they practice what we call “institutional 
polygamy”, which, at the very least, produces a dispersion of 
funds (office rent, salaries, meetings, travel, etc.), generates 
more competitiveness than convergence and, moreover, is not 
efficient13.

We must remember that we cannot offer Western solutions to 
African problems or old solutions to new problems. The response 
must be coordinated by all actors and at all levels, not just at the 
military level.

13 Stability in the Sahel. A prospective analysis: Work Paper 05/2018.
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The case of Nigeria is also worth mentioning. Although it does 
not belong to the Sahel, it is subject to the terrorist action of the 
Boko Haram organisation, whose activities began in 2009 and 
is the bloodiest terrorist group on the continent, thus placing 
Nigeria in fourth place in the total number of deaths caused by 
terrorist acts over the last three years, with one out of every ten 
deaths caused by worldwide terrorism.

The terrorist organisation’s barbarity has been felt in the neigh-
bouring states of Chad, Niger and Cameroon, provoking an inter-
national response after it went as far as to conquer large parts 
of northern Nigeria and proclaim its own caliphate in July 2014, 
before swearing allegiance to the leader of the Daesh terrorist 
organisation in March 201514.

14 Morales, S. (2016). Africa Through The Threats And Dynamics That Influence Its 
Security. Gesi Analysis Paper 16/2016.

Figure 3. Forces present in the Sahel. Source: JeuneAfrique, September 2021
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Alain Rodier defines Boko Haram as a “narco-terrorist movement”, 
regularly cooperating with al-Qaeda movements to facilitate the 
flow of cocaine and heroin through the Sahel. The combination of 
criminal acts and the drug business has transformed the jihad-
ist project, with the nationalist-religious discourse continuing to 
be the basis for gaining new followers to the cause, which is no 

Figure 4. Boko Haram and the Islamic State in West Africa.
Source: African Centre for Strategic Studies, December 2020
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longer only politico-religious but is based on the creation of a 
criminal economy15.

15 Cuneo, P. (2019). Terrorism and Organised Crime: The System of “Permanent Con-
flict” in the Sahel. IEEE. 

Figure 5. Security situation in Somalia. Source: DW, March 2021
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The lethality of terrorism is also well known in other parts of 
East Africa where al-Qaeda-affiliated Al-Shabaab is active and 
commits high-level attacks against both civilian and government 
personnel, mainly members of AMISON, the African Union mis-
sion for Somalia. It is also committed in other countries such as 
Kenya, Djibouti and Ethiopia.

Somalia is considered a safe haven for terrorists as a failed state 
where terrorists can plan, carry out and facilitate operations 
inside Somalia, including mass casualty bombings in major urban 
areas and attacks in neighbouring countries.

In Mozambique, the insurgency, reconverted into a DAESH 
affiliate in Central Africa, is expanding in the province of Cabo 
 Delgado in northern Mozambique, and has already killed a huge 
number of people and forced many more to flee their homes. 
Over the last few years, there has also been a significant increase 
in terrorist activity.

Figure 6. Jihadist attacks in Cabo Delgado DSN May 2021

Asia Pacific

As for the rest of the Asian continent, or more specifically the 
Philippines and Indonesia, although initially considered a possible 



Pilar Rangel

254

alternative stage of conflict after the fall of DAESH in the Middle 
East, they do not currently have such a prominent role for the 
organisation.

In the Asia-Pacific area the main operating terrorist groups are 
Abu Sayyaf, al-Qaeda and Jemaah Islamiyah, and groups inspired 
by the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS).

The Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) is one of the most violent ter-
rorist groups in the Philippines, promoting an independent 
Islamic state in western Mindanao and the Sulu archipelago. 
Elements of the group have links to the regional ISIS affiliate, 
 ISIS-Philippines. ASG has committed kidnappings for ransom, 
bombings, ambushes of security personnel, public beheadings, 
assassinations, and extortion and operates mainly in Malaysia 
and the Philippines.

Jemaah Islamiya (JI) is a terrorist group based in Southeast Asia 
that seeks to establish an Islamic caliphate in the region.

Australia is one of the leading members of the Global Coalition 
against Daesh, a benchmark in the region for counterterrorism, 
counterterrorism financing and countering violent extremism.

The Philippines devotes significant resources to the fight against 
terrorism operating in the south of the country, given that it is a 
destination for many FTFs.

Thailand’s main vulnerability is that it is a transit hub for illegal 
people and goods, but its main concern is not as much interna-
tional terrorism as domestic insurgent groups, where they fear 
infiltration.

Indonesia has been attacked by various terrorist groups such 
as Mujahidin Indonesia Timur (MIT), Daesh-affiliated Jamaah 
Ansharut Daulah (JAD) and offshoots of JAD. The Indonesian, 
Malaysian and Philippine militaries have cooperated jointly to 
improve capabilities against terrorism and transnational crime 
through coordinated air and maritime patrols.

Malaysia is a transit country and, to a lesser extent, a destina-
tion country for members of terrorist groups such as Daesh, Abu 
Sayyaf Group (ASG), al-Qaeda and Jemaah Islamiyah. Individu-
als linked to Daesh or ASG planning to travel to the southern 
Philippines or the Middle East used Malaysia as a transit point. 
Malaysia monitored, arrested, deported, and tried suspected sup-
porters of terrorist groups. The country also cooperated with the 
US and other agencies to enhance border security at airports and 
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in the Sulu Sea, combat terrorist recruitment and improve pro-
secution of terrorism-related crimes.

Figure 7. Presence of the Islamist group Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines. 
Source: US Department of State, 2017

Europe and Spain

Europe has been the target of terrorist attacks since 2001, coincid-
ing with the attack on the twin towers, but mostly inspired by Daesh.

In the case of Spain, the 11M attacks in 2004, committed by a 
local cell influenced by al-Qaeda, and the attacks in Barcelona 
and Cambrils in 2017, in this case by radicalised elements influ-
enced by Daesh.

In the case of Europe in recent years, coinciding with the war in 
Syria and Iraq, we have seen a high number of terrorist attacks, 
mainly in France, the UK and Germany. Many times, terrorists did 
not need a large infrastructure to carry out these attacks, often 
using vehicles, knives or guns to take out their targets.

In the case of FTFs, many remain in detention in Syria and Iraq, 
with some European countries having revoked the citizenship of 
their nationals who travelled to Syria or Iraq to join Daesh.

France has been one of the European countries that has suf-
fered the most from terrorist attacks given that it has carried out 
counter-terrorism operations in Iraq, Libya, Syria and the Sahel 
region. It has also suffered lone-actor attacks, carried out by 
individuals already in France, inspired by or affiliated with Daesh. 
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France is a key partner in the fight against international terror-
ism, hence the large number of attacks both at home and abroad.

In the case of Germany, it is not only concerned about jihadist 
terrorism but also about right-wing terrorism, which is seen as 
a serious threat to national security, including increased violent 
radicalisation on both the right and the left.

The UK is one of the key countries in the fight against Daesh, 
mainly in Syria and Iraq. It is one of the countries that has suf-
fered the most terrorist attacks along with France, Germany and 
Spain, with jihadist terrorism considered the greatest threat to 
national security.

Spain is an example to follow in the fight against jihadist terror-
ism, despite the attacks in Madrid in 2004 and in Barcelona and 
Cambrils in 2017. It remains an international benchmark, espe-
cially for the work of its ESF and the Intelligence Community.

Of note to this effect is the arrest of individuals suspected of plan-
ning terrorist attacks, facilitating the financing of terrorism, or 
participating in the recruitment of followers, and the fight against 
violent radicalisation. From the counter-terrorism point of view, 
Spain stands out for its intense preventive work, with most of the 

Figure 8. Combating jihadist terrorism. 
Source: Ministry of Home Affairs, 2021
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individuals and cells neutralised in the early stages of planning 
their actions, leaving no time for the terrorists to become active.

According to data from the Department of Homeland Security, 
since 11 March 2004, 910 people have been arrested in Spain 
in connection with jihadist terrorism. A large part of these 
operations were developed thanks to the constant interaction 
and collaboration between the Security Forces and the Spanish 
 Intelligence Service (CNI).

According to data from the Comisaría General de Información de 
Policía Nacional, the following table shows the number of opera-
tions carried out and the number of detainees from 2001 to 2021.

Figure 9. Combating Jihadist terrorism. Source: CGI, 2021
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Notable also is Spain’s part in the fight against international ter-
rorism through its collaboration in the Global Coalition against 
Daesh, with more than 150 troops deployed in Iraq throughout 
the year on military and police training missions, and as part of 
the various EU military and civilian missions in the Sahel.

This is not to mention the law on the collection and analysis 
of Advance Passenger Information (API) and Passenger Name 
Record (PNR) data, which includes sharing data with various 
partners, including the US.

In accordance with the Law, Spain’s Centre for Intelligence 
against Terrorism and Organised Crime (CITCO) collects API and 
PNR data provided by commercial operators and analyses them 
for most of the Competent Authorities.

Our National Security Strategy against terrorism also stand out, 
based on the four pillars of the EU and UN Counter-Terrorism 
Strategies: Prevent, Protect, Pursue and Prepare response.

Also, noteworthy is our 2015 National Strategic Plan for the Pre-
vention of Violent Radicalisation, coordinated from CITCO and 
based on contributions from national Counterterrorism actors 
(mainly CNP, Guardia Civil and CNI, among others) to identify 
radicalisation at local level through the census, and to respond 
with partnerships at this level between civil society leaders from 
vulnerable communities and representatives of law enforce-
ment and other public services. Mention must also be made of 
Malaga as an example of a strong city and as the first city to 
have a Prevention Plan in the fight against violent radicalisation 
in 2017.

Conclusions

After the attacks of 11 September 2001, we saw how jihadist 
groups did not engage in major criminal activities but limited 
themselves to committing small crimes basically to self finance. 
However, over time terrorism and transnational criminality have 
become one and the same thing, and proof of this is the Sahel, 
where terrorists and criminal groups are at ease.

In the previous pages we have looked at everything from the 
attacks that devastated districts of Kabul and towns in eastern 
Afghanistan to the southern Philippines (where the national army 
is fighting – with heavy means – Salafo-Jihadist groups that claim 
both allegiance to Daesh and territory in the archipelago).
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We have also stopped in Iraq, Syria (where many fighters 
arrived from Trinidad and Tobago), the Horn of Africa and of 
course the multipolar battlefield of the Sahel-Saharan strip, 
from Mauritania to Somalia, where in the name of both Daesh 
and al-Qaeda many terrorist groups claim control of vast 
territories.

The real threat is in these areas, some of which are in failed 
states which are unable to reach out and take control, and where 
these groups, both terrorist and organised crime groups, exercise 
their control.

To this effect, terrorist groups like AQIM and the Islamic State in 
the Greater Sahara, which operate in the Sahel, are more danger-
ous for their criminal acts than for their terrorist acts, as claimed 
by some authors. This explains why the fight against terrorism, 
as the UN Security Council has stressed, cannot be conducted 
exclusively through military force, but by adopting a compre-
hensive approach, including economic and infrastructural growth, 
poverty reduction, promoting good governance, strengthening 
state institutions, extending social services, education and fight-
ing corruption16.

The shift from inter-state to intra-state warfare has given organ-
ised crime a leading role in many war economies (including the 
post-conflict reconstruction aspect). Terrorist coexistence cre-
ates situations conducive to their convergence, leading to a true 
“hybridisation” with mutual benefits17.

Taking drug trafficking as an example, the 2017 UNODC (UNODC 
Office on Drugs and Crime) report devoted the last of its five 
issues to “the problem of drugs and organised crime, illicit finan-
cial flows, corruption and terrorism”, highlighting the direct 
financing and involvement of many terrorist groups through 
drug trafficking, in which Boko Haram and AQIM are particularly 
involved, as are the Taliban in Afghanistan, the FARC, the Shin-
ing Path, and the insurgent groups in Myanmar: a condominium 
where those who take on the brands of al-Qaeda and Daesh are 
willing to cooperate18.

16 Link between Terrorism and Organised Crime: Rangel, P. (2019). Jihadist Terrorism 
Yearbook. OIET.
17 Cuneo, P. (2019). Terrorism and Organised Crime: The System of “Permanent Con-
flict” in the Sahel. IEEE. 
18 UNODC. World Drug Report. Vienna, 2017. Available at: http://www.unodc.org/
wdr2017/field/Booklet_5_NEXUS.pdf

http://www.unodc.org/wdr2017/field/Booklet_5_NEXUS.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/wdr2017/field/Booklet_5_NEXUS.pdf
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Beyond these political mixes, as early as the end of 2014, the US 
federal agency’s Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) report 
reinforced the idea that the international jihad was also financed 
by drug trafficking, highlighting the links between AQIM and the 
Mexican and Colombian cartels, a symbiosis also confirmed by 
data from the Intelligence Centre against Terrorism and  Organised 
Crime (CITCO) in Madrid, where at least 20% of the terrorists in 
prison have criminal records related to drug trafficking.

The nexus between the two phenomena – terrorism and organ-
ised crime – continues to grow more powerful every day and it is 
up to our institutions, both national and international, to tackle 
them, mainly through international cooperation, police coordina-
tion, the exchange of information and intelligence databases. The 
European Union must take on a greater role in the fight against 
terrorism and organised crime within and beyond its borders.

The result of all this leads us to conclude that the fight against ter-
rorism that began after 11 September 2001 has failed, because 
although it is true that both Daesh and al-Qaeda are weaker than 
then, the Taliban victory in Afghanistan has meant a moral and 
strategic victory for these terrorist groups that has spread to 
other countries where they operate, such as Africa and the Middle 
East where they have become much stronger since 9/11, encour-
aging them to follow the Taliban example of conquering territory 
and establishing Sharia law there.

Twenty years after 9/11, jihadist terrorism has not only not 
disappeared, but has spread to many more countries. The US 
strategy seems to be to choose where it deploys its counter-terrorism 
resources according to its interests, and above all to prioritise its 
interests and increase its capabilities against what it considers to 
be the main threats, mainly China and Russia, knowing that the 
terrorist threat will always remain.

Thus, it seems that 20 years after 9/11 we could be heading 
towards a new world order and a new international scenario in 
the Middle East and in the West where it seems that the US 
wants to reserve its capabilities to confront its real strategic en-
emies, China and Russia. And where a Taliban terrorist govern-
ment could be recognised by some members of the international 
community. It would seem that the US has ceased to be the 
world’s guardian and has focused on its own interests. That is 
why the West, and mainly the European Union, needs to have a 
common foreign policy and a capacity to respond immediately 
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to the threats we face because, although the US seems likely to 
remain present, it will not be as it was before and that makes 
us somewhat more vulnerable if we do not take care of our own 
defence strategy.

In the meantime, jihadist terrorism will continue to take advant-
age of failed states that are unable to meet the social needs of 
the population, thus creating the conditions for them to seduce 
more people through their propaganda, guaranteeing them pub-
lic services, exploiting power vacuums, and imposing the logic of 
fear.

In this situation of social vulnerability, dominated by poverty, dis-
ease, scarcity of basic resources and lack of individual plans for 
the future, which is exploited by terrorist groups to seduce “hearts 
and minds”, the identity factor plays a crucial role. “Islam” is a 
backbone of identity throughout the Arab world, so it is through 
the apodictically distorted and vitiated use of the meaning of Islam 
that Salafist jihadist narratives creep in, with the unquestionable 
aim of recruiting fighters for a misnamed “global jihad”19.

Moreover, the ideology of global jihadism continues to gain adher-
ents and its ideas have spread globally through the proliferation 
of extremist internet forums and sites. The two main assets that 
the jihadist movement possesses today are the survival (to a 
greater or lesser degree, depending on the scenario) of its oper-
ational capacity and the dissemination and acceptance by thou-
sands of individuals of its message, mainly through the internet.

This is why a powerful counter-narrative could be more effective 
than a thousand tanks on the ground if one considers that the 
battle against terrorism lies in the cultural and ideological ter-
rain, given that Salafi-jihadism presents a set of ideas taken as 
unquestionable truth. Ideas and beliefs that are not psycholog-
ically abnormal, since they help to provide reality with a certain 
coherence, hand over behavioural control and eliminate ambigu-
ity 20.

Clearly, the solution to these threats is not just military, but the 
action of intelligence services with the support of the local popu-
lation and greater cooperation between the countries in the area.

19 Blanco Blanco, J. (2018). Territorial Challenges of Salafist-Jihadist Terrorism In The 
Arab World, Following The Defeat Of Daesh In Iraq And Syria. GESI Analysis Paper 
36/2018.
20 Moyano and Trujillo. (2013). Islamist radicalisation and terrorism, psychosocial 
keys. Granada. P. 93.
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However, factors such as poverty, the demographic boom, cor-
ruption, illicit trafficking, and the existence of very fragile gov-
ernments, make them breeding grounds for many young people 
in these countries without training or employment to join these 
terrorist groups.

The three main objectives would be:

1. To stabilise conflict areas, in particular by focusing on the 
fight against jihadist terrorism and organised crime.

2. To rebuild these failed states in most cases in all areas: gov-
ernance, police, judiciary and military.

3. To improve the economic development of these countries.

Failure to achieve these three basic objectives will not only fur-
ther increase instability in the countries where these terrorist 
groups operate but will cost Spain and Europe many more years 
than those they have already spent fighting this threat, and most 
of these problems are likely to be transferred to our territory.

Stabilisation of these countries must be achieved on several 
fronts:

In the military sphere, greater international community involve-
ment is essential to face all the existing threats in a coordinated 
manner, including the fight against jihadist terrorism, the devel-
opment of military capabilities and the recovery of states that in 
some cases are unable to control a large part of their territory.

In the sphere of international organisations, greater involvement 
is needed from the European Union, the African Union and the 
United Nations, which plays a fundamental role, and which must 
guarantee more and better peacekeeping in the region and the 
security of the territory and its inhabitants.

In the economic sphere, it is not only necessary to allocate devel-
opment aid but also to invest and create wealth in these countries 
to prevent radicalisation and terrorism. And in the development 
sphere, it is a question of empowering women as the main actors 
in this problem and to act prioritarily at the local level.

If all these actions are not carried out in a joint and coordinated 
manner, we will be working in vain.
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