ARE WE ON THE BRINK OF WAR?
MANY FACTORS IN THE GLOBAL CLIMATE LOOK EERILY LIKE PRE-WAR
ERAS FROM THE LAST CENTURY
By IMD Professor Jean-Pierre Lehmann

IMD
Chemin de Bellerive 23
PO Box 915,
CH-1001 Lausanne
Switzerland
Tel:
Fax:

+41 21 618 01 11
+41 21 618 07 07
info@imd.org
www.imd.org

Copyright © 2006-2016 IMD - International Institute for Management Development. All rights, including copyright, pertaining
to the content of this website/publication/document are owned or controlled for these purposes by IMD, except when expressly
stated otherwise. None of the materials provided on/in this website/publication/document may be used, reproduced or
transmitted, in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or
the use of any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from IMD. To request such permission
and for further inquiries, please contact IMD at pressroom@imd.org. Where it is stated that copyright to any part of the IMD
website/publication/document is held by a third party, requests for permission to copy, modify, translate, publish or otherwise
make available such part must be addressed directly to the third party concerned.

ARE WE ON THE BRINK OF WAR? | Many factors in the global climate look eerily like pre-war eras from the last century

There are many signs that the "post-war" period after World War II has finally come to an end and
that we are now in a pre-war era. Many of the factors that define the times were present before
many of the large-scale wars of the previous century: populism, nationalism, territorial disputes,
ethnic and religious conflicts, terrorism, economic depression, high youth unemployment,
corruption, pretty lamentable political leadership everywhere… Need one go on?
We live in bizarre times when, in the words of a “must read” report by Nik Gowing, we must be
prepared to “think the unthinkable”. Who could have ever imagined that Donald Trump could be a
potential US Commander-in-Chief or that we would see a President of the Philippines calling the
President of the United States and the Pope the sons of whores?
Perils emanating from Asia
Whereas prospects in most corners of the planet are cause for great concern – the European
Union, for example, looks like it could unravel – the greatest peril emanates from Asia.
This is the case for many reasons, beginning with the fact that it is the world's most important region
– most populated, biggest economy, most fraught with pervasive territorial disputes, concentration
of nuclear power states, etc.
Over the past year, the turmoil has intensified.
The drama in the Levant, in West Asia, has considerably darkened as we watch impotently the
tragic destruction and massacre of Aleppo. There is no hope of a resolution in the near future
between Palestine and Israel.
Dangerous tensions are rising between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Disorder still rules in Afghanistan.
Now, perhaps the loudest alarm bells are ringing over Kashmir and the intensified tensions between
India and Pakistan – two nuclear-armed states, neither of which has signed the NPT, or Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty. And there are two other Asian states that have not done so: Israel and
North Korea. The latter, led by an unfathomable Orwellian regime in Pyongyang, menaces the world
with its nuclear arms.
Japan and China – respectively the world's third and second biggest economies - remain deeply
antagonistic over territorial, ideological and historical disputes.
Hot spots
And, of course, there is the South China Sea, an explosive powder keg that is the site of three
alarming and simultaneous developments. The first is the conflict between China and some of the
South-east Asian maritime states, notably Vietnam. The second is the build-up of forces driving a
possible breakdown of ASEAN, the regional grouping first formed in 1967 and which has grown to
include 10 member states. The third is the way the South China Sea is shaping up to be arguably
the hottest spot for confrontation between the US and China.
The nature of the current acute tension between India and Pakistan, and the threat of the former to
revoke the Indus Water Treaty, brings forcefully to the fore the fact that one of the greatest
underlying perils in Asia is over water.
All that has been written above is by no means to suggest that war in Asia is inevitable. I have often
quoted the concluding four words of Margaret MacMillan's outstanding book on World War I, “The
War That Ended Peace,” where in dismissing the view that August 1914 was inevitable, she writes
"there are always choices". The problem was that many wrong choices were made then and are
being made now.
What is most important in this context is to have the appropriate mindset. This is not a case, as is
often made, between optimism and pessimism, but between realism and wishful thinking, smugness
and complacency.
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Learning from history
But it does in fact seem that we are living in a pre-war and not a post-war ethos. We are witnessing
the decline of some empires (notably the US), the collapse of others (the Arab world), and the rise
of China, which is a fragile global power. This pattern corresponds in some ways to that of a century
ago: rising, declining and collapsing empires.
Just as I argue that war in Asia is by no means inevitable, I also wish to stress most emphatically
that I am not suggesting that history is repeating or will repeat itself. But we can learn from history.
Many believed in the years and, indeed, months preceding World War I that war was impossible, in
fact unthinkable. If we make the assumption instead that, indeed, it is possible, there will be a
greater chance that we might make the choices that avoid war. To improve global prospects, we
have to be prepared to think the unthinkable.

Jean-Pierre Lehmann is Emeritus Professor of International Political Economy at IMD; and visiting
professor at Hong Kong University.
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ORCHESTRATING WINNING PERFORMANCE - http://www.imd.org/owp
Create your own learning journey
Program Directors Michael Wade and Dominique Turpin
•

Learn about the newest trends in business management and leadership

•

Solve challenges with face-to-face learning from world-class Faculty

•

Improve your team’s commitment and performance around a common strategy

•

Customize your learning with your own personal program schedule

•

Become part of a network of 80,000 executives from 140 countries

THE IMD EXECUTIVE MBA - http://www.imd.org/emba
Never stop learning
Program Director Stefan Michel
•

A rigorous, diverse and global program for experienced executives

•

Sharpen your leadership skills, drive your learning into your company and fulfill your potential

•

An execution-oriented program that focuses on turning ideas into action

•

Thought leadership that you can put to use right away: earn a world-class MBA on the job
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