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Seven years ago we
chose to call this
magazine içåÖáJ

íìÇÉ because mapping
out the coordinates of
international relations,
today, is just as complex
and crucial an endeav-
or as determining the meridians was in centuries past. 

The discovery of longitude was a decisive one in the
18th century, because the parallels of latitude and the
meridians of longitude are what reliably define our
world. Their lines remain fixed, while everything with-
in their grid is in constant flux – with maps of peoples
and nations redrawn by continental drift: economic
development, conflicts and treaties. 

Measuring distances through space and time as
Europeans navigated from east to west, before the dis-
covery of longitude was a thornier quandary. Yet now,
as cultural, economic and political interchanges across
the seas increase, we all still need to recover a sensibil-
ity about time and space. Geopolitics is the next gen-
eration’s coordinate of reference. But who can attempt
to explicate this puzzling coordinate – and how?

Global stability, as well as global war, means that all
fronts and all areas are interrelated. Each relationship
affects the other as never before. No matter how remote
they are from each other, success or failure will have an
immediate and determining effect on the others. Pre-
serving the balance of power, of course, must be done
for a specific purpose – the quest for a more stable
world – that goes beyond our own physical protection,
because a balanced world allows for a free world.

Nevertheless, acceptance of the rough seas, in which
small and great navigate point to point, cannot be tak-
en for granted.  We need to understand our strengths
and our limitations, evaluate opportunities offered by
circumstances and make up the rules as we go along,
examining and analyzing the various options before
they are set in stone. 

The 20th century, in which a knowledge of the maps
and borders of a Europe divided into two blocs was all
one needed to understand the dynamics of the times,
was just a brief parenthesis in history. So in what quar-
ter of the earth today can one best glimpse the future?

It is common sense to point out that the estab-
lished reassuring patterns familiar to all of us born in the
20th century – some older, some younger – are no
longer recognizable. It is common sense to acknowledge

Escaping Macbeth’s tragic path

the unprecedented and fluctuating hierarchy of world
powers that now exist. And from common sense we re-
peat that we need to rethink the great questions that
shape nations and their interests within an interna-
tional context; that an interdisciplinary background is
the key to every negotiating format; that every actor on
the global stage is a complex-but-decipherable en-
semble of component parts, as long as it acts like a
system. But this almost goes without saying.

Analyzing foreign policy is more complicated than
analyzing any other field, because the international di-
mension is, by definition, a treacherous terrain, a realm
of pure, unpredictable subjectivity. How else would
you approach a question like this if not by considering
every previous example? However, past experience is
also a book that can teach by analogy, not by recipes
tried and tested once and for all. It is reassuring to re-
peat a route you are already familiar with, but it is not
always possible. Even projecting data increases, statis-
tics or figures into the future is a dicey proposition. It is
always more gripping to read about how we might
achieve the improbable than why we can’t. But most of
all we have to learn about failures. 

A strategic analysis without a down-to-earth ap-
proach runs the risk of dissipating into the void. Sce-
nario planners churn out their products when the cir-
cumstances that initially spurred their projections no
longer exist. Opinion-makers speaking ex cathedra, in-
telligent and far-sighted though they may be, aim to
buttress their own theories. They don’t influence deci-
sions. It’s even worse if their certainty, their overambi-
tious prophecies and conjectures risk undermining a
cause when they don’t come to pass. Catastrophes,
wars, revolutions, financial crises, and most other fail-
ures of prediction stem from this false sense of confi-
dence.

Yet, if political scientists, analysts and journalists
couldn’t envisage the downfall of the Soviet Union, the
insurgent Islamic terrorism, the financial crisis in the
West, the Arab upheavals, Russian revanchism, Brexit or
the election of Donald Trump, then what exactly were
they good for? Is history perhaps the tragic path
mapped out by Macbeth – “a tale told by an
idiot, full of sound and fury, signify-
ing nothing”? What is the tool
for figuring out how likely a
particular hunch is right
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nant paradigm. In a nutshell, we have to become more
comfortable with uncertainty. In trying to convey any
reality, we can never achieve perfect objectivity, ra-
tionality, or accuracy in our beliefs. Instead we can
strive to be less subjective, less irrational, less wrong.
The key is remembering that a model is a tool to help
us understand the complexities of the world, and nev-
er a substitute  for the world itself. 

Information is in a strange place these days. Few
media institutions command widespread credibility.
Yet, there is a gaping void that begs to be filled. Since its
beginning içåÖáíìÇÉ has tried to innovate with the
various forms of news analysis, in the hope of better ex-
plaining our troubled times to readers and improve
public diplomacy. But new ideas and models can rarely
be found in the mild, self-restrained cultural climate
where we spend 99% of our lives. 

Over the past decades the news industry has gone
through rapid changes as it adjusts to the digital world.
And in many ways, news analysis has yet to go through
a sweeping transformation. At the current stage of the
digital age, information must make the leap from quan-
tity to quality. This means the need to reset the infor-
mation both in its digital version – which is now over-
crowded and repetitive – and in its printed version. In-
novation in the news industry will involve changing
not only the traditional model of journalism, but also in-
corporating changes into its business, technology, and
marketing sectors as well. The appetite for quality jour-
nalism in the online world is much larger than what we
see right now. There are knowledge gaps that we aren’t
aware of because we haven’t even thought to ask the
right questions. There are nuances in financial, eco-
nomic, geopolitical and even scientific data that people
spend their life assimilating. Genuine understanding is
more than a principles-based approach, more than a
statistic game, more than collecting data.

Newspapers continue to produce content in much
the same way as they did in the pre-internet world. For
tech companies, news is just more content that they use
to entice readers to stay on their platforms longer and
be exposed to more ads. None has tried to revolution-
ize the way they deliver the news to fit the contempo-
rary age by revolutionizing the way that news is un-
derstood well before it is delivered. It is an ambitious
undertaking and one that could radically change the
news industry if it succeeds. It requires changing how
we experience the drama of reality. Out of this, the
emerging common sense will be Macbeth’s sorrow .

in light of the evidence we observe? How can we dis-
tinguish the signal from the noise? 

qÜÉ=páÖå~ä=~åÇ=íÜÉ=kçáëÉ was the very title of Nate
Silver’s famed essay published in 2012. The author, the
Lord of the Algorithm, writes: “The signal is the truth.
The noise is what distracts you from the truth.” Ele-
mentary and beautiful, but enigmatic. Silver hatched a
revolutionary method for grasping chaos theory. His
general approach – which has become the standard – is
to concentrate enormous amounts of data on trivial
questions. Silver uses statistics to scrutinize the claims
of people who don’t always have an incentive to be ac-
curate. But is managing big data always the solution?
How do you know which questions to ask?

Still, you can feel a twinge of ambivalence. As we
emerge from the earthquake produced by the impact of
the information era, what dawns in the mind of many
is the urge to plumb the sense, nature, significance and
value of big data. Yet for many, the urge, once aroused,
is rapidly dismissed with a shrug. Only in the minds of
few do these attendant questions acquire the taste of a
sophisticated journey through philosophy, algorithms,
art or neurophysiology in search of an answer. One of
the pervasive risks is the widening gap between what we
know and what we think we know. Distinguishing “the
signal” requires both scientific knowledge and self-
knowledge. It also requires the serenity to accept the
things we cannot predict, the courage to predict the
things we can, and the wisdom to know the difference
between the shape of observation and the observation
of the shape.

The instinctual shortcut that we take when we have
too much information is to engage with it selectively,
picking out the parts we like and ignoring the remain-
der, making allies with those who have made the same
choices and enemies of the rest. These partisan beliefs
can upset the equation in which more information will
bring us closer to the reality.

Yet analysis, not only prediction, connects subjec-
tive and objective reality. Signals are sometimes found
in the most granular details of a problem where few

bother to look. And insights often come when you
are doing your most abstract or philo-

sophical thinking, considering why
the world is the way it is and

whether there might be an
alternative to the domi-
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