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You will find Nicolas Poussin's " Landscape with Orion " (1658) in the New York 
Metropolitan Museum of Art.  It depicts the blinded giant Orion, walking towards the sunrise 
before his sight is miraculously restored. He is in danger of stomping on some small chaps. A 
guy is riding on his shoulders giving directions. In front of him stands a cloud with the 
goddess Diana resting on top watching him. 

 

What is going on? Well Orion attempted an assault on his host's daughter on Chios.  The 
enraged father put out his eyes. The giant got the assistance of Hephaestus the metallurgic 
god, who lent him his assistant as a guide. The chaste moon goddess stands on a cloud in 
admonition of the chastened giant.  

 

Small countries get stomped on by giants. Ireland and Denmark have been jostled in just the 
past few weeks, without any provocation. The giants can overstep bounds prescribed to keep 
themselves and everyone else safe. What the giants are for is to quell monsters that are 
existential threats, and provide the heft to sustain markets and shape the International Order. 
Yet small nations may be gods, with special powers, like Hephaestus- small nations may 
associate with the giants and work with them, like the guide. 

 
What this speech will attempt to propose dispositions for resilience as we manage 
geopolitical risk. The nature of the New Zealand State will be considered and the reality of 
the International System. Who we belong with and how will be evaluated in terms of peers 
among other small developed nation states. An assessment of our Value Proposition will 
conclude the discussion.   
 

 

Geopolitical risk must be factored into the Living Standards Framework and managed 
through the Four Capitals that shape Treasury's policy for New Zealand - our Natural Capital, 
Social Capital, Human Capital and Financial Capital. The way to factor them in is through 
attention to Strategy, reinterpreted as a discipline for small nation state resilience. Strategy as 
a discipline is not just a set of statecraft practices for great powers. As we shall see by 
studying other small powers, the practices and techniques of statecraft can be scaled to the 
needs of peaceful small states.  

 
 

New Zealand belongs to the class of small developed nations. We first assumed International 
Personality at the Versailles Conference, a hundred years ago. Strategy for us amounts to an 
all-of-government approach that will only be stronger for referring to our radical democracy - 
which is second to none in the world. Our business in the international arena ( what an arena 
it  is in these difficult times) is to demonstrate and promote the virtue of good small 
countries.  
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The 2020s are looking like a period when the relevance and resilience of small developed 
nation states will be tested. Apportionment of blame is beside the point for now, as each of 
the great powers has sent signals in recent years that give cause to ponder. As recently as 
2015, it seemed that the future of small nation states lay exclusively in sovereignty-pooling 
and global governance systems.  

 

New Zealand is exemplary in so many respects. As a benchmark survivor of the classic 
Westphalian nation state, " sovereignty" is not a head-banging issue for us. It is our condition. 
We are admired for the quality of our democracy, for the trend-setting standards of our 
governance and Law, for the humanity of values, for the excellent temperament we show as a 
polity and as a responsible international participant and contributor. I am aware that some of 
you present are architects of the International networks we belong to. Abroad I receive the 
kindest words at the impression our Prime Minister creates. Abroad I endeavour to answer 
questions as to how we get it so right. Part of the answer lies in this room - but just what is 
this room?  

 
The Pharos was the great lighthouse of Alexandria, the Greek city in Egypt that contained the 
whole learning, the science and wisdom of Greece. The lighthouse became a maritime age 
symbol for New Zealand symbol - as the Government Life Insurance Department assumed 
the symbol, and as the role of the lighthouse became a metaphor for the State's functions of 
security, vigilance, public information and commercial regulation.  We never had a 
nightwatchman state. On the eve of the Vogelite immigration, the New Zealand Government 
branded itself as a lighthouse and haven in distant seas for the new migrants. New Zealand 
remains a Pharos State overseeing a successful market economy; collectively we find 
ourselves today where one of the lenses is. We have a story to tell the world if only we could 
get it together, in language that addresses the needs and aspirations of other nations, instead 
of recycling our own truisms.  
 

 

 

Kenneth Waltz (1924-2013) remarked that the International System is not set up for Costa 
Rica and Malaysia. We, who sit with Norway and Nicaragua and The Netherlands at the UN 
would be inclined to give Costa Rica and Malaysia the benefit of the doubt. After 180 years 
of existence. New Zealand is a young country with a mature state. We are onto our fourth 
rising new power in the Pacific, having begun as Spain ended, Britain and Japan rising and 
then retracting, the US having risen and China rising.  
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Economic development and technological change demand great retooling and reinvestment 
exercises by power systems. Some go to the wall. War is just one way now, in which 
hegemonic failure might occur. The good news though is that in modern economies, powers 
morph and reshape themselves or else redefine themselves according to new priorities and 
capabilities. There is possibly no such thing as decline anymore, in the catastrophic Roman or 
Qing sense - providing governments are wise and lock in good domestic settlements and 
secure living standards. As such powers recycle themselves, they ought to have a care for the 
security of the international system, and not inadvertently abet their rivals by making things 
worse for the ordinary run of nations. 

 
 

The thing to learn from our temporal vista, is that all these civilisations and nations are still in 
the Pacific, despite the past 200 years  - China has resurged, Japan is dynamic, the Latin 
American republics are building futures of the kind the Italian-Spanish navigator Malaspina 
predicted in 1790, the Anglosphere is still there, in the forms of the United States, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand, Korean sovereignty has survived, all mainland South East Asian 
states of 2 centuries ago have survived, the Russians are where they were in Alexander II's 
reign.  

 

 

The lesson is that small nations usually outlive a hegemon's hegemony. Strong small states 
with developed economies can manage such transitions. History can be measured not by time 
but by how many hegemons a small state survives. Empires get hollowed out - they only 
knew duration in the agrarian age. Empire-like hegemonies might be just a phase in a 
powerful nation's life in post-industrial conditions. 

 
 

Now for an arcane question. Why did Machiavelli not care for Thucydides as a strategist? He 
was able to read him in Latin translation, so why did he not use him? Where Thucydides 
shows human actors like ants or bees, locked in strategies and strategic systems, going down 
with the trireme, Machiavelli demonstrated how the Prince might be free of strategic 
shackles, ideology, religion, path dependency, and find the freedom to manoeuvre. Long term 
relationships survive precisely because they are not cast in iron, are not covenanted with 
blood pacts.  

 

What Sir Lawrence Freedman proposes, applies to peaceful small states as well, not just great 
powers.   
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"The strategic art does not reside in the ability to formulate a plan at the start of a crisis, that 
will anticipate all contingencies and provide a clear way through to the desired objective.  It 
is very rare that events will unfold as planned as one strategist's art will be pitted against 
another's. Acting strategically requires flexibility and improvisation, playing close attention 
to a changing situation, adapting to new demands and accepting that outcomes will be 
different from at the start. It helps to have a clear sense of the interests at stake and the range 
of desirable outcomes, as well as the power relationships". ( "Ukraine and the Art of Strategy 
Oxford 2019).  

 

We need strategic skills to understand what the great powers are doing to each other, the 
International System, and countries like our own, and to respond resiliently and 
appropriately.   

 

 

To nail our colours to the mast, - New Zealand is not " the West". We must not buy into a 
monolithic or Huntingdonian notion of what the West is. We are not going to sail to 
Byzantium. There is no one "West". The measure of our resilience is the extent to which our 
diversity is our strength, and we can say " In the People we trust".  We are one of those 
nations that work in concerts of powers, in which small nations participate.  

 

Secondly, we inherit from the British a structured and original sense of Law, their wisdom in 
polity-formation and state-formation. We inherit the non-foundationalism and non-
fundamentalism of the late British 17th century, when attempts to build a state on 
metaphysical or religious grounds were abandoned, and the political thought of Thomas 
Hobbes and John Locke directed us to a liquid, relational sense of polity, appropriate for 
maritime nations. The pragmatism we pride ourselves on, is derived from this liquidity.  

 

To appreciate this aspect of our human capital, we have only to contrast ourselves to 
Germany and the United States. Ideas, doctrines, metaphysical bases, structured principles 
matter a great deal for both of them. The Rhine has flowed into the Potomac.  

 

 

The experience of Western sovereignty is that strong states were formed to resist any 
centralising imperial hegemony, from Rome and the Carolingians to 1945. The constraint of a 
Western state is the size of the bite it has taken. There was a limit to how big any state could 
get in that system because of "the balance of powers".  
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The Westphalian State formed particular populations, and was formed by them in turn, so that 
it is now hard for North Atlantic states to attain a scale to match China and India. In this 
decade of failed revolutions, popularism and nationalism have braked aggregation and greater 
inclusion in several liberal polities.  

 

The experience of Chinese sovereignty is that China never co-formed with an alien peer rival. 
It had always to face asymmetrical assault from the steppes or mountains, and these invaders 
if they were lucky, they would Sinicise and use a Chinese state of their own against Chinese 
resistance. This is very different from the 700 year encounter of Rome with Iran, of 
Byzantium, the Caliphate, the Ottomans, - from the rest of humanity.  

 

The Nordics from the Napoleonic Wars were the first states to face the challenges we do 
now. Danish and Swedish overseas empires were vestigial, and were more for sovereignty " 
show" than for any strategic or economic value. Norway and Finland were once swapped as 
war booty. 

 

Still each of these states has been caught between three power blocs - an eastern, from 
Russia, a southern, from Germany, and an Atlantic, from any one of The Netherlands, 
England/Britain and France. These three blocs will exist in 2020s again in the Baltic once 
Brexit takes effect, because the EU, Russia and an Atlanticist UK would exert their own 
agendas.  

 

What is distinctive about Scandinavia is that despite sharing the same geopolitical pressures, 
each country asserts a different strategic posture, despite sharing a generic state 
model.  Sweden is neutral, but belongs to the EU and uses the €. Norway is not an EU 
member but is an EEZ and NATO member, conducting its own monetary policy. Denmark is 
a EU and NATO Member. Denmark has expressed periodic dissatisfaction with NATO and 
Europe and is not a member of the Eurozone. Finland is in the EU but not in NATO and 
shares historic treaties with Russia. Iceland is not in the EU but is in NATO. The upshot is 
not instability but strategic density.  

 

 

It required a great deal of statecraft and luck for them to survive. Since 1800 each of these 
states has lost out at least once, and what ensured their survivals were -  

 

1/ the strength and maturity of the State  
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2/ the depth of its domestic institutions 

3/ the consent of the governed   

4/ the transformation of the cameralist warcraft states of Denmark and Sweden and their 
successor states in Iceland, Norway and Finland, into inclusive wage-protectionist 
democracies, and into social democracies.  

 

What the Nordics teach us is that there need not be any such thing as a domino effect with 
developed nations, that costs can be made to aggressors so as shape limits, in even extreme 
circumstances. The strategic tessellation of Scandinavia in its situation, has ensured that it is 
stronger. 

 

Such a structure is stronger and denser than the linear flow-through island and isthmus-
hopping model applied to SE Asia and the Pacific. No external power has ever moved 
through and occupied all of Scandinavia. Japan was able to permeate colonised territories 
with ease over 1941-42. The answer is to build capable states and work with them as partners 
and colleagues with their own rationality.  

 

Developed small states in combinations are the most effective block and deterrent to any 
hegemon, friend or foe. We might guide and counsel Orion as he stomps around, if he is a 
friend, or else put up fences, dig ditches and deter him. Nations with weak states though are 
hegemonic conductors, when they are just not simply indifferent.  Unless under military 
occupation, they are fluctuating unreliable assets for any ambitious power, which will find 
itself enthralled to minutiae.  

 

 

The Netherlands has historically been a strong and capable, though vulnerable state. It was 
able to wage war variously against England/ Great Britain and against France, between the 
1660s and 1810s. It then became one of the first power states to manage geopolitical decline 
with astuteness and care. From the 1870s until the 1970s it maintained the unique domestic 
settlement of " pillarisation", whereby Dutch citizens affiliated to one of four credal or 
ideological communes - Protestant, Catholic, Socialist and Liberal. No one would want a 
modern polity to be like that, which is why the Interwar Social Democrat social settlement 
took over as a raison d'être of Government.  The lesson however is that the Dutch stabilised 
their society at a time of decline. What has changed are the governance idioms.  

 

What the Nordics and The Netherlands have in common are the international institutions that 
they host. Such hospitality adds to the strategic depth and governance skills and sheer 
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acumen of a country. The Netherlands proves that a host state does not have to be neutral, to 
host such major global institutions at The Hague as the International Court of Justice and the 
International Criminal Court. The Netherlands has turned a high skill, scientific maritime 
trading economy into a sophisticated industrial economy with multi-nationals.  

 

Portugal has not managed to develop Human Capital that way. Its major medieval resources 
were sheep, wine and tunny. Sounds familiar. Then the Royal Family got the idea of taking 
on the Venetians and Catalans at their game of trading with the Ottomans for spices - by 
circumnavigating Africa and cutting out the middleman. Modern Portugal starting with the 
Socialist government of Antonio Oliveira de Guterres, the current UN Secretary General, 
revived this entrepreneurial spirit. Undaunted by the conquistador and slave-trading past and 
the tyranny of Dr Salazar, ignoring post-colonial critique, they reintroduced themselves to 
their former colonies from the 1990s, insisting on their own revolutionary credentials from 
the Violet Revolution of 1974, and becoming the NATO and EU state that anticipated the 
maritime Belt and Road. What did the Portuguese have to offer? Banks, technocrats and the 
Lusophone Commonwealth, and some control over Europe's siphon of development funding - 
quite intangible liquid things really.   

 
 

Yet what is Portugal's GDP per capita?  In OECD data of 2018 it is US$21,000, compared to 
New Zealand’s US$41,000.  Portugal is a country of close well-educated rational elites, yet 
of challenges to Social Capital. Such a governing class has had a relatively free hand from 
coopting the Jacobin civic republican settlement. I am reminded of the Torre degli Angeli in 
the medial world of Cittagazze in Philip Pullman's novels. A navigators' guild has answered 
several but not all questions of small nations viability as it works as a NATO and EU member 
with China.  

 

Uruguay decided that becoming a responsible and proactive international player was the way 
to reinvent itself after domestic difficulties. Juan Lindolfo Cuestas and Jose Batlle y Ordóñez 
were the presidents who established this policy.  From the II Hague Conference in 1899, to 
the Montevideo Conference in 1934 and then the Uruguay Round 1986-94, Uruguay has 
made good use of the fact that it once lay within a pleasant few week's cruise along the 
Atlantic sea lanes, and has built on its role as a global and regional escrow, to the extent that 
the Mercosur Headquarters is located in Montevideo. It has turned its 19th century history of 
vulnerability into a strength.  

 

Ireland has no enemies. Churchill was more of a hazard to its independence than Hitler. 
Ireland exemplifies the importance of triangulated relationships, through the treaty system 
with the UK, its EU and Eurozone membership, and the treaty system with the United States. 
Until recently the Catholic Church gave Irish clerics and religious an international range and 
experience rivalled only by the Church of Latter Day Saints in Utah. Ireland was once a poor 
country, saved by an international outlook.  
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The lesson for New Zealand is to secure sound and complex structural settings and to ensure 
we have counter-parties we can call on.   

 

Ireland has been able to develop its Internationalism by turning its diasporas into assets. 
Commercially, the results are musical bands of international profile, Ryanair, airplane parks, 
Viagra factories, EU and US investment in a nice Four Capitals cross-weave. It has managed 
not to become " branch office UK". In fact it has defined itself sharply against the UK, while 
drawing on shared legacies of Law, and governance institutions, that Catholics and 
Protestants shared alike as a modus vivendi. Lacking Nordic type corporations, it has 
replicated something like the tessellation of strategic postures in Scandinavia, within the 
domestic economy of Ireland, so multinationals from various power blocs have interests in 
it. Achieving this without any special physical or financial capital resources, Ireland is proof 
of how human and social resources and brand, might prevail, over long decades of 
impoverishment and dependency.  OECD 2018 data has Irish GDP per capita at US$83,000.  

 

It is proposed then that a colloquy of small developed nations be developed, as a permanent if 
peripatetic institution, with annual conferences, committees and working parties. The nations 
that might be approached are Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, The Netherlands, Ireland, 
Portugal, Switzerland and Austria, with Australia, Canada and perhaps Uruguay.  At the 
anniversary of the Versailles Conference, it might be appropriate to insist on what Versailles 
sought to do - make the world safe for small nations. Woodrow Wilson wanted an 
International System made out of the metric unit of such states.  
 

 

 

The alpine nations of Switzerland and Austria teach us the desirability of hosting 
international institutions and of securing strategic depth. Switzerland - utopian in the nowhere 
land sense and in the blissful land sense - had to reinvent itself after the Sonderbund War of 
1847. The Berne and Genevan Conventions followed from 1864 onwards. After World War 
One it seemed appropriate to establish global institutions in Geneva.  

 

Switzerland and the Nordics also exemplify the advantages in developing the human capital 
of non-citizens. Finnish masseurs and Swedish callisthenics and gymnastics, and Swiss 
clinics all catered for a health and lifestyle industry. If New Zealand had a Nokia, it might be 
a Sports lifestyle brand. Without any ideological agendas, such physiotherapists and trainers 
and coaches could walk through walls.  

 

I suggest consideration of the Swiss TEI configuration. ETH Zürich and EPFL in Lausanne 
by university rankings seem to be the best exemplars of the Napoleonic École polytechnique 
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model, featuring in the QS top 20 as the only small nation state institutions. The liberal 
university at Fribourg is a pivot of the highly influential Italo-German school of 
Constitutional Law and Thought. As a utopian thought experiment, let us imagine a New 
Zealand with two such Applied Science and Business universities, a really good liberal 
university, and the other campuses converted into Peter Coaldrake's Queensland University 
of Technology model. Since 1869, when we first debated tertiary education while Otago 
University was being founded, New Zealanders have never entirely been happy with the TEIs 
we have had. Maybe universities should fit more into our needs rather than we fit into their 
moulds and revenue streams.  

 

 

So what is the value proposition of New Zealand ? New Zealand is a liberal rule-of-law 
Anglo-Oceanic polity with the world's most radical democracy. Our parliamentary 
democracy is the world's most successful constitution for the purpose of pure politics. 
Proportional Representation has made a vast improvement.  

 

Who and what New Zealanders are, is fast changing.  Barry Crump's "good keen man" will 
soon be a strange exhibit in an interactive museum, ejaculating monosyllabically. There were 
always ever going to be only two countries that could be mid-Pacific nations, consisting of 
Oceanic indigenous peoples living with Anglosphere settlers and then other settlers from the 
Indo-Pacific. They were Hawaii and New Zealand. Only New Zealand is left as a nation state. 
New Zealand was beginning to assert International Personality through Richard John Seddon 
at the time Hawaiian sovereignty was extinguished. We have global fluencies and global 
markets. We travel without calculus of the past.  

 

I have been given to understand that Henry Kissinger considers Law to be New Zealand's 
greatest contribution to " civilisation". I think we should honour him for thinking that and 
ponder the consequences of sustaining such intellectual human capital.   

 

We have our Pharos state too, and you may pride ourselves on the technical and analytical 
and negotiating skills you apply to governance problems.  

 

 

At a time 90s Truth and Reconciliation projects have been trashed or placed under pressure in 
many polities, we should take a long look at the Treaty of Waitangi, and consider how secure 
it has made us. It is an instance of how Utopianism and Justice might pragmatically fuse.  
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But what is our Nokia? Where are our Irish bands ? What is our K-pop ? Where is our anime 
and manga and graphic novel style? What are our Swiss clinics? What product of Human 
Capital and technique do we produce, that is invested with something unique from ourselves 
for the global millions ? There are individuals or specific companies that do point the way, 
but what we need are whole sectors that overcome the monocultures, and the syndrome of the 
single track railway that overlays our country.  

 

At Versailles, Big Bill Massey was asked - why did New Zealand do it? Why did we 
contribute at such cost to WWI ? His answer was not " for the British Empire", or " for HM 
The King-Emperor", nor did he indulge in anti-German language. He calmly replied "We did 
it for Civilisation".  

 

In 2019 we should ponder what this now means for us, and build our strategies for State 
resilience upon it, as our Pharos State confidently casts it own light of Law, Human Rights 
and Decency, on darkening seas.  
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