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Preface

have you noticed how much time we spend worrying about  

the state of the world these days? Even before the pandemic 

struck, we were forever discussing the global challenges, specu-

lating about the future of humanity, voicing our fears about the 

fate of the planet and the plants and animals we share it with. 

In one way or another, we are constantly asking, “What’s gone 

wrong with the world?”

Not surprisingly, there’s no shortage of theories, explana-

tions, and solutions. The number of books published each year 

that try to explain and resolve our global difficulties just keeps 

on growing.

I try to read them because I’m fascinated and appalled by  

this subject, but I’m ashamed to admit that I don’t always fin-

ish them, and often start skimming after the first chapter. 

This isn’t because I think the authors don’t know what they’re 

talking about—on the contrary, I’m deeply impressed by their 

knowledge of society, politics, public health, economics, his-

tory,  culture, and human nature. Usually, it’s because I just find 
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x Preface

them too dense, too difficult, and frankly too depressing to read. 

This doesn’t seem right. If COVID-19 has proved anything, it 

has proved that the way countries work together—or fail to do 

so—is not a subject for experts alone; by definition, it’s a subject 

for everyone, everywhere. We all need to understand, because 

it’s going to take all of us to avoid these kinds of problems in the 

future, and to tackle the ones we already have.

So in this book I’ve tried to explain where I think we’ve gone 

wrong in terms that most people I’ve ever met can understand 

and enjoy: a book about the present and the future of humanity 

that doesn’t require a degree in economics or political science 

to read.

And I’ve tried to make it as fun and interesting to read about 

the issues as I have found it fun and interesting to learn 

about them. Just because these things are serious doesn’t mean 

they have to be boring.

I also have some concrete suggestions about what we can 

all do to make the world work better, in one generation.
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From an Equation  

to an Invitation

for the last twenty years, i’ve worked as an independent 
policy adviser to the presidents, prime ministers, monarchs, 

and governments of more than fifty countries. Most of them 

have invited me to help them engage more productively and 

imaginatively with the governments and populations of other 

countries, although we’ve often ended up spending our time 

on very different challenges from the ones they thought they 

were facing.

In my discussions with them and with thousands of their 

citizens, from religious and business leaders to students and fac-

tory workers, I’ve always challenged them with the same basic 

questions: What is your country for? What is its gift to the world? 

How can it make a difference to the whole of humanity, not just 

to its own citizens? How should a country make itself useful in 

the twenty-first century and so earn its place in the world?

I suppose that very few people have ever had a job quite like 

mine, and nobody could lead a life like the one I’ve led without 

forming some views on where we humans stand today, how  
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2 The Good Country Equation

we got there, and where we’re going next—unless they were 

fast asleep.

But I’ve been wide awake since I first started working with 

countries, and on the plane on the way home from each foreign 

trip, after a glance at the newspaper with its usual crop of fright-

ening headlines, I’ve found myself asking that same question: 

Why doesn’t the world work?

How is it that, despite all the experience, power, technol-

ogy, money, and knowledge that humankind has accumulated, 

we still seem unable to defeat the biggest challenges facing us 

today: climate change, pollution, mass migration, overpopula-

tion, corruption, disease and pandemics, extremism, slavery, 

war, terrorism, drug trafficking, hunger, weapons proliferation, 

species and habitat loss, prejudice and racism, unemployment, 

water scarcity, antibiotic resistance, human rights abuses, pov-

erty, illiteracy, infant mortality, and inequality?

What a daunting list that is! From Afghanistan to Kazakh-

stan, from Austria to Bhutan, from the Faroe Islands to Mexico, 

and from Latvia to Botswana, this book tells the story of how I 

began looking for answers to that question and gradually built 

up a worldview, a philosophy, and at last a formula that I believe 

really could help make the world work better.

What Is the Good Country Equation?

The theory behind this book is the Good Country Equation, a 

simple summary of what I’ve learned about the world so far. The 

equation consists of a problem and a solution.

Yes, the Good Country Equation is a much simplified ac-

count of the state of things. The simplification is deliberate be-

cause, over the years, faced with a world that seems to become 

more bewilderingly complex and unstable with every month 

that passes, I’ve learned to revere simplicity: not the simplicity 
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that comes from seeing only the surface of things, but the sim-

plicity that comes from seeing through the surface.

I hope I’ve avoided the trap of expecting too much of hu-

manity, or crediting it with more compassion, intelligence, 

foresight, or imagination than it really has. An objection I some-

times hear from critics of my work is that I don’t make sufficient 

allowances for people’s innate selfishness, their mistrust of 

each other, the greed and corruption and shortsightedness 

of politicians, the stupidity of crowds, the innate tendency of 

all humankind toward prejudice and tribalism.

Well, in one sense I am guilty as charged. I can’t help liking 

people and trusting in their capacity for good sense and kind-

ness, even though these qualities aren’t always on show and 

have a frustrating tendency to emerge only when it’s too late 

for them to make much difference.

But I hope that my prejudice in favor of humanity is not 

based on naivete or sentimentality. I have always taken great 

problem: All the grand challenges of today are caused by 

the way countries and people behave. Countries compete 

more than they collaborate, so there are never enough 

resources to meet those challenges. And we still educate 

people in ways that only made sense before humanity 

became interdependent and its problems interconnected.

solution: We can change the way countries behave by 

proving to governments that collaborating to build a bet-

ter world doesn’t mean national or political self-sacrifice: 

it boosts national standing and thus promotes growth and 

innovation. We can change the way that people behave in 

just one generation, starting with a new global compact 

on educational values.
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care to test it repeatedly with objective research, observation, 

and study. Thanks to my unusual job, that prejudice is rein-

forced by direct experience of getting to know a great many 

people from all levels of society in many countries and a relent-

less compulsion to seek out and hear the people whose views 

and values differ most from my own. That’s not virtue: it’s plain 

curiosity, and a serious addiction to variety.

One further point I’d like to add before we get started: Just 

like every one of us, I have my own educational, social, cul-

tural, and racial background, and of course it influences what 

I see, what I say about it, and the way I say it. I’m a bit of mon-

grel, and I’m proud of the fact that several histories, cultures, 

races, and religions form the background to who I am; and an 

even more varied and colorful professional and family expe-

rience over the last thirty years has added to my worldview. I 

have both overlords and underdogs in my family tree, citizens 

of a colonizing power and victims of ethnic cleansing. My per-

sonal experience of the world has been a privileged one, thanks 

largely to the hard work of my parents and grandparents, and 

the good luck of being born male in a rich country in peacetime 

with an appearance similar to that of the ethnic majority.

But culture, language, human nature, and human  society 

have been my lifelong passion as well as my study. I have learned 

that it’s a mistake to fight the fact that my background shapes 

me; but it is also my duty to be constantly conscious of this 

bias and to factor it into my understanding of the world. My 

parents and my schools taught me from the moment I could 

understand it that the playing field I was about to enter was not 

a level one. The expression “Check your privilege” didn’t exist 

then, but it’s exactly what they had in mind. I haven’t always 

succeeded in following their advice, since putting yourself in 

other people’s shoes isn’t always easy, but I have always tried 

and will continue to do so.
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Globalization: Curse or Cure?

One of the main reasons we’re facing all these challenges today 

is the same reason we’re capable of solving them: globalization.

Globalization is much more than a recent tale of corporate 

and financial overreach: in some respects it’s the story of our 

species. Ever since the first humans walked out of Africa sixty 

or seventy thousand years ago and stopped being a single tribe 

inhabiting a single territory, facing a single set of shared chal-

lenges, one of the stories of human endeavor has been the story 

of us trying to get back in touch again.

Today, thanks to our technologies of transport, commu-

nication, and computation, we’re nearly there: a single spe-

cies inhabiting a single planet, once again facing a single set of 

shared challenges (all of which we’ve caused ourselves). It’s been 

a difficult journey and the path ahead looks frightening and 

unfamiliar, so it’s hardly surprising if, at times, we seem poised 

on the point of slipping backward again.

Globalization means many things, good and bad. Most 

of our progress and most of our setbacks have been both the 

cause and the consequence of our increasing global connect-

edness and interdependence. For me, one of the most positive 

consequences of globalization is the way it constantly stirs up 

human invention and creativity. Our species comprises many 

cultures, beliefs, languages, traditions, histories, mindsets, and 

ways of being in the world, and the more those elements are 

mixed together, the more new ideas we produce and the more 

progress we make. That’s how innovation and culture work. On 

the other hand, growing inequality is stretching the tolerance 

of humanity to the breaking point, and globalization is deeply 

implicated in that process.

So while the problems we’re facing today look, and are, truly 

daunting—in part because for the first time in our history we’re 
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acutely and instantly aware of all of them, and they’re connected 

in a thousand new ways—we are also armed with an infinite 

variety of new solutions to those problems, precisely because 

we’re so well connected and the combination of our different 

skills and experiences, and our imagination, is so formidable.

The extent to which we choose to increase and make use of 

those connections, to work together, to acknowledge how all our 

problems are shared, and to deliberately stir up our innovations 

and our solutions will determine how successfully we tackle the 

challenges facing us today.

We’ve allowed many parts of globalization to spiral out of 

control, and there are failures and responsibilities that need to 

be acknowledged before we can press Reset. But there are also 

many aspects of globalization that deserve to be celebrated, and 

it’s critical that we make the effort to see both sides of the story.

Many of us are in danger of allowing ourselves to become 

discouraged and downhearted, even cynical and fatalistic, just 

when we need the most hope and the most energy. Despon-

dency is one of the habits of our age and a temptation we must 

resist. I hope that reading this book may help restore redress 

the balance between realistic concern and justifiable optimism.

The way I’ve written this book is a little unusual. It’s an 

autobiographical travelogue which incorporates research, anal-

ysis, and case studies, but it’s also a call to action, ending with 

some specific proposals that I intend to pursue with, I hope, the 

help of many of my readers. In other words, it’s the story of an 

unfinished journey and an invitation to continue it together. I 

hope that the story of where I’ve come from will interest and 

encourage you enough to join me where I’m going.
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2

From Perceptions  

to Propaganda

my story starts in a place which might seem unconnected 

with the state of the world today or with the solutions we must 

find to the huge challenges that humanity faces in the second 

decade of the twenty-first century.

In the late 1990s, ten years after founding and running a firm 

that helped companies navigate the complexities of language 

and culture around the world, I found myself getting more and 

more interested in the way people perceive certain products 

and the countries they come from, and the complex ways in 

which the two are linked. Many years would pass before I real-

ized that the question of national image was much more than a 

curiosity at the fringes of marketing: it would prove to be a new 

and powerful incentive for governments to join the global fight 

against climate change, diesase, poverty, inequality, conflict, and 

other global challenges.

In 1998, I wrote an essay in a marketing journal. It was an 

academic journal, but my contribution wasn’t scholarly: I didn’t 
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quote any other authors, the research I’d conducted was lim-

ited, and the entire paper had only two footnotes. Well, I’m 

not an academic and had no aspirations to become one. But 

I’d had an idea, and I wanted to share it with anyone who was 

prepared to listen.

In the paper, I explored the idea that all countries have im-

ages and that in our age of advanced globalization those images 

have become increasingly important. A country with a powerful 

and positive image (like, say, Switzerland) finds it pretty easy to 

attract tourists, foreign investment, students and researchers, 

international events, consumers for its products and services, 

and the attention and respect of other governments and the 

media. All this adds up to yet more progress and prosperity for 

countries like Switzerland. On the other hand, a country that 

fewer people know about (Suriname, for example) or that has 

primarily negative associations at this point in its history (like 

Syria), finds it difficult and expensive. To put it simply, countries 

in good standing trade at a premium; countries in poor standing 

trade at a discount.

However outdated, inaccurate, and unfair the popular im-

ages of countries may be, I wrote, they still have a huge impact 

because they influence the choices people make about what 

to buy, where to visit or work or study, where to invest, whom to 

believe, and whom to trust. In an interconnected and inter-

dependent world, the casual and often uninformed beliefs of 

billions of ordinary people, driving their everyday behavior, 

truly determine the fate of nations.

To illustrate my point, I described how people will happily 

pay a premium for a completely new and unfamiliar product 

as long as it carries a familiar name: a new electronic gadget 

from Sony, for example. And behind the reassuring corporate 
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brand of Sony, I argued, there was a bigger, even more powerful 

presence: the nation brand of Japan.

Perceptions of this sort—Japanese technology is more ad-

vanced, Italian fashion more fashionable, German engineering 

more reliable, American youth labels cooler—are so potent that 

even products from an unknown company will have a head 

start in the marketplace as long as the company looks or sounds 

as if it comes from one of the “right” countries. And countries 

that can’t provide these associations to their companies, that 

don’t evoke this feeling of trust or excitement or prestige with 

consumers in other parts of the world, are lacking a basic com-

petitive advantage. “Made in Myanmar,” no matter how good 

the products might be, just won’t sell as much premium tech as 

“Made in Japan.” The value of Japan’s or Germany’s image to its 

economy is almost beyond calculation.

After my paper was published, a helpful academic wrote 

to tell me that the phenomenon I had described was properly 

known as “the country-of-origin effect” and that it had been 

thoroughly researched. In fact, he had personally authored, 

coauthored, and edited more than forty papers on the subject 

since the late 1970s. I felt suitably chastised and began to read 

up on the topic.

If there was anything original in my paper aside from the 

phrase I had coined, nation brand, I suppose it was my observa-

tion that the same phenomenon applied to many more aspects 

of a country’s international engagements than just its products. 

A country’s reputation seems to influence, and is in turn in-

fluenced by, everything that country and its people make, sell, 

say, and do. This effect extends from hosting the Olympics to 

promoting tourism; from the safety record of its national airline 

to the behavior of its diplomats; from the value of its currency 
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10 The Good Country Equation

to the ease or difficulty with which its citizens can find a job or 

be admitted to a university when they move abroad.

National standing matters, and it matters deeply. Yet it’s 

largely based on superficial, childish stereotypes that don’t 

be gin to do justice to the richness and complexity of those 

places—which was why I made the comparison with the images 

of companies and products. It felt to me that the processes of 

globalization were turning the cultural, historical, and human 

wealth of nations into little more than products on the shelf of 

some gigantic global supermarket.

Why Image Has Such a Bad Image

To my surprise, the paper produced a ripple of interest. It was 

read by a journalist from a national newspaper, who came to 

hear me speak at a conference in London and wrote an opinion 

piece about this unfamiliar new idea. He gleefully cast me in the 

role of spin doctor, trying to trick governments into spending 

public funds on acts of vulgar publicity (this was precisely the 

opposite of what my talk was about).

I suppose that the juxtaposition of the fine, sacred old word 

nation and the dangerous, slippery modern word brand pro-

duced a certain discomfort. Well, it was meant to. A number of 

the newspaper’s readers added their outrage to the columnist’s, 

and I found myself at the center of a minor public debate.

It took me a little while to understand that my mildly ironic 

use of the word brand had backfired. What I couldn’t have fore-

seen was how, in the years to come, a global throng of design 

firms, advertising and public relations agencies, marketing con- 

sultancies, newspapers, websites, and TV channels would see 

this as a new and exciting opportunity to sell their advice, mes-

sages, and media to governments, and to tap into a virtually 
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limitless global supply of public money. Selling countries looked 

to them like a far better and bigger business than selling banks, 

beer, or toilet paper.

What I’d failed to explain properly in my paper was that I 

was simply describing the way we perceive other countries, the 

way we reduce them to convenient stereotypes. I wasn’t recom-

mending this as an approach. I was ruefully observing the fact 

that this is what we all do.

Before long, my unhappy phrase had somehow morphed 

from nation brand into nation branding. That tiny suffix made 

a big difference, because it turned an innocent observation 

about the importance of national reputation into something 

that sounded like a promise: if you don’t like the image your 

country is saddled with, it seemed to suggest, here are mysteri-

ous, expensive, but devilishly effective commercial techniques 

for improving, enhancing, and manipulating it.

I had failed to anticipate how governments could be se-

duced by an idea that was so easily reframed as a simple short-

cut to a better national image: an approach, they hoped, that 

might deliver rapid increases in foreign income without their 

having to go to the trouble of improving the country itself. I 

went into a sort of slow-motion panic and over the following 

years turned out dozens of articles and interviews and talks, 

each energetically ridiculing the notion that the image of a 

country could be artificially constructed, but nothing I could 

say or do would put the meme back in its box.

It was an idea whose time had probably come anyway, but 

twenty-two years after the publication of my unscholarly paper, 

the notion that countries, cities, and regions have images which 

need to be looked after has become a multibillion-dollar global 

industry. Several times a year now, I hear about some desper-

ately poor country wasting vast sums of its taxpayers’ or donors’ 
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12 The Good Country Equation

money on logos, slogans, public relations, and advertising cam-

paigns in an effort to raise its profile and burnish its image. And, 

if asked, the government’s only justification is that so many other 

countries do it already. The whole industry is little more than a 

siphon for transferring public money into the pockets of media 

owners and communications agencies, on a gigantic scale.

What a disaster! And it was partly my fault.

Why Propaganda Doesn’t Work

It’s important here to make a clear distinction between these 

grandiose attempts to manipulate a country’s overall standing 

and the more traditional, straightforward promotion of a coun-

try’s individual sectors, such as tourism or exports.

This may sound like a rather technical distinction, but it’s 

crucial. Advertising, PR, and even logos can certainly play a 

useful role in promoting tourism, culture, events, exported 

products, and to a limited extent even foreign investment, be-

cause this is a country selling its products or services to poten-

tial customers, and selling things is exactly what marketing is 

designed to do.

But changing the image of a country—uprooting and ma-

nipulating people’s long-standing beliefs and prejudices about 

that country—well, that’s another matter entirely, and that’s 

where so much time, money, and effort are wasted.

As I’ve often repeated over the last twenty years, nobody 

is going to change what they believe about a country just be-

cause its government transmits expensive messages declaring 

that those beliefs are wrong, or tries to distract them by talking 

about something else. Where I come from in the West, we called 

this propaganda when the Nazis or the Soviets were doing it, 
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and what so many countries are trying to do today is really no 

different.

Of course, propaganda can be brutally effective when it’s 

targeted at a nation’s own citizens. If a government controls all 

the channels of communication reaching its population, then, 

as history tells us, most people will eventually come to accept 

what they are told. It takes a generation or two, but sadly, it often 

seems to work in the end. Most people in North Korea believe 

what the state tells them about their own country, its leader-

ship, and the rest of the world because it’s the only version of 

the story they, their parents, and grandparents have ever heard.

What doesn’t work, and as far as I can tell has never worked, 

is international propaganda: trying to change the way people 

outside your direct control view your country. Because you have 

no influence over the other messages those foreigners hear, 

every time you try to peddle your version of what your country 

is doing, they’ll hear any number of contradictory versions. In 

consequence, nothing will stick, and anyway, as I’ll explain later, 

messages are not the main way in which we form our views 

about other countries. Even the United States of America, which 

pretty much invented the techniques of marketing communi-

cations and public relations, and has vast resources for imple-

menting them, has never had much success in shaping its own 

international image. Like every other country, it’s at the mercy 

of international public opinion, which is a highly unpredicta- 

ble force.

Frankly, if international propaganda was possible, then I’d 

probably be living in the Soviet Union or the Third Reich today, 

and not (until recently, at any rate) in the European Union. Few 

people have understood the techniques of nation branding 

better than Goebbels and Stalin.
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Countries aren’t for sale, and for anybody who doesn’t actu-

ally live there, a country’s past achievements or current successes 

are of limited interest. Bragging about your own country, which 

is what governments so often end up doing, is like a standup 

comedian who goes onstage and tells the audience how funny 

he or she is. Don’t tell them to laugh. Be funny. And likewise, for 

countries: Don’t tell them to admire you. Be admirable.
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3

From Britain  

to the Balkans

one by one, governments began to ask for my advice on  

how to improve their country’s standing. The advice they got 

from me was always not to waste public money on logos or 

media campaigns, but instead to find new ways of behaving 

that might, over time, earn them a solid and well-deserved inter- 

national reputation.

“What can we say to make ourselves famous?” was the usual 

question, and I urged those governments instead to ask, “What 

can we do to make ourselves relevant?” Some were visibly disap-

pointed, especially if they were facing an election in the coming 

months.

At about this time, the UK government was starting to take 

an interest in the idea that the image of Britain affected its ability 

to trade profitably, and in 1999 it commissioned a survey of in-

ternational attitudes toward Britain. The survey sparked a good 

deal of discussion about how a country could understand and 

manage its own reputation, and a group was set up within the 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office (the FCO is Britain’s ministry 
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of foreign affairs) to work on the issue. I was invited to sit on 

the working group, which later became known as the Public Di-

plomacy Board. This was a voluntary position which I retained 

until 2010. Working in this way as a semi-insider taught me more 

than I ever really wanted to know about the challenge of steering 

complex strategies and policies through the bureaucratic, legis-

lative, financial, and political labyrinth of government.

My first overseas invitation, in 2000, was from the Croatian 

Ministry of European Integration. Their insight was that one of 

the main factors working against their country’s aspiration to 

join the European Union was the image of the country itself. In 

the eyes of most Western Europeans, Croatia was simply another 

ex-socialist country in the Balkan Peninsula and thus was as-

sociated in their minds with everything negative they had ever 

been taught about the Eastern Bloc. And the only things they 

had ever been taught about the Eastern Bloc were negative. 

Unless ordinary people in Western Europe could be encouraged 

to take another look and really see Croatia’s fascinating culture, 

its rich history, its economic potential, its delightful people, 

and its beautiful landscapes and coastlines, they were unlikely 

to support their own governments in recommending Croatia’s 

accession to the European Union.

The conversations with various experts and officials in the 

Croatian government were every bit as productive and fascinat-

ing as I hoped they would be, weaving in and out of disciplines 

that included international relations, mass psychology, public 

policy, ethics, media studies, history, sociology, anthropology, 

politics, economics, international law—and yes, a scrap of mar- 

keting communications too.

The last item was arguably the least distinguished of the 

disciplines involved, but it brought to the table a vital dash of 

GC.indb   16 5/6/20   6:16 PM



 From Britain to the Balkans   17

insight into human nature. What the “creative industries” under-

stood best, it seemed to me, wasn’t so much how to play around 

with words and pictures, but the crucial role that creativity plays 

in winning people’s attention and in encouraging them to think 

about things in new and different ways (my own definition of 

the much abused word creative is that it’s simply the opposite 

of boring). Without the addition of this particular magic, the 

more scholarly disciplines could probably do an excellent job 

of describing the challenges of national standing, but would 

be unable to achieve much traction in the real world of people, 

their perceptions, and their prejudices.

Part of me was surprised that this didn’t really feel like work, 

at least not the kind of work I’d been brought up to expect, the 

demoralizing office routine I’d seen my father submit to for most 

of his life. This was learning as I’d never experienced it before. 

I was encountering unfamiliar cultures, straining my ears to 

pick up words of unfamiliar languages, tasting new foods and 

learning new customs, trying to “read” buildings which spoke of 

an utterly different past, exchanging ideas with people planted 

and grown in such different soil from my own.

Most importantly, I wasn’t a tourist, simply gawping at other 

people’s countries. I was there by invitation, contributing to con-

versations about how those countries could be steered within 

the international community and toward the future. I counted 

myself very lucky indeed.

My work in Croatia produced an invitation to Slovenia, and 

then by various introductions and recommendations to Poland, 

Hungary, Estonia, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Georgia, Albania, 

Russia, Latvia, Kazakhstan, and Mongolia. It’s interesting, and 

possibly significant, that I learned all my early lessons about 

propaganda in and around the former Soviet Union.
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A Civil Disservice

I soon found that working with less developed countries was 

often more stimulating than working with rich countries, as 

they plainly needed every advantage they could get, and their 

governments were much more likely to take my advice than, 

say, the government of the United Kingdom, whose mighty civil 

service seemed to exist mainly to prevent anything ever chang-

ing. I suppose if you have a basically successful national recipe, 

as the UK feels it has had for so many centuries, it seems logical 

to make it as difficult as possible for anybody to interfere with it.

The UK’s bureaucrats enjoyed listening to new ideas from 

outsiders like me, but I began to suspect it was only so they 

could subsequently claim they’d meticulously examined all the 

alternatives and after careful consideration decided it was better 

to keep things as they were. The celebrated BBC sitcom Yes, Min-

ister, in which an ambitious but naive politician is perpetually 

foiled in his attempts to introduce new policies by a cadre of 

wily bureaucrats, isn’t really fiction at all; it’s practically a docu-

mentary. I wonder how long it will take, in these turbulent times, 

before the British establishment and its European counterparts 

finally come to realize that change is no longer something to 

dodge, but something on which their very survival depends.

As I began to discover, the trouble with most governments 

is that while the civil service is mainly interested in initiatives 

that maintain the status quo, its political masters are mainly in-

terested in initiatives that improve their chances of re- election. 

Very little of my work pushed either of those buttons, so if I 

wanted my advice to be followed rather than just purchased and 

put on a shelf, I would have to focus on countries that actually 

wanted and needed change.

So in 2004 I began to work in partnership with the World In-

tellectual Property Organization, or WIPO, a specialized agency 
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of the United Nations, based on our common interest in how de-

veloping countries could better measure, manage, and bene fit 

from their intangible assets. Those assets included their cultural 

traditions, their languages and their natural and agricultural 

produce, and of course the image of the country itself.

This felt like important work because it’s not only rich coun-

tries that have powerful and positive images, although they are 

the majority. Jamaica, for example, where my WIPO colleague 

Paul Regis and I worked, has a powerful and distinctive im-

age which inspires a good deal of affection around the world, 

but foreign companies often make free use of Jamaican and 

 Rastafarian imagery to sell more of their products. It never oc-

curs to them that they are extracting value from the nation with-

out its consent, just as surely as if they’d flown in during the night 

and taken sugar from the plantations or bauxite from the hills.

I don’t think that trying to prevent this kind of piracy by legal 

means is the right approach—and here my views differed some-

what from WIPO’s—because after all, when Adidas puts Jamai-

can colors on a pair of trainers, it is also helping to promote the 

image of Jamaica around the world and spending the kind of 

money that the Jamaican government would be hard-pressed to 

justify. But it seems only proper that Jamaica receive some kind 

of royalty on the profits its flag is helping others to generate and 

that it also have the right to ensure that its national assets are 

appropriately used. I’ll never forget the reggae legend Bunny 

Wailer describing to me the mixture of anger and pride that he 

and his fellow Rastafarians feel when they see the symbols of 

their religion used to sell teen fashions and ice cream around 

the world.

Over several years, Paul and I conducted UN-funded work-

shops to help governments manage these assets more effec-

tively in Jamaica, Egypt, Romania, Tanzania, Botswana, and 

Bhutan. Those were unforgettable experiences, and if I’d done 
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nothing else in my career, I’d have been able to look back on 

those trips with the pleasure of knowing that, for a lucky mi-

nority of which I was a member, work can be a pure delight.

More importantly, I began to realize that a country’s desire 

for a better image and its potential contribution to the com-

munity of nations were critically connected. As I wrote in an 

article at the time, “If the world’s governments placed even half 

the value that most wise corporations have learned to place 

on their good names, the world would be a safer and quieter 

place than it is today.”

From Debtor to Donor

At the time I first met them, the Slovenian government was 

thinking of spending several million euros on advertising to pro-

mote the fact that this was a more prosperous, more stable, and 

more beautiful country than any of its neighbors and indeed 

better off (in terms of GDP per capita) than Greece and Portugal, 

which were already members of the European Union.

It occurred to me that since there was evidently spare money 

sloshing around, Slovenia might instead consider becoming a 

donor to its more troubled neighbors in the western Balkans. 

This would not only put the money to better use than burning 

it on a communications campaign that would be forgotten in a 

week if it was noticed at all, but incidentally, would also demon-

strate to anyone paying attention that Slovenia was in a rather 

different financial position than some of its neighbors.

To the government’s great credit, this is exactly what Slo-

venia did, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was soon able 

to report that the media coverage generated by the country’s 

surprising and generous gesture was worth significantly more 

than they were originally proposing to spend on advertising.
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Slovenia’s role as an important regional donor is one that it 

continues to this day—and there is no question that the coun-

try’s image has changed almost beyond recognition since the 

1990s. How much of this increased esteem was produced by 

the donations, and how much by Slovenia’s joining the Euro-

pean Union, becoming a desirable tourist destination, or com-

ing seventh (twice) in the Eurovision Song Contest, is a matter 

for speculation. But something has definitely worked.

And a little light bulb went on above my head: people like 

it when countries are kind to each other.

The Challenge of Objectivity

One reason such imaginative and resolute behavior is so rare is 

that many government officials find it hard to see their country 

as others see it, even with the help of research. The same officials 

who can be admirably objective about most of the topics they 

deal with in their daily work are oddly incapable of applying the 

same skills when it comes to perceptions of their homeland. Or 

perhaps that isn’t so odd: a high level of patriotism is expected of 

elected politicians and bureaucrats, and that doesn’t sit naturally 

with cool-headed professional neutrality or sympathy with the 

ignorant prejudice of foreigners.

This patriotic blindness makes for hopeless strategists. I 

once asked a senior Croatian official what he thought were the 

most admirable qualities of his country, just one or two things 

he wished that people around the world might one day come to 

know about his homeland. As it happened, he was able to an- 

swer with great confidence because a commission had been 

set up to answer just this question. After three years of work, he 

told me, the commission had determined that the two things 

the whole world ought to know about Croatia were (1) that 
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Faust Vrančić, the man who conceived the principle of the 

 metal-stayed suspension bridge two centuries before the first 

one was actually built, was technically born in Croatia (or would 

have been if Venetian Dalmatia had been called Croatia in 1551, 

which it wasn’t), and (2) no fewer than a hundred distinct va-

rieties of wild grasses grew on Croatia’s Mediterranean coast.

Now, I wouldn’t dream of questioning the importance to  

him and perhaps to other Croatians of these facts, but I think 

it’s unlikely they would impress a great many people around the 

world. Vrančić was indeed a remarkable visionary who deserves 

to be better remembered, but a country’s forgotten achieve-

ments are by definition of no use to that country’s standing 

today, or else they wouldn’t be forgotten. The only people guar-

anteed to be interested in Vrančić are historians of the Italian 

Renaissance, who are surely less than 0.00001 percent of the 

people that Croatia would like to engage with in order to en-

hance its commercial, political, economic, cultural, and social 

transactions. Botanists with an interest in Mediterranean wild 

grasses may well be a smaller group.

Like family jokes, these sorts of facts are meaningful only 

because they are in some sense yours: if they’re somebody else’s, 

they are automatically insignificant. What matters is not what 

your country has done, but what it’s going to do, and what mat-

ters to the world is what that has got to do with them.

The Index of Ignorance

At this point I began to wish I had more solid data to support 

the advice I was providing to governments. I sometimes caught 

myself making assertions about how certain countries were per-

ceived but realized that these were mainly based on my personal 
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perceptions of those countries and were therefore highly unre-

liable; they were also very likely to differ from the perceptions 

of people in other parts of the world. I searched for studies on 

how people perceived other countries, but all I could find was 

small-scale polling that asked people from one country what 

they thought about another country, in very general terms. I 

wanted to know what everybody thought about everywhere else, 

in detail.

So late one evening I put in a call to an acquaintance of mine 

with the portentous name of Rob Monster, who ran a company 

called Global Market Insite, in Seattle. GMI maintained an on-

line panel of six million consumers around the world, which it 

hired out to market research companies.

I told Rob that I wanted to find out what everybody in the 

world thought about all the countries in the world, and pro-

posed to create a ranking which I was thinking of calling the 

Nation Brands Index. In less than an hour, we had a partnership 

agreement. GMI would provide the services of its monstrous 

consumer panel; I would design the questionnaire and the basic 

methodology for the study; and we would jointly analyze and 

report on the findings.

The Anholt-GMI Nation Brands Index, or NBI, was launched 

in 2005, and for the first edition we polled twenty thousand 

people in twenty countries on their views of eleven other coun-

tries. Later that year, we launched a companion study, the 

 Anholt-GMI City Brands Index, which measured international 

perceptions of thirty cities. For the first three years, we ran the 

NBI quarterly, increasing the number of countries whose im-

ages we measured, first to twenty-five and then to thirty-five. 

The country with the strongest image turned out to be Sweden. 

America ranked fourth, equal with Germany, rather lower than 
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I was expecting, but perhaps this was because the aftermath of 

the 2003 invasion of Iraq—an act which had created enormous 

international controversy—was still rumbling on.

The questionnaire I had devised for the NBI was long and 

detailed, measuring people’s perceptions of each country’s 

government, its people, its built and natural landscapes, its 

traditional and contemporary cultures, its investment and im-

migration attractiveness, its products and services. We asked 

people how much they would value having a friend from each 

country, or employing one of its citizens; whether knowing that 

a product came from that country would make the product feel 

more or less valuable; whether its government seemed to care 

about international issues such as climate change and poverty, 

or was more focused on domestic concerns; whether it was the 

sort of country they would like themselves or their dependents 

to live or work or study in; whether or not they expected a warm 

welcome if they visited the country as tourists or migrants; 

whether they saw its population as honest, hard-working, reli-

able, or otherwise.

But as I’ve often joked, it soon became clear that I’d given 

birth to the most boring social survey in history: from one edi-

tion to the next, the results changed surprisingly little. We were 

asking different people the same questions each time, yet their 

answers hardly varied. It began to look as if national images 

were more of a fixed asset than a liquid currency which ebbed 

and flowed according to the vicissitudes of public opinion. The 

more data we collected, the more it looked as if people’s percep-

tions of other countries were rusted into place.

Perhaps this isn’t so surprising. After all, there are around 

two hundred countries in the world, and if we all reassessed 

our views about them every time they won or lost a football 
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game, had an election or a recession or an earthquake, got em-

broiled in a scandal or took in refugees, we’d have no time left 

to do anything else. Our perceptions of most other countries (at 

least, the ones we don’t have some strong personal connection 

with, or share a border with) are rigid, simplified, largely un-

changing stereotypes that we keep in cold storage in the back of 

our mind, and simply never question unless we are absolutely 

compelled to.

When a country does something that doesn’t exactly chime 

with those perceptions, we will often disregard it. Only if that 

country keeps behaving in a strikingly different way for years, in 

a way that conforms to a new pattern we can easily understand, 

will we eventually and reluctantly unpick our lifelong assump-

tions and replace them with a new set (which might easily be 

just as unfair, superficial, and inaccurate as the previous set). 

In an important sense, the Nation Brands Index is also an index 

of ignorance. But however ill informed these views may be, that 

doesn’t mean it’s safe to disregard them.

These views of other countries aren’t simply opinions we 

pick up from day to day in the media. They are stories we begin 

learning from the moment we first acquire language, from our 

parents and teachers and friends and family, from the books 

we read and the products we use, the music we hear, and the 

food we eat.

National images are huge cultural constructs. The different 

ways in which Americans see Peru, or Koreans see Vietnam, 

are integral parts of the American and Korean cultures, and the 

same is true for every country on earth. We imbibe these atti-

tudes from the air we breathe, from the society around us, and 

it’s hardly surprising we will go to such lengths to avoid having 

them challenged or changed.
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The NBI Matures

After three years and twelve editions of the Anholt-GMI Nation 

Brands Index, Rob Monster decided to take GMI public and 

suggested that one of his clients, the research company GfK-

Roper, should take over the study. So, following some tweaks to 

the questionnaire and the methodology, the Anholt-GfK Roper 

Nation Brands Index was launched in 2008, with the list of coun-

tries whose images we measured expanded to fifty.

At this stage, I let GfK take over conducting, analyzing, and 

managing what had become a major annual survey. Now, when 

I told governments that the average city-dwelling thirty-five-to-

fifty-year-old male Chinese professional had a more positive 

view of their country’s investment potential than his Japanese 

equivalent, or that young female South Africans wanted to ex-

plore that country more than any of the world’s top ten tourist 

destinations, I could say it with a certain confidence.

From time to time, I would throw in some questions from 

left field, asking our respondents, for example, how they would 

feel if their lost passport was accidentally replaced with one 

from the wrong country, and which country they would most 

and least like that to be; or how they would feel if they were 

the subject of an arranged marriage with a stranger from each 

of the other forty-nine countries in the list. The answers were 

always illuminating (for example, Canadians would most like 

to marry an American, but it turns out that Americans are two- 

timing them: they put both Canadians and Brits as their first 

choice).

For a couple of editions of the Nation Brands Index, we 

teamed up with Brand Finance, a firm that calculates the mone-

tary value of intangible assets such as brands. Their calculations 

showed that Barack Obama had added three trillion dollars’ 
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worth of “brand equity” to the United States simply by stepping 

into the White House.

The City Brands Index also showed something about the 

extreme stability of place image: over a fifth of the international 

panel still spontaneously associated San Francisco with its 1906 

earthquake, ninety-nine years after the event and long before 

any of them were born.

The survey continues to produce thought-provoking re-

sults. It seems that a majority of Brazilians strongly dislike Sin-

gapore, ranking it below several nations that the majority of 

other nationalities see as virtual pariahs (if somebody can ex-

plain this to me, I’d be grateful); on average, Muslims worldwide 

admire the USA more than any other self-declared religious 

group anywhere in the world admires any other country; most 

people around the world actually started to regard the American 

landscape as less beautiful during the second presidential term 

of George W. Bush (a sort of negative halo effect which I won’t 

go into now or we’ll be here all day).

Controversially, the Nation Brands Index also showed that 

hosting the Olympic Games or the soccer World Cup was, statis-

tically speaking, more likely to damage a country’s image than 

enhance it. Analysis of the NBI data before and after numerous 

major events showed that they are far more effective at drawing 

attention to the host country’s failings and defects and reinforc-

ing negative stereotypes than promoting its image. Even highly 

successful events—like London’s 2012 Olympics—do little more 

than “pay the rent” on a highly respected country’s image and 

can do little to enhance it. In the case of Brazil and South Africa, 

these hugely expensive events have set back both countries’ 

image by many years.

One of the most disheartening sets of NBI results concerns 

Iran, a country that typically languishes in last position of the 
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fifty countries measured. This in itself is perhaps unsurprising, 

since today the dominant association with Iran is trouble of one 

kind or another. But what seems tragic is that on the specific 

question about the importance of its cultural heritage, people 

around the world on average rank Iran—one of the cradles of 

human civilization, with six thousand years of continuous cul-

tural production—thirty-eighth out of the fifty countries mea-

sured. Indeed, American and British respondents typically rank 

it forty-ninth or forty-eighth out of fifty, placing its contribution 

to human culture twenty or more places below other countries 

whose populations were living in caves and hitting each other 

with rocks while Persian culture flourished.

Disapproving of a country’s current direction or its leader-

ship is one thing, but it’s disturbing to witness to what extent 

this has the power to occlude or perhaps even cancel the mem-

ory of its historical contributions, over millennia, to the rest of 

humanity.

What this all proves is a matter for debate. Does it simply 

reveal our ignorance and prejudice? Does it prove that national 

standing is never something you own, but something you rent, 

and the rent needs to be continually paid? Does it suggest that 

cultural heritage just isn’t something that most humans par-

ticularly prize? Does it prove the old Arab adage that “a good 

reputation arrives on foot but departs on horseback”? Or does 

it show that once the label of “rogue nation” has been slapped 

on to a country, no glimmer of the merit it has previously earned 

has the power to shine through?

One thing seems likely: Iran’s negative national image re-

stricts its ability to conduct productive exchanges with the in-

ternational community just as effectively, and probably for far 

longer, than any number of sanctions.
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The Value of Symbolic Actions

Giving talks, conducting surveys, and writing books and articles 

on what had definitely become my favorite subject was the 

easy part. Using that knowledge and data to provide real gov-

ernments with real solutions to their very real problems was a 

challenge of a much higher order. After all, I wasn’t being paid 

to teach them about the topic of national standing, no matter 

how rich and fascinating the topic was turning out to be. I was 

being paid to advise them on how to proceed.

And while telling governments that a better national image 

couldn’t be acquired simply by spending money on advertising 

and PR campaigns was no doubt valuable advice—and I’m sure 

I have saved some countries a good deal of money in this way—

the question, “So what does work?” still needed to be properly 

answered, if indeed it was answerable.

Looking through the data that the Nation Brands Index 

had so far accumulated, I couldn’t find any dramatic examples 

of nations moving up or down, and there was absolutely no 

correlation between the amount of money countries spent on 

promoting themselves and the strength of their image. This 

tended to confirm my assumption that international propa-

ganda was futile, but it didn’t give me any clues about what did 

cause people to change their mind about countries.

I looked instead at a number of historical examples of coun-

tries whose international standing did seem to have risen, fallen, 

or otherwise altered over time, but in almost every case this 

process was clearly the result of a fundamental and sustained 

change of social, economic, or political direction, and had taken 

decades or generations to achieve.

Japan and Germany, to use those powerful examples once 

again, were the object of universal condemnation at the end of 

the Second World War but by the end of the twentieth century 
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were almost universally admired (Chinese views of Japan and, 

to a lesser extent, Italian views of Germany are among the ex-

ceptions to this pattern). And the reasons were clear too: both 

had retreated from militarism and nationalism; embraced the 

multilateral order; reformed their domestic society, polity, and 

economy; and had grown greatly in wealth and influence.

Such a dramatic turnaround in less than half a century 

seemed about as fast as one could reasonably hope for. By the 

time an entire generation of humanity has absorbed the idea 

that a country is a “rogue nation,” surely nothing less than the 

replacement of that generation with the next can begin to erase 

the idea from human memory.

But where the change in national standing was less dra-

matic—not so much from pariah to paragon, but simply from 

ignored to noticed—a few cases did stand out, and the change 

seemed to have been quicker and clearer. It felt as if Ireland’s 

image, for example, had gone from wretched to promising— 

 almost, one might say, from loser to winner—in scarcely 

more than a decade after the mid-nineties. There was even a 

phrase that went with its foreign-investment-fueled economic 

growth: the “Celtic tiger.”

Clearly, this improved image wasn’t the result of any propa-

ganda campaign; it was simply reality with delay. The country 

was doing well, people gradually got to hear about it, and they 

revised their opinions accordingly.

Yet alongside the economic upturn, Ireland did sometimes 

do things that seemed to capture people’s attention: surprising, 

original, occasionally inspiring things. Things that seemed to 

help tell the story of a perennially unlucky country that had 

suddenly found new confidence in the genius of its people.

Way back in 1969, for example, the Irish government had 

passed a law decreeing that people who earned their living 

through the arts would pay no income tax on their royalties. 
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Journalists were fascinated by this story, as might be imagined, 

and it was much discussed in the media. This wasn’t a public re-

lations stunt, it was a real policy—one that cost Irish taxpayers a 

certain amount of money over the years—and one that virtually 

promoted itself. It seemed to prove that Ireland was a country 

which truly valued culture and its contribution to society: that 

idea, in its turn, served to reinforce some of the more flattering 

things that people had long believed about Ireland and the Irish.

I’ve often used the term symbolic actions to describe such 

behaviors, although if the word symbolic somehow suggests a 

lack of substance, that’s unfortunate: these have to be, above 

all, real projects and real policies that prove to the world that a 

country deserves the reputation it desires; that are imaginative 

and unusual enough to “do their own marketing”; that are co-

herent with a clear, long-term strategy relating to the country’s 

desired role in the world.

Strategy, Substance, Symbolic Actions

I can hardly stress enough that the purpose of this approach 

can’t be and shouldn’t be to create a certain image for a country. 

The purpose is to find, first and foremost, a helpful and pro-

ductive role for the country in the community of nations. If the 

country succeeds in doing this, an enhanced reputation will 

follow almost as a matter of course.

Reputation is not something countries can achieve by aim-

ing directly at it, nor should they try. They should aim directly at 

the cause of their reputation—their behavior—and reputation 

will be the consequence. If governments allow themselves to 

think even in private that the reputation is the true purpose of 

the exercise, as opposed to being what it is—a desirable side ef-

fect—then they probably won’t make the right choices. Absolute 

integrity of purpose is indispensable.
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The idea that simply sending out the right messages can 

change the image of a nation reminds me of those vibrating 

weight-loss belts that were once supposed to magically mas-

sage away your fat. Everybody knows that you can’t make flesh 

disappear by doing anything to it directly, you need to operate 

on its causes: that is, you need to eat less and exercise more.

Slovenia’s decision to demonstrate that it occupied a dif-

ferent role in its region than its neighbors did, by becoming a 

donor instead of the recipient of aid, was a good example of 

a symbolic action. If you look carefully, other examples can be 

found once in a while. In 2001, Estonia declared internet access 

to be a human right and so proved that it understood and valued 

technology more than other countries did. In 2010, Catalonia 

banned bullfighting and thus obliged the world to understand 

that it wasn’t the same place as Spain.

Because they were one-offs, none of these rare acts was able 

to exert a sustained influence on international perceptions, but 

for the short time they were noticed and remembered, they 

probably made a small difference and encouraged a certain 

number of people to revisit their fixed prejudices about what 

kinds of places these were.

And even frequent symbolic actions don’t do much unless 

they tell a longer story about the country. They must be the nat-

ural expressions of a long-term strategy that guides its actions 

in the international community.

It’s back to that disconcertingly simple question once again: 

What is your country for? Or, to put it another way: If the hand 

of fate were to slip on the celestial keyboard in the middle of 

the night and delete your country, who apart from your own 

citizens would notice, and why would they care?

Such a strategy should ensure that symbolic actions aren’t 

episodic and random, but that they follow a clear strategic 
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path toward a clear goal. And for each symbolic action, many 

more ordinary policies and projects will be devised mainly for 

the bene fit of the nation and its people, without any need or 

desire for them to be noticed around the world. Sheer substance 

must outweigh symbolic actions by orders of magnitude, or 

the whole exercise runs the risk of becoming fundamentally 

insincere.

This seemed to be the basic recipe: a strong strategy under-

pinning a good deal of substance, occasionally punctuated by 

symbolic actions. In the intervening years, I’ve seen nothing 

to suggest that the recipe isn’t a good one, but a great deal to 

show how very difficult governments find it to follow the recipe 

consistently and long enough to produce meaningful and mea-

surable results.

In 2007, I wrote a book called Competitive Identity, which 

set out this new approach and in which I did my best to kill off 

the idea, once and for all, that a country’s image could be de-

liberately altered through communications.1 Indeed, the title of 

the book itself, Competitive Identity, was the result of an attempt 

to replace, once and for all, the misleading phrase nation brand 

with something a little less ambiguous and provocative.

It was to take a few more years before I realized that the 

phrase Competitive Identity was in its own way an unfortu-

nate one. It managed to sidestep the distraction of marketing 

communications, but mired the discipline even more firmly in 

the territory of competitiveness. And soon enough, this notion 

that nations needed, above all, to defeat or at least surpass each 

other, began to emerge as the really mistaken assumption, and 

the one which, above all others, I felt compelled to challenge.
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From Chile  

to My Kitchen

something you should know about me before we go any 
further together is that I really don’t enjoy flying.

This might seem like an unfortunate condition for some-

body who has to travel for a living, and indeed it has taken the 

edge off my pleasure in what would otherwise be the best job in 

the world. I’ve tried everything from hypnotherapy to alcohol— 

I don’t much like alcohol either, so a small dose will incapacitate 

me quite effectively—from tranquilizers to meditation, and 

from nervous-flyer courses to just dealing with it.

So when I was invited by the government of President 

 Michelle Bachelet to visit Chile in 2008, I confess my heart 

sank as much as it rose, which is not a comfortable feeling. 

Here was (a) a country that had fascinated me since childhood, 

(b) a president I very much wanted to meet, (c) the birthplace 

of two Nobel Prize–winning poets whose work I love, and (d) 

a flight that appeared to take fourteen and a half hours across 

the dark stormy Atlantic before it struggled over the dizzying 

crags of the Andes, where I was pretty certain the survivors of 
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one particularly horrific air disaster had ended up eating each 

other. And if the assignment followed the pattern that my ad- 

vice to governments was beginning to take, I’d have to make the 

journey five or six times.

Getting to Santiago on a fourteen-hour flight feels as daunt-

ing to me as if it still took fourteen weeks in a four-masted 

schooner. Even though it’s only one day of my life and as soon 

forgotten as a day at a boring conference, it feels like an im-

mense undertaking, wedged between me and the future.

Part of the problem with airplanes is that it’s so transpar-

ently obvious the whole performance is a physical impossibility, 

and the only plausible scientific explanation for why this vast 

metal can full of people manages to stay suspended in thin air is 

that everybody expects it to. So as I’m shuffling forward in some 

hateful queue to have some part of me or some piece of paper 

scrutinized by angry people in military uniforms, I sometimes 

wonder if I actually shouldn’t be allowed to fly, because my 

private doubts might be sufficient to bring the thing down—

especially if all the true believers are asleep.

Which of course they always are, blissfully and like tiny con-

tented well-fed children, from the moment the thing leaves the 

ground, in whatever position they happen to find themselves. I, 

on the other hand, am incapable of sleeping on airplanes: I can 

be weeping with exhaustion after twenty-four hours of flying 

and still be completely unable to lose consciousness, even on 

one of those fully flat beds (bad idea to be strapped down in a 

supine position, in pajamas, when your time comes). I must 

keep looking out of the window, just to make sure that the en-

gines aren’t on fire and there are no guided missiles heading 

toward us from an angle that the pilots can’t see, assuming (and 

it’s a big assumption) that they’re both alive and conscious.

Miraculously, on my first trip to Santiago I was blessed with 

a smooth, entirely missile-free flight all the way, and although 
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I was half demented with boredom, I got there without feeling 

particularly frightened. The Cordillera of the Andes, and es-

pecially the final descent toward Santiago and the coast, was 

breathtakingly beautiful, and we didn’t stop to take a closer look.

And I still remember the beautiful air, the beautiful blue 

calm, the sense of blissful stability and repose when I finally 

reached my hotel bedroom high up in a modern block in the 

lovely sunny Santiago afternoon and slept off my anxious ex-

haustion between clean white sheets and the reassuring mur-

mur of the traffic far below.

Which Way for Chile?

Well, despite Chile’s manifold attractions, President Bachelet’s 

government had concluded that its problem was a low inter-

national profile, which was limiting its trade and tourism pros-

pects. This seemed a reasonable hypothesis: although most 

people in other parts of the world don’t have anything bad to 

say about Chile when asked, they don’t really have anything 

good to say either.

And that’s hardly surprising: Chile isn’t a major power in 

any traditional sense of the word. It isn’t associated with any 

widely recognized landmarks (apart from the statues on Easter 

Island, a distant territory which is not widely known to belong to 

Chile). It doesn’t interfere with other countries too much or get 

itself into trouble. It has always ranked between thirty-fifth and 

thirty-ninth place in the NBI, just clear of the ten or so countries 

which are always at the bottom of the list because people know 

they don’t like them, but well below the twenty or so countries 

at the top that people know they like. It’s a country that they just 

don’t know much about, or think much about.

And the consequence of that is that Chile ends up being sad-

dled with a generic Latin American image. This is what  happens 
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to countries that aren’t themselves well known but inhabit a 

region with a particular image: they have to shoulder the burden 

of that region’s image, good or bad, appropriate or not. This is a 

huge problem for less well known countries in the Middle East, 

Africa, and Latin America, and a huge advantage for less well 

known countries in Scandinavia and Western Europe and, to 

a lesser extent, the Caribbean, the Pacific, and Southeast Asia.

For Chileans—who with some justice like to think of them-

selves as rather calm, highly civilized, efficient, and well orga-

nized (their nickname is los ingleses de Sudamérica, the English 

of South America)—it is distressing to be branded as chaotic, 

violent, corrupt brigands, whose veins are pullulating with boil-

ing tropical blood. Yes, they will protest vigorously when their 

sense of justice is offended, but—say the Chileans—this is the 

exception that proves the rule. A recent survey reported that 

the average US citizen’s primary association with Chile was 

“coffee”: a commodity which is hardly grown there, except for 

a few boutique organic plantations. In fact Chileans are them-

selves among the few Latin American populations who prefer 

to drink tea.

But whenever a government tells me its country has an im-

age problem, my immediate suspicion is that it is referred pain. 

There’s usually only one reason why a country thinks it has, or 

actually has, an image problem, and that’s because it has a re-

ality problem: It hasn’t found its wider role or task or purpose in 

the world. It doesn’t really know why it exists for people outside 

its own population, and that’s why nobody else knows. It wants 

to be seen as something other than it is, and when it doesn’t like 

its own reflection, it blames the mirror.

Public opinion may well seem cruel, but at heart it usually 

only consists of reality with a certain amount of distortion and 

inertia. The people of the world don’t attend secret meetings to 
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which carefully chosen countries aren’t invited and then decide 

how they are going to deliberately misunderstand those coun-

tries. They hear and see what all countries do—and more often 

what they fail to do—and reach their own conclusions.

Toward a Strategy

After meeting several hundred people around the country and 

digesting quantities of books, films, poems, plays, and research 

about Chile’s people, its history, landscape, economy, politics, 

and society, I began to form the conclusion that their real prob-

lem was that they had the wrong profile, one that didn’t suit 

their current national psyche at all.

The Chilean government believed that Chile was widely 

but ignorantly perceived as a poor country in a troubled re-

gion, failing to achieve the standards of peace, prosperity, and 

stability that Anglo-American capitalism and democracy rec-

ognize as the hallmarks of success, but in reality, they were 

judging themselves, and allowing themselves to be judged, by 

the standards of a system they had already started to supersede 

without fully realizing it. They were, in fact, moving rapidly into 

a post– Washington Consensus world where they were already 

in advance of many other countries, including in some respects 

the United States, whose good opinion they valued more than 

any other’s.

It’s hardly radical to challenge the idea that happiness and 

economic wealth are synonymous. In fact, Adam Smith, the 

father of economics and arguably of capitalism, challenged 

it himself. In one of his less cited works, The Theory of Moral 

Sentiments, he ascribes great importance to the role played in 

society by justice and other moral virtues that run counter to 

the spirit of pure self-interest.2
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The irony in all this is that many of the virtues and assets 

which Chile, like many other “developing” countries, is rush-

ing to discard because they seem irrelevant to the struggle 

for modernization and growth, are precisely those virtues 

and assets which the “first world” is finally learning to value 

most as it begins to understand Adam Smith’s point: its re-

spect for and closeness to traditional culture and values; its 

respect for and closeness to nature; strong family and societal 

cohesion; a real sense of the poetic in daily life; a respect for 

and closeness to the indigenous population; a sense of his-

tory; and a respect for culture and learning and particularly 

for those values that Chileans so often identify as distinctively 

Chilean: civility, courtesy, calm, high standards in public and 

private life, prudence, wisdom.

What’s interesting about this list is that some of its elements 

are classically regarded as “left-wing” values, and others as 

“right-wing” values, and yet to me it all seems to hang together 

perfectly harmoniously without any obvious contradictions. In 

my work, I’ve always found it helpful to keep a wide margin be-

tween domestic party politics, with its arbitrary, confusing, and 

contradictory ideological hostilities, and the work that countries 

need to do in order to build a just and prosperous society that 

also contributes to the community of nations. Insofar as it is 

possible to deal with politicians on matters of public policy 

without bringing party politics into the equation, this is what I 

have always tried to do.

One of the great benefits of globalization, and the rapid 

transformation of the world from global battleground to global 

marketplace, is that it enables smaller countries to find a profit-

able niche and compete on the basis of their cultural, environ-

mental, imaginative, and human qualities rather than on their 

ability to harm others. We live in an age which, for the first time 

in history, provides real opportunities for countries like Chile 
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if those countries can play by a different set of rules than those 

laid down by the great powers of the past.

This, I began to feel, is the central dilemma of modernity. 

Can a smaller or poorer country enjoy the benefits of economic 

growth without losing its identity?

The loss of identity isn’t merely an unfortunate side effect 

of growth. For smaller countries, identity is the indispensable 

means by which they will achieve growth. Countries that aren’t 

powerful need to be interesting—they need to exercise attrac-

tion if they cannot exercise compulsion, and the source of that 

attraction can only be their unique, individual identity, their 

culture, their history, their land, their traditions, their genius, 

and their imagination. And luckily, all countries are interest-

ing: that’s in the nature of human communities and human  

culture.

This is what Professor Joseph Nye, a political scientist at 

Harvard University, refers to as soft power, as distinct from the 

hard (military or economic) power that enables traditionally 

powerful countries to force their will on others.3

None of these challenges, of course, is unique to Chile. At 

this point in history, they will be familiar and relevant to many 

countries, particularly to those in urgent need of economic 

growth. So it was clear that if Chile could demonstrate that it 

was willing and able to navigate these complex issues with cour-

age and imagination, it would be doing important and valuable 

pioneering work on behalf of its peers around the world. That 

felt like a natural leadership role and—incidentally—the kind of 

behavior that, over time, tends to result in a higher profile and 

a positive international reputation.

StartUp Chile is a good example of the way this can work. 

This program offers government-backed seed funding and other 

incentives for young entrepreneurs. The twist is that  foreign na-

tionals can also apply, and in the years since its founding in 2010, 
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many North American and other non- Chilean  entrepreneurs 

have moved to Santiago. Domestically, the program has encour-

aged more start-ups and thus provided economic stimulus and 

extra vibrancy in certain key sectors—but it has also provided 

a benefit to talent in other countries and raised Chile’s interna-

tional profile.

The StartUp Chile model has since been replicated in nu-

merous other countries, which is really the ideal consequence 

of such a project: it spreads the benefit beyond the project’s 

home country, while spreading an awareness of that country’s 

energy and imagination.

This isn’t rocket science. At heart, StartUp Chile is a pretty 

standard state incubator model of the sort that can be found 

almost anywhere in the world these days: the little twist of cre-

ativity was to make it a talent-recruitment project at the same 

time by offering the same incentives to foreigners. A more con-

ventional mindset would perhaps have balked at the idea of 

making state funds available to nonnationals, and such an atti-

tude would likely have condemned the project to obscurity. The 

consequence is a highly effective project that acts as a positive 

ambassador for Chile’s business and innovation sector around 

the world.

Thanks to this and other examples of “strategy, substance, 

and symbolic actions” in Chile and elsewhere, I’d started to 

learn and to teach that creativity and imaginative thinking are 

crucial to the art of policy making. Perhaps my diet of prepara-

tory reading in Latin American magical realism had started to 

influence my approach. I began to appreciate that recognizing 

an original idea is a skill that’s almost as rare and valuable as 

creating it: the ability to spot an original idea from a great dis-

tance, like a bright-blue ear of corn among the gold and grey, 

spotted from the opposite side of a twenty-acre field.
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As I said earlier, creative is simply the opposite of boring, 

and it’s crucial for governments to understand this. They often 

make the mistake of thinking that just because everything they 

do is so serious and affects the lives and livelihoods of so many 

people, the safest thing for them to be is boring. There’s a fatal 

convention in public service that everyone should leave their 

hearts and souls in the fridge before they leave home in the 

morning. In fact this is disastrous, not only because it so dras-

tically limits the quantity and quality of policy solutions that 

governments are able to produce, but also because it makes 

work so dull and unrewarding.

Leadership and National Character

During my second trip to Chile, I visited a state housing project 

in the northern city of La Serena to meet some of its inhabitants 

and hear about the various neighborhood initiatives they had 

set up. Such meetings are important because there’s always a 

risk that government officials, with the best possible intentions, 

may assume that the only worthwhile conversations for me to 

have are with people who hold national power and respon-

sibility. Thus, the entire country outside the capital city, and 

the whole population outside the “decision makers” and the 

experts, can easily be overlooked.

After our first meeting in the housing project, a particularly 

powerful-looking woman, who had given a passionate presen-

tation about representing the views of indigenous people, asked 

whether I was working for President Bachelet. On hearing that 

I was, she strode purposefully toward me with a rather grim 

expression. For a moment I wondered if she was preparing to 

attack me, but almost at the point of impact she threw her short 

muscular arms very wide and hugged me until I felt my rib cage 
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bend the wrong way, making me promise I’d “pass it on” to la 

presidenta.

Back in Santiago I kept my promise, just a trifle awkwardly, 

the next time I met with President Bachelet in a heavily gilded 

salon in the presidential palace; a guard in nineteenth-century 

dress uniform grasped the tasseled hilt of his polished saber 

and stepped anxiously forward as I closed in on la presidenta 

to give her the hug.

I wondered a great deal why Michelle Bachelet seemed to 

be so unaffectedly loved by many of the Chileans I met. When 

I asked, they would often tell me that it was because she was 

“a real person.”

The question of authenticity and how we perceive it is a 

critical one when looking at politicians and other people in 

power. President Bachelet provided an interesting contrast to 

the British prime minister Tony Blair, whose speaking voice 

changed from one that was startlingly ordinary—just like a real 

human being—at the beginning of his time in power, to the 

familiar false cadences of the professional politician, in a very 

brief space of time.

Those false cadences reminded me of an episode in Oliver 

Sacks’s book The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat.4 Sacks de-

scribed a visit to his hospital’s aphasia ward (patients with global 

aphasia lose the ability to understand the meaning of words, but 

remain acutely sensitive to tone of voice and body language), 

where he came across a group of patients roaring with laughter 

as they watched President Reagan addressing the nation on 

television. Sacks wrote of “the feeling I sometimes have—which 

all of us who work closely with aphasiacs have—that one cannot 

lie to an aphasiac. He cannot grasp your words, and so cannot be 

deceived by them; but what he grasps he grasps with infallible 

precision, namely the expression that goes with the words. . . . 

Thus, it was the grimaces, the histrionisms, the false gestures 
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and, above all, the false tones and cadences of [Reagan’s] voice, 

which rang false for these wordless but immensely sensitive 

patients.”

If only we could revive this hidden but preternatural skill 

in voters all over the world, how much better we would all be 

governed!

I was struck by the essential modesty of the Chileans, and 

their so-called chaquetero (or “jacket puller”) syndrome, ac-

cording to which anybody who achieves success or prominence 

can expect to be pulled down (by the coattails, presumably) by 

everyone else. The Chileans were convinced this characteris-

tic was unique to them, and yet I’ve found it—or versions of 

it—in almost every country I’ve worked in, with the notable 

exceptions of the United States, Sweden, and Kazakhstan (now 

that would make an interesting thesis). Most of these countries 

even have, like Chile, their own often untranslatable expression 

for it: the Japanese say that “the nail that sticks up gets ham-

mered down,” whereas in Australia it’s the tall poppies that get 

cut down; in Scandinavia it’s the “law of Jante,” named after a 

fictional Danish town in which nobody ever stands out from 

the crowd. In fact, this tendency for societies to value modesty 

and conformity over exceptional achievement appears to be the 

norm rather than the exception.

Another common fixation relates to hospitality: in almost 

every country I’ve visited, my hosts tell me that hospitality is 

what they’re uniquely famous for, and with the slightest en-

couragement, will even produce medieval accounts to prove 

that it has been so for centuries. And indeed I’ve found it to be 

the case almost everywhere I’ve been that people are remark-

ably welcoming to strangers. This has become an in-joke in 

my family when I come back from a trip and they ask me how 

it went. My invariable answer, apparently, is “the people were 

lovely.” The only possible conclusion I can make from this and 
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the previous observation is that most societies value modesty 

and kindness the world over.

In 2010 Santiago suffered a devastating earthquake, a month 

after Haiti’s even more terrible one. A Chilean official called to 

ask me what he should say about it when he was due to appear 

on US television that evening. I suggested that his message to 

the American people should simply be, “For God’s sake, don’t 

forget Haiti.” The idea that a country could be Gandhi-like in 

its humility (while discreetly communicating that it was by no 

means a helpless victim) was to become a recurring theme in 

my work.

Years later, long after I’d last visited Chile, and many other 

countries had occupied my time and attention in the interval, 

I was at home on a rare break between trips. One quiet spring 

morning, I was standing in the kitchen, and my eye was caught 

by the weak English sunshine glinting through a pebble of blue 

glass set in a picture frame hanging at the window. It was a sou-

venir I’d bought in the house of the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda 

in the lovely coastal town of Valparaíso. In the frame was his tiny 

poem: Hoy es hoy y ayer se fue, no hay duda.*

I felt a sudden pain in my chest. Was it heartburn? Was I 

having a heart attack? No, it was just an emotion, but strong 

enough to feel physical: I missed Valparaíso.

*Today is today and yesterday has gone, without a doubt.
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From Bhutan  

to Botswana

i first visited the land of the thunder dragon in the year 

of the female wood rooster. Flying to Bhutan was not something 

I had been looking forward to, but since trekking over the Hima-

layas wasn’t a realistic alternative, I had no choice but submit 

to the experience.

For my particular anxiety about this flight, which blighted 

my life for about sixteen weeks prior to departure, I blame 

Tintin in Tibet.5 This is a graphic novel by one of the towering 

literary geniuses of the twentieth century, the Belgian children’s 

author Hergé, whose meticulously illustrated tales of the boy 

reporter Tintin and his crime-busting, globe-trotting travels 

formed my most influential early reading material. Actually, 

thinking about it now, they were probably a good part of the 

reason why I grew up so keen to see the world. Tintin in Tibet 

opens with a plane crash in the Himalayas (Hergé was not an 

author who believed in hiding the adult world from his young 

readers), and since I had read all the Tintin books at least forty 
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times and could recite every word of them from memory, I knew 

exactly what happened when you tried to fly a passenger plane 

over the Himalayas.

It didn’t help me much to learn that the country was named 

Druk Yul, or Land of the Thunder Dragon, because of the violent 

thunderstorms that tear down through the valleys from the 

Himalayan peaks.

I also wasn’t too happy to discover that only one airline 

flew to Paro, the country’s sole international airport: Druk Air 

(yep, Thunder Dragon Air). I was told, not reassuringly, that this 

was because the route is so challenging, only local pilots with 

a special certificate are permitted to fly it. Takeoff and landing 

are visual (that is, the plane is flown by the pilot, not by a com-

puter), and a detailed knowledge of the terrain is essential. You 

have to know every twist and turn, the height and depth and 

orientation of every cliff face, every gorge, and every peak by 

sight, or else you’ll never find your way in or out of the maze 

of valleys.

At Bangkok, however, I was relieved to board a shiny brand-

new Airbus A319 and not the postwar propeller-driven Douglas 

DC3 which Tintin in Tibet had led me to expect. The flight was 

quite something, with views of Mount Everest rearing out of 

the clouds as we climbed over the high Himalayas before our 

long slalom down through the maze of gorges and valleys to 

Paro, our wingtips appearing almost to brush the sheer rock 

walls that towered above us for the last part of the flight. The 

final, dramatic hairpin turn as we lined up for the runway was 

executed with great flair and precision by the pilots, or else I 

wouldn’t be here to tell the story, but given the choice I would 

rather eat six pounds of cold gravel than do it again.

The one thing I didn’t think very much about for the first 

few years of my career was what all this flying was doing to my 
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carbon footprint, and it’s a sign of how attitudes are changing 

that now in 2020 I simply can’t talk about all this travel without 

mentioning the large environmental debt I’ve run up. I’ve flown 

the best part of two million miles during my working life, and 

although I have been driving an electric car and doing most 

of my European travel by train for some years, and thanks to 

videoconferencing now travel far less than I used to, I still need 

to plant around seven thousand trees to finish paying off my 

accumulated air travel debt. I hope to achieve this in the next 

two or three years.

Once safely on the ground and transported to the capital, 

Thimphu, I was warmly welcomed by the family who ran the 

guest house where I was to stay, and on my first evening I was 

served a wonderful soup with pieces of meat in it. My host, 

Dendhup Tshering, told me it was yak, and when I expressed 

my surprise that animals would be killed for food in a Buddhist 

country, he glanced at his wife and told me with a shy smile that 

even the smartest yaks can sometimes slip and fall over a cliff, 

and if he happened to be there when it fell, there was no harm 

in serving its meat to an honored guest.

It’s at moments like this when I feel such a rush of affection 

for humanity. No matter how diligently observant, no matter 

how saintly or self-sacrificing or disciplined our traditions de-

mand us to be, the vast majority of us are still naughty children 

at heart, feebly and transparently trying to dodge the stern 

commandments that we insist on believing our scary gods have 

imposed on us, and then pleading with a charming smile not 

to be found out.

I don’t think I’ve been to a single country professing any 

religion—including the most austerely fundamentalist—with-

out encountering this kind of innocent deception at one time 

or another. It’s one of a long list of blessedly disarming traits 
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that make it such fun being yet another human being on planet 

Earth, if only we could stop setting ourselves impossible stan-

dards and pretending we are stronger, more perfect, less com-

plex, and less contradictory than we are: the exterior sometimes 

so forbidding, the interior so adorably familiar.

Much later that night, I was awoken by a chorus of bark-

ing dogs at some unknown hour. (The people of the Thunder 

Dragon might shove the occasional yak over a cliff but they 

won’t harm stray dogs on any account, with the result that in 

some parts of town they outnumber the people. The atrocious 

manners of all Buddhist dogs show how well they know this.)

Now, I’m sure we’ve all had that disconcerting experience 

of waking up in the middle of the night and, for a second, not 

knowing where we are. But never until this moment had I woken 

up and not known who I was. It only lasted a second, any longer 

and it would have been terrifying. I literally had no idea who it 

was who might be witnessing this strange scene.

I (for want of a better pronoun) looked in bafflement around 

the long, green room, dimly lit by the glow of a funny old- 

fashioned electric radiator, saw the hand-woven rugs hanging 

on the walls, noted the snowy moonlit Himalayas through the 

uncurtained window, and listened to the barking dogs. Grad-

ually it dawned on me that in the face of such immeasurably 

long odds, the only possible explanation for it all was that it 

was not me who was witnessing the scene. It was undoubtedly 

somebody much more likely: Dendhup Tshering perhaps, or 

his wife, or the driver who had picked me up from Paro earlier 

that day, or possibly even Tintin. The place existed, of course—

any fool could see that—but it was simply too much to believe 

that I, Simon Anholt, should suddenly and for no reason have 

materialized in this bed and begun observing it. It served no 

conceivable purpose in the great plan of the universe. For a 

second I was in boggle overdrive.

GC.indb   50 5/6/20   6:16 PM



 From Bhutan to Botswana   51

I’d once had a similar experience in Morocco, on the way 

from Casablanca to Rabat in a rattling ancient Mercedes taxi. 

It was late at night and rather warm, and the elderly taxi driver 

had the radio on, playing what I think must have been a recita-

tion of the Holy Qur’an in the Berber language. I’d never heard 

Tamazight spoken before, and it sounded like no other lan-

guage I’d ever heard uttered—to my drowsy senses, somewhere 

between Arabic and Russian—and it began to hypnotize me. 

After an hour or so, I almost stopped being me, and there was 

nothing left but a disembodied experience of that taxi journey 

being had.

Trouble at Tashichho Dzong

Later that morning, I was scheduled to give a talk to a group of 

officials from various ministries. Despite my disturbed night 

and safely reunited with my ego, I turned up in plenty of time 

at the Tashichho Dzong, the huge wooden monastery-fortress 

where many government departments are located. Over my 

head soared the magnificent triple-tiered golden roofs, the in-

tricate and brightly painted wooden carvings that adorn every 

facet of this ancient building that dominates the city. I was met 

by a group of courteous and smiling officials, the women in 

their long kira dresses flapping in the icy wind that raced down 

from the peaks, the men in their gho, a short checkered coat not 

unlike a tartan dressing gown. National dress is compulsory in 

Bhutan: the country must be the absolute despair of Nike and 

Levi’s, one of the last places on earth where the population 

still refuses to wear American national dress. (At least it did so 

when I was last there, but I hear that jeans and sneakers are now 

tolerated underneath the gho and kira especially in the winter 

months, which is a bit of a pity for the tourists but probably no 

bad thing if you’re Bhutanese.)
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I was led to a large upper chamber in the Tashichho Dzong 

where two hundred officials were already seated, quietly waiting 

for me to arrive. My host asked me politely if I would like to “use 

the conveniences.” (Very conveniently for those of us who don’t 

speak Bhutanese, nearly everybody in Bhutan speaks perfect 

British English since it is the language of instruction in their 

schools.) More out of reciprocal politeness than anything else, 

I assented and was shown to the smallest room in the palace.

Now, an interesting phenomenon I have noticed is that al-

most wherever I go in the world, Italian hardware has got there 

first: the doorknobs, taps, and light switches always seem to be 

made in Italy. This remained a mystery to me until I gave a sem-

inar to the manufacturers’ association of the Emilia-Romagna 

region in Italy, an organization representing some two thousand 

companies producing and exporting high-tech equipment. The 

manufacturing cluster around Bologna is one of the busiest in 

the world, where lots of those wonderful doorknobs, taps, and 

light switches come from.

I don’t think I have ever come across a group of such  serious- 

minded businesspeople as these Italian exporters. Utterly at 

home anywhere on earth, with the confident charm and pro-

fessionalism to win orders wherever they went, it was hardly 

surprising their products were so widely used. I was shocked 

to learn that even though the products produced in this region 

were often technically superior to those of their Swiss, German, 

or Japanese competitors, they were compelled to sell them more 

cheaply than their rivals, purely because of the expectation 

that Italians were less competent. Talk about country-of-origin 

effect. This absurd cliché, that Italians can only make food and 

fashion (oh, and the occasional supercar), effectively slashed 

the value of the country’s manufacturing exports by around 20 

percent.
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Back in the lavatory in the Tashichho Dzong, after what felt 

like a reasonable pause, I reached for the door handle, noticing 

with amusement that it was one of those round brass Italian 

contraptions with the locking mechanism integrated into the 

knob itself.

I turned the knob but nothing happened. Evidently it was 

the self-locking variety, so I gave the tiny catch in the center 

of the knob—infuriatingly hard to use with even slightly damp 

or cold hands and thus another small victory of the designer over 

the consumer—a twist to the left. Nothing. I gave it a twist to the 

right: again nothing. I pondered for a moment and decided to 

focus my mind on the problem at hand rather than waste energy 

on strong feelings. Over the next five minutes, I tried things on 

that door handle that did credit to the ingenuity of the human 

species. Nothing. I was locked in, and without outside help, my 

life was now indefinitely on hold.

At first I knocked politely on the door, hoping my hosts 

might be nearby, but there was no reply. I knocked louder. I 

banged with my fists and called out, but no sound of approach-

ing footsteps disturbed the centuries of meditative calm that 

reigned in that peaceful palace. Clearly, everybody was sitting in 

polite silence in the conference room, waiting for me to return 

from the lavatory in my own good time.

Eventually, in desperation, I stuck my head out of the tiny 

window and called out to a group of men standing in the court-

yard far below. They looked up in surprise. I explained my 

pre dicament in a voice which I hoped would somehow carry 

without being a shout. Though the sight of a pale, distressed 

European face calling anxiously in English from a tiny window 

in the upper story of a government building in Thimphu can’t 

have been a familiar one, they grasped the situation with com-

mendable alacrity and bustled into the building.
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After a minute or two, somebody arrived and, after knock-

ing politely, tried the doorknob from the outside, but the door 

was well and truly stuck. After asking me courteously to step 

back, they began to attack it with feet, fists, and what sounded 

like heavy blunt instruments. I thought I could hear a sizable 

crowd gathering in the corridor.

I sat down on the only available seat and considered what 

I would say to the audience upon my release. Should I act as if 

nothing had happened, even though the enthusiastic demoli-

tion of a heavy teak door with solid brass Italian hinges cannot 

possibly have gone unobserved by the people in the conference 

room next door, and proceed in a dignified fashion with my 

talk? That seemed rather pompous behavior. Should I trust to 

the universality of humor, especially where lavatories are con-

cerned, and make a joke about it? That was risky, since humor 

varies subtly from culture to culture and I ran the risk of coming 

across as coarse, culturally insensitive, or plain weird. Should I 

make a dash for Mr. Tshering’s guest house and hide there for 

the rest of my stay? This last idea was tempting but not practical, 

and I didn’t relish being chased through the streets of Thimphu 

by a delegation of anxious tartan-clad civil servants who knew 

the way much better than I did.

Before I could decide on a course of action, I was liberated 

and shepherded back into the conference room. It was deci-

sion time. I settled on a hybrid solution, starting my talk with 

an explanation of the country-of-origin effect, describing the 

impact this had—by way of a random example—on the door-

knob on a lavatory door in a Bhutanese government building: 

perhaps because it was 20 percent cheaper than the German 

one, or perhaps because the Italian sales rep was so charming 

and knowledgeable, the purchasing department in Thimphu 

had made the fateful decision to go for the Italian product. The 
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impacts of this small decision spread out across the universe, I 

explained, in a wave that began with our session starting fifteen 

minutes behind schedule, and ended with the Italian economy 

expanding at a faster rate than it otherwise might have done, 

but nevertheless earning lower foreign revenues than Ger-

many’s. Truly, I concluded, this was a thoroughly globalized and 

interdependent world, and we must all now learn to live with 

the consequences.

The Contagion of Modernism

During my stay, there were many discussions about the various 

ways in which Bhutan might increase its own foreign reve-

nues without selling out to the standard capitalist-consumerist 

model, which the King of Bhutan was determined not to allow 

to contaminate the minds of his subjects. (Television had been 

banned until 1999 for the same reason.)

I have to admit that I felt some nostalgic sympathy for this 

approach, troubling though many Western commentators 

found it. Almost as soon as I arrived in this remarkably un-

spoiled country, I had a sense that it was in the process of being 

contaminated before my very eyes, mainly by the presence of 

the Western aid cohorts and their generally good intentions. 

The United Nations, which was prominent in Bhutan, appeared 

to be unconsciously spreading the virus of consumerism as 

the conquistadors had spread smallpox in the Americas. Their 

mean-looking Land Cruisers with knobbly tires and long whippy 

aerials tearing about the country, the mobile phones which they 

generously distributed to their local staff so everybody could 

stay constantly in touch, and which those staff then took back 

home and showed off to their admiring friends and families: it 

all looked like the beginning of the contagion. Not that I’d wish 
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to deprive anyone in Bhutan of the advantages of modern tech-

nology or wealth, of course, and I was aware of a contradiction 

here which I have never fully resolved. A few years later, I was 

to argue for a deliberate release of the same virus in Afghani-

stan, since it felt like the most potent, most readily available, 

and least harmful antidote to the ignorance, poverty, darkness, 

and oppression that had reigned there, on and off, since the 

Middle Ages.

If Bhutan can make the transition to whatever degree of 

benign modernity it desires without losing too much of the 

social, cultural, spiritual, environmental, and human wealth it 

still possesses, that would be of value to us all.

This was a country that produced very little, so it didn’t 

have many choices when planning export strategies. It was a 

country that, in fact, depended on stamp collectors for a not 

insignificant part of its foreign revenues. They say that philately 

gets you nowhere, but money earned from the sale of Bhuta-

nese postage stamps has been a mainstay of the economy since 

the 1960s, thanks to the efforts of one Burt Todd, an American 

from Pittsburgh, who created and ran the country’s highly suc-

cessful and innovative Stamp Agency for many years and was 

responsible, among many other marvels, for a limited edition 

of musical postage stamps that could actually be played on a 

gramophone. (Now there’s a story that’s begging to be made into  

a movie.)

The minister of tourism explained to me that the kingdom 

would like to welcome more tourists to the country, but it could 

only be small numbers of wealthy tourists who trod carefully, 

respected the culture, spent decent amounts of money, and left 

no traces behind. They simply didn’t have the infrastructure 

for mass tourism, and what they knew of UK package holiday-

makers in Spain or US spring breakers in Mexico made them 

fearful for the fragile fabric of their homeland.
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The minister told me that they’d asked a European mar-

keting consultant how they could best target these high-level 

visitors. He recommended a highly targeted global advertising 

campaign to run in the exclusive magazines that only such 

people read. It seemed like a sensible plan, except that un-

fortunately the cost of the campaign was around 1 percent of 

the country’s GDP, and did I have any slightly more afford - 

able ideas?

A little reverse psychology suggested that they could earn 

money from this problem rather than spending it. Instead of 

begging rich people to visit Bhutan, it would be far better to tell 

them they couldn’t visit even if they wanted to. (If I know one 

thing about spoiled rich people, it’s that they absolutely cannot 

resist things they’re not allowed to have.) I suggested setting a 

stiff daily penalty for any foreigners wishing to contaminate 

the precious soil of Druk Yul with their western boots, perhaps 

on the order of a thousand dollars per day. The exact amount 

could be carefully calibrated in order to warn off the precise 

socioeconomic target they wished to attract.

Tourist taxes had been used before and in several countries 

had proved an effective way of offsetting the harm done by the 

tourist industry. But the idea of making the charge deliberately 

and explicitly punitive seemed more powerful, and although 

the amount of the charge as well as the language used to de-

scribe it was de-escalated before implementation, the income 

it has generated has helped Bhutan to become one of the most 

environmentally sustainable economies in the world. At the 

same time it has grown its tourism business at the modest rate 

it wanted, as well as making a statement of self-worth which 

many thousands of visitors continue to find not merely ac-

ceptable but irresistible. And every time somebody complains 

online about the charge (now a mere $250, to include accom-

modation), they are sending out a clear signal to anyone who 
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takes pride in not being someone that scrimps and saves, that 

this is the destination for them. The skinflints continue to do 

Bhutan’s tourism marketing on its behalf, and the environment 

reaps the benefit.

Bhutan’s concept of Gross National Happiness is of course 

the best-known example of its influence on the world. My view 

is that the idea of happiness as a measure of social progress is 

probably a necessary step toward a world that works, but only 

a preliminary one. Being more happy won’t head off climate 

change, halt a pandemic, or reduce inequality, even if “how 

happy can I be” is a good deal more productive for humanity 

than “how rich can I be.” Where we need to get to is “how happy 

can we be,” which is in fact rather closer to the original Buddhist 

conception behind it. It’s a collective rather than individual 

notion of fulfilment, but this subtlety has largely been lost on 

Western audiences, for whom subjective feelings of happiness 

probably have more to do with the number of electronic devices 

they own than the serenity they share with their community.

Botswana

Sometimes countries instantly captivate your senses simply by 

the quality of their light and air. Chile definitely had this effect 

on me, as did Australia, South Africa, and New Zealand, so per-

haps it’s a trick of the Southern Hemisphere.

The first time I went to Botswana, within a moment of step-

ping off the plane at Gaborone Airport into the bright sunshine 

and glittering air, I felt so full of hope and optimism and joie 

de vivre, I could hardly imagine ever wanting to be anywhere 

else (and considering that I have completely lost my sense of 

smell over the last twenty years, for reasons unknown, a place 

has to be truly special to work its magic on me through only 

four senses).
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In Botswana, I was introduced to an important new dimen-

sion of the debate on economic development: the involvement 

of China and other Asian powers in Africa. China’s approach is 

markedly different from the classic aid-based approach of West-

ern countries. It’s about doing business in Africa, investing in 

infrastructure, and in most cases is quite openly self-interested. 

China needs resources, and in Africa resources are cheap, so 

deals can be done.

Several of the African politicians I met over the years were 

positive about China’s involvement: Not having to deal with 

the burdensome conditions that Western countries and the 

international system often placed on aid was a real relief. (In 

many cases, however, the burdensome conditions involved 

the protection of human rights, anticorruption measures, and 

institutional reform. China’s view tended to be that these issues 

were none of its business.) They also, quite understandably, 

preferred being treated with respect as business partners rather 

than as objects of charity. And they felt that the deals were good 

ones, since they also delivered jobs for local people.

Part of the trouble is that they so often don’t deliver jobs for 

local people. China has lots of people as well as lots of money, 

and it tends to ship in its own workers to deliver its projects. I 

had a revealing conversation with a Chinese investor who’d just 

finished building a much-needed power station in Gaborone, 

which would doubtless make a difference to many lives in the 

capital. When I asked him why he didn’t train any local people 

to work on the project, he patiently explained that after this 

project there wouldn’t be another one, so there was no point 

in training them. I was so taken aback by the unfamiliar com-

bination of total honesty and total cynicism, I had to spend 

several days processing his comment before I could begin to 

think about how I could or should have answered it. Not that it 

would have made any difference, I suspect.
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As it happens, several more Chinese power stations 

have been built in Botswana since then, few of them entirely 

 trouble-free. Stories of corruption, mismanagement, and poor- 

quality work surround each new venture. And one can’t over-

look the fact that the power stations being built all over the 

developing world by China (three hundred of them in 2019), are 

all coal powered, so China is playing a leading role in ensuring 

that the developing world does at least as much damage to the 

earth’s climate as the developed world did during its phase of 

maximum growth. This is clearly not sustainable, and consid-

ering how severely China suffers from air pollution in its own 

cities, it’s surprising that it should be so enterprising about 

inflicting the same problem on other countries.

I also met with a handful of entrepreneurs in Botswana 

who were developing their own products and services, with the 

ambition to export them worldwide. Several years earlier, I’d 

written a book about “third world” entrepreneurs called Brand 

New Justice.6 Now I began to notice signs that the hope I’d ex-

pressed in that book—of successful consumer products coming 

from and bringing prosperity to developing countries—was be-

ginning to come true. Meeting entrepreneurs across Africa who 

wanted to see their products consumed not just in Africa but 

worldwide, it started to feel believable that one day, the tide 

might turn, and real prosperity would be generated from all cor-

ners of the earth. Today in the West, we’re starting to get used to 

the idea that, in addition to our products being manufactured 

at minimal profit in developing countries, brand names—and 

consequently big margins—could come from such places too.

One of the factors inhibiting this change was the damage 

done—no doubt with good intentions—to the images and the 

prospects of African countries by aid celebrities like Bob Geldof 

and Bono, thanks to their habit of characterizing the whole 

continent as if it were one failing state. This kind of rhetoric 
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is useful for generating charity, but it becomes problematic if 

what you really need to generate is investment, tourism, and 

trade. People will happily give some of their spare change to a 

country that has been presented to them as a basket case, but 

they won’t invest in it, go on holiday there, hire somebody from 

there, or buy a product made there, because of course they’d 

lose their shirt.

The countries that tend to suffer most from the generic 

image of Africa as a single failing state are the ones that perform 

better economically, and so depend much more on trade and 

tourism and less on aid. They have to shoulder the burden of an 

image earned by the least developed and most troubled coun-

tries on their continent, an image mercilessly promoted, rein-

forced, and milked by the aid industry in the developed world.

Botswana is one of the better examples of a successful and 

well-run African country, and it’s rightly proud of itself. The 

World Bank describes it today as “one of the world’s great de-

velopment success stories. . . . Botswana has transformed itself, 

moving into the ranks of upper middle-income status to be-

come one of the fastest growing economies in the world, with 

an average annual growth rate of about 9 percent.”7

Well, World Bank officials know this, but lots of people 

around the world don’t, and the government of Botswana felt 

it was about time they did. Moreover, the country was celebrat-

ing forty years of peaceful democracy since its independence 

from the United Kingdom, as confirmed by the international 

election-monitoring teams that come to scrutinize the process 

every time the country holds an election.

So one of my suggestions to the government of Bots wana 

was that, next time there was a presidential election in the United 

States, Botswana should send its own election- monitoring team 

to Washington, DC, in order to ensure that the election of the 

next US president was free and fair. (Given the chaotic scenes 
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in Florida during the 2000 election of George W. Bush, I felt sure 

this suggestion would be gratefully received.)

The Batswana fell about laughing at my proposal until I 

pointed out that the joke was at their expense, and in fact not 

a joke at all. My next suggestion, that the Botswana Air Force 

should overfly the poorer districts of Washington, DC, and drop 

sacks of rice out of the door, was considered to be more prob-

lematic, sadly.
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From Mexico  

to the USA

since president felipe calderón had mobilized the mex-
ican army and the federal police against organized crime, cor-

ruption, and the drug cartels in 2006, the death toll had climbed 

to tens of thousands each year, and the Mexican government 

was increasingly concerned about the impact this was having 

on trade, tourism, and foreign investment. The majority of the 

killings were the result of increasingly bitter turf wars between 

rival cartels as they splintered into ever smaller and more des-

perate factions, fighting over diminishing amounts of lawless 

territory. Calderón’s government saw this as the necessary con-

sequence of tackling the problem seriously and was determined 

to hold its nerve, but the human and economic costs were 

enormous notwithstanding high levels of US aid, and if foreign 

income was allowed to fall at the same time, the risks to the 

country’s economy were grave.

So in 2009, the Mexican Foreign Service conducted an in-

quiry into the country’s international standing and were in-

troduced to me by their contacts in the Chilean diplomatic 
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service. The report of the work I had done with the Bachelet 

government suggested to the Mexican diplomats that they 

would hear a different account of the issue from me than the 

messaging-and-media pitch they were getting from the ad-

vertising, branding, and PR agencies. And so, after a series of 

discussions in Santiago, London, and Mexico City, I was asked  

to work with Calderón’s government and make recommenda-

tions about how Mexico could best tackle the pressing issue of 

how it was regarded around the world.

The reality of Mexico proved to be very different from my 

expectations, and those of my friends and family, who seemed 

to assume I would be instantly killed as I stepped off the plane. 

(Many people living in the Americas would be surprised to 

learn how distant, how strange, and how unfamiliar Mexico 

appears to most Europeans, especially since much of what we 

know about it is seen through the lens of US popular culture.) 

The Mexicans turned out to be among the kindest and politest 

people I had ever met, and I noticed how popular culture had 

led me to expect the men, in particular, to be tough and scary. 

Yet, in the main, they exhibited an unfailing and delicate cour-

tesy. I soon formed the view that I’d rather be stuck in a crowded 

subway in Mexico City than in any other underground railway 

I’d come across.

But oddly, many Mexicans at the higher end of the socio-

economic scale seemed to have accepted similar ideas about 

everyday life in Mexico as my European acquaintances. Even 

in Mexico City, many hundreds of miles from the troubled bor-

derlands, they and their children were constantly surrounded 

by bodyguards and seldom left the security of their own heavily 

barricaded homes or their vast, shiny black American SUVs 

whose preposterously aggressive styling was clearly intended to 

express their readiness not to drive to places but over things—

and no doubt over people too, when necessary. I don’t know 
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how much of this protection was really necessary for people 

who were neither high-profile millionaires nor prominent pol-

iticians, and how much of it was merely a display of status. After 

all, you have to be pretty precious in order for several other 

people to dedicate their lives to protecting yours.

On one occasion, the team I was working with at the pres-

idency wanted me to go by helicopter to an urgent meeting on 

the other side of the city because the traffic was so bad, and I 

suggested we go by subway instead. They expressed dismay at 

this idea, and I learned to my surprise that only one of them 

had ever even tried to take the subway. Eventually I persuaded 

them to indulge the curiosity of an inexperienced guest. Their 

surprise when we got out at the other end, thirty minutes after 

leaving, and found ourselves magically at our destination, usu-

ally a three-hour car journey away, was something to behold. 

(But they still refused to go back to the office on the subway 

after the meeting.)

When a population’s self-view is as unrepresentative of the 

lived reality of its country as this, you know you’ve got an in-

teresting patient on your hands. Elsewhere in this vast nation, 

then the twelfth-largest economy in the world and one of the 

principal trading partners of the United States, many millions 

of people were living under plastic sheeting.

At the end of my kick-off meeting with President Calderón, 

he asked me a question which leaders all too seldom ask: “How 

will we know if this has worked?” I ran through the various per-

formance indicators we would need to set up in order to mea-

sure the effectiveness of the work we conducted, but somehow 

I felt I hadn’t answered the question in quite the same spirit in 

which it had been asked.

It was only in the small hours of the next morning that an 

answer occurred to me that really seemed to make sense, and 

I shared it with Calderón at our next meeting. The true mark of 
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success, I said, would be if we could know that a random hu- 

man being—a thirteen-year-old girl in Tajikistan, say, or a re-

tired shopkeeper in Australia—thought in the last thirty seconds 

before they drifted off to sleep, “thank God Mexico exists.” And if 

everyone in the world felt the same way, that would indicate to-

tal success. So, beyond and alongside the more practical proofs 

of improved trade, a higher national profile, and productive 

international engagements, our ultimate goal should be that 

somewhere between two people and seven billion people end 

up with good reasons to cherish Mexico.

I was rewarded with a faint but tolerant smile from Cal-

derón, and the unspoken reply was as clear as if it had been 

spoken: “Let’s just get a few more Mexicans feeling glad that 

Mexico exists and we’ll be getting somewhere.”

But to me, this scenario was more than rhetoric or fantasy: 

it was a genuinely important outcome to aspire to, in tune with 

the scale and tone of what we were setting out to achieve. The 

destination—seven billion people thanking their lucky stars for 

Mexico—was farther away than the moon, but the important 

thing was to set the right direction.

Trouble in the Desert

For a year, I gritted my teeth and commuted monthly between 

London and Mexico City, conducting the project at a distance 

as I had done in Chile and a dozen other countries, partially 

anesthetized by a mixture of gin, exhaustion, and tonic. But I 

was also sustained by what was proving to be the most absorb-

ing and challenging of all the projects I had so far encountered. 

Luckily, being there was thrilling enough to make up for getting 

there.

During this period, with the support of President Calderón 

and his cabinet, and a highly talented team of officials from the 
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presidency and several other ministries and agencies, I devel-

oped a strategic approach and a total of 111 symbolic actions 

which Mexico could execute over the coming years.

At the end of the process, President Calderón’s team asked 

me to spend a further six or eight months with them, this time 

based full-time in Mexico with my wife and our youngest son, 

in order to see through the implementation of the projects.

On weekends, we took the time to explore the surrounding 

countryside. One memorable Saturday, we drove out toward 

Taxco but somehow took a wrong turn and found ourselves on a 

lonely desert road, many miles from the nearest human habita-

tion, and very low on gasoline. On the reasonable but mistaken 

assumption that the road must surely lead somewhere, we con-

tinued to drive for another hour at what I imagined would be 

the most economical speed, until in the distance we finally saw 

a police patrol car stopped at the side of the road. Not another 

sign of life but our two cars was visible in any direction.

I pulled over at what I judged to be a respectful, utterly un-

threatening distance behind the police car, got out and walked 

forward in what I hoped was a respectful, utterly unthreatening 

manner, taking care to show my hands but not too obviously, 

as I ran rapidly over in my mind several dozen scenarios from 

American movies in which a traveler on a lonely desert road is 

unjustly arrested and imprisoned, robbed, or simply executed 

by a rogue cop. On either side of the road, red broken rock 

stretched to the horizon, dotted with the occasional ragged 

cactus. It was intensely hot and windless. The empty road shim-

mered before me. Clusters of tangled brush lay by the roadside. 

It may have been tumbleweed. No movement came from the 

patrol car. Large birds wheeled high overhead in a perfectly 

cloudless sky. They may have been vultures.

My Spanish at this point mainly consisted of  Spanish- 

sounding endings bolted onto Italian words, so my anxiety was 
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intensified by the fact that I wasn’t at all sure I’d be able to make 

myself understood. My surprise and relief were considerable 

when the officer, who was from the now generously funded and 

enlarged Policía Federal, turned out to be most friendly and to 

speak rather good English. He looked at our fuel gauge, after 

courteously greeting my wife and son, and helped us to calcu-

late that we probably had about 50 miles of range left, and that 

the nearest gas station was about 140 miles away. However, he 

said, there was a toll station about 50 miles farther down the 

road, where certain enterprising individuals would generally 

sell gasoline. He even offered to escort us there, but not wishing 

to waste police time, we thanked him with that unmistakable 

warmth that only comes from thanking somebody for not exe-

cuting you, and headed off toward the tollbooth at an even  

more cautious pace than before.

Soon, we were coasting down a long hill toward a huge 

suspension bridge, with the engine switched off to save fuel, 

and had achieved a fine turn of speed which I hoped would 

get us at least halfway up the other side of the valley once we’d 

crossed the bridge, when I discovered something I didn’t pre-

viously know about the car we were driving: a minute or two 

after you switch off the engine, the steering and the brakes 

stop working, and the only way to get them working again is to 

restart the engine.

This was a concern. I now needed both hands to wrestle the 

steering wheel—suddenly as heavy and unresponsive as your 

own legs in one of those nightmares when you can’t run away 

fast enough from the ax murderer—around the increasingly 

twisting road as we hurtled faster and faster, in eerie silence, 

down toward the bridge which soared hundreds of feet over the 

rocky valley floor below. My wife, my son, and I were all yelling 

at each other at the top of our voices as the engine started after 

the fifth attempt, the brakes responded, and we finally crawled 
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to an undignified halt in the middle of the road at the very edge 

of the bridge. We continued yelling for a surprisingly long time 

after the car had stopped. Silence reigned once again. The birds 

wheeled in the empty sky.

At this point we held a short family conference and agreed, 

with remarkably few mutual accusations of criminal incompe-

tence, attempted homicide, inbred stupidity, or tearful vows to 

get on the very next plane back to London, that we’d probably 

saved enough fuel to get us to the toll station. And indeed, when 

we arrived there, a number of friendly individuals carrying plas-

tic containers of various kinds offered us gasoline. My Spanish 

was just adequate to ask for reassurance that the liquid we were 

being offered was in fact gasoline and not Pepsi-Cola (it was a 

rather funny color and gently effervescent), and that there really 

was no alternative but to give the nice man quite a large wad of 

dollar bills, watch him trudge off toward a distant village, and 

hope to see him again soon. He did of course return twenty 

minutes later, helped me fill the tank, and gave me change. 

He charged us around double the normal pump price, which 

I thought was entirely reasonable given the added value of the 

service he was providing, and we left with many expressions of 

mutual regard and good wishes.

The episodes from our eventful trip to Taxco, and many 

others, looked so much like the Mexican scenarios we seemed 

to have learned from early childhood, rich with the prospect 

of fear and danger, and yet the ending of each real-life story 

was always more pleasant memories, rather than violence or 

tragedy, new friends instead of terrifying enemies, an increased 

faith in human nature rather than its loss.

Yet working every day with the Mexican government, I was 

acutely aware that the danger and violence and chaos were 

every bit as real and as full of meaning as my positive  everyday 

encounters. Each morning’s newspapers brought fresh  images  
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of corpses hanging from road signs and freeway bridges, and 

 every evening we went to bed with recollections of new 

and heart-warming encounters. The simple truth, of course, is 

that every country is many countries.

Some Mexicans tried to explain the contradiction to me 

by claiming that the media coverage was biased against the 

government—as some of it undoubtedly was—and, crucially, 

always failed to mention that the vast majority of the dead were 

from the cartels themselves, not innocent civilians, still less 

tourists. This was no doubt true. But the claim that only the 

bad guys were getting killed, and that the horrifying death tolls 

were therefore a good thing, was monstrously disingenuous. 

Part of the problem with organized crime and drug trafficking 

is that it swallows up good guys and makes them into bad guys. 

Most of the young men killed in drug-related violence were 

just somebody’s son who had ended up working in the only 

economically viable activity in town. Fix that, and you can start 

fixing the problem.

Several months after we relocated to Mexico City, a pleas-

ant couple from the United States moved in to the apartment 

below ours, and as we sat together one day, enjoying the sight 

of a glittering emerald hummingbird fooling around in the 

brilliant mauve jacaranda just beyond our balcony, the hus- 

band admitted to me that one of the attractions of a “tour of 

duty” in Mexico was that Procter & Gamble, his employer, was 

paying him danger money. The area in which we were lucky 

enough to be living, Polanco, is more or less Mexico City’s equiv-

alent of London’s Mayfair or LA’s Beverly Hills, and we agreed 

that the very idea of having to be bribed to live in such an ex-

quisite neighborhood would have been comic if it hadn’t been  

so tragic.
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V2L: Victim to Leader

The strategic direction which I recommended to the Mexican 

government took care to pay due regard to the strength and 

persistence of all this negative imagery. I concluded that the 

story of Mexico’s violence was now too well established for it to 

be advisable or feasible to ignore it, or to change the subject or 

sweep it under the carpet. My research confirmed that it clearly 

was, for the time being, many people’s primary association with 

the country and was consequently the only Mexico-related 

topic that they were prepared to pay any attention to.

Mexico, in short, had become defined by its problems, and 

in such situations, one has little choice but take the bull by the 

horns. Mexico needed to accept the stories that the world was 

telling about it and try to leverage their forward momentum, 

judo-style, in order to redirect their energy in a way that was 

fairer, truer, more productive, and more useful to the country’s 

aims and ambitions.

The nickname I gave to the strategy was “victim to leader,” 

or V2L for short. The V2L strategy proposed that, rather than 

continue to accept its role as a largely helpless victim of drug- 

related violence, Mexico should work hard and consistently to 

earn itself recognition as a leading international player in the 

fight against organized crime, narcotics, and corruption. Mex-

ico’s task was to make itself a central and indispensable part of 

the global fight against drug trafficking, an acknowledged hub 

of world-beating expertise in this and in related areas of con-

cern to people in other countries around the globe.

Almost everybody in the world knows somebody whose life 

has been affected by substance abuse or organized crime, and 

this formed a ready-made opportunity for Mexico to matter 

to hundreds of millions of people. By devoting its resources to 
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tackling its own grave problems, in partnership with and for the 

shared benefit of other countries implicated in the same issues 

(and that’s pretty much every country on earth), Mexico had a 

marvelous opportunity to make a great many people—not just 

a lone teenager in Tajikistan—feel glad that it existed.

Focusing with courage and imagination on the interna-

tional dimension of Mexico’s problems not only seemed the 

right thing to do both strategically and morally, but also gen-

erated the most productive, original, and wide-ranging dis-

cussions within government. Focusing too closely on local 

problems tended to produce quite narrow, quite predictable 

solutions; standing back and taking the global view always let 

more light into the conversation and always opened our minds 

to more inspiring solutions. These solutions usually needed 

some pretty drastic pruning afterward to convert them into fea-

sible public policy, but something of their inherent originality 

and power would often remain in the final result.

The Tasks of Government

All governments in the twenty-first century, it occurred to me, 

have two tasks: taking care of their citizens and participating 

in a bigger community of nations, toward which they also have 

duties and responsibilities. These tasks—which are also op-

portunities—cannot easily be separated or even ranked in im-

portance. Indeed, placing a higher priority on one or the other 

of the tasks is not always a straightforward matter, because 

the destiny of one’s own citizens and of the citizens of other 

countries, the fate of one’s own nation and of other nations, 

the health and security of one’s own territory and of the whole 

planet, are so deeply entangled. In the same way, one can’t 

easily separate short-term interests and long-term interests, 
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since these too are inextricably intertwined; to talk about selfish 

interests as distinct from collective interests is equally difficult.

If Mexico wanted to earn the respect and admiration of 

people in other countries, it had to do something for them as 

well as for its own citizens; but since its problems were also their 

problems, there was no contradiction in doing so.

Instead of only ever looking for opportunities, I began to 

see, countries should also try considering their obligations and 

responsibilities. This doesn’t have to be and perhaps shouldn’t 

be an explicitly ethical exercise, something that one does purely 

because it’s the “right thing to do”: much of the time, people’s 

hearts wouldn’t be in it. No, one does this because it produces 

better results.

This principle of treating domestic and international re-

sponsibilities as layers of the same challenges, of merging local 

problems and global solutions, of serving one’s own interests 

by serving the interests of others, applied to all of Mexico’s 

problems, since it shared them with so many other countries. 

In this respect, organized crime and narco-trafficking were no 

different from climate change or pollution, poverty, or inequal-

ity. Whatever Mexico did to help its own interests could be part 

and parcel of helping the interests of all humanity and thus 

earning the global esteem and admiration it desired, deserved, 

and needed in order to trade more effectively as a global player.

Words and Deeds

Among the symbolic actions I devised for the Mexican gov-

ernment was a plan for combining two existing projects: the 

Riviera Maya needed a new airport to relieve the pressure on 

Cancún, and the culture sector wanted a museum dedicated to 

the Mayan culture. Unfortunately the budget wasn’t available 
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for both projects, and it rather looked as if the money would  

end up going to the airport. My suggestion was to combine 

the two into the world’s first Museopuerto—a hybrid airport- 

museum that would fulfill both functions simultaneously.

Every aspect of the typical airport experience was to be 

challenged by the architect, so that as far as physically possible 

its airport function was disguised, and it looked and felt like a 

wonderful world-class modern museum that just happened 

to have a runway out the back. And it was to be a real, import-

ant world-class museum of the Mayan civilization, with the 

usual complement of temporary and permanent exhibitions, 

educational, and recreational facilities, strong academic and 

curatorial credentials, and major collections of art and artifacts. 

It would have a gift shop, but as well as selling designer hand-

bags, paperbacks, hand sanitizer, and inflatable neck cushions, 

this would be an award-winning museum shop, selling unique 

handicrafts and reproductions that couldn’t be found anywhere 

else in the world.

Many people, perhaps the majority, would visit the Museo-

puerto simply as a museum; some would arrive at the museum 

by land, and some by air, because after all it would be the only 

museum in the world directly served by international and do-

mestic airlines, with its own runway and control tower. Many 

visitors to the region would arrive by plane and spend an hour 

or two in the museum before they set off on their tour or va-

cation, using the exhibits and guided commentaries in the 

Museopuerto to prepare themselves for their visit to the region: 

because everybody knows that the success of cultural tourism 

experiences depends very much on the degree of preparation 

that visitors achieve before they arrive. The Museopuerto would 

thus be the educational gateway to the Mayan world and could 

become the first of several gateways to the various regions of 

Mexico in the future.
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When Mexico hosted the sixteenth Climate Change Sum - 

mit in Cancún, I wrote an opening speech for President Cal-

derón which I hoped would set the scene for Mexico’s “gift to 

the world.” The speech started with these words: “Let us, first 

of all, be quite clear about why we are here in Cancún. We are 

not negotiating for our own interests as wealthier countries. 

Nor are we negotiating on behalf of the interests of developing 

countries. We are negotiating on behalf of our children. So, 

let us remember that when we strive to be good and effective 

negotiators, we should above all strive to be good ancestors.”

And soon after Cancún, I was asked to write Calderón’s 

speech for the Stanford University commencement ceremony. 

I have no pretensions of being a speechwriter, but this seemed 

like a good opportunity, so I wrote about having faith in “sweat 

and silver bullets”—how magical solutions to the world’s most 

intractable problems, such as climate change and organized 

crime, really can exist if supported by hard work, and how pur-

suing them in true partnership with other countries can really 

help to fix the mess we’re in.

I wrote into the speech a declaration that Mexico was com-

mitted to this aim, and wondered if people would notice that 

here was a national leader at last speaking the language of 

international responsibility, hoping that if they did, this would 

encourage others to look to Calderón as something more than 

just a clever and capable president of Mexico. This, in turn, 

would help enormously to deliver the recognition that Mexico 

desired—because there is no doubt that a charismatic head of 

state or head of government showing real leadership on the 

international stage can make a bigger and faster difference to 

their country’s global profile than almost anything else.

Onstage at Stanford, however, Calderón delivered a differ-

ent speech, a more conventional presidential address showcas-

ing his country, its assets, and achievements, and emphasizing 
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its success in tackling its own problems. Climate change did 

feature prominently in the speech, unsurprisingly, given that it 

was a personal passion of Calderón’s and a subject in which he 

possessed significant expertise. And yet, although the speech 

was delivered to the graduating students at Stanford and, via the 

media, to the world, his words seemed to be addressed more to 

the voters and the media back home in Mexico, reminding them 

of his administration’s achievements during its term in office. 

There was nothing about telling the world what he and Mexico 

wanted to do for them. The speech was well delivered and well 

received, but I was disappointed.

I suppose it was naive to hope that a politician would 

choose to tell the world’s citizens (who after all couldn’t vote 

for him) what he was going to do for them, rather than tell his 

own people (to whom he owed his position, and whose interests 

he was legally compelled to serve) what he had already done for 

them. I suppose this was the first time I’d really got the measure 

of how comprehensively the national interest would trounce 

the international interest in the hands of elected politicians.

It’s not their fault and I can’t find it in my heart to blame 

them: Felipe Calderón in particular, through his dedication to 

the cause of climate change, was a leader who did more than 

most to work for the world outside his borders. But the default 

mode of all our leaders is, as I put it in my 2014 TED talk, “minds 

that microscope, not minds that telescope.”8 It’s one of the nat-

ural consequences of the democratic systems we have evolved.

I refuse to believe that it invariably has to be so, and history 

confirms this through the steady trickle of leaders whose in-

stinctive perspective is both global and local: men and women 

who manage to frame their tasks and solutions in a way that’s 

relevant and inspiring to people beyond their own borders, 

whose deeds and words are for all humanity, and who often 
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acquire a very special respect at home precisely because of the 

respect they garner abroad.

An Elíseo Treaty

My final suggestion for the Mexican government was delib-

erately designed to be globally modest—a bilateral symbolic 

action, indeed, rather than anything multilateral—yet un-

ashamedly ambitious in terms of its time span, its goals, and 

the political challenges it would present.

It was nothing less than a total reset of the relationship 

between the United States and Mexico, the elephant sitting qui-

etly in the corner of the room in every meeting I had attended 

during the previous two years.

In 1963, when I was two years old, President Charles de 

Gaulle and Chancellor Konrad Adenauer sat down to discuss  

the animosity between the French and German peoples which 

had divided Europe for centuries, and which had recently 

formed the fault line in two world wars, the most destructive 

conflicts in the history of humankind.

They also looked forward to the European Project, yet in-

stead of asking, as everyone before them had asked, how they 

could accommodate this ancient rivalry, they had the cour-

age and the imagination instead to ask how it could be finally 

ended.

The result of that historic conversation was the Elysée 

Treaty, which decreed a comprehensive raft of political, cul - 

tural, social, economic, and military cooperation and rap-

prochement between France and Germany. It grew into the 

most ambitious program of bilateral public and private diplo-

macy ever attempted, grafting together the destinies of the two 

nations at every level, from cabinet ministers to schoolchildren, 
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from foreign and defense policy to scientific research. Every 

imaginable form of exchange, cooperation, and mutual en-

gagement was included and diligently carried out for decades 

afterward.

And it worked. Fifty years later, as I looked at the data in 

the Nation Brands Index, I could clearly trace the legacy of that 

extraordinary pact: on many questions, the French and the 

Germans place each other first in their list of preferences. It 

was a far cry from what I saw elsewhere in the survey: in 2010, 

for example, the Mexicans had only ranked the United States 

twenty-second out of the fifty countries in the study, and the 

Americans had ranked Mexico fortieth.

It was then and still is my belief that the ancient and deeply 

rooted misunderstanding and enmity between the people of 

Mexico and the United States, although so different in cause, 

character, and consequences from the differences between 

France and Germany half a century earlier, is equally threaten-

ing to the future security and prosperity of these two countries 

and to their wider neighborhood. Trade, security, immigration, 

diplomacy, science, industry, finance, energy, the environment, 

tourism, and cultural and educational relations between these 

two powers can never achieve their full potential unless they do 

what de Gaulle and Adenauer did in 1963. The governments of 

Mexico and the United States, instead of politely avoiding any 

mention of this enmity as they were still doing in 2010, should 

commit themselves to sitting down together and resolving it 

once and for all.

And if this sounded ambitious, it certainly was. But I felt 

that we possessed the advantage and the comfort of know-

ing that it was not impossible, because it had been done before. 

We even knew, thanks to de Gaulle and Adenauer, what the 

precise ingredients of success were. None of it was magic or 

even expensive compared to the gigantic costs of the mutual 
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mistrust between the two populations: just a wise, simple, and 

humanistic vision, pursued through a rich and ambitious pro-

gram of simple engagements in every sector.

Mexico and the United States needed then, and still need 

today, an Elíseo Treaty, so that a child born today might live to 

see a North America as peaceful, united, and prosperous as the 

Europe I could still enjoy at the time I wrote the plan.

All it needs is two leaders with the vision, the faith, the 

humanity, and the determination to make this their defining 

legacy: a plan to make the Mexicans and the Americans friends 

forever. It really seemed as if Obama and Calderón might have 

been those two leaders, but election fever had already set in 

by the time my project in Mexico was nearing its end, and the 

chances of anything new—especially something ambitious 

and international in scope—gaining sufficient resources and 

attention to get it off the ground were slight indeed.

It’s sad to recollect these discussions in a period when the 

relationship between Mexico and the United States has gone 

backward in ways and to an extent which would have seemed 

barely credible in 2010. As I write, glancing at the most recent 

edition of the Nation Brands Index, I see to my sorrow that 

Mexicans now rank their northern neighbor dead last—in fifti-

eth place, below every rogue nation in the list—for governance.

To my mind, these new conditions don’t make an Elíseo 

Treaty less likely, just more necessary, as soon as there are, once 

again, leaders in both countries with the courage and wisdom 

to see how vastly greater are the benefits of cooperation and 

collaboration than yet more competition.
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From Latvia  

to the Faroes

i vividly remember my first visit to latvia, not long after 

the fall of the Berlin Wall. I was surprised to notice that the sun 

was shining when I stepped out of Riga Airport, and my surprise 

took me by surprise. I was also surprised to notice that there 

were unmistakable daisies growing in the decidedly green grass 

in front of the emphatically modern terminal building and was 

equally surprised to see an unquestionably young couple defi-

nitely kissing on a bench in the unambiguously warm sunshine.

All this surprise was thanks to a steady diet of anti-Soviet 

propaganda which had shaped my unquestioned belief since 

the 1970s that behind the iron curtain nobody ever falls in love 

(except, fatally, with spies), it’s always cold and rainy, and every-

thing’s in black and white. Yet here instead were Nordic-looking 

forests of birch and pine, lonely rocky beaches overlooking the 

sparkling sea, cozy wooden houses. Most of Latvia didn’t look 

in the least like the ghastly, radioactive, postindustrial waste-

land I had been carefully conditioned to expect: a set of images 

which had been sitting in my unconscious mind for decades 
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like a sleeper cell in a Cold War thriller, subtly influencing my 

thoughts and feelings about this part of the world throughout 

my life, waiting until this day to be triggered.

On returning to Latvia barely a decade later, this time at the 

invitation of the Latvian government, almost nothing remained 

to recall my dystopian mental image of the place, apart from 

the peeling Soviet-era apartment blocks that still disfigure the 

outskirts of so many towns and cities in Eastern Europe. Here 

instead were people happily shouting into mobile phones, shiny 

Japanese cars and noisy dirty trucks, and glass buildings and 

shops and trashy advertisements promoting discounts on laun-

dry detergent. This time, I hadn’t left the European Union to get 

here, and it showed.

In my first conversation with the Latvian cabinet when we 

met in the historic, beautiful, and startlingly pink Birini Castle, 

the question of the legitimacy of the project was immediately 

raised: Aigars Kalvītis, the prime minister, felt strongly that 

a government’s attempts to improve the image of a country 

should be fully communicated, understood, and endorsed by 

the general population.

I agreed with him. This is a topic about which many citi-

zens have understandably strong feelings. The identity of one’s 

country is in some respects an extension of one’s own identity, 

and a country’s good name is the property of its population, not 

the property of the government. This isn’t playing around with 

money; this is playing around with culture and identity, and 

those are serious matters.

As I traveled around the country speaking to the usual 

broad mix of local and national government officials, city may-

ors, business leaders, celebrities, students and academics, trade 

unionists, manual and knowledge workers, foreign investors 

and diplomats, I found little enthusiasm for the idea of a higher 

international profile for Latvia, no matter what the social or 
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economic benefits might prove to be, no matter what methods 

were used to achieve it. In fact, the majority of people I spoke 

to outside of Riga, the capital, seemed distinctly unhappy about 

the whole topic. The prospect of participating more actively 

and prominently in the community of nations had little ap-

peal. It was as if, after centuries of malign foreign rule, Latvia 

was finally alone, finally sovereign; and it seemed that many 

Latvians would now prefer to rest for a while in the margins of 

globalization.

I couldn’t blame them. The way many Latvians described 

their experience of living under Soviet rule brought back an 

image from my own childhood: being persecuted by the school 

bully as he sat with his fat behind on my head, feeling utterly 

paralyzed with pain and terror, focusing with rigid intensity 

on a tiny blade of grass just millimeters from my nose, willing 

myself to believe that I was tiny enough to crawl under it and 

never be found by anyone ever again.

It occurred to me that the country’s huge cultural produc-

tion (in Latvia, there are allegedly more folksongs than Latvians) 

might be the consequence of a similar feeling: a vast outpour- 

ing of national longing and distress, written on air and com-

mitted only to memory so that nobody else could ever know it, 

understand it, or steal it away.

Under oppressive regimes, the longing for the simple bless-

ings of nature, for the peace and freedom to enjoy one’s home-

land, becomes profoundly ingrained in the national psyche,  

and Latvians simply hadn’t had much time to enjoy this condi-

tion after centuries of yearning for it. Perhaps they weren’t quite 

ready to share their land with strangers again.

This desire to be respected, understood, and left alone is 

not unique to Latvia—I have encountered similar ambiguities in 

other smaller, less industrialized countries in the early stages of 

integration into the “community of nations”—Bhutan,  Slovenia, 
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and the Faroe Islands are three other examples which spring 

to mind.

Yet at the same time, Latvia faced big developmental chal-

lenges which would be hard to overcome unless it could expand 

its trade and tourism; and that, in turn, would be doubly diffi-

cult for a country with such poor international standing. The 

great democracies of old Europe had been building their rep-

utation for centuries, while Latvia and its Baltic neighbors—as 

far as the West was concerned—simply didn’t exist until a few 

years ago.

Having said this, becoming a member of the European 

Union gave Latvia a good deal of latitude in this respect. Part 

of the appeal of the EU is that it provides a “safe space” for less 

prominent, less well regarded countries to quietly prosper. The 

robust collective identity of Europe protects their fragile iden-

tity, and the burden of competing in a brutally globalized world 

is shared with more powerful fellow member states.

So, after several months of further investigation, research, 

and debate, the strategy I developed for Latvia, to everybody’s 

surprise including my own, was based on the principle that 

attempting to raise Latvia’s international standing was exactly 

the wrong thing to do.

Raising the standing of Riga, on the other hand, seemed like 

an excellent idea. Cities, on the whole, are easier to establish in 

the public consciousness than countries, partly because they 

tend to be smaller and simpler than countries, making it more 

realistic to teach the world about them, and partly because they 

are also separated in the public mind from much of the polit-

ical, social, and historical baggage which can make countries 

more complex and less appealing. Cities are easier to promote 

as destinations, as they match the business and leisure travel 

patterns of modern consumers better than countries do. City 
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governments, too, are often more entrepreneurial and faster 

moving than national administrations.

And nobody I spoke to in Riga minded the idea of their 

city shining bright once again in the constellation of Nordic 

capitals, up there alongside Oslo, Tallinn, Stockholm, Helsinki, 

Vilnius, and Copenhagen—indeed, it was what they desired. In 

my final report to the Latvian cabinet, I included a heartfelt rec-

ommendation that the best remedy for Latvia’s weak reputation 

was simply for Riga to market itself vigorously as a tourist and 

business destination, as an investment magnet, as a vibrant 

and dignified international city of business and culture.

The Faroes

The Faroe Islands are the very quintessence of a marginal place: 

it’s a very small, very remote, very sparsely populated country, 

and an awful lot of people have never heard of it. Flying there 

can be a disagreeable experience too, but I’ll tell you about that 

later.

It’s also absolutely lovely, and tremendously important to 

its own population and to the handful of others who know and 

love it, but I can never help but wonder how realistic it is for 

such places to desire a global profile.

The Nation Brands Index suggests that most people around 

the world only ever think about three countries: their own (not a 

lot, unless it’s particularly contested); the United States or some 

other major power with the potential to exert real influence 

over their life; and a third country which has some personal 

relevance to them or their close family.

So the question which I always feel I must ask the govern-

ments of small countries who tell me they want their country 

to become globally recognized is, “So which country are you 
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intending to take out? The United States? Other people’s own 

homeland? Or a third one that’s particularly special and relevant 

to them and their close family?”

To be fair, the reason for the Faroese government wanting 

my advice was partly defensive; they weren’t intent on ham-

mering the United States in a global popularity contest. Rather, 

they were worried about the impact on their image of the grind, 

the traditional Faroese slaughter of pilot whales. Global public 

opinion today is firmly against whaling in all its forms, and it 

isn’t interested in nuances or exceptions or complex debates 

about which whales are endangered, or about balancing a tra-

ditional way of life against the lives of wild animals.

Yes, the grind is primitive and horrible to see if you haven’t 

grown up with it (compared with, for example, the hidden and 

hygienic dispatch of the thousands of hens or dozens of cattle 

needed to produce the same weight of chicken or beef), and 

entirely unnecessary in today’s world. Yes, it’s an ancient tradi-

tion, but stoning adulterers to death is also an ancient tradition, 

and some traditions are best left in the past where they belong. 

On the other hand, pilot whales are not a threatened species, 

the numbers killed are insignificant and entirely sustainable, 

the meat is all shared and eaten without waste, and trained hu- 

mane killing is now mandatory.

And there you have it: a complex and highly divisive di-

chotomy, in which the balance of argument is actually quite 

hard to call and can be tipped only by the vigorous application 

of strong emotions, of which, of course, there are more than 

enough on both sides.

What many people in the Faroes (and Iceland, whose whal-

ing activities were also generating a good deal of negative feel-

ing) didn’t seem to appreciate fully is that international public 

opinion is basically a force of nature, like a hurricane or a vol-
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cano, and imagining that you can control it, argue with it, or 

even properly understand it, is a dangerous delusion.

So if your village is built on the slopes of a volcano, and lava 

starts to flow from the crater, what do you do? Some people, of 

course, will waste precious time complaining about how unfair 

it is, and how their village has been standing there for genera-

tions, and how they have a perfect right to remain where they 

are. And of course they are absolutely, 100 percent correct, just 

as surely as they are absolutely, 100 percent doomed.

Others will start moving their possessions somewhere a 

little safer. No prizes for guessing whether pride or common 

sense saves more lives.

The village on the slopes of a volcano isn’t a perfect meta-

phor for the Icelandic or Faroese whaling issue, because if one 

foolish family wants to stay in its house and defy the lava, then 

that’s their own business. But any Icelander or Faroese who 

wishes to defy public opinion and keep on whaling is putting 

everybody’s well-being, and the good name of the entire coun-

try, at risk.

It might be possible for Iceland or the Faroes to make a net 

reputational gain from this sorry situation, actually a better out-

come than if it had never happened, if the country took a strong 

and public moral stand against the practice of whaling—despite 

the cultural and historical rootedness of the practice—and de-

manded that it stop precisely because it isn’t how a civilized 

people behaves in today’s world.

And I don’t think that gain in international approval would 

necessarily produce a domestic loss, either, because the  final, 

sad irony is that the high levels of cadmium, aluminum, chro-

mium, lead, silver, mercury, and titanium now present in whale 

meat have resulted in public health warnings against its con-

sumption, so the practice will likely die out soon anyway. This 
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toxicity is thanks to the pollution caused by the industrial pro-

cesses that make modern consumer lifestyles possible for all of 

us, including and perhaps especially for the wealthy, educated 

Europeans and North Americans who tend to be the most active 

and vocal protesters against whaling.

The idea that a specific set of behaviors within one coun-

try produces a specific effect within another was never a solid 

argument, and now it has become sheer nonsense. We are all 

responsible, and we are all paying the consequences.

A Closer Look at the Faroes

It’s so hard to describe the Faroes adequately. When I tell peo-

ple about it, I constantly find myself reaching for language 

I wouldn’t previously have been seen dead with—stunning, 

awesome—yet here is one of the places for which these sorts 

of words were really intended. If you can imagine the Grand 

Canyon spray-painted green, inverted, and carefully set down 

in the magnificent gray waters of the North Atlantic, you’d have 

some sense of the place.

And on the close-cropped grassy slopes of some of the 779 

islands, islets, and skerries that make up the Faroes are scattered 

ancient dark wooden houses, with living grass growing on their 

steeply pitched roofs, and sheep grazing on those roofs. (I was 

told by a taxi driver when I first arrived in the Faroes that the 

sheep have a pronounced limp caused by one pair of legs grow-

ing longer than the other, as a result of standing on the pitched 

roofs all day and lacking the intelligence to turn around from 

time to time. I’m ashamed to say that I believed him.)

The weather is quite something. The locals have a saying: 

“If you don’t like the weather, wait.” After a few visits I gave 

up bothering to feel nervous about heading for the airport 

under menacing black storm clouds, because as often as not, 
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dense fog would come out of nowhere, and I’d get out of the 

taxi  forty-five minutes later to the chirping of moorland birds in 

dazzling sunshine, and just when I’d cheered up and the plane 

was ready to board, a blizzard would blow in from the hills.

One reason I always felt particularly at home in the Faroes 

even though I dreaded getting there and going home was that, 

as I soon discovered, most of the population is terrified of fly-

ing. They start serving free alcohol five minutes after leaving 

Copenhagen, so that by the time the pilots are ready to start 

puzzling out how to set down a large and fast-moving airplane 

safely onto a small pointy steep slippery wet windy lump of 

gray rock in the middle of an immense gray ocean, everybody 

on the plane (everybody apart from the pilots, one hopes) is 

beyond caring.

Now everything depends on the direction of the wind: If 

it’s blowing from the west, you approach directly from the sea, 

and in fair weather the landing is merely gut-wrenching, and 

you can make a full recovery in a few days as long as you keep 

your fluids up. But if the wind is easterly, the approach is over 

the fjord, and the turbulence during final approach can be, how 

should I put this, unsettling. One of the cabin crew once told me 

that after a fjord approach on a windy day, you could probably 

detach all 116 passengers from their seats in a single block, 

all locked rigid and sitting bolt upright, teeth clenched, eyes 

staring glassily forward, and both hands gripping an imaginary 

armrest. She added drily that this would make disembarking a 

lot quicker as most of them are usually unable to stand.

On one occasion I was given the rare treat of being allowed 

to sit in the jump seat between the pilots on the way back to 

Copenhagen, and I had the most preternaturally smooth flight 

I have ever experienced in my life, before or since. It was a per-

fectly still, beautiful evening at every altitude we touched, the 

red sun gracefully sinking behind us toward a distant, lambent 
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horizon as we wafted gently eastward. The plane didn’t so much 

as tremble or flutter from the moment it lifted off from Vágar to 

the moment it touched down in Kastrup. I could happily have 

stayed up there all night, listening to the calm, capable voices 

of air traffic control on the radio, the pretty rows of dials and 

screens twinkling in the twilight of the cockpit, and the great 

sleeping earth majestically turning below us toward the night. 

How earnestly I used to pray for a repeat of those conditions 

every time I made that flight! My prayers were never answered.

Something I often suggested to the governments I advised 

was to invite a “wild card” individual to join our conversations: 

somebody who wasn’t any kind of government official but who 

had some other useful or original perspective on the life of 

the nation, its place in the world, or the genius of its people. 

In Chile, we’d had a famous TV comedian whose insights into 

the way the people think was priceless. Comedians often have 

their finger on the pulse of the national psyche. In Austria, we 

had Cardinal Schönborn, the archbishop of Vienna and head 

of the Catholic Church in Austria; in Iceland we had Margrét 

Pála Ólafsdóttir, a kindergarten and elementary teacher who is 

also a pioneer in gender-aware primary education; and in the 

Faroes we had Teitur, the genius singer-songwriter who could 

at any point in his career have hit the big time but just seemed 

to prefer not to. I took one of his albums back to England, and 

my highly discerning teenage daughters would listen to nothing 

else for nearly a year. You can’t wear a hole in a CD, but they 

certainly tried.

One of my fondest memories of the Faroes is listening to 

Teitur singing like a scruffy, self-deprecating angel to an old 

broken guitar as we sailed in a fishing boat to another island 

where we ate huge delicious mussels on the beach, boiled in 

their own broth in an old tin bucket.
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Luckily it was a short crossing and a calm day. As if  being 

scared of flying isn’t humiliating enough, I also get seasick so 

easily I almost feel ill in the bathtub. I didn’t have to do much 

sailing in the Faroes, however, as there are no fewer than  twenty- 

two undersea tunnels linking the major islands, some of them 

several kilometers long. The latest one, currently under con-

struction, will be more than eleven kilometers long when com-

pleted and will have an undersea roundabout in the middle. 

These tunnels cost astonishing amounts of money and are 

not very heavily used (the entire Faroese population is barely 

50,000 people). Faroese politicians have a habit of promising 

to build them in order to win elections and then, unlike pol-

iticians in many other parts of the world, feel obliged to keep 

their promises.

And speaking of food, the best lamb I’ve ever eaten in my 

life was on the Faroes, but I’m afraid you can’t have it without 

going there too: none is exported. I also ate, just to be polite but 

with serious misgivings, a puffin. This ridiculously cute bird, 

for all the world like a cartoon drawing of a technicolor flying 

penguin, is a great local delicacy, caught on the cliffs with a 

shrimping net on a long handle at enormous risk to the catcher 

(and even more to the puffin). I was convinced I’d wake up in 

the middle of the night felled by remorse because I’d eaten a 

toon, but I’m sorry to report that it was so absolutely delicious 

I slept like a baby.

Connecting Places and People

Something that did keep me awake at night, however, was the 

sound of cheaply customized cars (by which I mean a hole 

punched in the muffler of a small Peugeot) racing along the sin-

gle stretch of straight road in and out of Tórshavn, the  capital. 
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Unfortunately, young men tend to get quite bored living on 

small islands, and risking their necks by racing around in cars 

is one way they can assuage this boredom. As soon as they can, 

they tend to leave, usually to Denmark, and part of the reason 

why the Faroese government wanted my advice was that they 

were keen to find ways of encouraging the population to stay. 

Actually, in my view it’s a good thing if young people do go away, 

get educated, learn new skills, and earn some money—as long 

as some of them come back again. Encouraging them to return 

is the tricky part, but so deeply rooted is the sense of belonging 

in the Faroes, most of them do come home again, sooner or 

later.

As the question of preventing population loss was on the 

agenda, I asked the group I was working with to try a thought 

experiment. In 2008, the then-president of the Maldives, Mo-

hamed Nasheed, had announced that as a result of rising sea 

levels his country would be underwater within a few decades, 

so his population was looking for somewhere new to live. Since 

the Faroe Islands suffered from a population drain and a per-

sistent labor shortage, I asked the group to consider the modest 

proposal that the Faroese should invite all the Maldivians to 

move in with them.

Of course the easiest thing for everyone to do was to think 

of reasons why this couldn’t possibly work and shouldn’t even 

be contemplated. Yet, when encouraged to take the opposite 

position, it proved equally easy (and much more fun) to ar-

gue why the arrangement would work for both parties, quite 

aside from the ignoble motivation of becoming instantly world 

famous. The main occupation for both populations was sea 

fishing, so re-skilling wouldn’t be necessary. A Muslim partic-

ipant observed that, in his opinion, the values and principles 

of Islam and the rather conservative Lutheran Protestantism of 

the Faroes weren’t a million miles apart. A fashion designer 
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pointed out that the Maldivians would undoubtedly feel the 

cold at first, and this would provide a useful boost to the Faro-

ese knitwear and outer garment industries. Finding reasons 

why was clearly more productive and enjoyable than finding 

reasons why not.

The group concluded that this was a marriage made in 

heaven, even if the politicians would never agree to it, but the 

exercise had a serious point. At first, it had sounded like a joke—

and perhaps a joke in rather poor taste, given the very real plight 

of the Maldivians—but some analysis and some constructive 

debate soon separated out the useful components from the lu-

dicrous, the feasible from the impossible, the creative from the 

boring. And the exercise diverted our discussion into productive 

and previously unimaginable directions, as well as endowing us 

all with a new feeling of creative energy, of endless possibilities. 

And having spent some time wondering what the Faroes could 

do about climate change, it proved impossible to leave out that 

topic in subsequent discussions.

In reality, jokes and serious creative ideas are part of the 

same continuum of intellectual activity: both are ideas which 

aim to produce an unusual effect, often by bringing together 

disparate ideas which are not commonly combined. The phi-

losopher Henri Bergson referred to two types of humor—ha-ha! 

and aha!—and I’m sure he was drawing the same distinction.9 I 

have often found that a really good joke can be easily converted 

into a practical, original idea: it’s just a question of identifying 

the element of the joke that makes it absurd, and surgically re-

moving this like a strand of unwanted DNA. In the same way, a 

virus can be repurposed from life threatening to health giving.

I’m very interested in the idea of places joining together 

in unusual ways to produce valuable effects. In one sense it’s 

no different from the old tradition of twinning cities, a beau-

tiful idea often executed in the most dreary, unimaginative 
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way possible, which is long overdue for a rethink. What could 

be more exciting than very different, very distant places and 

communities reaching out to each other to do extraordinary 

things together that have never been done before? Small island 

nations like the Faroes and the Maldives are perfect candidates 

for such things: I once suggested that Isla Mujeres (the Island 

of Women) in Mexico should get married to the Isle of Man in 

the United Kingdom.

Bradt’s Guides, a publisher of travel guides, decided to pro-

duce a fantasy guide to Shangri-La that year, and asked me to 

write a contribution to it.10 In my piece, I remarked how predict-

able it was that the strongest candidates for Shangri-La should 

always be tucked away somewhere in the fastnesses of the mys-

terious East. Why not in the equally mysterious North or West? 

Exoticism is purely a function of geographical distance, and 

the myth of Shangri-La happens to be located in the East only 

because that was as far away as you could get from the home-

lands of the Europeans who invented it. But since the significant 

economic, political, cultural, and social power of the next de-

cades and centuries probably lies not in Europe but in India and 

China, I argued that the truly exotic, truly idyllic  Shangri-La for 

our modern age might just as well be the Faroe Islands.

As for enhancing the global image of the Faroes, I’d more 

or less decided what my advice would be on that score an hour 

after landing at Vágar Airport on my first visit to the islands. 

This was a place that everybody on earth should visit at least 

once in their life: as soon as I stepped out of the airport, my jaw 

dropped to the ground and didn’t fully close again until I drew 

the curtains in my hotel bedroom that night.

So, as with Latvia, I begged them to indulge in no more gran-

diose talk about “national standing,” still less “nation branding.” 

The jewel in the Faroes’ crown, something its own citizens were 

so used to they barely noticed, was the islands themselves, their 
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culture, their language and history, their people, their way of 

life. This is a niche tourist destination to die for, and that, I sug - 

gested, was what they should focus on promoting and what they 

should spend their money on building.

I’m glad to say that each year when I’m invited to the cele-

brations for Faroese Flag Day at their London representation, 

the Faroese officials tell me that they’re still promoting sustain-

able tourism, it’s really working, and it’s becoming a more and 

more valuable driver for their economy. A friend recently sent 

me a photo of what has to be the most stunning but modest 

new building I’ve seen in decades, the Eysturkommuna Town 

Hall: The Faroes are beginning to acquire quite a reputation 

for world-class modern architecture. Tourist numbers were up 

(at least prior to spring 2020), and Atlantic Airways has even 

upgraded its elderly BAe 146 jets to brand-new Airbus A319 and 

320 aircraft, and finally extended the runway: all too late for me, 

but at least the Faroese citizens will leave home and arrive back 

again in a somewhat more relaxed state than before.
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From Finland  

to Iceland

i have a personal connection with finland: my mother 
worked there as an English teacher for the British Council in the 

1950s, learned Finnish and Swedish, and made some friend-

ships that lasted for the rest of her life. She lived for two years 

in a town called Nokia, whose principal employer was a factory 

making rubber boots. It wasn’t until the 1980s that it branched 

out into mobile phones and became a little better known.

So when I took my mother on a visit to Helsinki in the late 

1990s, the first time she’d been back there in more than forty 

years, she was naturally excited at the prospect of seeing some 

of the places she remembered. On a whim, she decided to go 

and see her old Finnish teacher Aune, with whom she had cor-

responded until about 1980 but then lost touch. We hailed a 

taxi and when the driver asked for the address, my mother 

realized that she didn’t know it. “Don’t worry,” she said, “I think 

I can remember the way.” We drove for more than an hour to 

the distant leafy suburbs of Helsinki, my mother directing the 
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driver in what sounded like very confident Finnish, and ended 

up in front of a little wooden house in a quiet leafy street.

At this point I’d realized that this story could only end sadly, 

since according to my calculations Aune must be well over 

a hundred, but it was too late to say anything as the taxi had 

gone and my mother was ringing the bell. After a moment, a 

spry-looking elderly lady opened the door, and without the 

slightest surprise or hesitation, said in perfect English, “How 

lovely to see you, Joan! Do come in. I was just making tea.”

Somehow, this captured everything I had ever believed 

about the Finns. By the time we’d finished tea and cakes, had 

the kind of catch-up you need after forty years, not to mention 

politely declining to join Aune in the sauna, it was getting late 

and we had to get back to Helsinki.

When we got back, the city had taken on a distinctly less 

welcoming appearance. We had made the mistake of arriving 

on May 1, which as any Finn will tell you, is Vappu, the day 

that Finland celebrates International Workers’ Day in its own 

inimitable style. On Vappu, anybody who ever went to uni-

versity celebrates their graduation by wearing a white sailor’s 

hat, and everybody who didn’t wears one too, just for solidar-

ity. The entire population then spends two days assiduously 

getting blind drunk, wears outrageous clothing, and behaves  

disgracefully.

I still remember my mother bravely trying to look tolerantly 

amused as we walked to the hotel, past elderly people her own 

age, who certainly should have known better, throwing up in 

the street, and young people relieving themselves into munici-

pal recycling bins, ATMs, and phone booths. To avoid one very 

noisy group heading toward us and obviously determined to 

include us in their party whether we liked it or not, we slipped 

into a supermarket, where on an impulse I bought a can of bear 
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(bear, not beer). I could never summon up the courage to open 

it, kept it for years, and finally threw it away last year.

I wish I could find a more flattering word for it, but there is 

a touch of lunacy in the Finnish soul. It’s only a touch, but it’s 

critical since it’s the element which prevents the Finns from 

becoming boring and smug; it’s what stops their quality of sisu 

(a legendary stubbornness) from being mere pigheadedness, 

and what gives greatness to the Finns’ industriousness and 

 thoroughness. It is also, in my view, the quality which most 

usefully distinguishes the Finns from their Scandinavian neigh-

bors. The Finnish madness is also a kind of badness, a curi-

ous darkness of the soul which prevents the Finns from being 

merely pious Scandinavians.

When I think of the “badness” of the Finns, I think of Bad 

Badtz-Maru, a bad-tempered penguin, who despite the fact  

that he seems to get out of bed on the wrong side every morn-

ing, is one of the most popular of the Sanrio characters, in - 

spiring more passionate fans even than his megastar stable-

mate, Hello Kitty. His classic pose is sticking out his tongue and 

blowing a raspberry at the world.

It seems to me that the Finnish character has the distinctive 

triple assets of simplicity, honor, and madness. These three 

qualities add up to a remarkable degree of effectiveness: the 

Finns are enormously good at getting things done. The mad- 

ness provides a spark of insight or creativity or imagination and 

an unshakable belief that nothing is impossible; the simplicity 

provides a no-nonsense, unpretentious practicality, a powerful 

competence, and the gift of clear-sightedness; the honor en-

sures that nothing matters more than the successful execution 

of the project, however much hard work this might entail.

These qualities are the reason one can truthfully say: when 

you need results, you need a Finn. So my suggestion for Finland 
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wasn’t a series of initiatives or policies, but a product. It was a 

way for the unique and helpful genius of the Finns to be bottled 

and distributed on a grand scale. It was a way to fix the curse of 

meetings, forever.

Meetings—and especially meetings between people from 

different countries—are hardly ever as enjoyable, effective, or 

productive as they could be, as they should be, and as they des-

perately need to be. Everyone agrees that countless hours are 

wasted in meetings, and everyone smiles about the certainty of 

nothing happening as a result of them—but nobody seems able 

or willing to do anything about it.

Why don’t international meetings work? Partly it’s cultural 

differences and cultural insensitivity, partly it’s national stereo-

types getting in the way of people’s appreciation of each other’s 

personal qualities, partly it’s impatience and intolerance and 

not enough listening, but mainly it’s because nobody has ever 

brought sufficient skill, determination, or resources to bear 

onto this critical problem in order to resolve it, once and for all.

And yet the world runs on meetings. Business is global, 

politics is global, and the age is dominated by global problems. 

Unfortunately, no progress can ever be made on any of these 

matters without international meetings, so our failure to make 

them work properly isn’t any kind of joke. If you can change the 

way meetings are done, you can change everything.

So, codename Finnux 2010 was my suggestion for the Finns 

to develop a piece of revolutionary humanware, an entirely new 

operating system for twenty-first-century international coop-

eration which would productize that uniquely Finnish combi-

nation of inspiration, effectiveness, and sheer bloody-minded 

dedication, and donate it to every international institution, 

corporation, crisis team, conference, parliament, board, dele-

gation, high command, trade round, and summit.
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Finnux 2010 would help the world work together more effi-

ciently, more happily, more productively. It would be Finland’s 

gift to the world.

Kraków

Cultural relations are the most effective form of improving a 

country’s international standing that I’ve ever come across, 

and it doesn’t even cost much money. It’s quite slow, but it often 

seems to work in the end.

All a country needs to do is diligently, creatively, persist-

ently, over decades and generations, ensure that its culture is 

shared with as many people as possible around the world. Art, 

music, literature, dance, sculpture, poetry, architecture, design, 

theater, film, television: these are the ways in which we meet, 

get to know, and finally learn to love and respect other peoples 

around the world. Once you’ve become familiar with another 

nation’s culture, it hardly matters how they behave in the future: 

you can hate what they do, but it’s very hard to hate them.

Cultural relations, unlike most forms of national promo- 

tion, have a unique characteristic: they are almost always 

trusted as the true voice of the country. Unless they are obvi-

ously propagandistic in tone and intent, people usually assume 

that what they say about the country is the truth. For this rea-

son, cultural relations have more power to persuade people 

about a country or city than almost any other activity.

In Kraków, the birthplace of Chopin, the theme of cultural 

relations emerged, not for the first time, as a key factor in my 

investigations and recommendations.

The joy of culture isn’t in consuming it but in participat-

ing in it. If a country has the courage to allow its own culture 

to be mixed with other cultures, and to co-own the amazing 
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 consequences, then it will be doing cultural relations a hun-

dred times more productively than any country that spends 

millions on simply projecting its cultural glories on the world. 

“Communications” can occasionally penetrate the brain, but 

only art can penetrate the soul.

After closing time one evening in the museum at Kraków, 

I was allowed to play a brief duet with a talented young pianist 

from Kraków’s Academy of Music on Chopin’s own piano. It 

didn’t sound great (mainly my fault, but partly because the 

piano is very old and isn’t often tuned), but it’s a memory we 

might both retain for the rest of our lives. I certainly will. If I’d 

simply walked through the museum and looked at the piano, 

sooner or later, the memory would have disintegrated or be-

come inseparable from the thousands of similar memories of 

museums I’ve seen during my life.

This is what the British Council calls mutuality: the recip-

rocal exchange of cultural experiences. In some way, sharing 

your culture through mutual experiences (it doesn’t necessarily 

have to involve thousands of foreigners banging on Chopin’s 

priceless piano, of course) is so much more respectful, more 

enjoyable, more memorable, more impactful, and more ef-

fective than doing what so many countries do in the name of 

cultural relations: rolling the best of their culture into a ball 

and firing it at foreigners. If you’re China, India, Japan, France, 

Russia, Egypt, Austria, Britain, Italy, Greece, or Mexico, you can 

probably get away with it, because the world’s demand for your 

heritage is insatiable, but for the majority of countries whose 

cultural production is more modest, sharing and co-creating 

is the only way.

Culture is more than just high culture: it’s also society, ar-

chitecture, recent history. The following day, I visited a perfectly 

preserved Soviet-era apartment block in the Kraków suburb of 

Nova Huta, near the steelworks. I was driven there in a vintage 
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Trabant car, apparently made of green cardboard, operated by 

a very enterprising young company that had spotted the oppor-

tunity of peddling Soviet nostalgia to tourists. The experience 

was oddly touching. Together with a small group of mainly 

German and French visitors, we shuffled slowly around the 

tiny green-painted apartment with its bust of Lenin in every 

room, and after a very short tour (there wasn’t much to see), 

we ended up in the tiny green-painted kitchen, where we were 

offered a shot of Wódka Wyborowa. We drank to each other’s 

health and to the new Europe and murmured pious platitudes 

about how awful it must have been to live there under socialism 

and how lucky we were to be living in the European Union in 

the twenty-first century, while all the time I was indulging in a 

weird and intense fantasy about hiding in the broom closet so 

that when everybody else left, I could stay and live there on my 

own forever and be completely forgotten.

It might have been the vodka, and possibly the lurid green 

paint (it’s surely a pretty strong warning signal when a regime 

thinks that the color of fresh radioactive waste is a nice choice 

for the inside of people’s homes). But it did make me think: the 

Soviet regime was one of the most cruelly oppressive in human 

history, but I doubt it would have lasted quite as long as it did 

through coercion alone.

There must have been some aspects of life under the Soviet 

regime that people liked enough to make it minimally bearable 

from day to day, and I think what I’d just understood was the 

sense of security one felt in knowing that everybody was in 

the same situation, nobody (at least nobody you were ever likely 

to meet) was above you or below you, and your worries were 

small worries: will there be toilet paper in the stores this week? 

To be an almost invisible, insignificant unit in a vast machine, 

despite the privations and the discomfort and poverty, to know 

that nothing could ever change, that one’s place in life was fixed 
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from birth to death, was somehow so easy—and to know that 

somebody somewhere else, thousands of kilometers away in 

Moscow, was looking after everything, was oddly reassuring, 

even though or perhaps because you knew you counted for 

nothing. In that tiny apartment, just for a moment, I felt safe.

It was a ludicrous fantasy, of course. Knowing me, I’d have 

enjoyed the illusion of safety for about four hours, and then 

have been one of the first to rebel and get myself sent to Siberia 

or executed.

A dinner was held for me that night by the mayor of Kraków 

in a vast chamber in the Wieliczka salt mine, a thousand feet 

below the city. Happily, claustrophobia is not one of my neu-

roses, but as I sat surrounded by dignitaries and prominent 

citizens, the eerie sense of having uncountable billions of tons 

of rock poised a few feet above my head was decidedly present 

throughout the evening.

Whether to feel scared or to feel safe is always our choice, 

although it doesn’t always seem that way. We all tend to place 

far too much emphasis on the power of the world outside our 

skulls to influence our state of mind, and far too little on de-

veloping our own power to respond as we choose. Perhaps it’s 

because the outside world is more readily observable than the 

mysterious, often hidden workings of our own mind. Yet it’s our 

response to external factors that almost always makes more of 

a real difference to our lives than those factors do themselves.

Some days, I feel very strongly that we should all take 

much more trouble to monitor, to understand, and ultimately 

to govern the universe we can control—the universe of our 

own perceptions and reactions to events and circumstances—

and perhaps waste a little less time and effort trying to influ-

ence the universe we can’t control: the behaviors of others, the 

way the world works. It’s so much more useful to exercise more 
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mastery over the three pounds of soft stuff inside our head, than 

scratch feebly at the billions of tons of rocks poised above it.

Then again, I did choose to be a policy adviser and not a 

psychotherapist, even if the two jobs do have something in 

common.

Iceland

There’s a parallel here with the way that countries work: many 

of the politicians and citizens I’ve met firmly believe that it’s 

pointless to try to achieve influence over a vast global system, 

and far better to work on getting one’s own house in order. Not 

one’s own mind, but one’s own country. And of course they’re 

not wrong, but what I have always hoped to show is that setting 

a priority between the two is a false and dangerous dichotomy. 

It is both possible and necessary to treat them, and work on 

them, as one: as the two halves of the duty of governance.

The idea that countries need to sort out their own problems 

before worrying about the rest of the world is an important part 

of the reason for the mess we’re in today. It’s an illusion, because 

at no stage does a country ever conclude that it has reached a 

point of development where it feels able to contribute as much 

to the world outside its borders as within—nor is it necessarily 

welcomed by other countries if it starts exerting too much in-

fluence on the (shared) world outside.

That’s why governments need to adopt a change of per-

spective as much as a change of behavior: a real sense of the 

continuity between their local issues and the global issues that 

ultimately drive the local ones. In this sense, climate change 

is proving to be a useful experience for humanity, in that it is 

gradually teaching all of us, in the starkest way imaginable, that 

the distinction between “home” and “abroad” is illusory.
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In Iceland, I witnessed a dramatic example of how utterly 

powerless even a prosperous, stable, confident, modern de-

mocracy can be against the gigantic forces unleashed by glo-

balization. In this case the forces were economic, but it could 

equally well have been migratory, climatic, pandemic, volcanic, 

tectonic, or social forces that so nearly overwhelmed this pre-

carious island state.

By the time I started work in Iceland, my approach to work-

ing with governments had started to take the form it follows to-

day: a minister I worked with years ago jokingly referred to it as 

the Anholt Process, and the name stuck. The Anholt Process is 

based on a series of what I call conversazioni: the conversazione 

is an informal collegiate discussion about a nation’s future role 

in the international community. Each one usually lasts two or 

three hours. I use the Italian word as I find it is widely under-

stood to convey a relaxed but civilized dialogue: a special and 

memorable encounter that might actually produce something 

new, unlike meetings, which are all too often synonymous with 

wasting time and feeling bored.

Over the years, I found it added greatly to the quality of the 

Process if I set certain rules for the conversazioni. First of all, 

the setting is crucial: it’s important they are held in an imagina-

tive and inspiring location of historical or cultural significance. 

Meeting rooms, hotels, and offices just don’t produce the right 

state of mind. The atmosphere I always try to create is a sense 

that history might be made in these sessions, that it might just 

be the most important thing anybody does that year.

In Iceland we held our conversazioni in the old wooden 

house at Thingvellir, close to the continental divide between 

the Americas and Europe, to which only the prime minister 

had the key. This was where the national parliament of Iceland, 

the oldest in the world, was founded in 930 (not 1830, 1530, or 
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even 1030: that’s zero nine-thirty), and held its sessions there 

until 1798, when it moved to Reykjavik.

The main strategy group is usually about six or seven peo-

ple, and never more than ten (once you have more than ten 

people in the room it turns into the General Assembly of the 

United Nations and you can wave goodbye to building any-

thing coherent, courageous, creative, or convivial). Most of the 

attendees are ministers, and one is the head of state or head 

of government, but as I described earlier, there’s usually also 

a “wild card” to ensure that the conversation doesn’t get po-

litical or boring, and we don’t take ourselves too seriously. We 

need the maximum possible variety of gender, age, race, and 

educational background in the group (this is a real challenge 

in most countries, such is the makeup of most governments), 

and also a mix of people with power, people with ideas, people 

with experience, and people with energy.

Rooms with fluorescent lighting are avoided; phones and 

note takers are forbidden. The participants can take notes if 

they want to, but having note takers sitting around the edge 

of the room and not participating in the conversation is off- 

putting for the participants and demeaning for the note takers. 

Frankly if we can’t remember what we’ve concluded in each 

session, then it’s probably too complicated and we’ve failed. 

Ties, which restrict the supply of oxygen to the brain and reduce 

intellectual capacity, are not allowed. I also discourage suits, 

and unless people are arriving directly from some more formal 

commitment, I try to encourage them to wear what they’d feel 

most comfortable wearing at home.

If the session is a long one, we have a walk together after 

lunch. (I have a lovely photo on my desk of the whole Iceland 

group trudging through the snow from North America to Eu-

rope after a hearty lunch of whale meat, black bread, and fresh 
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salmon.) Sometimes we even sing together at the end of the 

session, but this depends a bit on the culture. The Georgians, 

Chileans, Icelanders, and Faroese loved it, while the Mexicans, 

Austrians, and especially the Italians absolutely hated it. (The 

Italians are also the only participants who flatly refused to dress 

informally.) I never even dared to mention singing to the Dutch 

or the British. In Iceland, we discovered that the prime minister, 

Geir Haarde, had a really good tenor voice which he’d obviously 

never appreciated, and when I bumped into him at Heathrow 

Airport a year or two after he’d left office, I was delighted when 

he told me he was having lessons and at last taking his singing 

seriously.

All of this may sound a little whimsical, even frivolous, but 

the elaborate arrangements are there for a reason. If people are 

to take their tasks seriously—and few things are more serious to 

a country than its role in the world—then I think it is essential 

that the importance of those tasks is fully felt by everyone and 

fully communicated. The usual methods for communicating 

importance and gravity in our modern world—portentous 

phrases in boring documents passed around in dull offices— 

are singularly ineffective. All they usually produce, not surpris-

ingly, are boring conclusions that nobody objects to and that 

change precisely nothing. What starts out as a fine intention 

to come up with the thing that everyone loves ends up as a 

frantic, eleventh-hour scramble to come up with the thing that 

nobody minds.

So instead I turn to the techniques which our (in some 

ways) wiser forebears employed when it was necessary to make 

things feel important: ritual, ceremony, poetry, and even a little 

hocus-pocus.
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Tall Tales from the North

Iceland has moved forward so far, and in so many ways, in just 

a generation or two. From the novels of Halldór Laxness I had 

a vivid picture of the squalid, brutal, futile struggle of everyday 

life that many Icelanders experienced within living memory.11 

To see the humorous, internationally educated, confident Ice-

landers of today boldly planning their takeover of this or that 

global financial sector seemed a miracle of progress. Their con-

fidence and their impatient ambition, which had something 

swashbuckling and almost feverish about it, impressed and 

alarmed me in equal measure.

The first thing I noticed when I met the president, Ólafur 

Ragnar Grímsson, was that he was unusually tall—far taller 

anyway than my elegantly compact five feet seven inches. (This 

height thing is all very unfair, I have to say: I was five foot eight 

when I was eighteen, then the average height of an adult male 

in the United Kingdom. Nowadays it seems to be the height of 

the average eleven-year-old in most countries I visit. And no, I 

do not have a complex about this.)

Being asked for advice by much taller men has been a re-

curring theme in my career, far too often for it to be mere coin-

cidence. It is a well-documented fact that political and business 

leaders are on average taller than the people they order around. 

Indeed, in my personal opinion, the above-average height of 

certain heads of state and heads of government—I shan’t say 

which ones except that none of them are mentioned in this 

book—is their only real qualification for the job.

At home, I have an amusing collection of photographs of 

myself standing alongside some of the presidents, prime min-

isters, and monarchs I have worked with over the last two de-

cades, almost all of whom tower over me. (When I met Vladimir 
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Putin some years later, my surprise and relief in discovering that 

we are about the same height totally scuppered my previous 

determination to treat him with a cold and dignified reserve—I 

couldn’t stop beaming at him.)

I suspect that we ordinary citizens suffer from a primitive 

instinct that a big man is going to protect us against the in-

vading hordes, and it really is high time we got past this, along 

with a whole lot of other primitive rubbish we’ve been carry-

ing with us since before the nation-state was invented. When 

a country elects a female leader, as Iceland did in 1980 with 

Vigdís Finnbogadóttir, the world’s first elected female president, 

it is potentially taking an important step forward in wisdom, 

maturity, and human development. However that female may 

turn out as a leader, the act of electing her implies we’re no 

longer simply looking for a champion to defend us or fight for 

our cause. We might be looking for a guide, an introducer, a 

negotiator, a connector, even a mother, all of which would be 

an improvement on the traditional model.

It seems to me that this is a necessary stage in human evo-

lution. Nations used to go forth to make war; more recently 

they have learned to go forth to do business; but from now 

on they need to go forth to work and to repair and to build to-

gether. From combat to competition to collaboration: those are 

my three ages of humankind.

During my first meeting with President Grímsson, I dis-

covered to my surprise that this cultured, urbane, and very 

tall gentleman nurtured a surprisingly virulent dislike for the 

United Kingdom because of its disagreements with his country 

over fishing rights in the North Atlantic. The feeling was strong 

enough for it to poke clean through his polished diplomatic 

exterior. It was clear that coming from the United Kingdom was 

a big negative mark on my personal scorecard, and if my aim 

was to impress him or be friends with him, I was starting from a 
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point well below zero. (I apologize to Mr. Grímsson if I misread 

him, but the impression was a strong one.)

To be categorized in this way, to have points docked from 

your character before you’ve even had a chance to speak, sim-

ply because of an accident of birth, is never a pleasant sensa-

tion, and it hurts mainly because it’s so unfair. Almost nothing 

is more painful than injustice.

The source of the pain is the fatal and universal human 

tendency to generalize, simply because it’s less trouble than 

particularizing. It’s so much quicker and easier to hate a whole 

race or nation than worry about the subtle differences between 

individuals; so much easier to pigeonhole people on the basis 

of their appearance or their affiliations than to go to the trou-

ble of finding out what they’re actually like. Prejudice is often 

the result of ignorance, but often also of sheer laziness.

If we could only train our children always to take the trou-

ble to particularize a lot more and generalize a lot less, and do 

so much more carefully, about other people, the world would 

unquestionably be a healthier and calmer place for everyone to 

live in. I do believe that this is one of the fundamental problems 

of humanity.

Lutefiske and Peperoncino

The Icelanders are, to generalize carefully for a moment, indeed 

a curious folk. Their particular genius is, I think, the genius of a 

people with both ice and fire in their soul. Icelanders combine a 

Nordic love of order, efficiency, fairness, and competence, with 

a flair, warmth, informality, and passion that seem positively 

Mediterranean. The recipe for making an Icelander is lutefiske 

(dried salt cod) with a generous pinch of peperoncino (hot chili 

pepper). This Latino-Nordic quality of the Icelander is at the 

heart of both Iceland’s recent successes and its failures.
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Unlike the Scandinavians, the Icelanders are seldom held 

back by the need for full consensus on every decision. They 

have a very Latin habit of “doing deals in the corridor,” getting 

things done by knowing the right people, using the right net-

works, and depending on their highly developed family and 

community cohesion to crack any problem with the minimum 

of fuss and delay.

This is well illustrated by observing the departure of the 

evening Icelandair flight to Reykjavik from Heathrow: As the dis-

embarking passengers arriving in London pass the embarking 

passengers bound for Iceland, the two groups merge. Almost 

everyone on the inbound flight has to greet and embrace, nois-

ily, almost everyone on the outbound flight, to the despair of the 

Heathrow gate staff, who need to set everybody off in the right 

direction. You could be forgiven for thinking it was the flight to 

Damascus, Bogotá, Rome, Nicosia, or Lagos.

It is this utterly reliable bedrock of social and business sup-

port which gives Icelanders the confidence and security to travel 

far and wide, to attempt the impossible, to question the norm, 

to behave like giants despite the tiny size of their country, with 

remarkably little fear or even much humility. Yet at the same 

time, this fierce independence is contrasted with a kind of col-

lectivism that at first looks very Southern: an interdependence 

which is in fact more benign than the self-interested “credit 

bank” of many Latin societies (I’ll do you a favor so you can 

owe me one). The Icelanders have famously strong family val-

ues, a love of children, and a tendency toward matriarchy—all 

highly endearing qualities which wouldn’t seem out of place in 

Sicily or Catalonia—and an emphasis on roots which is more 

redolent of Greece or Turkey than of Sweden or Denmark. This 

is a society where your surname is the name of your father, 

not the birthplace or occupation of your forefathers; and the 

question some older Icelanders still ask today when introduced 
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to a stranger is not “What is your name?” but “Who are your 

people?”

The self-assuredness, even self-importance, that comes 

from this society can seem almost absurd to anyone who is 

accustomed to measuring the status of a country by the size of 

its population or the square area of its territory, and one even-

tually wonders whether the Icelanders’ fixed belief that their 

tiny island is truly of global significance is indeed some kind of 

self-fulfilling delusion.

Certainly, if ambition and daring and chutzpah are part 

of the recipe for success in today’s world, the Icelanders have 

some unique cultural advantages. Driven to international trade 

from the very start of their civilization, gifted with all the quali-

ties of the entrepreneur, being natural team players and natural 

knowledge workers, the Icelanders are paragons of globaliza-

tion. They are capable of taking full advantage of the rich po-

tential which global trade, global communications, and the rise 

of the intangible economy have thrown up in the twenty-first 

century. If they’re careful.

Things started to fall apart for Iceland at around the time  

we were discussing the Global Sword. This was a plan for a high- 

rise hotel designed in the shape of a Viking sword, its jeweled 

hilt buried at an angle in the ground in Reykjavik, its long 

pointed blade sticking out of the other side of the globe as a 

steel-and-glass skyscraper in downtown Shanghai. There was 

to be a live-feed video floor in both buildings so you could wave 

up, or down, at people on the other side of the world: a project 

that should become the conduit for new people-to-people di-

plomacy between Iceland and China. These Icelandic warriors 

with their extraordinary self-belief are one of the few peoples I 

can think of that could so simply and confidently picture them-

selves thrusting their blade right through the whole planet, 

making their mark on both sides.
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But before we’d had a chance to think about implementing 

this bold little project, the financial crash came. Only much 

later did I learn how close Iceland had come during that period 

to being bought by Russia, when it became clear that the net 

assets of the entire country were petty cash for the Kremlin.

Not for the first or last time, the realization struck me that 

working on a nation’s standing is just an idle game compared 

with the real forces that shape our world; the realization of our 

absolute, irreversible interdependence.
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From MARSS  

to Dapple

by this stage in my career, the signs were overwhelmingly 

clear: almost every assumption I or the governments I advised 

had ever made about national standing could and must be 

questioned. Do people want it? Is it legitimate? Is it relevant to 

their needs? Does it work? Is it worthwhile? Does the aspiration 

to improve the nation’s standing really make sense in today’s 

world?

I was beginning to conclude that the whole construct of 

national image, although an undeniably fascinating topic, was 

a distraction from the serious business of good governance in a 

globalized world.

I had also begun to find the topic of national image embar-

rassingly outdated. Sometimes I would listen to the discussions 

between officials of the governments I was advising, hearing 

them debate how they could most effectively outwit or outper-

form other countries, how they could most noisily trumpet their 

own country’s achievements and attractions, as they constantly 
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looked for opportunities to maximize revenues and dominate 

markets, and it all sounded unbelievably eighties. A whole quar-

ter century had passed since the movie Wall Street ; business 

and society had changed beyond recognition; nobody wore 

red suspenders anymore; and yet in government buildings all 

around the world, greed was still good, and dog was still busily 

figuring out how to eat dog.

At this point I decided to take some time off and try to an-

swer the fundamental questions that had been perplexing me 

more and more over the previous ten or twelve years. I had the 

sense that I was approaching a turning point, and I needed to 

feel sure that what I was doing was absolutely worthwhile, and 

if not, I needed to change.

The first thing was to try to establish, once and for all, what 

were the true drivers of a positive national image, since the 

question of achieving more prosperity, especially for developing 

countries, had been the starting point of the whole exercise. The 

Nation Brands Index, by this time, had accumulated more than 

a billion data points, and I’d only scratched the surface of what 

I could learn from it. To use that big data to identify what made 

the difference between a country with a strong image and one 

with a weak image was, at least in principle, pretty straightfor-

ward and well worth doing.

So what I ended up calling the MARSS model was based on 

an analysis of the seventeen surveys of international percep-

tions of a total of sixty-four countries which I had carried out 

between 2005, when the Nation Brands Index was launched, 

and 2011, when the most recent edition had been published.

My analysis of the cumulative NBI database showed that 

the five key drivers of overall national standing could be char-

acterized as morality, aesthetics, relevance, sophistication, and 

strength.
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morality  is concerned with whether people approve of the 

country and its behavior in the international domain: is 

the country perceived to exert a positive and principled influ-

ence on humanity and the planet?

aesthetics is a measure of whether the country—its people, its 

cities and landscapes, even its products and cultural produc-

tions—are regarded as pleasing to the eye. Those of us who are 

sighted find it difficult to dislike or disapprove of visually attrac-

tive places, people, and products. We have a strong tendency to 

associate beauty with virtue.

relevance  is a critical factor: a country may be considered 

attractive or unattractive, weak or strong, modern or old- 

fashioned, but all of these factors are more or less inconse-

quential unless the country has the power to impact one’s life 

in some direct way.

sophistication  is a measure of how advanced a country is 

perceived to be: whether it is regarded as primitive, unsophis-

ticated, and backward, or modern and highly developed, with 

advanced technology.

strength is concerned with our perception that a country can 

wield direct influence over us or others, independently of the 

other three attributes. This corresponds to what Joseph Nye 

refers to as hard power.

I then worked out how closely these clusters of perceived 

values correlated with the strength of each country’s overall 

reputation as measured in the NBI. It turned out that relevance 

and aesthetics were the least important contributors; strength 

followed by sophistication were the next most important, but 

morality made the biggest contribution of all, by a wide margin, 

and correlated most strongly with each country’s overall NBI 

score.

GC.indb   117 5/6/20   6:16 PM



118 The Good Country Equation

The message from the analysis was clear: The countries that 

people prefer aren’t necessarily the biggest, strongest, richest, 

or most beautiful, although these are important considerations. 

The most likely reason why somebody would admire a country 

is that they believe it contributes something of value to the 

world we live in, that it is motivated by positive values and 

principles.

In other words, people admire good countries.

Governmental Social Responsibility

Does that conclusion have a familiar ring to it? If so, it’s because 

we learned long ago that consumers admire good companies. 

This is corporate social responsibility all over again, but played 

out this time at the level of the nation-state. And governments, 

just like corporate boards, ignore it at their peril.

Yet why shouldn’t it be so? The same consumers who won’t 

buy running shoes from a certain company because they don’t 

like what they’ve heard about the way it treats workers in its 

overseas factories, might equally refuse to visit a certain coun-

try because they don’t approve of its government’s record on 

human rights. It’s the same people, exercising the same set 

of values on every choice they make as consumers, students, 

investors, visitors, employers, and opinion formers.

And if that all sounds a bit too good to be true, it chimed 

with something else that the NBI had been telling me for years: 

most of us don’t much like to think about other countries. There 

are too many of them, and it’s all too complicated. So a country 

we perceive as a reliable, reassuring, and principled actor in 

the community of nations is a country we can safely ignore. It 

doesn’t need watching or worrying about. But a country which 

we believe disturbs the global equilibrium, which potentially 

threatens our world or our children’s world, is a country we do 
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have to think about and worry about, and that’s something we 

don’t much like doing.

Lots of people around the world believe, for example, that 

Norway is a “Good Country,” perhaps because they’ve heard of 

the Oslo Peace Process and they know that Oslo is in Norway. 

Consequently, they don’t go to bed at night afraid they’ll be awo-

ken at 3 a.m. by Norwegian terrorists standing around their bed. 

So they admire Norway and reward it by buying its products and 

services, going there on holiday, investing in its economy, hiring 

its citizens, trusting its government, and so forth, somewhat 

more than they might otherwise do. On the other hand, many 

people think that Russia is a country that somehow disturbs or 

threatens the international order, even if some of them would 

be hard pressed to give you precise details. Consequently, they 

do worry a bit about Russia before they go to bed, and so are less 

likely to buy its products, hire its people, or want to visit. It’s as 

simple and as brutal as that. Multiply by billions of people, and 

you have economic and social forces of planetary significance.

This discovery was a turning point, as it validated what I’d 

been saying to governments for years: If you want to do well, 

you have to do good. And because doing good at a global scale 

is necessarily a matter of working with others, the most com-

petitive form of national behavior is collaboration.

Here, finally, was a way out of the conflict between the de-

sire of governments to act in a responsible and principled way 

in the international community on the one hand, and their 

duty to serve the interests of their own population on the other. 

It neatly closed the loop between the two. Desiring a better 

national image, far from being an unworthy and superficial 

distraction for governments, was the missing piece of the jig - 

saw. It was the motivation they needed, finally, to do what they 

had to do in order to heal the planet and save humanity.

Armed with this knowledge, I was ready to move on.
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What’s Stopping Us from Caring

I soon adopted the habit of using the term Good Country as 

shorthand to describe the kind of country that made a sustained 

and helpful contribution to the international community. This 

doesn’t mean “good, the opposite of bad”; it means “good, the 

opposite of selfish”: a country that tends toward cooperation 

and collaboration, achieving the successful harmonization, 

wherever possible, of national self-interest and the collective 

interest of humanity and the planet.

However, a lot of people who saw the phrase Good Country 

and didn’t bother to read on—and who does read on today? If 

you’re still with me, you’re amazing—usually assumed that I 

meant a well-run country, a country that looks after its citizens 

properly, a country where social justice and equality reign. But 

that’s not what I meant at all: those domestic good-governance 

conditions are surely entry-level stuff. In my view, you shouldn’t 

even get to qualify as a government unless you work tirelessly 

toward those aims and achieve them. My point was that the 

unavoidable, unshirkable challenge for governments today is 

not only to achieve these domestic aims but to achieve them 

at no cost to the world outside their borders—and preferably 

at benefit.

I don’t want to underestimate the scale of that change. It 

will take much more than just imaginatively collaborative pol-

icies from a handful of governments to set humanity on a safer 

course, and even achieving that modest aim was proving to be 

slow work. The “national interest,” the electoral cycle, the innate 

conservatism of bureaucracies, the natural short-termism of 

elected governments, domestic politics, and plain inertia al- 

ways seemed to get in the way.

This is a challenge that needs to be tackled from both ends. 

Changes in the behavior of policy makers and other powerful 
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decision-making elites are necessary but not sufficient to make 

a Good Country. Ultimately, citizens and voters have to be part 

of the change too: a society that supports and lives that collab-

orative mindset from day to day.

The trouble is that citizens won’t usually change their be-

havior unless encouraged or obliged to do so by their leaders; 

but most leaders won’t change their behavior unless they are 

convinced it’s what their citizens want. And the resistance from 

some groups to more collaborative, more considerate, more 

internationally minded approaches from their government 

is enough to persuade politicians that they are not improving 

their own chances of reelection by pushing for such a change.

The current resurgent fascination with histrionic nation-

alism—a nasty fever that humanity seems to catch every few 

generations—doesn’t help. An ever louder chorus in ever more 

countries is claiming that the rest of the planet can look after 

itself and that the only job of a national government is to focus 

on the national interest and grab the best deal possible. After 

all, other populations have their own government to look af-

ter their interests.

Such an approach isn’t entirely irrational or even hard to 

sympathize with, but it is short-termist, and short-termism is 

increasingly dangerous. Conceiving of countries as if they were 

separate and separable entities, unconnected islands in a vast 

ocean, is a false perception, not supported by economic, politi-

cal, social, or environmental reality. It’s based on lines that we’ve 

drawn, on maps that we’ve drawn. It’s perception, not reality.

And yet this attitude is a huge problem. In fact, it’s the main 

reason we’re facing crunch time now. Because all of our biggest 

problems are shared and global and don’t respect those artificial 

boundaries, we have no choice but change our viewpoint. Being 

a Good Country isn’t about being a bit nicer to foreigners: it’s 

about survival.
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So what is it about all of us that enables our politicians to 

keep the well-being of the planet and the survival of the human 

species off the agenda, without the smallest squeak of protest 

from so many of us? Why do we continue to tolerate not living 

in Good Countries?

I believe this has a lot to do with a simple lack of empathy 

with people who are different from us. It’s the idea that people 

in other countries—and when we talk about other countries 

we are fundamentally talking about other people; we’re not 

talking about hills and dales and mountains and rivers and 

buildings and factories—aren’t really people in the same way 

that we are.

Many of us develop, as we grow up, a tendency to see peo-

ple from other cultures as somehow slightly less human than 

ourselves, indeed, as different brands of foreigner: more like 

cardboard cutouts than real people.

Seeing other people as cardboard cutouts is, of course, the 

clinical hallmark of psychopathy. True psychopathy is, mer-

cifully for all of us, not a common condition, but here’s the 

thing: I’ve only ever worked internationally, and I’ve noticed 

over and over again that the vast majority of the people whom 

I work alongside have a strange mental block when it comes to 

dealing with people from other countries. Perfectly nice, de-

cent, tolerant, open-minded people suddenly lose the ability to 

sympathize with other people when those other people speak 

a different language, come from a different country, or even 

look different, for heaven’s sake.

In other words, they exhibit a side of their nature which is 

mildly but unmistakably psychopathic. I have finally come to 

the conclusion that a high proportion of the human race suf-

fers from a mild but highly pervasive form of endemic cultural 

psychopathy. It’s not as severe as active racism, but it’s on the 

same spectrum.
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Fortunately, the complaint is no deeper than culture. It is 

acquired, resilient, but treatable. It’s the mental equivalent of a 

mild allergy or a persistent runny nose—unlike real psychop-

athy, which is an innate mental abnormality and far harder to 

treat. We can be cured; we can cure ourselves.

Mixing with people from other countries and cultures, 

something that globalization now enables and increasingly 

obliges us to do every day, is not something we have to learn to 

tolerate; it’s something that directly and significantly benefits 

us and our endeavors, both immediately and in the short term. 

It’s in our interest, in various entirely practical and immediate 

ways—not as some abstract moral or philosophical principle, 

or for some long-term future benefit.

I’ve also noticed that it’s easy for people to have as much 

of a mental block about the whole planet as they do about 

the whole of humanity: a perception, deeply held and never 

really questioned or analyzed, that “the world” or “the planet” 

is somewhere else, a different place from where we are. Lots of 

people, notably Carl Sagan, have written eloquently about the 

famous NASA photograph of the “pale blue dot,” and specu - 

lated that this image was a turning point for humanity, see-

ing for the first time its own fragile habitat looking so small 

and lonely in the vastness of space.12 But I wonder if, for some 

people, it has the opposite effect: seen from space, Earth looks 

more than ever like some other place that’s obviously quite fa-

miliar but not what we’re actually in. “The world” is a place we 

see on the TV news: it’s far away, strangely disconnected from 

ourselves, and strangely abstract, just as most of the people who 

live there seem a little abstract. This needs fixing.

Part of the problem, especially when we’re contemplating 

the consequences of humanity’s impact on the planet, is that 

each of us are utterly convinced of our own weakness and our 

inability to impact anything so gigantic, and that’s a deeply 
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rooted human perception. Everything we do every day, and 

ever have done since we first became sentient either as indi-

viduals or as a species, simply reinforces the physical fact that 

we cannot directly influence the world beyond the reach of our 

own arms. We have evolved the ability to act collectively, but we 

haven’t yet evolved the sense of collective responsibility that 

needs to go with this.

A sense of physical impotence is part of the human condi-

tion, and it sits uneasily with the capacity that many of us have 

for thinking and imagining and dreaming on a much grander 

scale. This disparity between how far our minds and our bodies 

can reach is the source of everything that’s best and worst about 

humanity. So when the experts tell us that we’re destroying the 

planet and affecting the lives of people in distant countries, at 

a fundamental level we simply refuse to believe it: we know it 

can’t be true. Thus, humanity is too humble when it should be 

aware of its collective strength, and too arrogant when it should 

be aware of its weakness.

The Philosophy of Dapple

The opposite of cultural psychopathy is cultural sensitivity. This 

is the good angel on our other shoulder, the half of our nature 

we need to awaken and be led by if we are to make the switch 

to a more productive way of being in the world.

For as long as I can remember, I assumed that people from 

other countries were going to be more interesting than people 

from my own country, and that the countries they lived in were 

going to be more interesting than the country I lived in. It might 

sound a little geeky to some, but I used to read atlases in bed and 

can remember feeling slightly disappointed, the first time I went 

up in an airplane, when I noticed that there were no thick black 

lines on the ground marking the boundaries between nations.
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Over the years, I developed a personal philosophy about 

cultural sensitivity and how it’s almost the opposite of political 

correctness (an approach that often treats cultural or racial at-

tributes, bizarrely, as if they were some kind of disability that’s 

better not discussed in case people get offended). It occurred to 

me that growing up in any particular country is a bit like living 

in a room where your shirt is the same color and pattern as the 

wallpaper. It’s hard to see where the room stops and you start. 

But the moment you leave that room, and you’re standing in 

your striped shirt in front of flower-patterned walls, you sud-

denly see your own outline.

I don’t think there’s anything uncommon about being at-

tracted to other cultures. In fact, just like the potential for cul-

tural psychopathy, almost everybody has the potential for it 

inside them.

This is clear at the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games, 

when teams of athletes from all over the world parade around 

the stadium behind their banners, and there’s hardly a dry eye 

in the house. Many people who, in their ordinary lives, aren’t 

notably internationally oriented, have spoken to me about the 

surge of affection they feel for each and every national team—

from the great world powers to the tiny island nations they have 

scarcely ever heard of—as they watch them walk proudly behind 

their flag, often visibly displaying their own emotion at partic-

ipating in the parade. It’s as if every human being has a gene 

somewhere in their genome that automatically lights up when 

presented with people from different cultures, as long as it’s in 

the right context.

How can we understand and set that gene to work?

It feels to me that the reaction we have comes from sud-

denly apprehending the contrast between apparent difference 

and fundamental similarity (bearing in mind that most strong 

emotions are what you might call auto-motive: they contain 
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contrasting elements that cause them to jiggle around under 

their own power, like the common poles of magnets forced 

together). In this case, it’s the contrast between an apparently 

alien exterior—unfamiliar facial features, a language you can’t 

understand, different clothes—and the sudden realization 

that un derneath we are also siblings, fellow humans. It’s the 

simultaneous realization of distance and proximity: so far, and 

yet so near. It’s like that extraordinary moment when David 

Attenborough gets close to the gorilla and for a second they 

look each other in the eye. There’s so much fear, puzzlement, 

strangeness, and yet—at the heart of the encounter across light-

years of difference—a glint of recognition. I see you seeing me, 

and you see me seeing you.

That Olympic gene can drive us in two directions: it can 

drive us apart or it can drive us together. Like a magnet, it has 

the power to attract and repel. It can trigger love or hate, reas-

surance or fear, peace or violence.

The English poet Gerard Manley Hopkins used the word 

dapple to describe the interplay of light and shade, the splotchy 

mingling of unequal tints and shades. He wrote of the mottled 

colors of a trout in a stream, the wings of finches, the cloud-

scape and the landscape. For him, this chaotic beauty is the 

manifestation of divine power.13 I’ve always felt that this idea 

has a strong parallel in the aesthetics of multiculturalism: mix-

tures of different elements are more productive, more beautiful, 

richer than any single element could ever be.

It’s the diametric opposite of fascism, and the false idea that 

if you get people of the same race to interbreed, they’ll create a 

master race. The opposite is true, as any first-year biologist will 

tell you: genetic defects will accumulate. If you get an artificially 

limited group of blue-eyed, blond-haired people to make babies 

together, eventually you’ll spawn a race of weird-looking goofs 

who can’t count up to three. But if, on the other hand, you stir 
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up the gene pool as much as possible, your children get pro-

gressively brighter and more beautiful. In nature as in culture, 

purity is more closely related to death than to life.

I still remember when I worked in the creative industries, 

long ago in the 1980s, what a struggle it was for us to come up 

with creative ideas. We had to squeeze each original notion 

out of our brains like wringing drops of water out of a damp 

dishcloth. For the longest time, I failed to understand the real 

reason for this: we all accepted the incredibly low success rate 

because everybody had always accepted it, and took it as proof 

of the preciousness of those ideas when they finally did emerge 

(even though, in truth, most of them weren’t anything special).

It was only in the 1990s when I started my own company and 

employed creative people from a number of countries—at one 

stage we had twenty-nine nationalities in a staff of  twenty-six—

that I began to understand what I’d been missing. Your cultural 

background determines your inventive faculties to a consider-

able degree: new ideas are after all made of culture, and so they 

come, inevitably, from one’s own culture. So brainstorming with 

people from the same culture, as I had previously been obliged 

to do but never saw it as a problem, is highly unlikely to produce 

anything new. There’s nothing to rub together and make a spark: 

flint and flint, steel and steel.

World thinking is a bit like world music. If you get a Polish 

string band to jam together with a Bolivian rap artist, the music 

they make together will be, almost by definition, new music. 

Nobody in the world will ever have made those combinations 

of sounds before, for the simple reason that nobody has ever 

tried anything as odd as that before. The music may not work, 

it may not be harmonious or pleasant to listen to, but there will 

be combinations in there, new scraps of melody, new compos-

ite rhythms, new harmonies, that quite likely have never been 

heard before. Then the long slog starts: the musicians have to 
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carefully pick out the worthwhile bits and weave them into 

something that actually works.

Globalization has done this for us. Through the intermin-

gling of people and ideas and languages and challenges, it has 

placed at our fingertips the greatest potential, the greatest store 

for innovative solutions, that humanity has ever accessed.
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From Sierra Leone  

to Afghanistan

in 2009, kate pickett and richard wilkinson published the 

Spirit Level, a book that did much to support the theory that 

inequality is the reason for much of what is right or wrong in 

any given society, and that it can literally drive people to crime.14 

Wealth and poverty have far less to do with it, which is why 

the United States and Nigeria, for example, suffer from similar 

social problems, despite the huge difference in their GDP: they 

have similar levels of inequality.

Working in Sierra Leone at the invitation of Tony Blair’s Af-

rica Governance Initiative, I heard tell of people there who had 

spent their life savings on a refrigerator they couldn’t even use 

because there was no electricity in their village. The trappings 

of a developed-country lifestyle—like keeping your food in a big 

shiny refrigerator—had become familiar images throughout the 

world wherever people had access to media or were exposed to 

advertising. This created desire, and once desire is triggered in 

humans, the process of attempting to satisfy that desire must 

run its course, whether it leads to happiness or to destruction. 
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Obstacles along the way, like not having money or electricity, 

will be ignored or circumvented. This is how we’re all made, 

and it’s one of the fundamental drivers of the world we live in.

So it occurred to me that the dynamic of inequality leading 

to social problems of every kind, as described in The Spirit 

Level, is also played out globally on a daily basis. Thanks to the 

globalization of media, the sight of prosperity in the rich world 

drives social problems in the poor world.

And yet the amount that a society has to offer the world can 

have remarkably little to do with its economic prosperity, and 

there are so many things other than refrigerators that can form 

a country’s gift to the world. This point was emphasized for me 

on the day that Sierra Leone’s president, Ernest Bai Koroma, 

missed a meeting we’d been scheduled to have because he 

had to travel back to his village where a baby had been born. 

I assumed that this was a grandchild or nephew, until he ex-

plained to me that it was no relation at all, just somebody from 

his village, but in Sierra Leone there’s no difference between the 

two. It was impossible not to wonder how this value might look 

if elevated to the global dimension.

It was in a conversation with President Koroma, discussing 

the benefits of collaboration with a wider range of countries 

than Sierra Leone’s habitual donors, that the idea of “random-

ized multilateralism” occurred to me. Working together is always 

more productive than working alone, and the more dappled the 

mixture of national experience, culture, background, traditions, 

and worldview that each collaborator brings to the mix, the 

more unusual and exciting the results are likely to be.

Producing randomness is a fun game as well as a perfectly 

serious approach to collaboration. I suggested to President 

Koroma that we might start by making an international mu-

tual problem-solving collective based on the initial letters of 
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one’s country or city: why not put together a team consisting 

of Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka, Saint Louis and South London, and 

get them all working together on their common problems? The 

combination was guaranteed to be fresh and consequently 

to produce guaranteed fresh outputs. President Koroma even 

suggested that since Mercedes-Benz produces a car called the 

SL, we might ask it to sponsor the initiative. This seemed like 

an excellent idea to me.

It’s well understood that disrupting conventional thought 

processes is a good route to innovation—what Edward de Bono 

called lateral thinking.15 And what looks like a trivial word game 

from one angle can be the mechanism that releases new ways 

of perceiving and resolving deeply entrenched problems.

In Africa, one is never far from the evidence of how much 

first-world philanthropy has gone astray and creates perverse 

effects at the receiving end. There’s an old West African saying: 

“The hand which receives is always beneath the hand which 

gives,” and this is surely the central problem of aid.

So many of the rich world’s attempts to help the develop-

ing world are still based on a nineteenth-century principle of 

philanthropy: that the world is divided into two hemispheres 

by a line called the equator, and all the problems of the world 

can be summed up by the observation that there are too many 

dollars above the line and too few below it. If therefore we can 

simply transfer as many spare dollars as possible from above 

the line to below it, runs the logic, all the problems in the world 

would be solved. This is the dominant fixation of North Amer-

ica and Western Europe, and it drives and distorts the whole 

conception of “economic development” worldwide. Only a 

civilization that worships money could make the mistake of 

thinking that money plays such an exclusive and fundamental 

role in the way the world works.

GC.indb   131 5/6/20   6:16 PM



132 The Good Country Equation

I can’t help feeling that a more equal conception of the hi-

erarchy of nations is an essential step forward in human devel-

opment. The notion that rich countries have an obligation to 

help poor countries, especially since the rich countries are, in 

many cases, responsible for creating and even maintaining the 

wealth gap, is irrefutable. But at a level beyond the strictly eco-

nomic, this system reinforces a world order that’s based on 

economic competitiveness, and so entrenches inequality as well 

as making the tragedy of the commons inevitable.

Since the survival of humankind hinges on collaboration, 

then at some level it is necessary for all countries, rich and poor, 

to accept their full and equal responsibility for the future of hu-

manity and its home planet. Responsibility has been unequally 

shared in the past, but to carry that inequality into the future 

is to accept and prolong the injustice. For the international 

community to treat developing countries with full respect, and 

not patronize them forever as victims, it is necessary for them 

to accept their shared responsibility for the future of the planet.

That doesn’t mean closing down discussions about the past 

(and I mean the whole of our human past, before eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century colonialism, before the slave trade; I 

fail to see the logic or honesty of debates about historical guilt 

that have arbitrary cutoff points). Nor does it mean arguing 

against apology and reparation where apology and reparation 

are due; it certainly doesn’t mean that aid should stop. But it 

does mean that the community of nations must move forward 

as a community of equals.

Afghanistan

When the British government asked me if I would visit Afghani-

stan and write a report for the foreign secretary suggesting what 

the country’s supporters might do to help it overcome some 
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of its long-standing challenges, I jumped at the chance. There 

was some risk involved in visiting what was then an active war 

zone, but I was reassured that I would be given ample security 

training and be looked after by the British army while I was in 

Helmand Province. What really made me want to go was having 

a chance to actually contribute something to the issue rather 

than remain one of the millions who could do nothing except 

read the newspapers and feel shocked and helpless. That’s quite 

a privilege.

As it happened, somebody got the dates muddled and I 

never did get my security training, but I rather doubt it would 

have made much difference if I had found myself under attack. 

Predictably, I was more worried about flying to Kabul than get-

ting myself shot once I arrived, and as it turned out, justifiably so.

My colleague from the Public Diplomacy Board, Chris Pow-

ell, and I flew to Kabul on a UN flight from Dubai. The journey 

was uneventful and the scenery spectacular. Looking down over 

the dry, empty, rugged mountains of Iran and Afghanistan, the 

deep shadowed valleys, the impassable ranges, and the very 

sparse and barely visible signs of human habitation, I could only 

wonder how such a land had ever become settled, could ever be 

governed as a nation, or indeed ever perceive itself as a nation. 

There seemed to be the merest sprinkling of humanity on the 

surface of a vast, beautiful, inhospitable alien world.

And then we began our descent. Nobody had told me be-

forehand (just as well or I’d have never got on the plane) that 

flights arriving into Kabul, because of the risk of rocket attacks 

from the ground, performed what is known in the trade as a 

corkscrew landing. The name says it all. The pilot threw the 

plane into an erratic, steep spiral dive, culminating in a high-

speed touchdown after which the plane appeared to accelerate 

down the runway toward the terminal building, with several 

wheels off the tarmac. When we finally came to a halt, there was 
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a moment of complete silence, followed by a burst of nervous 

laughter from the less experienced passengers. I didn’t laugh, 

as I was rather busy restarting my heartbeat, breathing, blood 

circulation, and certain other essential motor functions that had 

become temporarily disconnected during our descent.

We drove through Kabul in a heavily armored vehicle to the 

British embassy, where we were to be the guests of the ambas-

sador. Every time we slowed down (the driver preferred not to 

stop at traffic lights) the car would be surrounded by boys of 

eight to twelve years, smiling and laughing as they banged on 

the windows. I waved and smiled back, charmed by their happy, 

intelligent, lively faces, so like my own young son at home, but 

the soldier sitting in the front told me they couldn’t see in-

side the vehicle. It seemed so odd that we five grown men, three 

of us heavily armed, all of us wearing helmets and bulletproof 

vests, were shielded from the dangers of the city in this blacked-

out, air-conditioned armored vehicle, while the little boys, in 

bare feet and cotton robes, were dancing and laughing outside 

in the hot sunshine. No wonder they teased us by tapping on 

the windows, grinning and making faces. And how terrible to 

think that few if any of them would live to see thirty.

We stayed with the ambassador in his residence for a few 

days, meeting Afghan officials, diplomatic and military per-

sonnel from the other International Security Assistance Force 

missions stationed in Kabul, and various Afghan academics, 

entrepreneurs, journalists, and politicians. The hospitality of 

the Afghans was exquisite, their courtesy almost overwhelming.

One evening, we were invited to dinner at a popular restau-

rant where we briefly sat outside—a rare treat—and watched 

the sun sink behind the ragged mountains that ring the city. 

High on one hill we could see the Olympic swimming pool that 

the Soviets had built during their occupation. I could just make 

out the white concrete diving boards. The pool was never used 
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for swimming, but as an execution ground by the Taliban. Yet 

there’s something so beautiful about Kabul—a certain quality 

of the light, especially in the evening, which makes you realize 

that under happier circumstances this city could and should 

be a place that people would be happy to visit from all over the 

world once again: a place that feels somehow princely, and you 

can see why it was one of several cities vying for the soubriquet 

“Paris of the East.”

My reverie was interrupted by a loud crash. Everybody in 

the crowded restaurant jumped, several actually to their feet. A 

waiter had dropped a tray of glasses. I suppose that one is in a 

permanently heightened state of alert in such places, and it is 

surprisingly tiring after a while.

Onward to Helmand

After a week in Kabul, we were flown at night to the military air-

port in Kandahar in a Hercules troop carrier, where we sat facing 

sideways on metal seats, packed in tight between camouflaged 

troops, all of them sleeping without any apparent difficulty 

while sitting bolt upright. It would be worth joining the army 

just to learn that trick. I felt self-conscious in my neat civilian 

clothes and my little blue luggage trolley (I had missed the 

email telling me on no account to bring a suitcase and to pack 

everything in a carryall), but the flight was pleasant enough.  

The nice thing about propeller planes, I was thinking, is that 

there’s none of that reckless nonsense about flying above the 

clouds. I had the agreeable feeling that if I fell out at this height 

I might even survive. (I later discovered that the Hercules flies 

at the same altitude as a passenger jet, and if there had been 

windows and I’d been able to look out of them, I’d have seen 

the snow- covered mountain peaks, blue in the moonlight, thou-

sands of feet below us.)
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I spent the night in a sort of shipping container at Kanda-

har base, surrounded by fifteen-foot concrete blast walls, and 

the next day was taken to Camp Bastion, the British army base 

outside the provincial capital of Lashkargah. My home for the 

next week was another shipping container, surrounded by blast 

walls and HESCO barriers. We took our meals in a vast tent with 

thousands of soldiers (the food was abundant and very good), 

had dozens of meetings with various military and civilian of-

ficials, went out on patrol once, and visited members of the 

provincial government in the nearby town, where they gave us 

mint tea and we discussed the plight of their region, the poppy 

harvest, and their views on the Taliban and the ISAF, the Afghan 

police, and the army (whom the British military were training 

to take over responsibility for keeping the peace).

In a maternity hospital near Lashkargah which the British 

had built for the use of the local population—brand new, shiny, 

fully equipped, and totally empty—the question of misdirected 

aid reemerged in a different form from the way I’d experienced 

it in Africa. When I asked the director who was proudly show-

ing us around why there were no patients in the hospital, he 

explained that of course no Afghan women would ever come 

there to give birth because they knew they’d be shot by the Tal-

iban if they did so.

It was noticeable how USAID’s projects carried the prom-

inent slogan “a gift from the American people” while the ma-

ternity hospital and other gifts from the British had none. The 

question of how much credit one should seek for the assistance 

one provides was, at the time, the topic of much soul-searching 

in UK government and aid circles. The idea that a gift loses some 

of its value if the giver promotes the deed is common to many 

cultures. But the question ran deeper than slogans on stickers. 

I later discovered that we and our allies were building unnec-

essary schools, instead of providing essential teacher training, 
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simply because you can send home a photo of a new building, 

but a man sitting under a tree surrounded by children doesn’t 

look as if it costs anything.

On my penultimate day in Lashkargah, I was taken out on a 

reconnaissance mission by helicopter. I sat in the jump seat in 

the Chinook just behind the pilots. One of the crew told me to 

sit on my helmet as it would “protect my privates” from gunfire 

from the ground, but I think he was teasing me. We flew over 

the emptiest landscape I have ever seen anywhere in the world. 

It was a completely flat, completely featureless gray-yellow 

desert, with the faintest markings of ancient watercourses, all 

dry now, swept and scoured by the winds of uncountable ages. 

In the very far distance, I could just make out a range of snow-

capped mountains.

After a while, we stopped still, very high over the infinite, 

empty plain. One of the pilots told me we had to wait a few 

minutes for some jets to pass in front of us. I watched ahead and 

strained my eyes to see, but nothing appeared: I wasn’t sure if 

I should be looking for a pinprick or for recognizable aircraft. 

We stayed there for what felt like hours, and eventually I asked 

the pilot if the jets had been held up, and he told me they’d 

passed ahead of us forty minutes ago and we’d been flying at 

nearly two hundred miles an hour ever since. It was the empty 

landscape, he said: without visual clues, you have no way of 

knowing whether you’re moving or standing still.

On the way home, I was sitting near the door gunner on 

the rear ramp. We came in very low and very fast over a small 

town and, just a few dozen feet below us, an old man and his 

granddaughter (or it could have been a middle-aged man 

and his daughter—when people’s lives are very hard, they age 

sooner) were standing in the empty, dusty yard behind a dusty 

little square house. They looked up, with the strained faces of 

people who have lived in fear for too long, and our eyes met for 
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a moment. Then they disappeared into the swirl of dust that we 

raised as we passed. I knew we were there to help, but somehow 

I have never felt so ashamed in my life.

On the last day, the brigadier insisted on “taking us sight-

seeing” about an hour’s drive from the camp. We left the vehi-

cles at the foot of an escarpment and climbed up. The heat was 

exhausting, especially since I was obliged to wear, at all times, 

a metal helmet and a bulletproof vest lined with heavy steel 

plates at the front and back. My close protection officers—

one of whom, remarkably, came from the tiny village next to 

mine back home in England—were looking about with evident 

concern, fingers on the triggers of their automatic rifles. They 

clearly didn’t approve of sightseeing.

We reached the top and stood on a rocky outcrop, gazing 

over a vast plain with the Helmand River snaking through it far 

below. Without a single road or building as far as the eye could 

see in any direction, nor a tree nor a bush nor any sign of life, I 

felt transported back to some far earlier era. If a mighty host of 

foot soldiers in flapping robes and sandals holding spears and 

lances, flanked by horses and camels, had appeared out of the 

hazy distance in a cloud of dust, led by Alexander the Great or 

the emperor Ashoka, I wouldn’t have been in the least surprised.

Soon, our close protection officers asked us to move down 

from the summit as we were prominent targets and making 

them anxious. After exploring an ancient underground water 

cistern and disturbing about a million bats in the process, we 

returned to our vehicles to find that an elderly man had ap-

peared. This was miles from the nearest village and indeed from 

the nearest road passable by an ordinary car, so I have no idea 

where he came from, or how he even knew we were there. But 

he was ready and waiting for us, having set up a little stall on a 

folding table, and had laid out on a cloth a scattering of sandy 
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relics: fragments of statuary, some shards of pottery, a pretty 

turquoise bracelet.

What caught my eye was a little figure, a bit smaller than my 

thumb, representing a four-legged animal. It could have been a 

horse, but it had such short chunky legs and such a large head, I 

rather think it was a hippopotamus, carved simply but with un-

mistakable artistry from a hard grayish-black stone, very slightly 

sparkling and surprisingly heavy. It had the look of an object that 

had been lying in the sand not for mere centuries but for millen-

nia, a silent messenger from the most remote antiquity. I asked 

our Pashto interpreter to ask the man what he knew about it, or 

where it came from, but he either didn’t know or wouldn’t say. 

Anyway, I bought it from him for five dollars and took it home 

to England, where it sits to this day on my wife’s bedside table, 

still wreathed in impenetrable mystery, with grains of sand from 

the Registan Desert still glittering in its crevices.

The Four Appetites of Society

My report to the foreign secretary and the US secretary of state, 

“Letting the Light In,” suggested, among other observations, 

how normality (and especially normal commerce) might be the 

best and only remedy for Afghanistan: the superior competence 

of the military over any other group present in the country had 

resulted in the project being framed as a military campaign, 

whereas in fact it was clearly a development task—and the 

military was the first to acknowledge this.

I kept thinking about the last sentence of Voltaire’s Candide: 

il faut cultiver son jardin (one must cultivate one’s garden), 

which I have always taken to mean that men need to be kept 

busy in order to be kept out of trouble.16 To spend one’s life in 

innocent cupidity, chasing after a few possessions and a better 
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lifestyle, perhaps even an education for one’s children, is in-

finitely less harmful than almost any of the available alterna-

tives. This is surely the saving grace, perhaps even the ultimate 

point, of capitalism.

Afghanistan made me wonder about what a society needs in 

order to be healthy, and it occurred to me that the basic require-

ment for any human community is that provision must be made 

for satisfying what I consider to be our four basic appetites: a 

cultural appetite (for art and heritage and social meaning); an 

intellectual appetite (for using and exercising the mind); a spir-

itual appetite (for using and exercising the soul and seeking a 

deeper meaning in life and death); and an animal appetite (for 

food and drink, sex, shelter, and the acquisition of possessions).

Sometimes, astonishing amounts of energy can be un-

leashed into the satisfaction of these appetites when hunger 

for any of them is felt. Few modern societies allow all of these 

appetites to be satisfied, and there is evidence that hunger in 

the areas of culture, the intellect, and the spirit is making itself 

felt in many “developed” societies today: our tummies are full 

but our souls keep rumbling.

But this is just the natural cycle of human civilizations: they 

rise, they flourish, they become strained and decadent; they de-

cline and they fall. Large parts of human civilization are in the 

process of decline or fall at the present moment. All that’s new 

is that this time we have the power to take most of nature down 

with us.

Another thought struck me: nearly half the world’s opium 

comes from Helmand Province alone. Remembering Mexi-

co’s narco-trafficking problems, half a world away, I became 

intensely aware of the interconnectedness of our global chal-

lenges, standing at both ends of one of the subterranean pipe-

lines of crime and greed and dirty money that straddle the earth 

in every direction.
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From Denmark  

to Russia

in the autumn of 2014, i was in copenhagen to set up an 

organization whose purpose was to put my research and advi-

sory activities on a more formal footing, with links to govern-

ments and universities around the world. The Capital Region 

of Denmark, which was supportive of the idea that I should run 

my activities from Copenhagen rather than London, generously 

provided an office while I worked on getting the project started, 

and introduced me to a number of influential people and orga-

nizations in Denmark.

During one of these meetings, I observed that Frank Jensen, 

the mayor of Copenhagen, spoke less fluent English than most 

of his staff. I wasn’t complaining, of course: I speak no Danish 

at all, and Frank’s English was more than adequate for everyday 

purposes, but I couldn’t help noticing his accent (melodious, 

but strong) and the fact that his deputy needed to help him here 

and there with an English word.

This was surprising only because one is so used to Scan-

dinavians speaking English with near-native fluency. (One of 
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the main reasons for this, regularly overlooked by education 

ministries around Europe, is that English-language movies 

and TV programs in the Nordic and Low Countries are always 

subtitled and have been since the Second World War. In much 

of the rest of Europe, where shows are dubbed and have been 

since the Second World War, average competence in English 

is lower. The pattern correlates strongly with the extent of fas-

cism in Europe: dictators don’t like their populations to access 

foreign cultures.)17

Now Frank is a competent and highly educated official—

an economist by training, not a linguist—and there’s noth-

ing wrong with his international credentials. Like many other 

Danes, he is well informed about global affairs, active on envi-

ronmental issues, widely traveled and, I have no doubt, cultur-

ally sensitive too. But hearing him struggling a bit in English 

made me realize that I had often found myself in meetings 

where the highest-ranking politician was the only one in the 

room who was monolingual. Indeed, in several countries where 

I don’t speak the language, I’d been able to converse directly and 

freely in English to everybody in the cabinet except the head 

of government (or sometimes even the head of state), and an 

interpreter had to be called in.

It’s well known that quite a few presidents and prime min-

isters insist on speaking their native language in public, even 

when they can manage other languages perfectly well, because 

they are afraid their citizens might regard it as an act of treach-

ery for them to speak the language of another nation. That 

has never been the issue with the leaders I advise because my 

meetings with them are usually in private. But what an ex-

traordinary state of affairs it is when pretending to be ignorant 

and narrow-minded goes down better than admitting to being 

cultured and internationally competent! The idea that some 

citizens might actually be more proud of a leader who speaks 
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more languages than other countries’ leaders doesn’t seem to 

occur to anyone. The logic of this is so muddle-headed, I hardly 

know where to start.

The tendency to monoculturalism among leaders is no triv-

ial issue, and I’m sure is one of the reasons why a world made 

of countries practicing, for the most part, democratic party 

politics, fails so signally to deal with its cross-border issues. The 

way our political systems currently work, we place such heavy 

emphasis on domestic issues that the people who win elections 

are much more likely to be the sort of people who, by nature or 

by habit, are inwardly focused.

And in most countries, you have to be inwardly focused to 

get anywhere in politics. Campaigning for election at the local, 

regional, and ultimately national level, appealing to voters on 

the issues that are closest and therefore most pressing to them: 

this is the cost of access to political power. By the time you’ve 

climbed the slippery slope to head of government, head of state, 

mayor, regional president, or state governor, your mindset, your 

workload, your experience, your expertise, your priorities, and 

your preoccupations are likely to be 100 percent domestic.

Dealing with that inconvenient little detail called the rest 

of the world is something most senior politicians I’ve met do 

only when it rears its ugly head, and it’s very much a sideline, 

an unwelcome intrusion into what they see as the real business 

of their work as a national or city leader, party chief, and policy 

maker.

Traditionally, this tendency to monoculturalism and mini-

mal international experience has been more noticeable among 

politicians at the city and regional level, since their exposure to 

international issues is limited; it’s the national government after 

all that deals with foreign policy. But this distinction has become 

less and less clear in recent decades, as cities and regions be-

come diplomatic players in their own right, often  undercutting 
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or overreaching national governments to engage with other 

cities, regions, and even nations around the world. As long ago 

as 2006, the United Kingdom signed a climate pact, intended to 

lead to an emissions-trading scheme, with California. The then 

prime minister Tony Blair naturally denied that he was side-

stepping President Bush after failing to achieve an agreement 

at the federal level, but it’s pretty clear that this was exactly what 

he was doing.

Since then, major international agreements between cities 

and regions have become more common, and one might won-

der if the future of the international community lies more in the 

hands of mayors and governors than monarchs and presidents: 

a return to the city-states and principalities of the Middle Ages, 

perhaps. The nation-state, after all, is an experiment we’ve only 

been pursuing since the end of the Thirty Years’ War in 1648.

The consequence of all this is that “international” tends 

to be treated as a small, specialized subject within the broader 

framework of politics and public administration, rather than 

as the framework itself within which domestic activity should 

be positioned: domestic as opposed to foreign, rather than our 

country as part of the world. Typically, only the defense minister 

(fighting foreigners), the foreign minister (trying to avoid fighting 

foreigners), and the trade minister (separating foreigners from 

their money) are expected to have any expertise in this area.

But then again, it’s relatively uncommon anyway for min-

isters in democratic countries to have expertise even in the 

work of their own ministry, since cabinets are constantly being 

reshuffled for reasons of domestic politics and electioneering. 

At any given moment, chances are that the foreign minister is 

a lawyer or economist by training who has never read a single 

book on international relations or diplomacy, has never traveled 

abroad except on holiday, and because another minister has 
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quit or been sacked, has suddenly been put in charge of the rest  

of the world.

Increasingly, in most countries, nobody at the cabinet level 

has any particular interest or experience in international affairs 

even at the moment they come into power, since the conven-

tional academic disciplines for politicians are law (national law, 

of course), political science (mainly domestic), history (mainly 

national), economics (generally domestic), and increasingly 

these days, marketing or public relations (based exclusively on 

Anglo-American principles).

Even in diplomatic circles, discussions still focus on ways 

of “projecting influence.” Whether this is through hard or soft 

power makes no difference: they’re still perceived as methods 

for achieving an advantage, and this is why I increasingly find 

the whole notion of soft power to be pernicious. A worldview 

that regards foreigners either as enemies to be liquidated, or 

customers to be marketed to, is a broken worldview.

I think it was the Alternative Party in Denmark that pro-

posed renaming foreign policy as global policy, so it seems as if 

we are thinking along the same lines. This is, after all, the party 

that at one stage mooted the slogan “Denmark, best country 

for the world.” A pity they didn’t use it: you can’t get more ele-

gant than that.

The Cartoon Crisis

Denmark had, only a few years previously, briefly found itself at 

the epicenter of the constant tensions caused by the globaliza-

tion of human society—and it was not a comfortable experience.

In December 2005, an international furor broke over the 

publication of satirical cartoons depicting the prophet Muham-

mad in Denmark’s Jyllands-Posten and other newspapers, which 
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eventually resulted in rioting and numerous deaths, as well as 

widespread boycotting of Scandinavian goods in shops all over 

the Muslim world. A serious rift appeared to have opened up 

between the values of Islam and some aspects of secular liberal 

Western democracy.

The episode was a stark illustration of the real meaning of 

globalization: almost every nation and culture on earth are now 

sharing elbow room in a single information space. We used to 

drive around in separate cars; now we’re all sharing a crowded 

bus. Few conversations are truly private any longer, no media 

is domestic, and the audience is always global. And everybody 

knows what happens when a group of human beings with dif-

ferent backgrounds, habits, values, and ambitions are thrown 

together in the same crowded space: sooner or later, tempers 

start to fray. Somebody treads on someone else’s toes; some 

say by accident and some say on purpose; insults get traded, a 

fight breaks out.

The fallout from the cartoon crisis was reflected in the Na-

tion Brands Index: Denmark dropped from sixteenth to fiftieth 

place—below Israel, in fact—among the nations most admired 

by Muslims worldwide, and its reputation has still not recovered 

today, fifteen years later. Norway’s ranking suffered too: perhaps 

because people confused the two countries, perhaps because 

they felt they shared the same values. Only America improved its 

view of Denmark. (This was probably more relief than schaden-

freude: for once, Americans weren’t the ones in trouble.)

Not long afterward, in France, the Charlie Hebdo murders 

and a wave of other terrorist attacks around Europe made me 

wonder, as it made many others wonder, how far freedom of 

speech should be and could be taken; whether in order to sur-

vive and to make any sense it must be an absolute doctrine to be 

pursued in an austere and fundamentalist fashion, whatever the 
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consequences; or whether it can still be helpful and meaningful 

if treated as a general principle, a rough guide to behavior.

We live in a very different world from the ones in which Vol-

taire and even John Stewart Mill lived—perhaps in some ways a 

fundamentally different world—and their excellent principles 

surely need intelligent modification in order to be useful at this 

later stage in the human journey, as indeed do all the belief 

systems that are involved the debate.

Dinner with Putin

I was invited to speak at the tenth Valdai Forum in Rus-

sia, an annual summit organized by the Valdai Discussion Club, 

an inter national affairs think tank (frequently described as a 

 Kremlin-backed propaganda machine by Western commenta-

tors), and after my opening keynote I received an invitation to 

dinner with the Russian president, Vladimir Putin, at his nearby 

country retreat.

Putin in a small group is a very different man from Putin in 

a large group. There were six of us at dinner, and it was a rather 

unreal experience, partly because the house was severely post-

modern and the food ultrasophisticated, yet we dined off what 

might well have been the Romanov dinner service: the most 

elaborate display of flamboyantly gilded nineteenth-century 

porcelain I have ever seen, and enough plates, dishes, bowls, 

cutlery, and glasses to flummox your average archduke.

I was placed between Dmitry Sergeyevich Peskov, the pres-

ident’s press secretary, and the foreign minister, Sergey Viktor-

ovich Lavrov. Conversation consisted mainly of the exchange 

of polite remarks about the state of the world, but I felt from 

the Russians—and not for the first time—a powerful sense of 

injured national self-esteem: a craving for the West to show 
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Russia the respect it once enjoyed, then lost, but strongly feels it 

still deserves. And if respect wasn’t available, then fear would do 

just fine. It felt as if I was sitting on the brink of the widening gulf 

between the global power factions, the dangerously damaged 

pride of the Russians being one of the engines driving apart the 

geopolitical tectonic plates.

It was noticeable that the two other foreign guests at din-

ner were vying with each other to produce a smile from Putin, 

who appeared charming, modest, a little shy, and unmistakably 

magnetic. I’ve never been able to decide whether the charisma 

of well-known people is the cause or the consequence of their 

fame; sometimes I think that their surface, over time, becomes 

somehow polished by the sustained gaze of millions of people. 

Or perhaps they somehow grew up with a natural luminosity 

that attracted those gazes. Either way, the scene was reminiscent 

of many such encounters I have experienced over the years: 

highly intelligent, accomplished, powerful, self-respecting in-

dividuals shamelessly flirting with somebody who happened to 

outrank them in power, wealth, or fame, and sometimes coming 

very close to abasing themselves for the reward of a smile or a 

flattering comment. I don’t suppose I’m entirely immune from 

this myself.

The next morning I saw Putin again, now speaking onstage 

to a much larger group of people, and the change in his de-

meanor was remarkable. He appeared physically bigger (a trick 

I would love to learn), and his rather pleasant gray eyes which 

had looked warm and friendly the evening before, now looked 

metallic and penetrating, appearing to search people out in 

the auditorium as he spoke. His voice had an edge to it and his 

expression was tough, uncompromising, unforgiving. He was 

pretty scary, and I found myself hoping I had passed whatever 

test the previous evening’s dinner might have been.
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It wasn’t until that evening, in conversation with an Ameri-

can journalist who knows Russia and its government well, that a 

possible explanation of the nature of that test emerged. Accord-

ing to my friend, it was obvious that I had been invited because 

the president was interested in getting my advice on how to 

improve Russia’s international standing. If this was true—which 

I suppose is conceivable—then I must have confused Putin and 

his colleagues mightily, since I didn’t make the slightest attempt 

to do what Western consultants are generally expected to do, 

and pitch my services to them.

It never occurred to me to do so, because I never do. I just 

don’t believe in asking to be hired. It sets off the relationship 

on entirely the wrong foot, because when later on I need the 

government to do something challenging, it’s too easy for them 

to refuse on the grounds that it was my silly idea to be hired by 

them. If it was their silly idea to hire me, they’re much more 

likely to do what I suggest.

But even if Putin had asked me to work for him, there’s little 

chance it could ever have worked out. This is not because I’d 

refuse on principle to work with a leader whose values or pol-

icies or behavior I personally disapprove of. There wouldn’t be 

many leaders left if I took that line, and anyway the whole point 

about my approach is helping countries see how it’s in their 

interest to engage more imaginatively and productively with 

the international community, and to harmonize their domestic 

and inter national responsibilities more effectively. So, given the 

opportunity to persuade a recalcitrant country to cooperate 

and collaborate more, it would be irrational in the extreme for 

me to refuse. Actually I only wish such countries would occa-

sionally ask for my advice so I could have a go at encouraging 

them to be better team players, but for some reason it almost 

never happens.
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No, the reason I’d have said no to Putin is that I assume—

and I hope I’m not doing him an injustice here—that there 

would have been an insurmountable difference between what 

he probably wanted and what I could offer. I’d insist on talking 

strategy and debating Russia’s high-level, long-term engage-

ment with the community of nations, and I somehow doubt 

whether Putin’s views on this topic were amenable to alteration. 

In fact I doubt whether Putin always takes policy advice from 

his own highly experienced foreign minister, so the chances 

of his taking it from me were close to zero. He was probably 

hoping I would reveal techniques for improving Russia’s profile 

in the international media, and that’s a subject I neither know 

nor care about.

If my friend was right, it cast the whole evening in a rather 

comical light. Here were Putin, Peskov, and Lavrov all waiting 

politely for me to offer my services—and indeed, in hindsight, 

I thought I did recall what could have been attempts to turn 

the conversation in this direction—but inexplicably to them, 

I stubbornly refused to do so. They were much too polite to 

press me, especially since I was their dinner guest, and so the 

moment passed, and I returned to my hotel and went to bed, 

blissfully unaware that I’d just dodged a missile.
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From Tuscany  

to Austria

no italian government has ever asked for my advice. 
This might be simply because they’ve never heard of me, but it 

might also be because of the inherent instability of the Italian 

political system, which ensures that few governments survive 

long enough to get to grips with long-term or structural issues. 

The political agenda tends to be dominated by crisis responses, 

campaigning, and power struggles between the parties.

The regions are a little different, and in some cases are much 

more energetic about looking after their economic interests 

than the national government, and perhaps this also provides 

an additional incentive for the national government not to get 

involved.

In 2012 I was invited to Florence by the regional government 

of Tuscany to give them some advice on their long-term strat-

egy. Many people around the world would agree that Tuscany 

is the jewel in Italy’s crown and hardly needs to worry about its 

image. In fact it’s one of the few subnational regions on earth 
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with a better and stronger global image than most countries 

(California and Texas are two other examples of this rare breed). 

But the regional government wasn’t worried about Tuscany’s 

wonderful image; it was worried about how Tuscany could 

continue to deserve it: an excellent question, which a number 

of other highly regarded places would do well to ponder.

The challenges that Tuscany was facing are common to 

many countries and regions in the “developed” world today: 

a loss of competitiveness, deindustrialization, immigration, 

climate change, economic vulnerability, an aging population. 

It wasn’t hard to picture Tuscany as a place which was past its 

peak, still managing to live off its glorious past but with few 

plans for the future, and very little that was truly sustainable in 

its current model.

In Tuscany, I found it impossible to shake off the sensation 

of watching the final decline of Europe from a comfortable ve-

randa as one sips an agreeable drink. There are few better places 

to witness its dying moments as global influence gradually slips 

back to its habitual location of Asia, where it has resided for 

eight of the last ten centuries.

The malaise is essentially one of boringness. Countries can 

and often do become fatally stuck when they perceive that the 

best thing to do is stop changing. Enrico Rossi, the president 

of Tuscany, as gifted and dynamic as any politician I’ve ever 

worked with, told me that he sometimes felt he was expected 

to be little more than a janitor for the historical theme park he 

was lucky enough to live in.

Seeing the Brunelleschi frescoes that adorned not just the 

ceilings of his office but also all four walls, right down to the mar-

ble floor, and Brunelleschi’s peerless Duomo standing just out-

side his window, it was indeed quite hard to imagine how he 

would ever get much of anything done even if he felt like it.
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The trouble was that so few people could see this, or per-

haps, understandably, few wanted to see it. Tuscany felt like a 

place that was stifled by its own magnificent history, its sense 

of absolute entitlement and privilege. For a population to grow 

up in towns and cities like Florence, Siena, Pisa, San Gimignano, 

Lucca, Cortona, Arezzo, Montepulciano, Pistoia, or Viareggio, 

surrounded by such architecture, such landscapes, and other 

tokens of historical power and glory must have something of the 

same effect as the child of an ancient aristocratic family growing 

up in a home full of the trophies and possessions and symbols 

of its family’s long-standing wealth and status.

On his fiftieth birthday, Cosimo de’ Medici, the  fifteenth- 

century banker, politician, and founding father of the dynasty 

that ruled Florence for two hundred years, said: “For fifty years, 

I’ve done nothing but earn money and spend it, and it’s clear to 

me that spending it gives me more pleasure than earning it.”18 

And what he enjoyed spending his money on was glorifying his 

city, Florence: funding art and music and literature and archi-

tecture and good works. Once he’d spent everything he could 

on himself and his family, it was obvious to him that the next 

beneficiary would be his city.

Cosimo, through his devotion to Florence, reminds us of 

the correct relationship between a community and its people: 

a relationship of mutual love and trust. Yet this has become 

corrupted in our modern age into a relationship of simple pros-

titution. We throw a handful of coins to the administrators who 

run our cities and countries for us and never get involved except 

to complain if we feel our money is being unwisely spent. Then 

we ring customer services. It’s striking how pathological many of 

our modern societies have become when seen through this lens.

Well, the only remedy for too much wealth, as any  twenty- 

first-century dot-com billionaire or fifteenth-century banker 
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will tell you, is to give it away. I proposed a solution which I 

called Tuscanomics: to distill the essence of the cultural, polit-

ical, social, and economic genius of Tuscany over the last ten 

centuries, turn it into freeware, and donate it to the world.

Tuscanomics

The word Tuscanomics was spoken to me by Cosimo de’ Medici 

in a dream (honestly), a word whose power derives from the 

fact that it seems to be famous before anybody has heard it. I 

immediately got out of bed and sent out 120 emails to friends 

in sixty countries, asking each of them how they would define 

Tuscanomics. Less than half of the people who replied admitted 

that they had never heard the word before. It just sounds like 

something you ought to know about. It’s a word that comes 

preloaded with meaning and promise.

Needless to say, Tuscany did not create its excellent global 

reputation by talking. It earned it by doing service to human-

ity, and it was clear to me that Tuscany should continue to pay 

the rent on its global reputation in the same way. Because all 

of Tuscany’s problems today are problems that people around 

the world share and recognize, it could win the recognition and 

gratitude of people around the world by finding innovative 

and effective solutions to these problems, inspired by its own 

radical innovations during the last thousand years, and by mak-

ing those solutions open-source and shareable.

The solutions would form a rigorous, multidimensional, 

and coherent whole: a new approach to social, economic, edu-

cational, cultural, and industrial governance to meet the chal-

lenges of the twenty-first century and avoid the errors of the 

twentieth. I designed a team and a work process that would 

develop Tuscanomics first into a book, then a research program, 

a comprehensive new approach to regional and city governance, 
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an annual summit, a global network of ambassadors and teach-

ers, and a whole series of other initiatives stretching years into 

the future.

One of the many components of Tuscanomics was to be a 

new approach to displaying works of art, which I called Arte-

crazia, a name combining the Italian words for art and democ-

racy. I had recently learned that more than 90 percent of all 

the artworks and historical artifacts in Tuscany were never on 

public display, but permanently stored in cellars because there 

just wasn’t enough gallery and museum space to exhibit them 

properly. Some of the storage facilities didn’t even meet the 

necessary standards of consistent temperature, humidity, and 

security, but Tuscany (and indeed most other Italian regions) 

have so much more art than they can possibly exhibit, it’s a 

major problem finding places to store it all.

So the idea of Artecrazia was that every Tuscan resident 

would have the right to select one item from a list of available 

items in the stores (the list would probably not include priceless 

canvases by Piero della Francesca, but there are hundreds of 

thousands of less precious but equally beautiful items which 

would give just as much pleasure) and take it home on a free 

two-year loan, entirely on trust. The only three conditions were 

that they must exhibit it to the public on at least six days in the 

year; that they would neither sell, lend, or rent it to others, nor 

damage or deface it; and that they would attend a free half-day 

curatorship course in order to learn how to look after it. Support 

and assistance would be provided for the public-display com-

mitment. Anyone borrowing an artifact would also be encour-

aged to volunteer a few days each year to help other borrowers 

on their public-display days.

The response from the group in Florence when I suggested 

this plan was robust, to put it mildly (one elderly participant 

demanded I be immediately dismissed and sued for the return 
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of my fee), but it was not universally negative. After a consider-

able amount of discussion I managed to establish that almost 

everybody would feel proud of this project if it already existed 

and was up and running, but they just didn’t feel it was possible, 

which made things much simpler for me: I simply had to work 

out how to make it possible.

This basically looked like an insurance problem, so I sug-

gested that we put together a small team of the brightest, most 

creative insurance experts in the world, invite them to Florence, 

lock them in a villa with a case of Brunello di Montalcino and 

not let them out until they’d found a solution. In any case, even 

if some loss or damage did occur to the artworks and artifacts, 

this seemed to me to be better than hiding them away in the 

dark where they would crumble into dust without ever being 

seen by anybody again. There’s something a bit funny going 

on in society when we truly believe that it’s better for a work 

of art to be buried forever rather than run the risk of its getting 

damaged or stolen.

With this and many other initiatives, Tuscanomics would 

form not only Tuscany’s competitive edge but also its gift to the 

world, because there were plenty of other places that would like 

to find such solutions. This might be Tuscany’s chance to forge 

a new Renaissance and make its second mark on the world.

We launched the program to the media and public in the 

Renaissance splendor of the Palazzo Sacrati Strozzi with contri-

butions by Romano Prodi (a previous president of the European 

Commission who had twice been the prime minister of Italy) 

and the Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya Sen. There 

was a certain amount of interest in the media for a couple of 

weeks, after which the project quickly sank without trace, de-

spite the best efforts of several talented people to keep it going 

and bring it to fruition.
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It simply didn’t stand a chance against business as usual 

and the gravity of civilizational decline. One day, I hope I some-

one tougher than me will find a way to bring the project to life. 

It was too good to waste.

Austria

My first sight of Heinz Fischer, president of the Austrian Re-

public in 2012, when I advised the Austrian government, was 

from a considerable distance. We were scheduled to meet in 

his office in the vast Hofburg palace, the seat of government 

since the thirteenth century. As with many great palaces of 

the early modern period, a long series of rooms lead one to 

another, and all the doorways are aligned so that, if the doors 

are open, one can see one’s destination down a vast vista of 

ever grander rooms. One curiosity of the piano nobile of the 

Hofburg is that the doorways appear to get larger and grander 

as one approaches the most important state rooms (whether 

this is reality or illusion I have never been able to determine), 

but the curious effect was that Herr Fischer, as I walked through 

the last six or seven rooms, appeared to be getting smaller and 

smaller as I neared him.

Certainly, this quite ordinary, mild-mannered, middle-aged, 

middle-class man of middle height and social democrat persua-

sion did not give the impression of being very much at home 

in surroundings of such overpowering opulence. The ceilings 

and doorways of such buildings are clearly designed for occu-

pants eight or nine feet in height, but since nobody’s that tall, 

it’s difficult to imagine how such grandeur can do anything but 

diminish the owners, making them look and feel constantly un-

dersized. One can only marvel at the impenetrable self-esteem 

that the men and women who commissioned such residences 
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must have possessed for the vast scale to make them feel bigger 

while their visitors felt smaller.

Austria is a country that, like Italy, suffers from a sense of 

entitlement through the recollection of its past glories. Austria 

also suffers, just like the United Kingdom, from what I call phan-

tom empire syndrome: just as amputees can be tortured by 

an imaginary itch from their missing limb, so countries that 

have lost great empires are unable to stop scratching the places 

where their power used to lie.

But, like Latvia, this is also a society that isn’t at all certain it 

wants to become internationally prominent: the risks of promi-

nence are widely feared to be greater than the benefits. This is a 

country that sometimes seems to revel in living on the tranquil 

margins of global society, a self-sufficient, self-satisfied, and 

ultimately selfish backwater which, if the current exodus of its 

young people continues, could turn Vienna into a ghost town 

frequented mainly by tourists.

When I talked to young Austrians on the street in Vienna, 

I asked them how they felt about the idea that the current of 

global events might once again flow through Vienna. A sur-

prisingly large number replied that this would result in their 

getting attacked by terrorists, which in their view didn’t happen 

because they were invisible, marginal.

History plays an almost opposite role in the two cases: the 

Latvians wanted to be left alone because they were still recov-

ering from the consequences of fascism and communism; on 

the other hand, many Austrians have never been prepared to 

accept that their country was a willing participant rather than 

an innocent victim of Nazism. The instinct to work hard and not 

draw attention to themselves was part of the syndrome.

And yet the Austrians gave invaluable support and guidance 

to their neighbors in southeastern Europe after the fall of the 

Soviet Union, so they have plenty to feel good about too.
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Chain Aid and AidSurance

Many of the conversations I had with the Austrian government 

were on the subject of overseas development assistance. Austria 

spends quite a lot of money on helping poorer countries, but 

there was a feeling that a lot of this money wasn’t achieving the 

results they hoped for, and also, less nobly, that they weren’t 

getting enough credit for their generosity.

I wrote earlier about the failure of traditional development 

assistance: how it weakens governance in the recipient nations, 

chokes off local enterprise, stimulates corruption, and creates 

a culture of dependency without even beginning to narrow the 

gap between rich and poor. In our discussions in Vienna, we all 

agreed that it was time for a change, but nobody seemed pre-

pared to break with the old system, even though it was clearly 

unfit for their purpose.

My recommendation was that Austria should be the first 

country to abandon conventional donations (except in cases 

of emergency assistance) and replace its overseas development 

programs with a new model I called Chain Aid. The idea was to 

take a typical assistance project, such as repairing the Adomi 

Bridge, a vital crossing over the River Volta in southern Ghana, 

on the condition that whatever skills, techniques, and experi-

ence Ghana acquired during the project must one day be passed 

on to others in the form of further overseas development. Thus, 

Austria’s Ghanaian partners would acquire a wealth of knowl-

edge and experience in managing, funding, and implementing 

major civil engineering projects. Austria would then require 

them to build on this experience and in due course become 

donors themselves, offering the benefit of that experience to 

other countries where similar projects needed to be carried out.

There is no reason why the “chain of aid” should remain in 

the developing world. One day, it would be good to see Ghana 
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offering its skills and expertise in bridge building to a Canadian 

province or a Japanese prefecture—and this export of skills 

could one day become a valuable source of revenue for Ghana 

and provide a return on the original Austrian investment.

The implication of Chain Aid is that it promises an end to 

fragmentary and inconsequential development projects by 

building chains that stretch around the world.

I suggested another plan which I called AidSurance. We had 

been discussing some of Austria’s programs for disaster relief in 

developing countries and were talking in particular about the 

catastrophic flooding which occurs so regularly in Bangladesh 

and causes such devastation. Typically, what donor countries 

like Austria do when such a flood occurs is to call for pledges 

to support the victims, but by the time these pledges have been 

collected, it is often too late for many people. It occurred to me 

that if Bangladesh were my house, I wouldn’t wait until after the 

flood happened and then ask my friends for money: I would 

insure it against flooding in the first place. So why didn’t Austria 

do the same, and insure Bangladesh against flooding?

Nobody thought that this was possible, including myself, 

but I recently happened to meet the chief executive of one of 

the world’s biggest reinsurance companies, so when I got back 

to London I took him out to lunch and casually asked him over 

coffee whether he thought his firm would be interested in in-

suring Bangladesh against flooding. He didn’t bat an eyelid. 

“Sure,” he said.

When I looked surprised he explained that flooding was 

simply a weather risk, the kind of risk that companies like his 

understood very well—far better than their clients, in fact, which 

is how they make money. The only difference between insuring 

Bangladesh and insuring my house was that it was a bigger pol-

icy, attracting a bigger premium, which made it very appealing. 
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They might need to call in some other companies to spread the 

risk, but in principle it was perfectly feasible.

The benefits of AidSurance to the Austrians were clear: First, 

they would know exactly how much they were going to spend 

on flooding in Bangladesh in advance, instead of giving the 

finance minister heart failure when they told her at the end of 

the year how much they’d spent. Second, it would be easier to 

ensure that the appropriate level and type of assistance reached 

its destination immediately after a catastrophe (performance 

guarantees would be built into the policy).

And incidentally, it would also be good for Austria’s interna-

tional standing: by devising and pioneering a new and rational 

approach to disaster relief, Austria would show an unusual 

blend of compassion and creativity and demonstrate some 

real leadership qualities in the international domain. My rec-

ommendation was to pilot the scheme, and if it was successful, 

to then suggest to the European Union that several member 

states could join forces and conduct bigger AidSurance projects 

in other parts of the world. Ultimately, it might become part of 

the EU’s standard approach to disaster relief.
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From Insurance  

to the Six-Stage Model

although i had little experience with the insurance in-
dustry, I found that it provided surprisingly useful ingredients 

for new approaches to policy problems.

In 2014, I was invited by Mario Greco, the CEO of Gener-

ali, the world’s third-largest insurance company, to advise him 

on his ambitious corporate change program. Greco was un-

impressed with conventional corporate social responsibility, 

which to him felt dominated by the PR and marketing agendas 

of companies rather than being driven by corporate strategy. He 

asked me to suggest some ambitious, original global programs 

that would enable Generali to play a more active and helpful role 

in the societies where it was active. I developed two projects for 

Generali: the Human Safety Net and the Global Learning Trust.

The Human Safety Net was a project that aimed to build 

resilience in the developing world, using both simple and ad- 

vanced risk-management techniques to ensure that families, 

individuals, and businesses in poor countries were better 
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equipped to manage risk, uncertainty, and misfortune. An im-

portant principle of the concept was that economic progress in 

the least developed countries is always fragile, always has the 

potential to go into reverse: a single bad harvest, for example, 

can wipe out a family for generations. Insurance, I suggested, 

is the missing element that removes the reverse gear from eco-

nomic development. I proposed incorporating insurance cover 

into development assistance, for example “baking in” a few 

cents of risk cover into each brick provided for house building, 

or a fraction of a cent of cover supplied with each seed to farm-

ers, so that by the time the house was built or the field planted, 

both would be fully insured.

The Global Learning Trust was an ambitious plan to educate 

the next generation of children worldwide to behave in ways 

that would prevent, mitigate, and resolve the global challenges 

humanity is now facing.

The Human Safety Net has gone from strength to strength. 

It has established partnerships and invested in social enter-

prises and NGOs in Europe, Asia, and Latin America, and to-

day has twenty-four active programs in twenty-one countries, 

with a network of thirty-six partners. The HSN Foundation has 

created programs for families, for refugee startups, and for 

newborns, designed to have a long-term impact on the lives of 

the most vulnerable people and enable them to use their talents 

to the fullest extent.19

Mario Greco moved on to lead another company, and 

the Global Learning Trust was never implemented. But the 

idea stayed with me. Its relevance to the issues I was deter-

mined to tackle only seemed to grow over time, and with each 

new experience its value seemed to increase. It was to come 

back into my life several years later, in a way I hadn’t quite  

expected.

GC.indb   164 5/6/20   6:16 PM



 From Insurance to the Six-Stage Model   165

The Dual Mandate

Looking back over the governments and leaders I’d advised over 

the previous fifteen years, I realized that despite the obvious 

disparities between their circumstances, it had been more than 

ten years since one of them had told me about a truly domes-

tic challenge—one that was unique to their country and that 

offered no obvious parallels to problems I’d helped to tackle 

elsewhere.

This couldn’t be because I’d somehow already encountered 

every possible scenario that the world had to offer. The only 

explanation was that all the challenges which these countries 

were facing, and which they considered serious enough to tell 

me about, were local manifestations of global phenomena.

And as part of my initial investigation of the challenges 

these countries were facing, I’d been lucky enough to meet their 

leading experts: experts on social, environmental, financial, 

security, human rights, and educational issues. In some cases, 

they were global as well as national authorities on their topic, 

so purely as a learning opportunity, these were valuable conver-

sations. But I noticed that, more and more often, the conversa-

tions began to take a familiar turn.

Once they’d described their problem to me, I would natu-

rally ask, “And do we know the solution to this problem?”

And the expert would reply, “Yes.”

“So why hasn’t this solution been implemented?” I would 

ask.

“A lack of resources.”

“But surely if it’s one of your country’s most pressing issues, 

the resources could be made available?”

And the expert would explain that since the challenge was 

international in scope, and any effective solution would need 

GC.indb   165 5/6/20   6:16 PM



166 The Good Country Equation

to be implemented on an international scale, the country didn’t 

have sufficient resources to resolve it: only a concerted joint 

effort by all the countries implicated in the challenge could do 

the trick. And this was usually impossible to negotiate within 

the period that any one government was in office, even if it was 

supported by the United Nations or another international body.

So it occurred to me that the main problem we face in the 

twenty-first century, a problem that underpins and in many 

senses eclipses all the others, is that up till now we’ve been far 

more successful at globalizing our problems than globalizing 

our solutions. The COVID-19 pandemic is a dramatic illus-

tration of this principle: globalized trade and transport links 

can turn any novel virus into a pandemic in a matter of days, yet 

the means and the will to tackle it on a global level have been 

conspicuous by their absence.

This can change only when countries learn to harmonize 

their domestic and international responsibilities more effec-

tively; when they discover that you can cooperate and collab-

orate without losing a competitive advantage; when they start 

to do so in innovative ways that nobody has dreamed of before. 

It will change when they find out that thinking internationally 

isn’t about altruism or self-sacrifice. If it’s done well, it produces 

better thinking, and that means better policies, with better 

outcomes both at home and abroad.

In the past, people in positions of power and authority only 

had to live up to a single, simple mandate: they had to look after 

the interests of their own people and their own slice of terri-

tory. And while they were doing that, if they ended up harming 

other people or other territories, that was just fine, because it 

showed a truly uncompromising commitment to their duty of 

leadership.

Today, this isn’t just unwise, it’s suicidal. My view is that 

people in positions of power and responsibility must accept 
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they now have a Dual Mandate: they are responsible not only 

for their own people but for every man, woman, child, and ani-

mal on the planet; not only for their own slice of territory but 

for every square inch of the earth’s surface and the atmosphere 

above it.

And if they don’t like the sound of this, they shouldn’t be in 

a position of power or responsibility at all: not for their country, 

their city, their town, or even their own family. This is the new 

rule for life on earth.

To achieve this, the culture of governance worldwide needs 

to change, from fundamentally competitive to fundamentally 

collaborative. For centuries, the basic rule has been competi-

tion, with a little collaboration and cooperation sprinkled over it 

when it is absolutely unavoidable or very clearly in everybody’s 

immediate interest. Now and forever, the basic rule needs to 

be collaboration, with competition sprinkled over it when it is 

clearly and universally beneficial or at least harmless.

You could describe this change as a gender shift: from pre-

dominantly masculine to a more balanced system that more 

closely resembles the actual makeup of our species, although 

I’m using the terms masculine and feminine here in an anthro-

pological sense rather than a political or biological one.

According to Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions the-

ory, the dominant values of a traditionally “masculine” soci-

ety include material success and progress; sympathy for the 

strong; and a belief that conflicts should be resolved by fight-

ing them out. The dominant values in a traditionally “femi-

nine” society include caring for others and preserving nature 

and the family; placing importance on people and warm re-

lationships rather than on money and things; sympathizing 

with the weak; emphasizing equality, solidarity, and quality of 

life, and believing that conflicts are best resolved by compromise  

and negotiation.20
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It’s interesting how closely the transition from the tradi-

tional, competitive, self-serving nation state to the Good Coun-

try maps onto this dimension of the Hofstede model (at least 

I’m not unconsciously projecting my own cultural norms onto 

the rest of the planet: my native British culture is markedly 

masculine, as is the American). Since our species is composed of 

roughly equal numbers of males and females, it does seem like 

a rather bad idea if the dominant models of statecraft, national 

governance, and international relations are so dramatically 

skewed toward the masculine end of the spectrum. It suggests  

an uncomfortably traditional scenario where feminine values 

are incorporated to some degree in the domestic environment, 

but as soon as you get to the level of decision-making and, espe-

cially, going out to fight the enemy, the male values predominate.

What’s Blocking the Dual Mandate?

When I tell leaders around the world about the Dual Mandate 

and the advantages of becoming a Good Country, the first ob-

jection that many of them raise is one of capacity. They say, 

“We have enough trouble meeting the demands of our own 

parliamentary party, let alone seven billion foreigners who can’t 

even vote in our elections.”

But I’m not suggesting that governments place the same 

priority on other populations as on their own. That would be 

absurd: Of course their first duty is to their own people. This is 

why, for example, I don’t have the slightest objection to Pres-

ident Trump’s mantra of “America first”: this seems to me a 

statement of the obvious. If you’re elected to be your country’s 

leader, then naturally you must put its interests first. What I’d 

like to challenge is the assumption that putting your own coun-

try first necessarily means putting everybody else last. Over 
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the years, America has proved over and over again that helping 

other countries aspire to becoming first equal is very much in 

its interest. More of the support that America still enjoys around 

the world comes from the gratitude of its friends and benefi-

ciaries than from the fear of its competitors and adversaries.

The “zero-sum” version of American supremacy is in no-

body’s interest, least of all America’s. The Nation Brands Index 

shows that it is already producing a steep decline in global 

public sentiment toward America, a feeling that will inevitably 

translate into a decline in foreign investment, talent attraction, 

tourism arrivals, consumer preference for American products 

and services, international career prospects for American na-

tionals, trust in its institutions, and the smooth running of its 

cultural and diplomatic relations.

It’s interesting how deeply ingrained the idea seems to be, 

among most politicians, that the needs of their own population 

and the needs of the international community are necessarily 

in conflict. They are sometimes, but by no means always, and 

by no means is that conflict always irreconcilable.

In any case, the idea that countries can be “in competition” 

against each other is a pervasive one, but it’s little more than a 

metaphor and a rather unhelpful one at that. A company can 

seize a competitive advantage within a given marketplace by 

charging less or delivering better value than other companies, 

and its reward will be greater profitability; other companies will 

face lower returns or go out of business. But countries don’t 

make profits. A trade surplus, which is simply the consequence 

of a state producing more than it consumes or invests, doesn’t 

sit on a country’s balance sheet as a retained profit; it is rein-

vested abroad.

Be that as it may, it’s important to stress that what I’m rec-

ommending isn’t altruism, nor is it self-sacrifice. The idea of a 
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nation voluntarily sacrificing its interests in favor of those of 

another country is patently absurd. No, being a Good Country 

works because it’s enlightened self-interest.

I’ve had the opportunity to get to know many governments 

and leaders over the years, and I do believe that the overwhelm-

ing majority of them really would like to do more for the global 

community. Very often, the problem is simply that they be-

lieve it’s not what their citizens want. They’re afraid that if they 

spend “too much time” on foreign affairs, then their citizens 

will penalize them at the next election. But depending on which 

country they are in, it may surprise them to learn that more 

than half their population might strongly endorse the idea of 

world-friendly policies and reward them for coming up with 

them (this fact was revealed by research which I will describe 

in Chapter 17).

In any case, the vast majority of people in the vast major-

ity of countries would certainly applaud their government for 

attempting to improve the country’s international standing, to 

earn it the respect and admiration of the international commu-

nity, even if there might be differences of opinion about the right 

ways to achieve this goal. Indeed, it’s a common characteristic 

of nationalists that they long for their country to be regarded 

as preeminent in the world. No chauvinistic patriot wants 

his or her country to be unknown or ignored. Seen through 

this perspective, working to improve the country’s profile—

even if this involves working with other countries rather than 

against them—seems more likely to be a vote winner than a  

vote loser.

There are other, yet more powerful reasons why being a 

Good Country makes good sense. As several of the policies I’ve 

already described in this book show, by bringing the interna-

tional dimension into every aspect of domestic policy mak-

ing, the quality of that domestic policy making can be greatly 
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enhanced. “Stirring up the gene pool” and thinking in a more 

dappled way can produce significant extra levels of innovation.

It may sound to some like a recipe for compromise, but 

what I’ve learned over the last twenty years is that there’s a 

whole world of policy making that most governments have, so 

far, not even dreamed of. We’ve barely begun to scratch the sur-

face of what can happen when you look at obligations as well as 

opportunities, when you collaborate as well as compete, when 

you stir up the gene pool in your thinking, when you look glob-

ally as well as nationally, when you think long as well as wide.

Taking responsibility for the whole of humanity and the 

whole of the planet isn’t an extra burden and doesn’t necessarily 

require extra resources. It’s a new perspective on policy making 

that can truly galvanize the process of government.

The Policy Playbook

To help convince governments that they can realistically aspire 

to the Dual Mandate, I felt that a useful tool would be a book 

detailing all the best recent examples of policies which success-

fully balance domestic and international responsibilities (apart 

from the ones that I’d personally suggested; it was important 

that this exercise be objective and neutral).

My intention was to collect dozens of these case studies and 

publish them in a book that I would call the Policy Playbook. I 

would give priority to policies that were particularly imagina-

tive, because the best kind of Dual Mandate policy is one where 

the combination of domestic and international thinking has 

inspired a more innovative solution—an example of “2 + 2 = 22.”

Then, whenever a government expressed skepticism about 

whether it was really feasible to balance domestic and interna-

tional needs, I could throw the book at them, metaphorically 

speaking.
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Ideally, the Policy Playbook would become a yearbook, with 

new examples submitted and included in an updated edition 

each year. The yearbook would then form the basis of an annual 

award, in which the best newly included Dual Mandate policies 

were publicly recognized and the lessons learned spread as 

wide as possible.

Over the next few years, I kept my eyes open for the best 

examples of Dual Mandate policies to include in the book. I 

discovered that searching directly for them online was impos-

sible, since there were no keywords to identify them. So instead 

I wrote to hundreds of friends and colleagues in governments 

around the world to ask for their own favorite examples. I ran 

a competition in the Diplomat magazine, calling on staff in all 

the foreign embassies in London to submit their own country’s 

best examples. I got teams of volunteer students studying inter-

national relations and political science to scour their university 

libraries and ask their lecturers for the best examples.

I kept up the search for four years, at the end of which I’d 

found a grand total of six examples that I felt confident about 

identifying as true Dual Mandate policies. It looked as if the 

Policy Playbook wasn’t even going to be a policy pamphlet.

I shouldn’t have been surprised: I’d known all along that 

very few governments ever even saw the need to try to reconcile 

their domestic and international responsibilities in their policy 

making. In fact, if I really had found hundreds of examples out 

there, then it would have put my whole approach into question: 

if governments were already doing this on a regular basis, then 

why was I worrying?

And in a way, it was rather exciting. The fact that almost no 

countries had managed to come up with any of these kinds of 

policies didn’t make me worry that it was impossible to do so, 

since I’d devised hundreds of them during the course of my own 

work. It was just because they’d never tried, and they’d never 
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tried because they’d never seen the need (except in the case of 

policy areas like climate change and migration, which are inter-

national by default, so any half-decent domestic policy would 

necessarily have a positive international impact).

The Six-Stage Model

It’s pretty remarkable how little cross-fertilization there is be-

tween governments around the world, considering the benefits 

it offers. Things are improving slowly. One UK-based startup, 

Apolitical, encourages civil servants around the world to share 

best practices in an online forum; the most remarkable thing 

about this particular venture is that nobody had ever thought 

of it before.

The last few UK governments have acquired a habit of copy-

ing policies from Scandinavia, and this is held to be evidence of 

a rather progressive mindset. However, it seems to me that sim-

ply mirroring international best practices is only the beginning 

of a journey toward a true gold standard of good governance for 

the age of interdependence.

Over the years that I’d been working with governments, I’d 

often observed how a spirit of imaginative and courageous co-

operation and collaboration benefited the quality of their policy 

making. And since an analysis of the MARSS model strongly 

suggested that a visible commitment to tackling international 

as well as domestic issues would, in the longer term, enhance 

their standing, the more systematically and thoroughly they 

collaborated, the better the results were likely to be.

Looking at the thirty or more countries I’d advised so far, 

it was clearly impossible to make a simple distinction between 

being and not being a Good Country. There were stages of com-

mitment to the principle, and each had its own distinctive char-

acteristics. I concluded that there were six of these:
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stage 1: Focusing domestically but basing its practices 

on some degree of knowledge about what other countries 

have done (probably gleaned from history and politics 

lessons at school and university).

stage 2: Identifying and imitating recent best practices 

from other states (like the UK copying Scandinavia, as 

mentioned above).

stage 3: Convening international groups and commis-

sioning research to look more broadly and deeply into 

international best practices and to learn more about 

what others have done and are doing. This is where we 

start to take the initiative and act responsibly in the 

international space.

stage 4: Stage 3, plus sharing the results with all partici-

pants; spreading the experience collected.

stage 5: Stage 4, plus working with participants there-

after to produce better results for many countries through 

international collaboration: tackling the issue in its 

broadest, most international context and convening 

groups to reach shared solutions through close, long-term 

cooperation. Taking, and encouraging others to take, 

shared ownership of the challenge in its full international 

dimension; taking shared responsibility for tackling it in 

proportion to its full global extent.

stage 6: All the above, plus voluntarily ceding limited 

amounts of sovereign power to collaborative governance 

structures.

It might look as if the higher stages of this model are purely 

aspirational, the sort of thing that most of us won’t see in our 

lifetime. But I believe that things are beginning to change. In 
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late 2019, the governments of New Zealand, Finland, and Scot-

land announced that all three would be implementing a new 

“well-being agenda,” which places social indicators like health 

and happiness ahead of GDP in budget setting and policy mak-

ing. Admittedly, this is a “multilocal” rather than international 

policy, so it wouldn’t necessarily qualify as a true Dual Mandate 

project, but it’s a big step forward and an indication that things 

are moving in the right direction.

It’s also worth pointing out that stage 6 is a straightforward 

description of the normal operating principle of the European 

Union, in my view the noblest experiment in the history of 

humanity.
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From the European Union  

to the Commonwealth

over the years i’ve encountered many parts of the “in-
ternational system”: the United Nations and its family of orga-

nizations, the World Trade Organization, NATO, all kinds of 

NGOs and think tanks, charities and foundations, and regional 

blocs including the European Union, CARICOM in the Carib-

bean, MERCOSUR in Latin America, and ASEAN in East Asia. 

These organizations represent humanity’s current efforts to 

guide and strengthen the international community and further 

the goals of shared progress, shared responsibility, equal oppor-

tunity, peace, and prosperity for all.

For historical reasons there is still a significant structural 

and ideological bias in the international system toward what 

is loosely (and confusingly) called the West or sometimes the 

North, but as we gradually drift toward a more multipolar world, 

this bias appears to be diminishing. This process, at least in 

the immediate term, tends to create more confusion and the 

potential for more conflict rather than greater clarity and in-

clusiveness, but humanity is a complex organism and cannot 
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readjust without turbulence. The fundamental paradox of nar-

row interests versus collective interests will never go away as 

long as there are humans on the earth, and it will never stop 

producing turbulence. The question is how well and how wisely 

we manage that turbulence.

So, what of humanity’s various attempts so far to collectiv-

ize our efforts and really make the world work? The European 

Union stands as the first, and so far the only, moment in history 

when a large number of sovereign states have found the matu-

rity and wisdom to cede a tiny part of their precious sovereignty 

for the common good.

Of course the EU is far from perfect—it’s organized by hu-

man beings, after all—but as a first shot at truly widescale co-

operation and collaboration it’s a pretty good start. However, I 

should add here that I don’t see the European Union as a step 

toward some kind of one-world government; that has always 

seemed to me like a very bad idea. In my experience, govern-

ment is effective in direct proportion to its closeness to the 

governed, so the idea of an authority in Brussels or New York 

or anywhere else wielding jurisdiction over people living on 

the other side of the planet sounds like a recipe for chaos and 

discontent at best, and tyranny at worst.

In my view, government should be even more local than 

it currently is in our world of nation-states, not less so: when 

I observe an administration in, say, Mexico City, attempting to 

govern a nation of 120 million people, even via a federal system, 

it stretches the boundaries of what can properly be called gov-

ernment. I’ve seen government work best and most efficiently, 

effectively, and responsively in populations of less than two or 

three million. The European Union is a union of states and cities 

and regions, not a superstate, and should remain so.

Today, the EU is challenged by a distinctly twenty-first- 

century problem: it has a problem of identity. Many European 
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citizens, according to the EU’s own research, feel distant from 

its institutions and feel no strong loyalty to the concept, and 

without the support of its populations, of course, the EU cannot 

survive. The EU itself often puts this problem down to its own 

inability to communicate its benefits adequately to its own citi-

zens, but I don’t really buy this idea—and what’s more, I don’t 

like the idea of Brussels spending European taxpayers’ money 

on selling itself to them more effectively, were that even possi- 

ble. That sounds suspiciously like propaganda.

No, the EU’s problem is not that it doesn’t brag enough 

about its successes. The problem is that it is no longer quite 

sure what it’s for, and that uncertainty is contagious. The EU 

is suffering from a loss of a core defining purpose because it 

has been so successful at fulfilling its original one: to spread 

and perpetuate peace and prosperity in Europe. And yet the 

irony is that in the age of grand challenges, finding a suitable 

replacement “mission” should be easy; Europe has many op-

tions. It just doesn’t seem to realize that unless it identifies and 

crystallizes and rallies around a clear purpose, it might well 

continue to be a useful bureaucratic machine, but it will never 

touch people’s hearts.

The identity issue is a knotty one. For decades, the gov-

ernments of EU member states have blamed Brussels every 

time they themselves mess up and have taken the credit for 

everything good that the EU has delivered. You don’t need to 

look further than this for at least one of the explanations for 

Brexit. When David Cameron announced after forty years of 

this message from governments of all persuasions, that the EU 

was a fine institution and everybody in the UK should vote to 

stay part of it, it’s not surprising that so many people reacted 

with angry incredulity.

Incidentally, globalization has a rather similar problem, 

which derives from a similar basic vulnerability: it’s just too 
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easy for leaders to blame globalization for everything that voters 

complain about and to take credit for everything good that glo-

balization brings. Of course, globalization is far from blameless; 

indeed, it is directly and indirectly responsible for much of the 

trouble in the world today, but the principle is quite similar.

There could have been, theoretically at least, a version of 

Brexit which was actually good for the UK, for the EU, and for 

the wider world. Things would have been very different if Brit-

ain had left because of a sincere conviction that the EU was too 

parochial, too inward-looking—for its own purposes as well as 

for Britain’s—and that, in leaving, Britain could forge a stron-

ger, more outward-looking, more flexible, more modern, more 

global coalition of states, cities, regions, and other international 

actors. The present British government and its foreign service 

repeat the slogan “global Britain” in all their public utterances 

around the world, implying that it’s all about moving beyond 

the European Union rather than away from it, but at present 

it’s as hollow a piece of branding as you could wish for. There’s 

no doubt that, purely in terms of trade, Britain would love to 

be a bigger global player, but being a member of the European 

Union hardly prevents this. Being a truly principled, outward- 

and forward-looking, reforming global actor is, alas, about as 

far from the present intentions and vision of the UK as you can 

imagine, and virtually the opposite reason for the majority of 

Brexiteers opting to leave in the first place.

One of the clear front-runners for the EU’s new mission is 

certainly migration, and it wouldn’t be difficult for the EU to 

take the lead on this fundamentally moral, and certainly epoch- 

making, topic. Whenever we get distracted from the moral issue, 

we run the risk of making the wrong decisions on migration. At 

its best, the European Union has been quite deft at handling the 

huge challenge of retaining a sense of moral principle along-
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side practical considerations and politics, without appearing to 

preach morality or impose values.

And a moral issue it certainly is. At heart, the decision 

whether to accept migrants of various kinds surely boils down 

to a simple question of comparing your discomfort with theirs: 

indeed, it’s a basic human obligation for us always to measure 

our own comfort against that of other people. If we can reduce 

somebody else’s severe discomfort by undergoing some mild 

discomfort ourselves, then we have a clear duty to do so. At 

present, many of us in the “developed” world are getting the 

equation seriously wrong: we are refusing to undergo even very 

mild and temporary discomfort in exchange not merely for the 

comfort but for the actual survival of many thousands of others.

Some of us aren’t even refusing to undergo actual discom-

fort: we’re refusing to contemplate a rather vague notion of 

possible social change (“I don’t like the idea that my local shops 

might become different”). We shouldn’t overcomplicate this: 

it’s a moral failure, pure and simple, and we in Europe are put 

to shame by countries like Jordan and Turkey, which take in 

hundreds if not thousands of times more refugees than we do 

in the West.

Fear of change is understandable but not excusable. It’s 

important to remember that migration was already producing 

a crisis situation, not unlike a world war, before the pandemic 

(the trickle of migrants to Europe we’ve experienced in recent 

years is the merest aperitif for the hundreds of millions that 

climate change is about to unleash). In such situations, we have 

no choice but to reevaluate that equation of discomfort. Luckily, 

our sacrifice diminishes in proportion to the number of us that 

are making it. If ten people suffer discomfort for the benefit of 

one refugee, their discomfort will be very mild indeed. In Eu-

rope at the moment, we outnumber the refugees and migrants 
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by seven hundred to one: so, if everyone plays a part, our actual 

sacrifice will be negligible, but its effect will be profound.

The United Nations

Over the last twenty years I’ve also worked alongside and some-

times closely with a number of members of the UN “family.” As 

with any bureaucracy, the inertia, the apparently unnecessary 

complexity, the tedious addiction to process, are enough to 

drive you mad when you’re actually trying to offer help to a 

country that urgently needs it. On the other hand, in no other 

organization have I come across such an amazingly high pro-

portion of devoted, well-meaning, competent, thoroughly good 

people. The UN attracts the best, and it’s a tragedy that the size 

and complexity of the system compels them to wade through 

so much wasteful muddle.

In 2018, I was asked to address the biannual meeting of 

the United Nations’ Chief Executives Board for Coordination. 

Chaired by the UN secretary-general, this body consists of the 

thirty-one executive heads of the United Nations, its specialized 

agencies including the World Bank and the International Mon-

etary Fund, its related organizations—the World Trade Organi-

zation, the United Nations Office for Project Services, and the 

International Atomic Energy Agency—and the twelve funds and 

programs created by the UN General Assembly. In other words, 

it’s all the senior decision makers of the international system, 

and its purpose is “to provide broad guidance, coordination and 

strategic direction for the UN system as a whole.” That’s not a 

bad proxy for the people who run the world (as distinct from the 

people who run its nations, cities, regions, corporations, and re-

ligions). The request was quite an honor, since outside speakers 

are rarely invited, and it was the special seventieth anniversary 

meeting of the board, which took place in the United Nations 
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Ballroom of the Four Seasons Hotel in London, where the very 

first CEB had been held in 1948.

I gave my talk, but in the two hours of discussion that fol-

lowed, my enthusiasm at being part of this impressive gathering 

soon dissipated. I was puzzled that instead of grappling with 

the big issues on the agenda, many of the interventions from the 

attendees were just promotions for their own agencies’ activi-

ties and successes. Often completely ignoring the topic on the 

table, each agency head would launch into a detailed account 

of what they had achieved during the previous period, their 

plans for the future, quite often pitching their upcoming events 

or programs, apparently overlooking the fact that the heads 

of other UN agencies were rather unlikely to attend. The im-

pression I got wasn’t so much of a smoothly running system of 

interlocking organizations sharing a common set of goals, but 

more of a ragtag group of competing companies pushing their 

own agendas, and not very subtly at that.

If competition between agencies lay at the heart of the 

culture of the United Nations system itself, there seemed lit-

tle chance it could inspire the countries of the world to set 

aside some of their own competitive habits in favor of a little 

more collaboration.

In many other summits and international meetings I’d at-

tended, it was transparently obvious that the sole reason why 

most delegates spoke at all was to make sure it was noted in the 

official record that they had made a contribution. It hardly mat-

tered what the contribution was, so long as their bosses back 

“in capital” saw that they were doing their job and ensuring that 

their country’s voice was heard on the international stage. Yet 

in this case, since it was the boss who was making the contri-

bution, I couldn’t understand who they were doing it for. Some 

of them were clearly trying to impress the secretary-general, 

António Guterres, who seemed impatient with their reluctance 
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to have a proper discussion or add anything useful to the topics 

on the agenda, one or two of which he clearly cared about.

But the basic challenge for the UN is that its power to in-

fluence the behavior of nations is limited, perhaps quite rightly 

so. If the gathering I saw in London were a world government, 

armed with real executive power over the nations of the earth, 

then heaven help us all. (It’s worth adding that the UN’s power 

over its member states is uneven, too: it wields more influ-

ence over the weaker and poorer than the stronger and richer 

members.) But on the whole, the UN has little supra-sovereign 

authority and mainly functions as a discussion forum for the in-

ternational community. Its power is granted to it by its member 

states, which of course are reluctant to grant it enough power to 

restrict their freedom of action in any serious way (their voters 

would never forgive them if they did). The UN has, over the 

years, evolved many ways of influencing, cajoling, and nudging 

member states, and the Security Council does in theory carry 

a moderate-sized stick, but it’s a muddle and a compromise at 

the best of times.

And we are not living in the best of times. Being fully rep-

resentative and all-inclusive, like the UN, is fine for periods 

of stability and for the purposes of maintaining a functioning 

world order; but it becomes inadequate for periods like our 

own, when change becomes imperative. Perhaps this is the 

fate of all bureaucracies: it’s no accident that the UN resem-

bles many national civil services, with a fundamental purpose 

of preventing change. The moment you’ve made sure you’ve 

represented all possible conflicting interests, you effectively 

consolidate the status quo.

I and others better qualified than me have spent—I’m 

tempted to say wasted—many hours discussing reforms of the 

multilateral system, and sketching out marvelously inventive 
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systems and structures for updating or replacing the United 

Nations. And with good reason: the systems that we have to-

day were originally designed in an age very different from 

our own and there’s little doubt that if one were to redesign 

them from scratch today, they would look very different. For 

a start, they wouldn’t simply represent the leaders of nation- 

states; they would include the other power brokers who are so 

important in the modern age: cities, regions, religions, corpora-

tions, high-profile individuals, nongovernmental organizations, 

and so forth. But what’s often forgotten in these discussions is 

the simple fact that nobody has the power to implement these 

marvelous new systems, so designing them is a pointless activ-

ity. At this level, above the level of the sovereign power of na-

tions, nothing and nobody has the power to impose anything.

I am far from despising the United Nations, even though 

its flaws are painfully obvious. I have no doubt that the world 

would be much worse off without it. As an aid agency, it’s indis-

pensable. But it has reached the limits of its power to get us out 

of the mess we’re in now and it badly needs help.

A friend of mine who served as a diplomat at the United 

Nations once described to me how hard it was to get treaties 

agreed at the General Assembly. It was always the same 30 

countries whose delegates sat up all night trying to hammer 

out an acceptable treaty, he told me, while the other 160-odd 

countries would go out to dinner and go to bed, come back in 

the next morning and veto everything that had been created for 

them in their absence.

A team can’t get anywhere unless everybody on that team 

understands how to be a proper team player. Life on earth is 

obviously a team sport: It simply can’t work if nations treat it 

as a sprint to the finish, where the winner takes all. What my 

friend’s anecdote confirmed was that only a small minority of 
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the players on the team have any conception of this, or any de-

sire to recognize it. The rest want to please the crowd, but they 

aren’t prepared to do anything substantial to earn its praise.

Who has the power to change this? The United Nations is 

the referee, not the captain or the trainer. The role of captain, 

in the past, has usually fallen to the strongest and most asser- 

tive of the players, and that’s neither fair nor wise. But these 

sporting metaphors are only useful up to a point, because the 

human race is a team which must learn to organize itself with-

out a captain. It must self-organize or fail.

And this is the problem with the regional trade blocs too: 

they are, basically, self-interest groups. They may be bigger than 

nations because they include several nations, but they are still 

fundamentally inward looking, selfish in their intentions, and 

competitive in their nature.

Here again, the European Union is ahead of the rest, and it 

demonstrates every day that such a bloc can cooperate, collab-

orate, and compete with countries and regions beyond its own 

borders, and benefit from the approach.

Other groupings seem to lack this essential perspective, 

the crucial notion that they are themselves the building blocks 

of a better world and that they must look far beyond simple 

enlargement, toward proper integration with the global system.

The Commonwealth

Some years previously I’d been asked to give the opening key-

note at the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting in 

Malta. The CHOGM is a biennial summit attended by Queen 

Elizabeth II, as head of the Commonwealth, and the heads of 

state or heads of government of the fifty-three member states. 

Most of these are former territories of the British Empire, al-

though declared “free and equal” by the Commonwealth since 
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1949. This big group of nations has a surprisingly low profile 

considering that it accounts for nearly a third of the world’s 

population and occupies 20 percent of the world’s territory on 

all six inhabited continents. The member states have no legal 

obligations to one another but share at least in principle a set of 

common values: democracy, human rights, and the rule of law.

Normally the opening ceremony of the CHOGM is a song-

and-dance routine designed to showcase the history, culture, and 

achievements of the host nation—rather like the opening cere-

mony of the Olympic Games—before the delegates get down to 

the serious business of discussing human rights, climate change, 

trade, or development. But for the 2015 summit, coming as it did 

just before the critical UN Climate Change Conference in Paris, 

the Maltese government decided that it would make use of the 

opening ceremony, the only part of the agenda over which it 

had full discretion, to send out a message to the Commonwealth 

and the wider world. Since the hosts supported my views on this 

matter, my keynote was integrated into the song-and-dance 

routine—I was smuggled onto the stage among the dancers, 

following a performance by Malta’s superstar operatic tenor 

Joseph Calleja (a very tough act to follow).

It was an interesting challenge speaking to a very large 

audience in the auditorium in front of me, with the queen and 

most of the British royal family sitting on a raised dais on the 

stage behind me, along with the presidents, prime ministers, 

and monarchs of fifty-two other countries, while I wandered 

between a large group of children brightly dressed as sea mon-

sters, traditional Maltese fishermen, and a very large butterfly, 

doing their best to stand stock still without giggling. And at the 

back of my mind was a vague feeling that turning one’s back on 

the monarch might still be a capital offense.

My message was simply that the Commonwealth could 

become a gigantic force for progress in the world, instead of the 
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world’s biggest self-interest group; that it should look outward 

as well as inward; and that this duty was also an opportunity 

that it couldn’t and shouldn’t ignore.

Although I didn’t have time to talk about it in the opening 

ceremony, a message which I stressed to the Commonwealth 

in other meetings was about the importance of patience in 

advancing those core values of democracy, human rights, and 

the rule of law among member states and beyond.

Too often in Commonwealth gatherings and other forums 

where “developed” and “developing” countries get together, I 

had seen tense and unproductive exchanges caused by the rep-

resentatives of “developed” nations urging their “developing” 

nation colleagues to increase the rate at which they modern-

ized their societies, clamping down for example on traditional 

practices which were incompatible with broadly agreed-upon 

principles of human rights.

But patience is required, even in the face of human suffer-

ing, because human societies have a speed limit when it comes 

to major cultural change. Like the poor frog that dies in boiling 

water because the temperature has risen too gradually for it to 

notice, societies can deal with radical change as long as it’s not 

too quick. Thus, for example, the “West” can learn to contem-

plate (if not fully accept) a potentially explosive concept like 

equality of the sexes, as long as the speed is right: my mother 

calmly accepted that my daughter would have a role in society 

which would have seemed both inconceivable and undesirable 

to my grandmother.

But one of the side effects of globalization is that it con-

fronts societies—even those which may not even have started 

such processes—with the consequences of these slow changes 

almost literally overnight. A phenomenon created by evolution 

is visited upon other societies as revolution. We live, whether 
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we like it or not, in a multispeed world, and we ignore that fact 

at our peril.

Giving my talk in Malta in the twenty-first century with sev-

eral monarchs in the audience felt in some ways like a peculiar 

if picturesque anachronism, but I’ve encountered one or two 

aspects of monarchy during my career which seem far from 

irrelevant to the challenges we are facing today.

Royal families are an international network of sometimes 

charismatic, widely respected, uniquely experienced, generally 

well-intentioned, often wise, and always highly educated leaders 

who are often not allowed to interfere in domestic politics. That 

creates an interesting tension, and a frustrated vocation. Royals 

also have extraordinary access to powerful people around the 

world—royalty has retained much of its glamour and fascina-

tion, perhaps especially among the citizens of republics—and 

this is an asset which should not be wasted. They tend to have 

a highly elevated sense of public service too, since this is how 

most of them are brought up. It’s part of the reason why they 

devote themselves to “good works” (in addition to the obvious 

point that they need to try to look socially useful just in case the 

population one day decides that they are useless).

The interesting thing about good monarchs—allowing that 

inherited power isn’t exactly a fair idea—is their ability to take 

an impartial view of the good of the nation, precisely because 

they aren’t distracted by the need for constant reelection. So 

why not expand their remit to the good of all nations? If mon-

archy wants to survive as more than a mere tourist attraction, 

I believe it must be allowed to do wide-scale as well as long-

term thinking, and perhaps it’s worth us nonroyals giving it our 

permission to try.

The international system needs all the help it can get, so 

it’s possible that the true value and vocation of this remarkable 
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resource would be to bolster the creaky multilateral institutions 

by focusing on the wise, patient, courageous management of 

global issues.

Maybe Monarchy 2.0 is nothing more than a useful global 

think tank, an even more elevated version of The Elders; maybe 

it’s a nonnational diplomatic resource with an exceptional abil-

ity to engage productively with and intercede between recalci-

trant politicians around the world; maybe it’s the world’s senate, 

an upper chamber to the General Assembly’s lower chamber, 

or maybe it’s something even more interesting. It would kick 

off high on talent and low on legitimacy, but perhaps that’s a 

challenge that can be overcome. Just a thought, anyway.
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From Kazakhstan  

to Tribalism

year by year, as i began to get a better sense of the scope  

and scale of the challenges humanity is facing, and the obsta- 

cles that lie in the way of resolving them, I was far from de-

spondent. I love a complex challenge, and somehow the more 

intricate the problems appeared, the more enthusiastic I found 

myself becoming about the possibility of their being resolved—

as long as one can keep a grip on the simple fundamentals 

without getting too distracted by the complexities.

As I wrote in the preface, I was learning to revere simplicity: 

not the simplicity that comes from seeing only the surface of 

things, but the simplicity that comes from seeing through the 

surface.

Part of my growing optimism also stemmed from what I 

heard and learned from some of the countries I had recently 

worked with. I started to find more than a glimmer of hope 

from the margins: the countries which, in the recent past, had 

been widely thought of as powerless, remote, perhaps exotic 
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in a passive kind of way, but without the resources or the ex-

perience to produce change even inside their own borders, let 

alone globally.

These “second-tier” countries find themselves invested 

today with all kinds of powers and assets which were never 

previously noticed or valued. Not least, the past victims of im-

perial ambition are beginning to find themselves becoming 

more popular than the perpetrators, and this gives them the 

soft power, the power of attraction rather than coercion, which 

in our globalized world is a source of ever greater influence.

I observed this new sort of power when working for the 

government of Kazakhstan, one of the few countries I had so far 

advised that wasn’t configured as a Western-style democracy. (It 

was described by Freedom House when I first worked there as a 

“consolidated authoritarian regime.”)21 It is widely considered  

to fall below acceptable international standards in terms of 

respect for human rights, freedom of the press, freedom of ex- 

pression, political freedom, and in several other key areas.  

Much of the world’s population lives in such societies, and in 

many far less free, so getting the know the governments of such 

countries, as well as some of their citizens, was and remains an 

essential learning experience.

By definition, any government that asks for my advice is 

interested in improving the way that it engages with the inter-

national community, since that’s what I advise on. In countries 

whose values and systems are in conflict with the mainstream 

at this point in history, I’m always on the alert for governments 

that want to disguise or artificially enhance their true nature in 

the eyes of the world: would-be propagandists, in other words, 

who are looking for a shortcut to international approval and 

aren’t prepared to do enough to earn it. This, as I mentioned 

earlier, would have been my concern with the Russian Federa-
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tion had they asked me to advise them, and it has been the case 

with one or two other countries that I’ve declined to work with.

This is partly because I only like to work in countries where 

I feel I’m able to give advice that, if taken, stands a real chance 

of achieving its objectives; and it’s partly because, if I’m being 

honest, my professional career has long had a hidden agenda.

Actually it’s a poorly hidden agenda, since I make it per-

fectly explicit to every country I work with: my aim is to help  

and encourage as many countries as I can to become Good 

Countries, in order to help bring about that change in the cul-

ture of governance worldwide, from fundamentally competitive 

to fundamentally collaborative, which I believe to be necessary 

for humanity to survive in peace and prosperity without dam-

aging itself or its habitat any further. The fact that such behavior 

also happens to be the only way countries can improve their 

 image, and consequently their ability to attract more tourists 

and investment, as well as sell their products and services at a 

higher margin, is a “free bonus” and a useful motivator for gov-

ernments, but not what I’m really interested in, nor is it what I 

be lieve governments should treat as their highest priority, either.

This not very hidden agenda means that governments will 

know, at least in principle, what I’m going to tell them before I 

start, and if despite that they still feel it’s worthwhile listening 

to my advice, there’s a good chance they will listen closely and 

take it seriously.

Nomadology

The position of the government of Kazakhstan was clear. They 

felt that there was an urgency to map out a new relationship for 

their country within the international community at the same 

time as they were pursuing domestic reform. The domestic 
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 reform, according to the then president, Nursultan Nazarbayev, 

needed to be pursued cautiously and at exactly the right pace: 

too slow, no doubt, for the sternest critics of Kazakhstan, but 

perhaps no faster than Kazakh society could manage without 

the risk of instability.

They also knew that they needed to start contributing more 

fully to humanity and the planet if they wanted to improve their 

relationship with other governments and their citizens around 

the world, and they were keen to understand how this could be 

done. The desire to participate, to move from the margins to the 

mainstream of the international community, in a considered 

and principled way, was palpable.

As usual, during the early stages of my investigation I met a 

number of experts in Kazakh history and culture. Although the 

population of present-day Kazakhstan is by no means exclu-

sively Kazakh (the country has for millennia experienced wave 

upon wave of immigration from all points of the compass), the 

dominant culture of the country until fairly recently has been a 

nomadic one, and the echoes of nomadism are still everywhere 

to be heard.

It struck me how quintessentially modern the ancient ideas 

behind nomadism really are: the idea that since you don’t own 

the land, you can’t mind anybody else using it (perhaps this has 

something to do with the relatively low levels of xenophobia 

that are to be found among the Kazakhstani people); and the 

idea that you must tread lightly on the soil because you’re only 

passing through and will one day come back again. There’s a 

strong sense that the land is never one’s freehold possession to 

treat as one likes.

Such ideas can be traced back to the Tengriist belief that the 

meaning of life is living in harmony with the surrounding world. 

Heaven, earth, the spirits of nature, and the ancestors provide 

for every need and protect all humans, and by living an upright 
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and respectful life, in harmony with the natural world, human 

beings will keep the world balanced and sustain their personal 

“wind horse” (an allegory for the human soul).

These nomadic values of tenancy rather than ownership  

are absolutely central to sustainability, and just as Bhutan’s 

“gift to the world” was Gross National Happiness, so the gift of 

Kazakhstan, along with all the peoples around the world who 

share the nomadic tradition, could be nomadology: the essen-

tial recipe for our future relationship with the planet.

One slightly more provocative but not entirely ludicrous 

suggestion I made to Bakhytzhan Abdiruly Sagintayev, the 

prime minister of Kazakhstan, was that the country should 

unilaterally “disarm” from fossil fuels (they had previously done 

this with the nuclear weapons they inherited from the Soviet 

Union after independence): to promise, in other words, that be-

cause to extract and burn all the oil and gas that lies under their 

territory would inevitably damage humanity and the planet 

beyond repair, they would promise to leave it in the ground.

This move, if carefully carried out, could be the spring-

board to achieving one of the most vibrant green economies in 

the world. Sadly, they wouldn’t do it, not even if the plan was 

significantly diluted, even though it seems obvious to me that, 

today, divesting from an economy based on the export of fossil 

fuels is only jumping before you’re pushed.

Despite the good conversations, what I did find difficult in 

Kazakhstan was shifting the debate from opportunities to re-

sponsibilities, which is essential for a country that really wants 

to play a meaningful role in the international community. No 

matter how often I reminded the participants that we weren’t 

trying to think of things to brag about, it struck me how quickly 

some of the participants in the process reverted to this mode, 

telling me about this or that achievement of the country, this or 

that claim to fame. A real rival to Croatia’s claim to the invention 
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of the cable-stayed bridge is Kazakhstan’s scientifically proven 

claim to be the original home of the apple and thus perhaps 

the true Garden of Eden. Well, the apples are certainly delicious 

there, and some of them are very large.

This tendency to revert constantly to national self- promotion  

made me wonder if perhaps the country is still too new, too hun-

gry, too fast-growing for this kind of talk. It’s fixated on its own 

development, quite understandably, but this seems to leave little 

or no room for a sense of international responsibility. As with 

so many developing countries where I’d worked, I could feel the 

slight sense of inferiority and the yearning for competitiveness 

just racing through their veins. They were unable to suppress it, 

no matter what I said or how I said it, and seemed unwilling or 

unable to picture their country in anything other than a “chal-

lenger” position. This fierce desire to seek out foreign invest-

ment and international growth opportunities, to market one’s 

assets and achievements to the world, was certainly encouraged 

by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund in the  

1980s and 1990s. It was striking how difficult it now was to ques-

tion what had become firmly rooted neoliberal instincts or to 

challenge the universal doctrine of marketing.

To show leadership in the international community is nei-

ther necessary nor even desirable; but to think and behave as 

equals with all other countries, and to contribute courageously 

and imaginatively in a sustained and principled way to that 

community, is fundamental. This takes practice: I hope that Ka-

zakhstan and its peers may one day soon be ready for it.

Nationalism, Tribalism, and Populism

It does feel a bit, at this point in history, as if the skies are low-

ering over Europe. To give one example, in Hungary I recently 

found intelligent, educated people too frightened to talk openly 
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to me about their country and their government, even in pri-

vate. I begin to perceive the possibility of real chaos in Europe 

for the first time in two generations. 

The instinctive response of many countries in Europe (and 

beyond) to the coronavirus outbreak in early 2020 was to close 

their borders. As it happened, they were doing the right thing 

for the wrong reasons and at the wrong time. An early closing 

of borders during the containment phase can indeed help slow 

a pandemic, as long as it’s done multilaterally, humanely, and 

based on proper testing; to do it once the pandemic is estab-

lished creates more problems than it solves.

What’s truly problematic is the tendency of so many politi-

cians to treat all globalized phenomena—the spread of foreign 

people, foreign ideas and habits, foreign cultures and languages, 

foreign products and even foreign investment—as if they were 

contagious diseases, and to protect their people against them.

Nobody can know how long or how far the pendulum will 

swing this time toward authoritarianism and nationalism, and 

there’s a risk that in the internet age, such ideas can spread 

much further and faster, and in a more extreme form, than 

they have done in the past. The mainly European contagion of 

nationalism eighty years ago had terrible enough consequences 

for humanity. A repeat of the pattern on a truly global scale, at 

warp speed, is hardly to be contemplated, especially since it 

would coincide with existentially threatening changes to the 

environment on which we all depend.

In 2016 I gave a TEDx talk in which I coined the phrase “in-

wards and backwards versus outwards and forwards,” hoping to 

capture the idea that the politics of capital versus labor, of right 

versus left, was now dead, along with the class distinctions it 

depends on, and that our age was becoming defined, politically 

speaking, by people’s approaches to globalization. There were 

those who found comfort in looking to the past (this is entirely 
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logical: since we’re alive today, what we did in the past clearly 

wasn’t fatal, but if we do something different in the future, it 

might well be), and looking to their own kind (there’s logic in 

this too, because the more closely somebody resembles you, 

the more likely you are to have interests and values in common, 

and the more likely you are to understand each other). On the 

other hand, there were those who found hope in looking to 

the future, always convinced of the opportunity for progress, 

and looking outward to other cultures, because in diversity lies 

richness. Most of us have a certain amount of each tendency in 

our makeup; few of us are exclusively one or the other.

I was rather proud of the phrase. But to my surprise, it pro-

duced a bitterly angry response from some of my followers, 

and I began to understand that by using such phrases I was in 

imminent danger of becoming a tribalist myself. The response 

revealed that among the people who followed me, a certain 

number—impossible to say how many—would certainly regard 

themselves as conservative, right-wing, and nationalist. There 

were people who voted for Trump, people who voted for Brexit, 

and people who supported Le Pen, Orbán, Wilders, and even 

Duterte, and they thought I was criticizing them. I was mor-

tified to have unwittingly offended them but at the same time 

thrilled to find that the Good Country message had resonated, 

to some degree at any rate, across the traditional divides. I was 

also relieved that I’d seen how things stood before I made some 

perhaps more serious mistake.

If the Good Country concept ends up being nothing more 

than a “liberal counterinsurgency against the rising tide of 

nationalism,” then it surely doesn’t deserve to exist. To me, the 

real challenge was not to set up a rival tribe to counter the tribe 

of nationalists, but to diminish the divide between them: to 

narrow the chasm, not widen it. Most people who vote for na-

tionalist politicians are neither bad, mad, nor stupid, and their 
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politicians aren’t necessarily so either. I just happen to think 

that turning inward and backward isn’t the most effective or 

most sustainable solution to the problems we face. I have rea-

sons for thinking this which I want to share, and would like to 

try to measure them against the counterarguments.

Now I suppose that makes me what some people like to 

call a globalist, although I’m sorry that it recently seems to have 

become an insult. Anyway, it’s the truth, and I spend so much of 

my time worrying about the big international problems, I really 

don’t get to spend as much time as I ought to on the local prob-

lems of the small village where I live. And I’m grateful that many 

of the people in my village are localists, but because they spend 

so much of their time worrying about local issues, they really 

don’t get to spend as much time as they ought to on the big 

global problems. I fully understand and share their concerns. 

I’m glad they exist. I hope they fully share and understand my 

concerns, and I hope they’re glad that I exist. We need to work 

together.

But a few years back, the new idea emerged—I’m not sure 

from where—that we should be deadly enemies, and that we 

should spend our spare time (once we’ve fixed all those global 

and local problems, I presume) going on social media, scream-

ing hate at each other. This is surely one of the most dangerous 

ideas in the world at the moment, because if we globalists and 

localists don’t work together, we’re doomed to fail both locally 

and globally. We must challenge this idea that we’re enemies, 

whenever and wherever we meet it. It’s a wicked idea, and it 

makes fools of all of us.

The Value of a Common Enemy

Where does all this tribalism come from? A newborn baby ex-

periences loyalty only to itself; this gradually extends to its 
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mother—and to the father, if he’s lucky—and subsequently to 

the whole family, the village, the tribe, the nation-state. And the 

nation-state is where, for most of humanity, it sticks and goes 

no further.

This is partly because the methods used to ingrain a sense 

of nationhood, over the course of history, have been carefully 

chosen for their potency: for example, that the greatest honor 

to be paid to the fatherland is to lay down one’s life in its ser-

vice. It’s easy enough to convince excitable young men of such 

a patently idiotic idea, but because women tend to be a bit 

more alert to the absurdity of such notions, rulers have taken 

enormous care over the centuries to brainwash women into 

brainwashing their husbands, sons, brothers, and husbands 

that this is indeed the ultimate aspiration. No wonder nation-

hood is such a sticky idea and we are finding it so difficult to 

push our imagination beyond it.

Solidarity within nations is what has built those nations, as 

Hassan Damluji points out.22 But today we need to start work- 

ing toward some form of global society (a global society, please 

note: not, as I mentioned earlier in this chapter, a global gov-

ernment), and the microcosms of nation, race, religion, and 

region have so far proved antagonistic to that view. Yet it doesn’t 

always have to be that way. Most of us feel a range of powerful 

affiliations to groups of very different sizes, and they coexist 

without conflict.

The challenge here is that in most cases, the loyalty felt 

toward the “in-group,” whether that’s a tribe, a city-state, a 

religion, or a nation, has been forged in the crucible of con-

flict. So powerful is the principle that a sense of union comes 

from the existence of a common enemy, populists and tyrants 

have always made use of it in their rhetoric, selecting or even 

inventing an “other” against whom the people will unite. Com-
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pared with the hatred you feel toward this enemy, the hatred 

you feel toward your neighbor is almost like love. And one of 

the reasons why a strong loyalty to humanity—the one group 

which really, really needs our loyalty today—hasn’t yet emerged 

in any very useful way, may well be because of the lack of a  

shared enemy.

The crowd leaving the cinema after watching Independence 

Day or War of the Worlds is arguably the only group that feels 

true solidarity with the entire human race, if only temporarily. 

Yet perhaps such films do help, in a small way. I wonder if one 

could emulate the example of the most effective dictators in the 

past and artificially stimulate solidarity against an imaginary 

global enemy. For all we know, the existence of these tropes in 

cinema may actually be a manifestation of humanity’s deep 

yearning to be reunited, and doing so against a confected ex-

ternal threat is the only way it knows how to express this.

You’d think that climate change could work pretty well as a 

stand-in for a hostile force, and maybe it is working very slowly, 

but unfortunately it isn’t an enemy that the human psyche 

readily recognizes as an enemy.

In the absence of a common enemy, we somehow have 

to stop wasting our energies treating other subcategories of 

human being as enemies. It reminds me of nothing so much as 

sailors fighting on the deck of a sinking ship.

I was listening to a panel discussion on the radio in the 

UK a few months ago. The panel consisted of the usual sample 

of informed individuals from across the political spectrum: 

a left-wing politician, a right-wing politician, a centrist jour-

nalist, and so forth. The subject under discussion was unem-

ployment, and it was fascinating how, despite the predictable 

differences in each panelist’s account of the causes of and rem-

edies for the problem, every one of them concluded by saying: 
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“Unless we do as I suggest, our nation will lose competitiveness, 

other countries will overtake us, and all the jobs will be lost to 

China,” and at this point, the studio audience would applaud.

I found myself shouting at the radio, a thing I rarely do: 

who ever decided that creating more employment in China 

was a bad thing? For the Chinese, it’s obviously a good thing. 

Indeed, one could argue that the marginal benefit of extra jobs 

is significantly greater in China than it is in the United King- 

dom. And with forty thousand dollars per capita in national 

income each year, aren’t we competitive enough? Surely we 

have the means, the interest, and the capability of creating 

higher-value jobs rather than fighting for low-value jobs with 

the workforces of poorer countries?

It’s at these moments when one can vividly imagine what it 

was like to be one of a tiny number of individuals whose minds 

had somehow been opened to the reality of gender or racial 

discrimination in a period when such prejudices were still re-

garded as normal. A wide array of perfectly logical arguments 

would be produced to demonstrate why women or ethnic mi-

norities shouldn’t on any account “take away” the jobs of the 

indigenous male workforce. It occurred to nobody at the time 

that these arguments were in any sense inhumane, prejudiced, 

or false, simply because they were commonly held. Today, they 

sound outrageous, deliberately offensive, almost prehistoric.

Yes, there is such a thing as benign nationalism. To love one’s 

country—its land, its culture, and even its people—is pretty 

normal, thoroughly understandable, and generally harmless. 

But to love one’s nation—to love its army, its flag, its leader—is 

pathological, especially if it is accompanied by the idea that 

other people’s nations are inferior or somehow less important, 

along with the people who live there.

I have a vision that one day, perhaps in the near future, 

nationalism will be regarded as taboo, old-fashioned, and so-
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cially unacceptable, in just the same way that racism, sexism, 

ableism, and ageism have finally started to become in our own 

age. Today, nationalism is still very widely unnoticed, or it’s ac-

cepted, or even treated as a virtue. Very few people are “woke” 

to this particular form of narrow-minded, self-destructive, and 

pointless prejudice.

The numbers are increasing, but far too slowly. Nationalism 

isn’t merely damaging to individuals and society: it’s fatal to life 

on earth.

GC.indb   203 5/6/20   6:16 PM



GC.indb   204 5/6/20   6:16 PM



205

16

From the Good Country  

to the Good Country Index

to solve a big problem, you need to step back in order to 

see the whole of it. The bigger and more complex the problem, 

the further back you must step in order to see it in its simplest 

outlines. Then you walk forward and begin to consider the de-

tails as they emerge.

To make sense of everything I’d learned over the previous 

twenty years and more, I needed to take a big step back. It felt 

like the mental equivalent of stepping back six billion kilome-

ters, as Voyager 1 did when it took the famous image of planet 

Earth as a “pale blue dot.”

So why doesn’t the world work?

Let’s have another look at the Good Country Equation.

Saying that our main problem is the way countries and 

people behave is a pretty obvious statement, but that’s the 

six-billion-kilometer view. In this chapter I will summarize what 

I’ve found to be the problem with the way countries behave, 

followed by one example of how I have begun to tackle this 

problem—the Good Country Index—and, in the next chapter, 
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some suggestions about how this work can be continued. After 

that, I’ll summarize what I think is wrong with the way people 

behave, and how I’m hoping we can tackle this problem.

As I have learned in country after country, global problems 

need global solutions, and we need to work together as a spe-

cies if we’re going to solve and survive these challenges. That’s 

difficult because we’re still organized the way we were in the 

days before advanced globalization: as a group of competing, 

inward-looking, self-serving nation-states; a collection of war-

ring tribes. It’s a seventeenth-century system trying desperately 

to confront twenty-first-century globalized chaos.

I don’t think there’s anything intrinsically wrong with com-

petition. Competition has helped rescue entire generations 

of people from poverty; and human nature is unimaginable 

without it. Competition becomes a problem when it’s the only 

altar at which we worship, and that’s been the case for the last 

problem: All the grand challenges of today are caused by 

the way countries and people behave. Countries compete 

more than they collaborate, so there are never enough 

resources to meet those challenges. And we still educate 

people in ways that only made sense before humanity 

became interdependent and its problems interconnected.

solution: We can change the way countries behave by 

proving to governments that collaborating to build a bet-

ter world doesn’t mean national or political self-sacrifice: 

it boosts national standing and thus promotes growth and 

innovation. We can change the way that people behave in 

just one generation, starting with a new global compact 

on educational values.
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seventy or eighty years. Its presence as the fundamental driver 

of modern economic theory has ensured its primacy.

Competition is by no means incompatible with coopera- 

tion and collaboration. These are not alternative systems; they 

are simply modes of engagement, for both companies and 

communities. The auto industry proved many decades ago that 

cooperation and competition can exist quite happily alongside 

each other in the same system. The “co-opetition revolution” is 

an experiment that’s now long overdue for countries.23

Changing the culture of governance worldwide from funda-

mentally competitive to fundamentally collaborative is a huge 

ambition, but changing a culture is often a good deal easier 

than changing systems. It’s a fun game designing new and bet-

ter systems for international good governance, but as I’ve said, 

since nobody has the authority to impose any such systems, it’s 

a futile exercise. When the culture changes, on the other hand, 

the systems must change to accommodate it.

And, as I’ve discovered over the years, the act of cooper-

ating and collaborating with the international community, if 

done with courage and imagination, is very far from being an 

act of national or political self-sacrifice. It brings enormous 

advantages in innovation and can help solve domestic problems 

more effectively. It also produces a higher national standing, 

which in turn delivers more income. In cases of global threats 

like pandemics and climate change, it is simply indispensable.

Now, I certainly don’t find it easy to think on the planetary 

scale, to be constantly trying to visualize the future of all hu-

manity and the fate of the planet. After a short while thinking 

at this level the brain gets tired, but the good news is that the 

principle of the Good Country works at any level you choose. 

The basic idea of trying to combine your responsibility for 

your own people and your own slice of territory with a wider 
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 responsibility for the rest of humanity and the rest of the planet 

not only makes sense at a smaller scale; it is actually necessary 

at the smaller scale if humanity is to survive and prosper.

A Good University, for example, is one that fulfills its respon-

sibilities toward its own students, researchers, and teaching and 

administrative staff, but at the same time always considers the 

impact of its behaviors on the wider world, the global academic 

community, the environment, and so forth. A Good City harmo-

nizes the needs of its citizens with those of the wider world, and 

so on, down to the level of the company, the village, the family, 

and the individual. Fundamentally, it’s about everybody—and 

every body—recognizing that they have a balance sheet: What 

do I owe myself? And what do I owe everyone else?

The connection isn’t just intellectual; it’s causal. What you 

do at home has an impact on the world, just as the world has 

an impact on your home.

The Good Country Index

I can’t claim to have changed the culture of governance world-

wide to any noticeable extent through the work I’ve done with 

governments. But it occurred to me some years ago that if I 

could execute a “pincer movement,” and take the discussion 

into the public sphere, and encourage more and more people to 

give the same message in public to their leaders as I was giving 

in private, perhaps things might start to change.

A first step toward that widescale cultural change might be 

a change in the way people start discussing countries, their role 

in the world, and the way we measure their progress. I knew 

from my experience with the Nation Brands Index and City 

Brands Index that many people (and the media) find rankings 

irresistible. Building an index doesn’t have to cost much money 

or take years to build, as long as you’re prepared to publish it 
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in a “beta” version, take the criticism, listen to people’s sugges-

tions, stick with it, and gradually improve it. The comments 

and criticisms aren’t always as courteous or as well-informed 

as one might like, but they are always freely given, and I work 

on the assumption that each one may contain useful advice for 

a better index in the future.

The Good Country Index was an outcome of this thinking. 

There are already dozens of surveys and indexes that rank the 

most “successful” countries, in isolation: the quality of life, 

prosperity, equality, freedom, and happiness which they offer 

their own citizens, visitors, migrants, or investors. Countries 

don’t exist in isolation, yet somehow, nobody had ever thought 

of measuring what they contribute to the world around them 

outside their own borders.

In this age defined by big, borderless challenges, each coun-

try must surely be able to show its balance sheet: how much of 

the world’s wealth and goodwill has it spent, and how much 

has it saved or added? Which countries are simply free riders on 

the global system? The GCI would rank each country’s overall 

contribution—or its overall debt—to the rest of humanity, to 

the planet, and to our shared resources.

So in 2012, I and my long-term collaborator Dr. Robert Gov-

ers, who is among other things a skilled statistician, started work 

on designing and preparing the first edition of the Good Coun-

try Index. We produced the rankings by combining  thirty-five 

indicators published by the UN system and other inter national 

agencies. We grouped the indicators, some of which were pos-

itive and some negative, into seven subrankings:

•	 Contributions to Science and Technology

•	 Contributions to Culture

•	 Contributions to International Peace and Security

•	 Contributions to World Order
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•	 Contributions to Planet and Climate

•	 Contributions to Prosperity and Equality

•	 Contributions to Health and Well-Being

Each subranking contains five indicators.

Obviously, some of the behaviors we included had more 

impact than others. But we decided that we couldn’t reflect this 

by assigning different weights to the different subindicators, as 

it’s largely a matter of personal opinion whether, for example, 

emitting carbon dioxide does more harm to humanity than 

turning away migrants or invading another country. For this 

reason, we decided that all the data should be weighted equally. 

Then people could look at the individual indicators and decide 

for themselves which ones they thought were more important.

At some point in the future, perhaps when funds allow (I 

still pay for the project out of my own not very deep pockets, so 

at any given moment I have a long list of hoped-for improve-

ments and enhancements to the index), I’d like to include a 

feature that allows people to input their own views on which 

global issues are most important, so that the website will then 

produce a personalized GCI ranking based on those weightings.

We also decided that, for most indicators, each country’s 

score in the Good Country Index would be divided by its GDP 

so that smaller and poorer countries weren’t unduly penalized 

for their limited ability to make a difference in the world. In 

any case, only a small handful of the thirty-five indicators are 

directly related to money, so the size of a country’s economy 

shouldn’t have an enormous impact—at least not a direct one—

on its rankings.

Even though the Good Country Index is a ranking, it was 

important to me that people should understand that it wasn’t 

attempting to pass any kind of judgment on countries, nor 

did it comment on the reasons behind any country’s scores. It 

GC.indb   210 5/6/20   6:17 PM



 From the Good Country to the Good Country Index   211

is certainly true that countries which need to focus on severe 

domestic challenges tend to be, quite understandably, more 

concerned about their own population and their own stability 

than those of other countries; and countries with an extremely 

large population are affecting the lives of a significant propor-

tion of humanity purely through their domestic policies.

What the Good Country Index Showed

The first edition produced a couple of surprises, the first of 

which was that Ireland came first in the list. Relative to the 

size of its economy, its combined global contributions to sci-

ence and technology, culture, international peace and security, 

world order, planet and climate, prosperity and equality, and 

the health and well-being of humanity, outranked those of any 

other country. Considering that the data we’d used to build 

the first edition came from 2010, the year in which Ireland’s 

government debt was at its highest point, the fact that this 

country should have managed to remember its international 

responsibilities to a greater extent than any other country was 

a real credit both to its government and to its people.

The second surprise was that the African nation which 

contributed most to the global commons was Kenya: at  twenty- 

sixth place in the global ranking, it was the only African nation 

to break into the top thirty. This was an inspiring example to 

show that it’s by no means the exclusive province of rich, “first 

world” nations to make a meaningful contribution to humanity.

I launched the first edition of the Good Country Index at a 

TED event in Berlin in 2014. To everybody’s surprise, the video 

of my talk went viral, and by the time it hit six million views on 

TED.com and another four million on YouTube, I’d received 

over eighteen thousand messages from people in 180 countries 

telling me in many different ways that they too wanted to live in 
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a Good Country, and that this meant more to them than living 

in a country which was only    successful by traditional measures. 

I seemed to have struck a chord.

My sudden introduction to public life was a turbulent one. 

In the weeks after the video of my talk was published, I found 

myself answering hundreds of messages. They were overwhelm-

ingly positive, but some were written in absolute fury. It’s an odd 

quirk in my nature that I’m incapable of ignoring a message 

that’s directed at me, so for the first month or so after the talk  

was published, I was spending up to eighteen hours a day an-

swering posts about my talk and about the index.

I also met some trolls. I took one look at the comments on 

YouTube and decided that, no matter how strong my curiosity, 

I should never again read what people were writing there. The 

sinkhole of venom, anger, hatred, and ignorance was enough 

to make a far more self-assured person than me just want to 

crawl away and die. Most of the comments on TED.com, on the 

other hand, were more rational and seemed to be invitations 

to dialogue, or questions that wanted answers. They were by 

no means all positive, and there were plenty of insults, but the 

quantity was just about manageable and the comments positive 

enough to make it feel that I wasn’t simply defending myself.

Responding to the insults was a fascinating if exhausting 

process. I would answer the initial slap across the face with a 

polite request for more detail: “I’m sorry you didn’t like my talk 

but could you explain why you think I should have been shot 

at birth?” You can’t really have a stunned silence on the inter-

net, but there would be a pause before the meek reply came 

back, very frequently containing words to the effect of “I didn’t 

realize you’d be reading these. I didn’t mean to offend you.” Well, 

telling somebody they don’t deserve to be alive does rather sug-

gest an intention to offend, but never mind: the important thing 

was that we were having a dialogue. It was like naughty pupils 

bad-mouthing their teacher and suddenly noticing the teacher 
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standing behind them. I suppose it’s also a bit like road rage: 

because you’re on a screen or inside a metal box on wheels, it’s 

possible for people to forget you’re a human being, and to treat 

you like something else altogether.

Anyway, over the next few exchanges we’d quite often end 

up having a decent conversation. On more than one occasion, 

I would then notice the same person aggressively defending 

my talk or the index against another critic: I’d acquired a self- 

appointed bodyguard.

A lot of people seemed to assume that the index somehow 

took into account everything each country has ever done, but in 

reality it can’t be, nor does it attempt to be, a historical overview 

of each country’s contribution to humanity and the planet. It 

can only focus on a single point in time, or else the data be-

comes overwhelming. And good global statistics of the kind we 

use only go back a couple of decades anyway, so to examine, 

measure, and account for the roots and causes and origins of 

today’s world would be a 99 percent subjective exercise.

Certainly, understanding a country also means understand-

ing its history. As George Santayana said, those who cannot 

remember the past are condemned to repeat it. But how would  

we even begin to put a reliable numerical score on the past ac-

tions of 163 countries, no matter how strong our feelings and 

opinions about them might be? Exactly how many points should 

we take away from the Germans of today for the Holocaust, two 

generations after the crimes of their parents, grandparents, and 

great-grandparents? And why go back a mere seventy or eighty 

years, and randomly draw the line there? Does the fact that 

older crimes have faded from our memory somehow also mean 

that their significance has faded? I don’t think so.

How many points should we deduct from Britain for the 

British Empire, or from India for its own Chola Empire six 

 hundred years earlier? How many points should we give the 

Greeks for their country’s contribution to human wisdom two 
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thousand years ago, and is it right that present-day Iran should 

take all the credit for what the Persians achieved five thousand 

years ago? Do we give more points to the Italians for the poetry 

of Virgil or deduct more points for the crucifixion of Christ by 

the Romans? Shouldn’t we penalize the entire Western world for 

slavery? Is it right to mark down the whole South African nation 

for the crime of apartheid?

Wherever and whenever we draw the line, we would be 

guilty of making a subjective choice, and showing prejudice 

toward some group, nation, or individual whose deeds lie just 

on the other side of that line. The simple fact is that man (and 

I use the term advisedly) is capable of great cruelty and has 

demonstrated this over and over again throughout history. Some 

nations—or, to be more fair and more precise, some regimes 

and some individuals—have done so in particularly egregious 

ways that humanity cannot and should not forget (but must try 

to forgive, or else we simply cannot move forward).

How Fair Is the Good Country Index?

Another common objection, often coupled with the accusa-

tion that I’d obviously cooked up the whole index just in order 

to produce this result, was the fact that it’s mostly European 

countries at the top of the index. Well, there are two possible 

explanations for this: one is that the index is deliberately or 

accidentally biased in their favor; the other is that they really 

do contribute more to the world outside their own borders than 

other countries do, at least according to the available data.

In all honesty I would rather it were the former, because 

that could more easily be corrected. As I said in my TED talk, 

the fact that Kenya managed to reach the top thirty in the first 

edition gave me more pleasure than any other result. It would 

have suited my agenda far better if more Eastern, Southern, 

and/or developing countries had put rich Western countries to 
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shame for their greater contribution to humanity or the planet. 

But unfortunately it just doesn’t seem to be the case—at least 

not using any of the data that’s robust, reliable, relevant, and 

available. And most of the data is produced by big international 

agencies—mainly in the UN system—which usually means that 

it’s actually collected by the statistical offices of the countries 

themselves. This leaves relatively little room for bias, and the 

UN represents most countries on earth.

So based on the available data, the fact we have to come to 

terms with is that Western countries do appear to contribute 

more to the international community at this point in history, 

even once you’ve factored out the size of their economies. There 

are clear historical reasons for this. In the case of EU mem-

ber states, I believe that this is because they have a long habit 

of international collaboration and cooperation which other 

countries simply don’t have. To a limited extent, they’ve been 

attempting to practice what the Good Country preaches for the 

last forty years.

For the rest, maybe it’s just down to the fact that the whole 

idea of the “international community” and pulling your weight 

on global challenges is something that the West—for all its 

faults—has led from the start, and it continues to do. The West, 

with its dominance in technology and business, has driven 

globalization, has profited most from globalization, has suf-

fered in many ways from globalization, and on the whole has 

made the greatest efforts to correct its risks and imbalances. 

Or at least it has done so in the case of financial, technolog-

ical, and organizational solutions. When it comes to simple 

 humanity, such as accepting refugees, the West continues to 

play a highly inconsistent role and is frequently put to shame 

by some non-Western countries.

Countries in the South and East, on the whole, have tended 

to be more inwardly or regionally focused. Many of them have 

big domestic problems still to address (in some cases, this is 
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thanks to the legacy of colonialism left by today’s rich coun-

tries); some are not only happy to be free riders on the planet 

but also feel it’s their right. And there may be some rough justice 

in this, but the kind of justice that punishes everybody, includ-

ing the righteous, is primitive justice indeed.

Perhaps others feel somehow excluded from the “inter-

national community,” despite the plethora of international 

institutions that all countries can belong to these days, and 

perhaps lack the necessary confidence to participate actively 

in global issues.

Things are gradually changing. For example, some wealthy 

Middle Eastern countries are starting to contribute more sub-

stantially to poverty reduction in Africa and Asia. But somehow 

we have to face these realities, however uncomfortable they are, 

and work out the consequences. It’s too easy to dismiss the data 

as biased, as some do, simply because it doesn’t produce results 

that correspond to their worldview. We can’t make progress on 

these critical issues as long as we remain in denial about the 

fact that not enough countries do enough to make the world 

work better.

And that includes Western countries too. Just because they 

rank higher in the index doesn’t mean they are doing anything 

like enough for the world, and most of them do enormous 

amounts of harm to humanity and the planet, as well as good. 

For example, Sweden ranks low in the Peace and Security cate-

gory, mainly because of its huge weapons exports. This behavior 

shows a double standard, no matter that it managed to rank top 

in the second edition of the index despite this. One can make 

similar criticisms of most Western countries.

Rightly or wrongly, the West cannot shoulder the burden of 

the global challenges on its own. It seems right that it should 

contribute in proportion to the damage it has done and con-

tinues to do, and in proportion to its greater resources. But 

GC.indb   216 5/6/20   6:17 PM



 From the Good Country to the Good Country Index   217

humanity won’t begin to progress until we’ve reached the stage 

where these distinctions are set aside, and all countries take 

on the responsibility to contribute equally to making a better, 

fairer, and more stable future for all of us.

The Good Country Index achieved its main aim and con-

tinues to do so. It can’t possibly claim to provide a complete 

account of how much each country contributes to humanity 

and the planet: what I wanted to do was encourage people to 

think about countries in a new way. Instead of constantly ask-

ing, “How well is this country doing?” I wanted people to start 

asking, “How much is this country doing?” Perhaps ten million 

people have now done so, perhaps many more.

Even more encouragingly, I now get a steady trickle of 

emails from governments around the world asking me to ex-

plain their country’s results in the Good Country Index, or ask-

ing what they would need to do to improve them next time. 

One government which shall remain nameless even asked me, 

without any apparent embarrassment, how much it would cost 

to raise their ranking in the next edition. Governments are start-

ing to take notice of the index; some are starting to brag about 

their ranking in their propaganda materials; perhaps some are 

even starting to care.

One Australian political NGO recently got in touch to say 

that they were interviewing prime ministerial candidates for the 

next election and were using Australia’s scorecard in the Good 

Country Index to quiz each of them on their policy intentions 

for Australia’s role in the world, should they be elected. This is 

a really good sign that the index is starting to find a useful role 

for itself.

I was keen to discover how far the Good Country Index 

would tally with the Nation Brands Index. A correlation between 

the two would add extra weight to the MARSS analysis, reinforc-

ing the key tenet that principled national behavior is indeed 
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associated with a stronger national image (and, in turn, more 

productive engagements with other countries).

According to Robert Govers’s analysis, the correlation co-

efficient between the third edition of the Good Country Index 

(based on 2014 data) and the 2014 edition of the Anholt-GfK 

Roper Nation Brands Index, is no less than 80 percent.24 This is 

a remarkably high figure, and is statistically significant, with a 

less than 0.05 percent chance the result is random.

Obviously, correlation isn’t the same thing as causation, and 

many underlying factors will influence the relationship between 

being a Good Country and achieving a positive reputation. Our 

research on these matters continues.

In late 2019, I launched the Good Leaders Index. Each 

month, with the help of a team of volunteer international re-

lations and political science students from around the world, 

I highlight one national, regional, city, institutional, or even 

business leader who appears to be doing the best job of balanc-

ing their domestic and international responsibilities, and one 

who is doing the opposite. Unlike the Good Country Index, the 

Good Leader Index is an editorial exercise, not a statistical one: 

it’s an opinion piece which I hope will generate more discussion 

about what political leadership is really all about in the age of 

global crisis.

And while I should stress that I’m far more interested in 

changing things than measuring things, I’m pretty certain that 

the temptation to build a Good City Index, a Good University 

Index, and a Good Company Index will at some stage prove 

irresistible.
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From the Natural Cosmopolitans  

to the Global Vote

intrigued by the big response to the good country index 

and my TED talk, and the similar sentiments that many of the 

people who wrote to me expressed, Robert Govers and I con-

ducted further research to find out how many people were likely 

to share the values of the Good Country philosophy.

Were the eighteen thousand people who had written to 

me most of the people in the world who were attracted by this 

worldview, or were they the tip of an iceberg? And if so, how big 

was the iceberg?

To estimate the size and distribution of these people, whom 

I nicknamed natural cosmopolitans, we used the World Values 

Survey, which polls respondents from seventy-six countries, 

representing about 83 percent of the world’s population.25 In 

this way we found that, at a very conservative estimate and 

setting the bar extremely high, no less than 10 percent of the 

world’s population, or seven hundred million people, were nat-

ural cosmopolitans—people who strongly and instinctively feel 
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that they are members of the human race first, and citizens of 

their own nation second or perhaps first equal.

Plainly, this cohort was bigger than any party, movement, 

organization, or NGO; it was a group the size of a nation. In-

deed, if it were a nation, it would be the third biggest on earth, 

after India and China.

The distribution of the natural cosmopolitans is interest-

ing: these core values of the Good Country are correlated less 

strongly with education, income, gender, and other demo-

graphic indicators than one might suppose. Although there are 

many natural cosmopolitans in wealthy Western countries, the 

ranking is by no means as dominated by these countries as, for 

example, is the Good Country Index.

The countries with the highest proportion of natural cos-

mopolitans in their populations turned out to be Andorra and 

Sweden, both with 60 percent. But more than a third of the 

populations of Trinidad and Tobago and Uruguay are natural 

cosmopolitans; in Burkina Faso it’s nearly a quarter; in Serbia 

and Mali more than a fifth. In some respects, being a natural 

cosmopolitan seems to be as much a character trait as any- 

thing else.

Indeed, there are some striking commonalities between the 

natural cosmopolitan and the character traits defined in the field  

of personality psychology as agreeableness, which “reflects in-

dividual differences in general concern for social harmony. 

Agreeable individuals value getting along with others. They 

are generally considerate, kind, generous, trusting and trust-

worthy, helpful, and willing to compromise their interests with 

others. Agreeable people also have an optimistic view of human 

nature.” Commonalities can also be found with the traits de-

fined as openness to experience, “a general appreciation for art, 

emotion, adventure, unusual ideas, imagination, curiosity, and 

variety of experience. People who are open to experience are 
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intellectually curious, open to emotion, sensitive to beauty 

and willing to try new things. They are also more likely to hold 

unconventional beliefs.…interested in learning and exploring 

new cultures.…There is a strong connection between liberal 

ethics and openness to experience such as support for policies 

endorsing racial tolerance.”26 Of course, billions of people who 

aren’t natural cosmopolitans are agreeable, kind, generous, 

trustworthy, and so forth, but relatively few people who are 

natural cosmopolitans lack these qualities.

The experience of growing up as a natural cosmopolitan 

must vary enormously depending on what country you happen 

to be born in. If you’re a natural cosmopolitan in one of the 

countries at the bottom of the distribution list, say in India or 

Tunisia, where you are among just 2 percent of the population, 

then it’s highly likely that you will never have met anybody in 

your life who shares your view of the world, your natural toler-

ance toward outsiders, your interest in the world outside your 

own country’s borders. That must feel pretty lonely.

It was clear from the thousands of messages that continued 

to reach me in response to the Good Country Index and my 

TED talk that many of the natural cosmopolitans around the 

world wanted to engage actively with the Good Country idea, 

and simply examining the index wasn’t satisfying their curiosity 

about this new way of looking at the world.

The Global Vote

So in 2016 I launched the Global Vote, an online platform that 

lets anybody, anywhere in the world vote in the elections of 

other countries.

When a general election takes place in America or Indone-

sia or Namibia or anywhere else, the citizens of those countries 

pick the candidate who they think will do the most for them: 
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in the Global Vote, people around the world pick which candi-

date they think will do the most for everyone else, for the rest 

of humanity.

Every few weeks, starting with the Icelandic presidential 

elections in June 2016, I chose an election going on somewhere 

in the world. It might be for a head of state, an important refer-

endum, or even for the secretary-general of the United Nations (a 

process which is about as far from being transparent, open, and 

democratic as one can get). The site provided a short explanation 

of the main issues in each election, whether it was in São Tomé 

and Príncipe or the United States of America, and a succinct, 

balanced, scrupulously neutral and factual profile of each of 

the candidates, describing their published views on all matters 

connected with the world outside their own country’s borders.

I also wrote to each candidate in each election and gave 

them the opportunity to tell the Global Vote voters in person 

what, if elected, they would offer to the world outside their 

own country. I always asked them the same two questions: “If 

you are elected, what will you do for the rest of us, around the 

world?” and, “What is your vision for your country’s role in  

the world?”

Some of the candidates were happy to do this: Saviour 

Chi shimba, a candidate for the Zambian presidential elec-

tion in 2016, submitted a highly detailed manifesto setting out 

his international aims and aspirations for Zambia, should he 

be elected.27 He was not elected as president of Zambia, but 

38 percent of the voters from more than twenty-six countries  

chose him for the Global Vote.

I even started getting emails from candidates intending to 

stand in future elections that the Global Vote hadn’t yet covered, 

asking whether their election could be covered and whether 

they could provide a statement for the Global Voters.
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A university lecturer in Bangladesh, Sabiha Matin Bipa-

sha, wrote to say that she had been using the Global Vote as 

a teaching tool. She would pick a far-away country that her 

students knew little about, tell them about its history, geogra-

phy, and politics; they would follow the election on the Global 

Vote, campaign on campus for their favorite candidates, cast 

their votes online, and would often stay up late to see who won 

the Global Vote and who won the formal election. It honestly 

hadn’t occurred to me that the Global Vote could be used as an 

educational tool, but it is now used in schools and universities 

around the world.

Writing the candidate profiles and keeping them strictly 

factual and impartial was never easy, and the Global Vote would 

have been impossible without dozens of volunteers all over the 

world who gave up their time to help me collect information 

about the candidates.

As we worked on the profiles, it never failed to strike me how 

many political candidates, even though relationships with other 

states were fundamental to the prosperity and even survival of 

their country, still campaigned on purely domestic issues. One 

might also wonder why their voters tolerate this, and for how 

long they will continue to do so.

And speaking of São Tomé and Príncipe, people might also 

wonder how some of the countries whose elections are covered 

in the Global Vote with a small population, a small economy, 

a small land area, and a low international profile could pos-

sibly have much impact on the rest of the world. Well, as I’ve 

explained in earlier chapters, globalization has created such 

a dense tangle of economic, social, political, technological, 

commercial, legal, and cultural connections that every country, 

small or large, rich or poor, humble or ambitious, now affects, 

and is affected by, every other country, near or far.
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If a country fails to control its waste or its emissions, it will 

harm the atmosphere and the oceans, and they belong to all 

of us. If it fails to make its proper contributions to the interna-

tional system, others will need to contribute more. If it fails to 

maintain peace and stability, other countries may have to get 

involved. If it can’t offer its citizens good prospects, it will pro-

duce more migrants who will bring both benefits and stresses 

to the countries they move to. If it remains poor, other countries 

may need to help out; if it becomes wealthy, it may help poorer 

countries. Any country’s people, its culture, its cuisine, its prod-

ucts, and its services may bring delight and variety to the lives 

of people in distant countries. People might visit as tourists or 

investors and contribute to its economy while enriching their 

own lives and experience.

These are just some of the reasons why we should care 

about every country on earth. And this is why we should 

care whether the leaders of those countries are outward- 

 looking or inward-looking, whether they occasionally think 

about the rest of us and not merely their own voters. Everybody 

who becomes a head of state or head of government joins the 

team that runs the planet, whether they like it or not.

And any country of any size or strength can produce a great 

leader and share that leader with the world when it comes to 

making the big collective decisions that affect all of us. Great 

leaders work for all of humanity. They benefit all of us with their 

wisdom and courage and imagination, not just their own voters.

The Global Vote is purely symbolic, but my hope is that as it 

grows, it might begin to achieve real influence: as soon as there 

are more people outside any given country voting in its election 

as there are inside the country, the Global Vote becomes very 

hard to ignore. And, over time, leaders the world over might 

start thinking not only about what they’re going to do for their 

own people, but also about their legacy to humanity.
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Despite the absence of a marketing budget, the Global Vote 

performed rather well, and by the time the US presidential 

elections came around in 2016, nearly a hundred thousand 

people in 170 countries were casting their symbolic vote for the 

candidates they felt were most likely to represent the interests 

of people around the world, not merely of their own voters.

The candidates who have been picked in each of the elec-

tions so far covered by the Global Vote are not, usually, the can-

didates picked in the “real” election. This creates an interesting 

by-product: a collection of individuals who stood for high office 

and now have a bit of time on their hands as they are sud-

denly and unexpectedly not the president of their country, yet 

who arguably have one of the broadest democratic mandates 

in history, having been elected by people from over a hundred 

countries. For fun, I call this group the Glorious Losers Club, 

and one day I’ll bring them together and we’ll do something 

amazing.
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18

From the End  

to the Beginning

let’s return again to the simple question with which i 
started the book: Why doesn’t the world work?

The Good Country Equation states that the behavior of 

countries is the first part of the problem, and I have showed 

how, with initiatives like the Good Country Index and the Glo-

bal Vote, we can start encouraging citizens to show their gov-

ernments that they want to live in a Good Country and begin 

to solve this part of the equation.

The projects and policies which I have encouraged gov-

ernments to adopt over the past twenty years, some of which I 

have described in earlier chapters, are also part of the solution. 

I will continue to encourage more and more governments to 

adopt such policies in the future. I hope other policy advisers, 

think tanks, universities, and consultancies will help in doing 

the same. Demonstrating to leaders that it is entirely possible to 

serve the needs of one’s own people and one’s own territory 

while doing no harm—or actually doing good—to other people 
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and other places is a powerful mechanism for achieving that 

 essential change in the culture of governance. The Dual Man-

date doesn’t obstruct effective policy making: it stimulates it.

A key component of the Good Country Equation is the dis-

covery that nothing improves a country’s prosperity more than 

a powerful and positive national image, and nothing improves a 

country’s image more than working internationally and con-

tributing to the international community, tackling the “grand 

challenges” in partnership with other nations and organi-

zations. This is important, as it means we no longer have to rely 

on the goodwill, conscience, or charitable instincts of govern-

ments to do the right thing for the world. We can build on their 

basic commitment to do the right thing for their own people.

And I’m sure that the “national standing” argument cannot 

be the only mechanism for showing governments that working 

for the international as well as the national good is in their di-

rect interest. I hope that experts in other domains will be able to 

find other rational self-interest arguments that lead to the logic 

of cooperation and collaboration: not just between countries, 

but also between cities, regions, corporations, religions, and 

other groups and organizations around the world.

The Good Country Equation states that it is also the be-

havior of people which prevents the world working, and in the 

following section I will explore this proposition in more detail. 

I’ll also outline a project I’m working on—the Good Genera-

tion—which could deliver real progress in this area.

The Good Generation

The conclusion of the Natural Cosmopolitans study—that at 

least 10 percent of the world’s population is likely to identify 

particularly strongly with the values of the Good Country phi-

losophy—is certainly thought-provoking.
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But look at the findings the other way round, and it has 

to be admitted that 10 percent is a pretty small minority. The 

finding that 90 percent of the world’s population doesn’t feel 

this way is the fact one should probably focus on first if one is 

to take this challenge seriously.

If we want humanity to change the way it behaves, it’s  

surely not about selling a message to the minority of people 

who already accept that message and asking them to change 

a few tiny things in their lives: it’s about deeply educating the 

majority to see the world more clearly, to live differently, so that 

the values and principles that drive their behavior are the right 

ones from the very start.

The list of challenges facing humankind today, as I have 

said, is long and bewildering, and even the idea of trying to sort 

them into some kind of priority, let alone fixing them, seems 

daunting. Back in 2015, the United Nations provided a valu-

able service in devising the Sustainable Development Goals, a 

set of targets for progress against the most serious challenges 

by 2030.28 These, at least, have helped to clarify what needs 

doing, and provide structure and encouragement to the govern-

ments and institutions already working on these challenges. So 

far, the SDGs are not on target to meet their deadline.

But if we take a step back, three simple facts emerge. First, 

every one of these problems is a shared problem, a problem  

that doesn’t respect borders, a problem that demonstrably 

cannot be solved by individuals, corporations, governments, 

or multilateral institutions on their own.

The second fact is that all of them have been caused by 

human beings, and if people are the problem, then people are 

likely to be the solution.

The third fact is that very few of these problems are capable 

of being resolved in less than a generation. Most of them have 

matured slowly over generations of ordinarily careless or selfish 
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behavior, and their impact gradually compounded through 

the repetition and amplification of common errors: rampant 

capitalism, runaway globalization, unsustainable growth, in-

adequate custodianship of the earth’s resources, a pathological 

tendency to pursue competition at the expense of cooperation 

and collaboration, gaps in the rule of law, and so forth.

Our search for fixes to these problems is all too often cali-

brated to the wrong timescales. Nothing works harder against 

the correction of long-term problems than the impatience of 

elected politicians and voters. In consequence, most politicians 

ignore such problems because they can’t be fixed within their 

term of office, or because they lie outside the remit of domestic 

policy, or both. The more ambitious ones try to impose short-

term interventions which often make things worse.

A while ago, I was looking at the websites of a variety of 

NGOs and activist organizations, and I began to notice how 

many of them used a similar formula: “. . . and we must leave 

the world in a better state for our children.” And I found myself 

thinking that it’s the height of arrogance to imagine you can  

take an issue like climate change or poverty, migration or cor-

ruption—structural problems that have taken the omissions 

and commissions of billions of people over centuries to cre-

ate—and fix them before you check out.

It occurred to me that what the sentence should read is 

“. . . and we must leave our children in a better state to fix the  

world.”

We need to admit that we ourselves, the adults that live and 

work and run the institutions and governments in the planet 

today, are powerless to fix things on our own. We need the help 

of our children and their children’s children.
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A Vaccine for the Global Challenges

It was clear to me that this was the moment to bring back the 

Global Learning Trust, which I’d originally developed for the in-

surance company Generali four years earlier. As it wouldn’t be 

a trust, and I wanted to emphasize its thematic connection 

with the Good Country, I decided to rename it the Good Gen-

eration. In every other important respect, the project remained 

unaltered.

The Good Generation would be a first-aid kit for the world, 

a set of educational principles, virtues, or values that target 

every global challenge at its root: the way we bring up our chil-

dren. Metaphorically speaking, these are educational “vac-

cines,” which for example might include reducing prejudice 

and intolerance by teaching children cultural anthropology 

at a young age (I know this one works because I tried it on my 

own children); reducing unemployment by teaching entrepre-

neurship and creativity; reducing economic chaos by teaching 

behavioral economics; reducing pollution and combat climate 

change by teaching oceanography or meteorology; and reduc-

ing disease by teaching epidemiology and hygiene.

In my experience, it’s usually better not to try to teach chil-

dren about the global challenges in too obvious or direct a way. 

Teaching “global citizenship” or “tolerance” or “environmentally 

friendly behavior” often doesn’t seem to captivate children, and 

if they’re not captivated, they’re not learning. It’s much better if 

they’re learning intrinsically useful and fascinating subjects, 

which help turn them into better global citizens as a desirable 

side effect. The lessons are doing them good without their real-

izing it, like fluoride in tapwater. By encouraging them to feel a 

scientific pride in their understanding of the issues, we make it 

impossible for them to feel, and behave, from a position of igno-

rance (which is what most damaging behaviors depend upon).
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Of course it isn’t for me to decide which values or virtues 

will be at the heart of the Good Generation. We’ll do this by 

crowdsourcing a set of basic values for the next generation 

through a massive global online discussion.

Then we’ll establish a global, cross-cultural compact on 

the values, virtues, qualities, and knowledge which the next 

generations of global citizens need in order to run toward the 

global issues that threaten humanity, instead of running away 

from them, as so many of us do today.

If anybody doubts that all this is possible, given what a 

sensitive topic the education of children is, and given all the 

cultural and religious differences that divide our societies, they 

should remember that we’ve done this kind of thing before. 

The United Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights are two of the finest achievements of humanity 

and perfect examples of how entirely possible it is, when it’s 

really necessary, for most people on earth to agree on a set of 

common principles.

If we only have the patience to work for just one generation, 

systematically and together, with courage and imagination, on 

building the attitudes and behaviors and knowledge that un-

derpin the solutions to these gigantic problems, we can defeat 

them all.

The Movement of Nations

It’s an article of faith in our modern, democratic,  technology- 

driven world that in order to tackle major problems we need 

to mobilize large groups of ordinary people. We’ve lost faith in 

elites, and that’s hardly surprising. The only people most of us 

trust now—at least in the developed world—are people just 

like ourselves, and so when the problems are very big, clearly 
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we need a very big group of ordinary people so that their im-

pact is magnified. Or so runs conventional wisdom: more fol-

lowers, more campaigners, more protesters, more marchers, 

more signatures, more noise, more protest, more anger, more 

momentum.

But does it really work? Do these big crowds of people gen-

erate more heat or light? These days, I find myself wondering 

whether we’re already reaching the end of the (brief ) age of 

enthusiastic mass activism. We have already lived through a 

short period in which it was relatively common to get millions 

of mainly young people to sign up to activist sites, NGOs, and 

charities, but the signs are that many people now feel so let 

down by such organizations and efforts, they’re no longer so 

willing to try new ones. The shocking recent improprieties of 

several charities—organizations which I suspect few people 

distinguish in their minds from campaigning groups and ac-

tivist organizations—have certainly helped to temper people’s 

enthusiasm for supporting organizations that purport to save 

the world or save humanity. The promises have been so gran-

diose and the tangible results so meager, it’s not surprising that 

people are increasingly reluctant to commit.

And it’s not just online: the biggest marches in the world, 

most of the time, demonstrably don’t sway policy makers.

Oddly, the growth of apathy seems to be in direct propor-

tion to the growing seriousness of the issues. Or perhaps this 

isn’t odd at all, just a sign of incipient paralysis created by a 

mixture of panic and resignation. There’s equally no question 

that we have allowed ourselves to be seduced by sheer numbers 

in these contexts, an inherently worthless currency. Followers 

are easy enough to attract if you have good enough marketing 

and enough money to spend on it, but getting proper and con-

sistent active engagement from them is quite another matter.
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During the last century, countless movements of citizens 

have aimed to tackle various challenges individually: some suc-

cessfully, most less so. But we are running out of time, and cit-

izen movements achieve change slowly if they achieve it at all.

Perhaps what we really need today is a movement of nations.

The League of Nations, at its inception, was a small group 

of nations sharing a common commitment to prevent fur-

ther  conflicts, a common set of values, and a common feeling 

of urgency. It was very consciously a minority of countries: a 

challenger movement, if you like, setting itself up against what 

then felt like the mainstream. The notion prevailed, the values 

became widespread, more countries joined—and fast-forward 

to today, when the United Nations contains in its membership 

pretty much every country on earth. As a consequence, it has 

become a victim of its own success, the exact opposite of a 

movement. Parts of it run the risk of becoming an obstruction. 

By representing the interests of all nations, it all too effectively 

crystallizes their differences.

And this is why we must make a new start, alongside the 

existing structures, with more “coalitions of the willing.” But let 

me stress that this isn’t about replacing the existing multilateral 

system. As I’ve previously mentioned, the international forum 

provided by the UN for a more unified planet is a valuable thing, 

and we wouldn’t want to do without it; it just isn’t the solution 

any longer to our main issues.

Entrepreneurial Multilateralism

I’m starting to work with a range of countries that share a com-

mon belief in multilateralism and the principles of the Good 

Country. This is a wide mix of countries, large and small, rich 

and poor, north and south, east and west. At the moment, it’s all 

entirely informal, and rather than spend time writing manifes-
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tos or declarations, we’re simply getting on with things: working 

on a range of new, world-friendly Dual Mandate projects and 

policies, both big and small, which could be simultaneously 

executed by the whole group.

Some are big, ambitious, global projects like the Good Gen-

eration; others are significantly more modest, but if imple-

mented simultaneously by several countries, they could have 

real impact and achieve real leadership. What I sometimes call 

entrepreneurial multilateralism (a phrase that’s almost as hard 

to type as it is to pronounce) is necessarily made up of big and 

small, cheap and expensive, ambitious and modest, short-

term and long-term projects. The three-way agreement among 

New Zealand, Scotland, and Iceland I mentioned in chapter 

13—which adopts more progressive measurements of social 

well-being in all three countries simultaneously—is an excel- 

lent early example of entrepreneurial multilateralism.

A key point about entrepreneurial multilateralism is that 

these are ad hoc groupings of countries, cities, regions, and 

other international actors, coalescing around a shared need, 

opportunity, or ambition. Their membership may well overlap; 

unless and until a single clearly dominant grouping begins to 

emerge quite spontaneously, there should be no need to aspire 

toward creating a formal, permanent body.

An example of a more modest Good Country initiative is 

one I call the boomerang rule, in which a country (or, prefera- 

bly, a group of countries) simply declares that every policy, law, 

or project passed by its parliament must in future be screened 

for international as well as domestic impact.

The minimum requirement of the boomerang rule is that 

no initiative is passed unless it is assessed as doing no harm to 

people or the environment anywhere outside the country in 

question. Whether it’s increasing nurses’ pay or building a new 

concert hall, limiting pesticide use or lowering the voting age, 
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joining NATO or hosting the Olympics, the direct consequences 

of each policy on people around the world, and on the rest of 

the planet, must be assessed using a simple, standard model. 

Any negative international impact above a certain threshold 

means that the policy must be revised or rejected.

Laws and policies that succeed in doing good both domes-

tically and internationally will be actively encouraged, and the 

aim is that over time, more and more policies should achieve 

this goal. Active cooperation and collaboration with countries, 

cities, and organizations in other parts of the world, in all policy 

areas, will be very helpful in generating more courageous and 

imaginative boomerang policies and ensuring that they are 

as widely adopted as possible. The hope is that such policies 

will be treated as freeware and will be adapted and adopted 

worldwide.

I’m also hoping that one of these countries will be the first 

to appoint a new kind of foreign minister: one whose job is no 

longer to keep foreigners at bay, but rather to throw open the 

windows of all policy and all government activity, and to wel-

come in as many new influences as possible to enrich, refresh, 

and deepen the process of governance. This naturally leads to 

thoughts for a new kind of diplomatic service that would sup-

port this new conception of “international policy” (as opposed 

to “foreign policy”).

I should emphasize that, by making such suggestions, I’m 

not arguing for countries to replace “interest-based” foreign 

policy with “values-based” foreign policy: survey after survey 

has confirmed that in most countries, only a minority of the 

population would ever support such an approach (at least at 

this stage in human development). What I’m arguing for is a 

broader and better-informed definition of the national interest, 

one that factors in the real, tangible benefits—both short- and 

GC.indb   236 5/6/20   6:17 PM



 From the End to the Beginning   237

long-term—of a more cooperative and collaborative culture of 

governance.

Something a little more challenging, but equally interest- 

ing, would be for one or more countries to absorb the principle 

of the Global Vote and accept some small percentage of the 

votes in their general election to come from people outside their 

own borders: perhaps a randomized panel of around two hun-

dred individuals from all the other countries on the planet. I’m 

sure this would present all kinds of constitutional difficulties, 

so sacred is the idea that citizenship and democratic rights are 

indivisible, but what a gesture of interdependence it would be 

for the right kind of country!

A more ambitious Dual Mandate policy involves converting 

the excellent but underused navies of several countries (the 

chances of a seaborne invasion of their territory being close to 

zero) into an ecological defense force. Most modern nations 

occupy their armed forces during peacetime with a collection 

of exercises, civil duties, emergency relief, and odd jobs which 

may or may not correspond with their abilities, vocation, and 

desires. My suggestion is to convert these navies into forces 

whose specialty is environmental protection—climate change 

and pollution being the closest thing to war that most coun-

tries face these days. Since a navy’s native element is water, 

this expertise ties in neatly with an environmental mandate: 

preserving clean, abundant water sources; avoiding and mit-

igating floods and mudslides; enhancing the capability of the 

population, industry, and agriculture to manage unpredictable 

rainfall; and so on.

I’m also gathering broader support for an initiative I orig-

inally developed with the Mexican government: the Climate 

Change Communications Forum, or 3CF. This is an initiative 

designed to create a global consensus, and a center of  expertise, 

GC.indb   237 5/6/20   6:17 PM



238 The Good Country Equation

on how to engage the world’s population more fully and pro-

ductively in the discussions and actions on climate change. 

In my keynote launching the initiative at the COP-16 Climate 

Summit in 2012, I spoke about how we were all in our different 

ways “trying to do diplomacy with global public opinion, the 

last remaining superpower on earth.”

Such a forum is needed because the political and scientific 

components of the climate change field already have highly 

developed structures, forums, bodies, and networks for effec- 

tive and efficient international coordination. Yet there is virtually 

no coordination or coherence in the way that the all- important 

aspect of climate change communication is discussed, carried 

out, monitored, or developed by individual countries, cities, 

and other international actors. The task is huge: according to 

research from Yale University presented at the 3CF launch in 

Cancún, 40 percent of the world’s population had still not heard 

of climate change.29

Society’s response to the emergency of climate change still 

looks so much like an ant heap that somebody has prodded  

with a stick—a huge amount of unconnected and panicky ac-

tivity, people rushing around in all directions, and achieving too 

little, too slowly. We do not lack willing or skilled foot soldiers; 

we lack generals.

As I have discovered, an individual policy conducted by an 

individual government, no matter how courageous and imag-

inative it is, seldom makes a lasting impact on the culture of 

governance more broadly, or indeed on public perceptions. If, 

however, a group of very different countries on all the inhabited 

continents were to implement the same policies simultane-

ously, and if those policies were sufficiently simple, inspiring, 

and effective both domestically and internationally, then there’s 

a good chance the culture of governance would start to shift.
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I believe that our seven hundred million natural cosmopol-

itans, and the vastly larger number of people beyond the core 

group who may not fit this exact character type but still sin-

cerely desire a peaceful and prosperous future for all hu manity, 

would see that something was changing and would begin to 

feel a glimmer of hope. They would start to see that there are 

countries out there both willing and able to serve the interests of 

our species and our home planet as well as their own interests.

Eventually, I feel sure, the arguments will become over-

whelming, and that long-awaited change in the culture of 

governance worldwide, from fundamentally competitive to fun-

damentally collaborative, will become an unavoidable reality.

A Final Word

This, I believe, is the way the world changes: not with a single 

project, but with many; not by citizen power overnight, but by 

the patient nurturing of the next generations of citizens; not 

by countries alone, but by groups of countries, companies, 

and other institutions and individuals; not with conventional 

bureaucratic solutions, but with courageous and inspiring proj-

ects; not led by the great powers alone, but by the emerging 

and middle powers too; not with an unwieldy consensus of the 

majority of nation-states, but through the dynamic examples of 

smaller groups of nations, soon imitated by the rest.

The COVID-19 pandemic has been helpful in several ways, 

even though the human cost has been so great. It has awoken 

us to a stronger sense of global community than we have felt 

for generations: simply seeing all the peoples of the world re-

sponding in their different ways yet suffering as one, day after 

day, has brought us to a higher awareness of our connectedness, 

our differences and our similarities, our shared vulnerability.
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It has proved to us that we have been far more successful 

at globalizing our problems than globalizing our solutions. The 

globalization of transport and business enabled the pandemic 

to happen; the globalization of communications, scientific re-

search, institutions, and supply chains enabled us to tackle it.

It has revealed the fragility of human society by confronting 

us with the actual possibility of global catastrophe, and this 

had been a vital missing ingredient in the fight against climate 

change and nuclear proliferation. Now, and for a little while 

until we forget it again, we can all believe that humanity has 

no special right or dispensation to survive. We need to hang on 

to that thought.

It has reminded us why the United Nations family exists 

and why the multilateral system is indispensable; it has also 

highlighted its weaknesses.

With a handful of exceptions, it has been our politicians 

who have failed the pandemic test. We have witnessed, day by 

day, their inability to think more globally or in the longer term, 

to plan ahead or learn from the past, to work together with other 

countries rather than squabble and blame, to innovate rather 

than simply react, to suspend even temporarily their party- 

political calculations, to act like adults rather than children.

The pandemic has shown that not even a grave global crisis 

will bring out the best in our leaders: indeed, it seems to bring 

out the worst in many of them. Very clearly, the absence of wise 

national leadership is a problem we cannot resolve in the short 

term; we must therefore work around it.

Enlightened self-interest has long been the missing part of 

the equation, the real reason why countries so seldom do the 

right thing. Unless we can combine our individual and collec-

tive goals, it’s never certain whether the spirit of collaboration 

or the spirit of competition will rule the day. The truth is that 
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we need to keep both of those instincts happy and fulfilled, 

just as we need to satisfy all the appetites in our societies, if we 

want to be sure that our behavior stays within reasonable and 

productive boundaries.

It’s in the interest of humanity to raise new generations of 

citizens who will run toward the grand challenges instead 

of running away from them. It’s in the interest of nations to 

engage more imaginatively and more productively both with 

the international community and with their own populations, 

thus securing the future for all of us.

Using this simple equation I believe that we can move for-

ward again: more inclusively, more sustainably, more thought-

fully, more intelligently, and with more well-founded hope than 

we have felt, I think, for several generations.
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Keinänen, Jeremy Kinsman, Ioannis Kofinis, Jaakko Lehtonen, 

Richard Lewis, Ivy Mahsciao, Csaba Mányai, Maria Marinova, 

GC.indb   247 5/6/20   6:17 PM



248 Acknowledgments

Eduardo Medina-Mora Icaza, Rob Monster, Corinna Nawatzky, 

Richard Olivier, Hugh O’Reilly, Kailey Peng, Chris Powell, Baika 

Puntsag, Julia Purcell, Paul Regis, Alexander Rinnooy Kan, Nic 

Robertson, Arturo Sarukhan Casamitjana, Susanna Scouller, 

Rebecca Smith, Brigita Stroda, Shashi Tharoor, Halla Tómas-

dóttir, Emma Ursich, Hans van den Berg, Juan Gabriel Valdés 

Soublette, Jacob Vestergaard, César Villanueva Rivas, Mathis 

Wackernagel, Susanna Wadeson, Marc Winn; all the volunteers 

who worked on the Global Vote, the Good Leader Index, and 

other projects; and the nearly three thousand Good Country 

“citizens,” some of whom I was lucky enough to meet personally 

in Ireland, the Netherlands, Germany, Bulgaria, Hungary, and 

the UK. My sincere apologies to anyone I have inadvertently 

omitted to mention. 

GC.indb   248 5/6/20   6:17 PM



249

Index

A

activism, 232–34

Adenauer, Konrad, 77, 78

Adidas, 19

Adomi Bridge, 159

aesthetics, 117

Afghanistan, 56, 132–40

Africa Governance Initiative, 129

AidSurance, 160–61

Albania, 17

Andorra, 220

Anholt Process, 106–8

apathy, growth of, 233

Apolitical, 173

appetites, four basic, 140

Artecrazia, 155–57

ASEAN, 177

Attenborough, David, 126

Australia, 45, 58, 217

Austria, 90, 102, 157–61

authenticity, importance of, 44

authoritarianism, 197

B

Bachelet, Michelle, 35, 37, 43–44, 64

background, influence of, 4, 127–28

Bangladesh, 160–61, 223

Bergson, Henri, 93

Bhutan, 19, 47–58, 83, 195

Bipasha, Sabiha Matin, 223

Birini Castle, 82

Blair, Tony, 44, 129, 144

Bologna, 52

Bono, 60

boomerang rule, 235–36

Botswana, 19, 58–62

Bradt’s Guides, 94

Brand Finance, 26

Brand New Justice, 60

Brazil, 27

Brexit, 179–80, 198

Burkina Faso, 220

Bush, George W., 27, 62, 144

GC.indb   249 5/6/20   6:17 PM



250 Index

C

Calderón, Felipe, 63–67, 75–76, 79

Calleja, Joseph, 187

Cameron, David, 179

Canada, 26

Candide, 139

CARICOM, 177

Catalonia, 32

Chain Aid, 159–60

chaquetero syndrome, 45

Charlie Hebdo, 146

Chile, 35–46, 58, 63, 90

China, 30, 59–60, 94, 102, 113

Chishimba, Saviour, 222

Chopin, Frédéric, 101, 102

City Brands Index, 23, 27, 208

climate change, 75–76, 93, 144, 187, 

237–38

Climate Change Communications 

Forum (3CF), 237–38

collaboration, importance of, 132

The Commonwealth, 186–89

competition, 3, 206–7

Competitive Identity, 33

consumerism, 55–56

conversazioni, 106–8

Copenhagen, 89, 141

corporate social responsibility, 118, 

163

countries. See also Good Coun-

tries; Good Country Equation; 

national image; individual 

countries

challenges faced by, 165–66

changing behavior of, 3, 31, 

120–21, 206

competition between, 3

determining usefulness of, 1, 32

responsibilities of, 73

country-of-origin effect, 9, 52, 54

COVID-19 pandemic, 166, 197, 

239–40

creativity

cultural background and, 127–28

importance of, 17, 43

jokes and, 93

Croatia, 16–17, 21–22, 195

cultural heritage, 28

cultural psychopathy, 122–24

cultural relations, 101–2

cultural sensitivity, 124–26

D

Damluji, Hassan, 200

dapple, concept of, 126

de Bono, Edward, 131

de Gaulle, Charles, 77, 78

Denmark, 45, 92, 141–46

development assistance, 131–32, 

159–60

Diplomat magazine, 172

disaster relief, 160–61

Dual Mandate, 165–71, 172, 228, 

235, 237

Duterte, Rodrigo, 198

E

Easter Island, 37

education, 3, 206, 229, 231

Egypt, 19, 102

Elíseo Treaty, 79

Elizabeth II, Queen, 186

Elysée Treaty, 77–78

entrepreneurial multilateralism, 

234–35

Estonia, 17, 32

European Project, 77

European Union (EU), 20–21, 82,  

84, 103, 161, 175, 177–82, 186, 

215

GC.indb   250 5/6/20   6:17 PM



 Index  251

Eurovision Song Contest, 21

Everest, Mount, 48

Eysturkommuna Town Hall, 95

F

Faroe Islands, 84, 85–95

“feminine” vs. “masculine” societies, 

167–68

Finland, 97–101, 175

Finnux 2010, 100–101

Fischer, Heinz, 157

flooding, 160–61

Florence, 151, 153, 155

foreign policy vs. international 

 policy, 236–37

France, 77–78, 102, 146

Freedom House, 192

freedom of speech, 146–47

G

Geldof, Bob, 60

Generali, 163, 231

Georgia, 17

Germany, 9, 12–13, 23, 29–30, 54–55, 

77–78, 213

GfK-Roper, 26

Ghana, 159–60

globalization

approaches to, 197–98

benefits of, 5, 6, 40–41, 123, 128

history of, 5

of media, 130, 145–46

national images and, 8–14

problems with, 5–6, 145–46, 166, 

179–80, 188–89, 223–24, 240

Global Learning Trust, 163, 164, 231

Global Market Insite (GMI), 23, 26

Global Sword, 113–14

Global Vote, 221–25, 237

Glorious Losers Club, 225

Goebbels, Joseph, 13

Good Countries

advantages of becoming, 168, 

170–71, 193

concept of, 120

resonance of, 198

six-stage model for, 173–75

Good Country Equation

concept of, 2–3, 205–6, 227–28

criticism of, 3

at other levels, 207–8

as simplification, 2–3

Good Country Index

criticism of, 212–13, 214

fairness and, 214–18

future of, 210

history and, 213–14

indicators for, 209–10

Nation Brands Index and, 217–18

origins of, 208–9

positive response to, 211–12, 219, 

221

results of, 211

Good Generation, 228–32, 235

Good Leaders Index, 218

government

Dual Mandate of, 165–71, 172, 

228, 235, 237

local vs. world, 178

social responsibility and, 118–19

tasks of, 72–73

Govers, Robert, 209, 218

Greco, Mario, 163, 164

Greece, 20, 102, 213

Gross National Happiness, 58, 195

Guterres, António, 183–84

H

Haiti, 46

Halldór Laxness, 109

GC.indb   251 5/6/20   6:17 PM



252 Index

happiness, as measure of social 

progress, 58

Helmand River, 138

Helsinki, 97–98

Hergé, 47

Hofburg palace, 157

Hofstede, Geert, 167

Hopkins, Gerard Manley, 126

hospitality, 45–46

Human Safety Net (HSN), 163–64

Hungary, 17, 196–97

I

Iceland, 86, 87, 90, 105–14, 222, 235

Independence Day, 201

India, 94, 102, 213, 221

inequality, effects of, 129–30

International Atomic Energy Agency, 

182

International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

182, 196

international policy vs. foreign 

 policy, 236–37

International Security Assistance 

Force (ISAF), 134, 136

Iran, 27–28, 133, 214

Iraq, 24

Ireland, 30–31, 211

Isla Mujeres, 94

Isle of Man, 94

Israel, 146

Italy, 9, 30, 52–55, 102, 151–58, 214

J

Jamaica, 19

Japan, 9, 29–30, 45, 102

Jensen, Frank, 141–42

jokes, 93

Jordan, 181

Jyllands-Posten, 145

K

Kabul, 133–35
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