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"Twenty-First-Century Geopolitics: Fluidity 
Everywhere"

 
The  most  fluid  arena  in  the  modern  world-system,  which  is  in  structural  crisis,  is 
arguably the geopolitical arena. No country comes even near to dominating this arena. 
The last hegemonic power, the United States, has long acted like a helpless giant. It is 
able to destroy but not to control the situation. It still proclaims rules that others are 
expected to follow, but it can be and is ignored.
 
There is now a long list of countries that act as they deem fit despite pressures from other 
countries to perform in specified ways. A look around the globe will readily confirm the 
inability of the United States to get its way.
 
The two countries other than the United States that have the strongest military power are 
Russia and China. Once, they had to move carefully to avoid the reprimand of the United 
States. The cold-war rhetoric described two competing geopolitical camps. Reality was 
different. The rhetoric simply masked the relative effectiveness of U.S. hegemony.
 
Now it is virtually the other way around. The United States has to move carefully vis-à-
vis  Russia  and  China  to  avoid  losing  all  ability  to  obtain  their  co-operation  on  the 
geopolitical priorities of the United States.
 
Look next at the so-called strongest allies of the United States. We can quibble about 
which one is the "closest" ally, or had been for a long while. Take your pick between 
Great  Britain  and  Israel  or  even,  some would  say,  Saudi  Arabia.  Or  make  a  list  of 
erstwhile reliable partners of the United States, such as Japan and South Korea, Canada, 
Brazil, and Germany. Call them "number two's."
 
Now look at the behavior of all these countries in the last twenty years. I say "twenty" 
because  the  new  reality  predates  the  regime  of  Donald  Trump,  although  he  has 
undoubtedly worsened the ability of the United States to get its way.
 
Take the situation on the Korean peninsula. The United States wants North Korea to 
renounce nuclear weapons. This is a regularly repeated objective of the United States. 
This was true when Bush and Obama were president. It has continued to be true with 
Trump. The difference is the mode of seeking to achieve this objective. Previously, U.S. 
actions  utilized  a  degree  of  diplomacy  in  addition  to  sanctions.  This  reflected  the 
understanding that too many U.S. public threats were self-defeating. Trump believes the 
opposite. He sees the public threats as the basic weapon in his armory.
 
However,  Trump  has  different  days.  On  day  one  he  menaces  North  Korea  with 
devastation. But on day two he makes his primary target Japan and South Korea. Trump 
says  they  are  providing  insufficient  financial  support  for  the  costs  deriving  from  a 
continuing  armed  U.S.  presence  there.  So,  in  the  to  and  fro  between  the  two  U.S. 
positions,  neither  Japan  nor  South  Korea  have  the  sense  that  they  are  sure  to  be 
protected.
 



Japan and South Korea have dealt with their fears and uncertainty in opposite ways. The 
current Japanese regime seeks to secure U.S. guarantees by offering total public support 
of the (shifting) U.S. tactics. It hopes thereby to please the United States sufficiently that 
Japan will receive the guarantees it wants to have.
 
The current South Korean regime is using a quite different tactic. It is pursuing very 
openly closer diplomatic relations with North Korea, very much against U.S. wishes. It 
hopes  thereby to  please  the  North  Korean regime sufficiently  that  North  Korea  will 
respond by agreeing not to escalate the conflict.
 
Whether  either  of  these  tactical  approaches  will  stabilize  the  U.S.  position is  totally 
unsure. What is sure is that the United States is not in command. Both Japan and South 
Korea are quietly pursuing nuclear armaments to strengthen their  position since they 
cannot know what the next day will bring on the U.S. front. The fluidity of the U.S. 
position weakens further U.S. power because of the reactions it generates.
 
Or take the even more knotty situation in the so-called Islamic world going from the 
Maghreb to Indonesia,  and particularly in Syria.  Each major power in the region (or 
dealing with the region) has a different prime "enemy" (or enemies). For Saudi Arabia 
and Israel, it is at the moment Iran. For Iran it is the United States. For Egypt it is the 
Muslim Brotherhood. For Turkey it is the Kurds. For the Iraqi regime, it is the Sunnis. 
For Italy, it is Al Qaeda, which is making it impossible to control the flow of migrants. 
And so on.
 
How about for the United States? Who knows? That is the nub of fear for everyone else. 
The United States seems at the moment to have two quite different priorities. On day 
one, it is North Korean acquiescence with U.S. imperatives. On day two it is ending U.S. 
involvement in the East  Asian region, or at  least  reducing its  financial  outlays.  As a 
result, it is increasingly ignored.
 
We could draw similar pictures for other regions or sub-regions of the world. The key 
lesson to draw is that the decline of the United States has not been followed by another 
hegemon. It has simply folded into the overall chaotic zigzagging, the fluidity of which 
we spoke.
 
This of  course is  the great  danger.  Nuclear accidents,  or  mistakes,  or  folly suddenly 
become what is  on top of everyone's mind, and especially that of the world's armed 
forces.  How to  deal  with  this  danger  is  the  most  meaningful  short-term geopolitical 
debate.
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