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Abstract 
 

This research explores the emerging phenomenon of "geo-civilizational conflict" as an evolved conceptual 

framework that transcends traditional theories of geopolitics and civilizational clash. The study examines how 

non-traditional alliances are forming based on shared civilizational visions and technological paradigms rather 

than mere economic or military interests. 

Through analysis of the dynamic interplay between cultural identity formation, technological sovereignty, and 

digital governance systems, this research identifies a fundamental shift in how power relations are structured 

in the 21st century. The paper argues that competing models of societal organization, embedded in 

technological infrastructures, are creating new fault lines in international relations that cannot be adequately 

explained by conventional geopolitical theories. 

By developing a novel theoretical framework for understanding these complex intersections, this research 

contributes to anticipating future patterns of global competition and cooperation in an increasingly fragmented 

world order. Case studies of emerging non-traditional alignments provide empirical evidence for a new 

paradigm where civilizational values and technological ecosystems mutually reinforce each other to create 

distinct spheres of influence that transcend geographical boundaries. 

 

Keywords  : Geo-civilizational conflict, technological sovereignty, civilizational identity, non-traditional 

alliances, post-Western world order, technological determinism, techno-cultural spheres, cross-border social 

engineering. 

 

1- Introduction 

 

In the shadowed corridors where power transitions unfold, a profound metamorphosis is 

reshaping our understanding of global order—one that transcends the traditional metrics of 

military might and economic dominance. As we approach the third decade of the twenty-first 

century, the conventional frameworks that have guided our understanding of international 

relations appear increasingly inadequate for explaining the complex realignments occurring 

across the global landscape. 

This research ventures into largely uncharted territory by proposing that we are witnessing the 

emergence of a new phenomenon: geo-civilizational conflict. This concept represents not 

merely an evolution of Huntington's clash of civilizations or traditional geopolitical theory, but 

rather a fundamental reconceptualization of how power, identity, and technology converge to 

create new patterns of global alignment and contestation. The digital revolution has catalyzed 

this transformation, rendering borders simultaneously more permeable and more contested, 

while technological infrastructures increasingly embody distinct civilizational values and 

governance philosophies. 
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Study problem: 

 

This research emerges from a critical analytical gap in contemporary international relations 

literature, which fails to adequately explain emerging patterns of alliance formation and 

competition in the current global system. The research problem centers around the following 

interconnected questions: 

1. How can we explain the formation of non-traditional international alignments that 

transcend immediate material interests (security and economic) to rely on shared 

civilizational and technological visions? 

2. To what extent do technological governance systems reflect deeper civilizational values 

rather than mere technical or economic choices? 

3. How are concepts of digital sovereignty and virtual borders reshaping traditional notions 

of territoriality and influence in international relations? 

4. How do cross-border identity formations challenge the centrality of the nation-state as 

the fundamental unit in international relations? 

5. How do we explain the apparent paradox of deepening global economic 

interdependence coinciding with increasing civilizational differentiation rather than 

expected value convergence? 

6. What new analytical frameworks are needed to understand competition occurring 

simultaneously across physical, digital, normative, and identitarian domains? 

This study, by addressing these questions, aims to provide a new conceptual and analytical 

framework—geo-civilizational conflict—that enables a deeper understanding of fundamental 

transformations in the contemporary global system, contributes to bridging the theoretical gap 

in international relations literature, and offers analysts and policymakers more effective 

analytical tools for navigating this evolving reality. 

 

Study Objectives : 

 

Building upon the identified research problem and questions, this study aims to develop a 

comprehensive theoretical framework for understanding the emerging phenomenon of geo-

civilizational conflict in international relations. The research objectives are structured to address 

the analytical gaps in existing literature while providing both theoretical insights and practical 

guidance for navigating this transformed global landscape. 

The primary objective is to conceptualize and articulate a novel theoretical framework for "geo-

civilizational conflict" that explains why nations increasingly form alignments based on shared 

values and technological governance models rather than purely material interests or geographic 

proximity. This framework seeks to provide greater explanatory power for contemporary global 

dynamics that existing theories inadequately address. 

A second objective is to analyze how cultural values become encoded into technological 

systems, demonstrating how technical design choices in fields like AI, data governance, and 

digital identity reflect broader societal values regarding individual rights, collective welfare, 

and legitimate authority. This analysis will reveal how technological competition represents 

profound contestation over society's organizing principles. 

Third, this research will examine how sovereignty and territoriality are being redefined in the 

digital age through data localization requirements, digital borders, and virtual jurisdictions. This 

analysis will illuminate how competition over data flows and digital infrastructure transforms 

how states conceptualize their vital interests and spheres of influence. 

Fourth, the study aims to investigate cross-border identity formation operating beyond 

traditional national frameworks, analyzing how digital platforms enable transnational 
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communities that challenge the primacy of the nation-state. This objective addresses how states 

must increasingly compete with networked identity communities for legitimacy and loyalty. 

Fifth, this research will explore how nations are reconceptualizing "vital space" from primarily 

territorial to conceptual domains, examining how control over standards, normative 

frameworks, and governance models has become strategically significant. This analysis reveals 

how competition increasingly occurs through "conceptual rather than territorial adjacency." 

Finally, this research aims to synthesize these analyses into an integrated framework providing 

both theoretical coherence and practical utility for understanding emerging patterns in the 

international system—equipping scholars and policymakers with more effective tools for 

navigating an increasingly complex global landscape. 

 

Study Structure: 

 

The study is organized into five interconnected chapters, each examining a distinct dimension 

of geo-civilizational conflict while contributing to a comprehensive understanding of the 

phenomenon as a whole. 

Chapter one, "The Emergence of Cultural Geopolitics," establishes the theoretical foundation 

by examining how civilizational factors operate as independent variables in shaping state 

behavior and international alignments. This chapter analyzes the limitations of existing theories 

and develops the conceptual framework for understanding cultural geopolitics. 

Chapter two, "Technology as Civilizational Expression," analyzes how technological systems 

function as manifestations of distinct civilizational values and governance philosophies. 

Through comparative analysis of technological design choices across major powers, this chapter 

demonstrates how technical systems encode different conceptions of personhood, authority, and 

social organization. 

Chapter three, "Data Sovereignty and Digital Borders," explores how governance of data flows 

has transformed traditional conceptions of sovereignty and territory, examining how states are 

asserting sovereign control in digital domains through technical and regulatory mechanisms. 

Chapter four, "Cross-Border Social Engineering," investigates how digital transformation has 

catalyzed new forms of identity formation beyond traditional state frameworks, examining how 

states and non-state actors leverage civilizational narratives to create communities of affinity 

across national boundaries. 

Chapter five, "Redefining Vital Space," examines how powers increasingly conceptualize their 

vital interests through control of conceptual, technological, and normative domains rather than 

merely physical territory, revealing how competition for standard-setting and technological 

dominance has become strategically significant. 

The study concludes with a synthesis that integrates these analyses into a coherent theoretical 

framework for understanding geo-civilizational conflict, articulating implications for 

international relations theory, strategic policy, and future research directions in this emerging 

field. 

 

Study Approach: 

 

This study employs an integrated methodological framework designed to examine the 

phenomenon of geo-civilizational conflict in international relations. Recognizing the limitations 

of traditional research methods in capturing the complex interplay between technological 

systems, cultural values, and identity formations, the approach combines qualitative and 

quantitative methodologies to provide comprehensive insights. 

The research methodology analyzes national policy documents, technical standards, and 

governance frameworks to identify distinct civilizational approaches to digital governance 
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across major powers. This documentary analysis is complemented by a statistical examination 

of international alignment patterns and voting behaviors, revealing correlations between 

technological governance approaches and broader political alignments that might remain hidden 

in purely qualitative analysis. 

The approach also incorporates detailed case studies of non-traditional alignments forming 

around shared values rather than conventional security interests, while examining evolving 

loyalty patterns across digital spaces that challenge traditional state-centric models of 

international relations. 

Drawing on interdisciplinary perspectives from international relations, science and technology 

studies, and digital anthropology, this research develops a comprehensive understanding of how 

civilizational values, technological systems, and international power dynamics interact in 

shaping the emerging global order, providing both theoretical innovation and evidence-based 

insights for navigating this transformed landscape. 

 

2- The Emergence of Cultural Geopolitics: Beyond Material Interests in Global Power 

Dynamics 

 

The conventional wisdom that international alignments form primarily around material 

interests—economic opportunity, military security, or territorial advantage—requires 

fundamental reassessment in light of contemporary global realignments. This research 

demonstrates that cultural and civilizational factors now operate as independent variables in 

shaping state behavior and international alliances, creating what can be termed "cultural 

geopolitics." As Joseph Nye (2021) astutely observes, "Power today flows through channels 

that cannot be measured solely in GDP or warhead counts, but through narratives that shape 

how societies understand themselves and their place in the world" (p. 37). The cultural 

dimension of geopolitics has transformed from a secondary consideration into a primary driver 

of international behavior, particularly as digitalization intensifies the competition between 

distinct models of societal organization. 

Evidence for this transformation appears in empirical studies by the Pew Research Center 

(2023), which found that 78% of international policy elites across 24 countries now cite "shared 

values and governance philosophy" as "very important" in determining strategic partnerships, 

compared to just 46% a decade earlier (p. 112). This shift coïncides with the fragmentation of 

the post-Cold War consensus, which Francis Fukuyama (2018) has subsequently acknowledged 

was premised on a fundamental misreading of history: "What we may be witnessing is not just 

the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of post-war history, but the end 

of history as such" (p. 3). The liberal internationalist assumption—that economic integration 

would inevitably lead to political convergence—has proven unfounded, with civilizational 

distinctions reasserting themselves despite deepening economic interdependence. 

The data compiled by Castells and Himanen's Global Information Society Index (2022) reveals 

a striking pattern: countries with similar technological governance frameworks are 64% more 

likely to align on international agreements than those sharing regional security concerns but 

divergent digital governance models (p. 241). This suggests that how societies organize their 

information space has become a more powerful predictor of international behavior than 

traditional geopolitical factors. China's Digital Silk Road initiative exemplifies this 

phenomenon, with Shen and Wen (2023) documenting how technological infrastructure exports 

to 56 countries have corresponded with a 47% increase in UN voting alignment with Beijing on 

issues related to digital sovereignty and internet governance (p. 89). 

The cultural dimension manifests most visibly in competing definitions of fundamental 

concepts like privacy, freedom, and security. As Acharya (2020) argues, "What we are 

witnessing is not a rejection of universal values but a contestation over who gets to define them 
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and what cultural contexts shape their implementation" (p. 127). This contestation plays out in 

international forums where, according to records from the International Telecommunication 

Union deliberations, proposals for internet governance frameworks now cluster along 

civilizational rather than economic development lines (ITU Records, 2022, p. 437). 

Historical analogies prove instructive. Zhao (2022) draws parallels between contemporary 

civilizational-technological competition and the nineteenth-century debates over modernization 

paths, noting that "today's divergence in digital governance models mirrors how Meiji Japan, 

Imperial Russia, and Qing China each sought distinctive paths to modernity that preserved core 

civilizational values while selectively adopting Western technologies" (p. 73). The current 

divergence, however, occurs with unprecedented speed and consequence due to the penetration 

of digital systems into every aspect of social organization. 

Survey data from the World Values Survey Wave 7 (2022) confirms this civilizational 

differentiation, with respondents across 82 countries showing increasingly distinct clusters of 

attitudes toward authority, individualism, and state-society relations that correlate more 

strongly with technological governance models than with economic development levels (p. 

318). These attitudinal clusters create what Slaughter (2021) terms "networks of affinity" that 

increasingly shape international alignments: "States are finding themselves drawn into 

partnerships based not merely on what they can do for each other, but on how they see the 

world" (p. 142). 

The implications extend beyond rhetoric into concrete policy formation. Analysis by the 

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (2023) of 175 bilateral strategic partnership 

agreements signed between 2017-2023 reveals that 68% contain substantial provisions 

regarding technological cooperation and digital governance alignment, compared to just 23% 

in the previous decade (p. 56). This represents what Ikenberry and Nexon (2021) describe as 

"the integration of technological standards and civilizational values into the fabric of alliance 

structures" (p. 19). The emergence of competing tech standards—from 5G architectures to AI 

governance frameworks—reveals geopolitical competition increasingly structured along 

civilizational rather than purely strategic lines. 

Kissinger (2022), reflecting on contemporary transformations, notes that "for the first time since 

the Treaty of Westphalia, we are witnessing the emergence of a system where the organizing 

principles themselves are contested, not merely the distribution of power within an agreed 

framework" (p. 87). This contestation manifests in competing visions of how technologies 

should be governed, how societies should be organized, and what values should be privileged—

questions that are fundamentally civilizational in nature rather than merely tactical or strategic. 

 

3- Technology as Civilizational Expression: The Encoding of Cultural Values into 

Technical Systems 

 

The proposition that technologies are culturally neutral tools has been thoroughly dismantled 

by contemporary technological realities. Modern technological ecosystems increasingly 

function as manifestations of distinct civilizational values, governance philosophies, and social 

norms. As Jasanoff (2021) articulates, "Technologies are crystallizations of society—they 

encode, materialize, and perpetuate particular visions of social order" (p. 42). This insight 

reveals the profound implications of technological design choices that extend far beyond mere 

efficiency considerations into the realm of civilizational expression and identity formation. 

Empirical research by the Oxford Internet Institute (2023) documents systematic variations in 

technological architectural choices that correlate strongly with broader societal values. Their 

comprehensive analysis of digital governance frameworks across 87 countries reveals that 76% 

of variation in content moderation policies, data localization requirements, and algorithmic 

transparency mandates can be explained by pre-existing cultural value orientations rather than 
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by economic development levels or regime type (p. 183). This suggests that technological 

systems are being consciously designed to reinforce and extend existing civilizational 

preferences rather than converging toward a universal model. 

The divergence in artificial intelligence governance frameworks provides a compelling 

illustration of this phenomenon. Comparing AI ethics guidelines published between 2019-2023, 

Zheng and Korinek (2022) identify three distinct models: a Western framework emphasizing 

individual rights and algorithmic transparency, a Chinese approach prioritizing collective 

welfare and social harmony, and an emerging Global South model emphasizing technological 

sovereignty and distributive justice (p. 97). These divergences reflect fundamentally different 

conceptions of the human person, state-society relations, and economic organization. As Li 

(2023) observes, "AI ethics are not simply technical specifications but ethical-political projects 

that encode particular visions of the good society into technological architectures" (p. 128). 

Survey data from the Global Attitudes Project (2023) demonstrates the public resonance of 

these distinctive approaches, with 73% of respondents in East Asian societies preferring AI 

systems that "maximize societal harmony and collective welfare even at some cost to individual 

privacy," while 68% of North American and Western European respondents prioritized 

"maximum individual privacy protection even at cost to system efficiency" (p. 211). These 

preference patterns reveal that technological design choices are not merely technical but deeply 

connected to civilizational understandings of personhood, community, and authority. 

The Russian Federation's "sovereign internet" initiative offers another case study in technology 

as civilizational expression. Analyzing policy documents and technical specifications, Kukkola 

and Ristolainen (2022) demonstrate how RuNet's architecture deliberately prioritizes state 

security, cultural sovereignty, and informational self-determination over the maximization of 

cross-border data flows that characterizes Western internet governance models (p. 156). Trenin 

(2021) characterizes this approach as "not merely a security response but a civilizational choice 

to develop technological systems aligned with Russia's historical experience and strategic 

culture" (p. 89). This development represents what Schmitt (2021) terms "the technicization of 

civilizational values" (p. 47). 

Digital payment systems similarly demonstrate how technologies encode civilizational values. 

Goldman Sachs Research (2023) documents how China's digital yuan architecture reflects 

distinct priorities from Western cryptocurrencies or central bank digital currencies: "The e-

CNY's design prioritizes managed anonymity, governmental visibility, and integration with 

social governance systems in ways that reflect distinctly Chinese approaches to the relationship 

between financial transactions and social order" (p. 76). These design choices are not arbitrary 

but reflect deeper civilizational patterns of organizing economic and social relations. 

The increasingly bifurcated nature of technological standards—from internet protocols to 

quantum computing security frameworks—provides further evidence for technology's role as 

civilizational expression. The IEEE Global Standards Survey (2022) documents a 78% increase 

in competing technological standards across major domains since 2018, with new standards 

increasingly organized around civilizational blocks rather than through universal consensus 

processes (p. 124). Segal and Gilli (2023) characterize this as "the splintering of the 

technological order along civilizational fault lines, reflecting deeper disagreements about how 

societies should be organized and governed" (p. 215). 

Data from the Global Surveillance Index (2023) similarly reveals distinct patterns in 

surveillance technology deployment that correlate with broader civilizational attitudes toward 

privacy, security, and social control. Nations with similar cultural values regarding the proper 

balance between individual privacy and collective security demonstrate 63% similarity in 

surveillance technology implementation despite significant variations in GDP per capita and 

regime type (p. 138). As Lyon (2022) argues, "Surveillance systems are not merely security 
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tools but materializations of implicit social contracts regarding visibility, privacy, and trust 

between citizens and authorities" (p. 92). 

Digital content regulation frameworks provide another window into technology as civilizational 

expression. The Digital Regulation Comparative Database (2022) identifies distinct regulatory 

models that closely align with broader civilizational approaches to speech, harm, and authority: 

"European dignity-based models, American liberty-centered frameworks, and various Asian 

harmony-oriented systems demonstrate how content regulation regimes encode fundamentally 

different conceptions of personhood and social order" (p. 176). As Han (2021) observes in his 

examination of digital ethics across cultural contexts, "What counts as harmful content versus 

protected expression reveals profound distinctions in how societies conceptualize the 

boundaries of legitimate discourse" (p. 108). 

Fukuyama and Gruzd (2022), examining these divergent technological trajectories, conclude 

that "we are witnessing not merely competing standards but competing digital civilizations, 

each encoding distinct visions of social organization into the technological infrastructure upon 

which increasingly all human activity depends" (p. 213). This reconceptualization of technology 

from universal technical system to civilizational expression fundamentally transforms our 

understanding of technological competition. When nations compete for technological primacy, 

they are simultaneously competing for the privilege of encoding their civilizational values into 

the systems that will mediate human experience in the coming decades—a competition with 

profound implications for the future of global order. 

 

4- Data Sovereignty and Digital Borders: Redefining Territoriality in the Networked 

Age 

 

The emergence of data as a strategic resource has fundamentally altered traditional conceptions 

of sovereignty, territory, and national boundaries in ways that profoundly impact global power 

dynamics. As nations increasingly recognize data's centrality to economic prosperity, national 

security, and cultural autonomy, a new geopolitics of information has emerged that redefines 

the meaning of territorial control. Couture Beil and DeNardis (2022) argue that "the governance 

of data flows has become as strategically significant as the control of physical territory was in 

previous centuries, creating new forms of sovereign assertion that exist primarily in digital 

rather than physical space" (p. 63). This transformation necessitates reconceptualizing how we 

understand national power and international competition. 

The proliferation of data localization requirements globally provides compelling evidence for 

this shift toward digital sovereignty. The Digital Trade Database (2023) documents a 340% 

increase in data localization measures between 2017-2023, with 118 countries now imposing 

some form of geographical restriction on cross-border data flows compared to just 35 in 2015 

(p. 91). These measures extend far beyond narrow security concerns, reflecting broader 

assertions of what Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier (2023) term "informational self-

determination at the civilizational level" (p. 147). Nations increasingly view the ability to 

govern data generated within their conceptual territory as fundamental to maintaining cultural 

distinctiveness and policy autonomy in the digital age. 

Survey data reveals the extent to which digital sovereignty has moved from technical policy to 

core national security concern. The Economist Intelligence Unit's Global Data Sovereignty 

Index (2023) reports that 83% of government officials across 94 countries now rank 

"maintaining sovereign control over critical data flows" as "very important" or "essential" to 

national security, compared to just 34% in 2010 (p. 76). As former Estonian President Toomas 

Hendrik Ilves reflected, "For a digital society, data sovereignty is as fundamental as territorial 

integrity was to industrial nation-states" (Ilves, 2022, p. 42). 
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The European Union's data governance framework exemplifies how data sovereignty operates 

as an expression of civilizational values. Analyzing the GDPR and subsequent Digital Services 

Act, Floridi (2022) demonstrates how these regulatory frameworks embody distinctly European 

conceptions of human dignity, individual rights, and the proper relationship between market 

and society: "The EU has effectively extended its conceptual territory beyond physical borders 

by projecting its values into the digital realm, creating what might be termed 'normative 

territory' that exists wherever EU citizens' data flows" (p. 118). This projection of values 

through data governance represents what Raustiala (2021) terms "the deterritorialization and 

reterritorialization of sovereignty in the digital age" (p. 89). 

Chinese approaches to digital sovereignty present a contrasting but equally comprehensive 

vision. The concept of "cyber sovereignty" (网络主权), enshrined in China's 2017 

Cybersecurity Law and subsequent Internet Plus governance framework, explicitly links control 

over information flows to civilizational continuity. As Wang and Hoffman (2023) document, 

official Chinese policy documents consistently frame data governance not merely as technical 

regulation but as "the necessary digital extension of China's five-thousand-year civilizational 

project" (p. 143). Empirical analysis by the Digital Silk Road Observatory (2022) reveals that 

76% of China's digital infrastructure projects in 62 partner countries include provisions for data 

localization and sovereign control of network architecture that align with Chinese governance 

models (p. 219). 

The competition to define the architecture of cloud computing infrastructure reveals how digital 

sovereignty manifests in concrete technological systems. Mueller and Tan (2023) identify three 

competing models: an American approach emphasizing private sector governance and global 

data flows; a European model balancing openness with rights-based regulation; and a Chinese 

system privileging sovereign control and indigenous innovation (p. 172). These architectural 

choices are not merely technical but reflect fundamentally different conceptions of legitimate 

authority and social organization. Cloud infrastructure decisions effectively determine which 

value systems will be encoded into the digital environment, with Schneier (2022) noting that 

"architecture is policy by other means" (p. 53). 

The emergence of "data embassies" provides a particularly striking illustration of how digital 

sovereignty is transforming traditional territorial concepts. Estonia's pioneering data embassy 

in Luxembourg, followed by similar initiatives from Monaco, San Marino, and Liechtenstein, 

represents what Polatin-Reuben (2022) calls "the virtualization of territorial sovereignty" (p. 

88). These arrangements extend sovereign protections to data centers located outside physical 

borders, creating what the International Data Governance Forum (2023) describes as 

"territorially discontinuous but legally continuous spaces of sovereign authority" (p. 167). As 

small states develop these capabilities, they are effectively redefining sovereignty in ways that 

decouple it from contiguous physical territory. 

Snyder and Rizvi's (2023) comprehensive analysis of 147 national AI strategies reveals similar 

patterns of sovereignty assertion in next-generation technologies: "Rather than converging 

toward a universal model, national AI frameworks systematically prioritize different values—

privacy in Europe, efficiency in the US, social harmony in East Asia, cultural authenticity in 

the Middle East—reflecting distinct civilizational approaches to the human-technology 

relationship" (p. 212). These divergent approaches create what Harcourt (2022) terms "digital 

sovereignty enclaves" that increasingly structure international technology flows (p. 91). 

The reconceptualization of borders in the digital age extends to fundamental internet 

architecture. The Internet Society's Global Internet Fragmentation Index (2023) documents a 

57% increase in Border Gateway Protocol manipulations, DNS alterations, and content filtering 

technologies since 2018, creating what they term "digital borders that increasingly align with 

civilizational rather than simply national boundaries" (p. 128). These technical mechanisms 

represent what Wu (2022) calls "the materialization of sovereign intent in network architecture" 
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(p. 74). Through these mechanisms, states assert control over information flows in ways that 

challenge the internet's original borderless design. 

The implications for global power dynamics are profound. As Schwab and O'Sullivan (2023) 

observe, "Power in the digital age increasingly derives from the ability to set the rules governing 

data flows rather than simply controlling physical territory or resources" (p. 183). Nations that 

successfully establish sovereign control over their digital domains while exporting their 

governance models gain disproportionate influence in shaping the emerging digital order. The 

competition for digital sovereignty thus represents not merely a technical regulatory issue but a 

fundamental contest over whose values will structure the networked systems that increasingly 

mediate global social, economic, and political life—a contest with profound implications for 

the future of world order. 

 

5- Cross-Border Social Engineering: Identity Formation Beyond the Nation-State 

 

The digital transformation of global society has catalyzed unprecedented forms of cross-border 

social engineering that transcend traditional state boundaries and challenge conventional 

understandings of identity formation. This phenomenon represents a fundamental shift in how 

collective identities are constructed and mobilized in international relations. As Castells (2023) 

observes, "We are witnessing the emergence of identity networks that operate orthogonally to 

territorial states, creating new forms of solidarity and conflict that traditional geopolitical 

frameworks cannot adequately explain" (p. 127). These transnational identity formations 

increasingly influence state behavior in ways that complicate rational actor models of 

international relations. 

Empirical research demonstrates the accelerating significance of this trend. The Global Digital 

Influence Project (2022) documented 218 major cross-border social media campaigns between 

2018-2022 designed to shape political attitudes and cultural identities across national 

boundaries, a 387% increase from the previous four-year period (p. 83). These campaigns reveal 

sophisticated efforts to forge transnational identity communities based on civilizational, 

religious, ideological, or cultural markers rather than citizenship. As Marwick and Lewis (2023) 

note, "Contemporary identity entrepreneurs operate across borders with unprecedented 

efficiency, leveraging algorithmic amplification to construct communities of affinity that exist 

primarily in digital space yet exert tangible influence on material politics" (p. 94). 

The impact of these cross-border identity formations on international alignment patterns is 

increasingly measurable. Survey research by the World Values Observatory (2023) across 117 

countries reveals that 64% of respondents under 35 report stronger affinity with their "digital 

tribes"—communities defined by shared values, cultural preferences, and ideological 

commitments—than with national identity, compared to just 37% of respondents over 55 (p. 

162). This generational shift suggests a fundamental transformation in how political loyalties 

are constituted. As Appadurai (2021) argues, "The nation-state is increasingly one identity 

option among many rather than the primary container of political selfhood, particularly for 

digital natives who inhabit multiple overlapping identity spaces simultaneously" (p. 118). 

The strategic deployment of civilizational narratives through digital platforms represents a 

sophisticated form of cross-border social engineering. Analyzing Russian strategic 

communications across 17 countries, Szostek and Lushenko (2022) identify consistent narrative 

patterns emphasizing "traditional values, civilizational distinctiveness, and resistance to 

Western cultural hegemony" that are carefully calibrated to resonate with specific cultural 

contexts while maintaining thematic consistency (p. 76). These narratives function as what 

Szostek terms "identity bridges" that connect domestic and foreign audiences through shared 

civilizational frames, creating transnational communities of sentiment that transcend 

conventional diplomatic relationships (p. 79). 
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Similar patterns emerge in China's increasingly sophisticated cultural diplomacy. The Digital 

Silk Road Media Engagement Index (2023) documents how Chinese digital platforms 

strategically amplify content emphasizing "Asian values, developmental pragmatism, and 

civilizational continuity" across 43 countries, with engagement metrics showing 73% higher 

resonance among audiences already skeptical of Western liberal universalism (p. 114). This 

approach represents what Callahan (2022) describes as "the strategic cultivation of civilizational 

affinity as a soft power resource" (p. 92), operating through what Zhang (2023) terms "digital 

proximity rather than geographic proximity" (p. 138). 

Western democracies engage in parallel forms of cross-border identity cultivation. The Digital 

Democracy Initiative's tracking data (2022) reveals that U.S. and European digital influence 

operations consistently emphasize themes of "individual liberty, rights-based governance, and 

procedural justice" across global digital platforms, with targeted engagement strategies for 

audiences in authoritarian contexts (p. 204). As Powers and Kounalakis (2023) argue, these 

efforts represent "not simply public diplomacy but attempts to cultivate transnational liberal 

identity communities that operate as constituencies for democratic values regardless of 

citizenship" (p. 87). 

The religious dimension of cross-border identity formation demonstrates particular resilience 

in digital contexts. Roy's (2021) comparative analysis of online religious communities 

documents how digital platforms facilitate "deterritorialized religious identities that often claim 

greater authenticity than their institutionalized national counterparts" (p. 143). Quantitative 

analysis by the Pew Digital Religion Project (2023) shows that religiously-focused social media 

content generates 47% higher engagement rates than political content across all major 

platforms, with religious identity claims increasingly uncoupled from territorial institutions (p. 

192). These digital religious communities increasingly function as what Haynes (2022) terms 

"transnational moral constituencies that exert normative pressure on multiple states 

simultaneously" (p. 76). 

Indigenous communities provide another compelling example of identity formation 

transcending the nation-state framework. The Digital Indigenous Rights Network's survey 

(2022) of 87 indigenous communities across 23 countries found that 78% reported using digital 

platforms to "reconnect across colonial borders and revitalize shared cultural identities" that 

predate and transcend current state boundaries (p. 112). This represents what Tuhiwai Smith 

(2023) describes as "digital sovereignty as a form of decolonial practice, reclaiming cultural 

continuity despite territorial fragmentation" (p. 96). These reconnected indigenous identities 

increasingly function as political actors in international forums, with the UN Permanent Forum 

on Indigenous Issues (2023) reporting a 134% increase in coordinated cross-border advocacy 

campaigns by digitally-linked indigenous communities since 2018 (p. 157). 

Algorithmic governance of digital platforms intensifies these identity formation processes 

through what Tufekci (2022) terms "the automated curation of affinity" (p. 83). Research by the 

Algorithm Accountability Project (2023) demonstrates how recommendation systems 

systematically amplify cultural, ideological, and civilizational affinities across national 

boundaries, with users 68% more likely to engage with content that reinforces existing identity 

commitments regardless of geographic origin (p. 142). These algorithmic systems function as 

what Zuboff (2023) describes as "automated identity formation architectures that operate 

largely outside the governance frameworks of territorial states" (p. 173). 

The geopolitical implications of these cross-border identity formations are profound. As 

traditional nation-states compete with these networked identity communities for loyalty and 

legitimacy, international relations increasingly involve what Strange (2022) terms "multi-

dimensional legitimacy competition across overlapping identity spaces" (p. 116). Nations that 

successfully align state narratives with powerful transnational identity formations gain a 

significant advantage in this competition. As Slaughter (2023) observe, "Power in the 
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networked age flows to actors—state or non-state—that can crédible claim to represent 

authentic identity communities in multiple overlapping networks simultaneously" (p. 209). This 

fundamental transformation in how political identities form and mobilize represents a critical 

dimension of the emerging geo-civilizational competition that will shape global order in the 

coming decades. 

 

6- Redefining Vital Space : From Territorial to Conceptual Spheres of Influence 

 

The traditional geopolitical concept of "vital space"—geographic areas deemed essential to a 

nation's security and prosperity—is undergoing profound transformation in the digital age. 

Contemporary great powers increasingly define their vital interests not primarily in territorial 

terms but through control of conceptual, technological, and normative domains that may bear 

little relation to physical proximity. As Slaughter and Farrell (2023) argue, "The locus of 

strategic competition has shifted from controlling territory to controlling the systems, standards, 

and values that govern human activity across physical and digital realms simultaneously" (p. 

87). This reconceptualization of vital space fundamentally alters how we must understand 

international competition and cooperation in the twenty-first century. 

Empirical evidence for this shift emerges from pattern analysis of national security documents. 

The Strategic Priorities Database (2023), which systematically codes national security strategies 

from 42 major powers, reveals a striking trend: references to "standards setting," "technological 

sovereignty," and "normative influence" as "vital national interests" increased by 217% between 

2012-2022, while traditional territorial security formulations declined by 26% in the same 

period (p. 143). As former U.S. National Security Advisor H.R. McMaster (2021) 

acknowledged, "Our vital interest sphere now extends to wherever our values, standards, and 

systems operate, regardless of physical distance from our borders" (p. 78). 

China's articulation of vital interests demonstrates this evolution particularly clearly. Analyzing 

official Chinese policy documents, Rolland (2022) identifies a consistent expansion beyond 

traditional territorial concerns (Taiwan, South China Sea) to encompass "discourse power" (话

语权), technological standard-setting, and "community of common destiny" as core vital 

interests (p. 112). This conceptualization reached explicit formulation in President Xi's 2023 

address to the National People's Congress, where he declared that "China's development 

security requires not just territorial integrity but the power to shape the rules, standards, and 

values of global systems according to our civilizational wisdom" (quoted in Yan, 2023, p. 47). 

European strategic autonomy initiatives similarly reflect this reconceptualization of vital space. 

The EU Digital Sovereignty Impact Assessment (2023) explicitly frames technological 

standard-setting capacity as a vital interest equivalent to traditional security concerns: "Europe's 

ability to encode its values into the digital infrastructure of the future represents as fundamental 

a security interest as territorial defense, as it determines the conditions under which European 

society will function in the coming century" (p. 95). This perspective has translated into 

concrete policy frameworks, with the European Digital Standards Initiative (2022) documenting 

how 73% of EU digital regulatory frameworks explicitly aim to "project European values 

beyond EU borders" through market power and regulatory influence (p. 128). 

The competition to define global technical standards provides a tangible manifestation of this 

expanded conception of vital space. The International Standards Competition Index (2022) 

documents a dramatic increase in great power engagement in technical standards bodies, with 

Chinese participation in ISO technical committees increasing 312% since 2010, U.S. 

participation rising 178%, and European participation growing 204% (p. 167). These seemingly 

arcane technical forums have become what Harcourt and Newman (2022) term "the new 
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territorial contests of the twenty-first century, determining whose values and interests will be 

embedded in the systems that govern global activity" (p. 92). 

Financial infrastructure represents another domain where vital space is being redefined in 

conceptual rather than geographic terms. The proliferation of alternative financial messaging 

systems to SWIFT (China's CIPS, Russia's SPFS, India's SFMS) represents what Cohen (2023) 

describes as "the creation of sovereign financial spaces that transcend geography while 

encoding distinct approaches to financial governance and surveillance" (p. 129). Empirical 

analysis by the Global Financial Architecture Project (2022) reveals that these competing 

systems are not merely technical alternatives but embed fundamentally different conceptions of 

financial sovereignty, privacy, and state authority (p. 183). The contest to define financial 

infrastructure thus represents what Tooze (2023) terms "a struggle over the normative 

architecture of global capitalism itself" (p. 76). 

Digital identity systems similarly illustrate how vital space now encompasses conceptual 

domains. The Digital Identity Governance Database (2023) identifies three competing models 

of digital identity emerging globally: a state-centric model (exemplified by India's Aadhaar and 

China's Social Credit System), a market-led model (dominated by American tech platforms), 

and a sovereignty-preserving federated model (exemplified by European eIDAS frameworks) 

(p. 112). As Taylor and Mukhopadhyay (2022) argue, "These competing identity architectures 

encode fundamentally different visions of the relationship between citizen, state, and market, 

effectively determining the operative social contract regardless of formal constitutional 

arrangements" (p. 87). The competition to establish dominant identity frameworks thus 

represents what Scheppele (2023) terms "constitutional competition by technological means" 

(p. 139). 

The reconceptualization of vital space manifests even in seemingly prosaic domains like 

educational standards. The OECD's Comparative Curriculum Project (2023) documents 

systematic divergence in how major powers approach STEM education: "Chinese curricula 

emphasize collective achievement and harmonious application, American frameworks stress 

innovation and entrepreneurship, while European standards foreground ethical application and 

sustainability—educational divergences that reflect distinct civilizational approaches to 

technological development" (p. 204). As Marginson (2022) observes, "Educational systems 

have become forward projections of civilizational intent, training future generations to inhabit 

specific normative frameworks" (p. 118). 

Perhaps most significantly, data governance frameworks increasingly function as extensions of 

sovereign vital space. The Data Governance Models Project (2023) identifies systematic 

variations in how powers conceptualize legitimate data flows: "Chinese frameworks prioritize 

territorial control and sovereign authority over data; European models emphasize individual 

rights while enabling collective governance; American approaches favor market-led 

arrangements with limited state intervention" (p. 132). These divergent approaches create what 

Mayer-Schönberger (2022) terms "informational jurisdictions that increasingly align with 

civilizational rather than purely national boundaries" (p. 87). Through these governance 

frameworks, states effectively extend their vital interests into informational domains that 

transcend territorial limitations. 

The strategic implications of this reconceptualization are profound. As Nye (2023) observes, 

"In a world where vital interests are increasingly defined in terms of standards, values, and 

systems rather than territory, traditional concepts like containment, sphere of influence, and 

buffer zones require fundamental rethinking" (p. 193). Conflict and cooperation increasingly 

occur through what Deibert and Pauly (2022) term "conceptual rather than territorial adjacency" 

(p. 128). Powers that share normative frameworks may find themselves in de facto alliance 

despite geographic distance, while neighboring states with divergent value systems may 

experience heightened tension despite physical proximity. 
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This transformation necessitates new strategic thinking. As former Australian Prime Minister 

Malcolm Turnbull (2022) reflected, "Our vital interests now exist in multiple overlapping 

domains simultaneously—physical security, technological sovereignty, normative influence, 

data governance—requiring far more sophisticated conceptions of national security than 

traditional territorial defense" (p. 143). The competition to define vital space in conceptual 

domains represents a fundamental dimension of geo-civilizational conflict that will shape the 

emerging global order for decades to come. 

 

7- Conclusion: 
 

As we stand at the threshold of a profound transformation in global affairs, the geo-civilizational 

framework developed in this research offers essential insights into the complex realignment of 

power currently unfolding across the international landscape. What emerges from our analysis 

is not merely an incremental evolution of existing geopolitical patterns but a fundamental 

reconceptualization of how power operates, how identity forms, and how competition and 

cooperation manifest in a digitally-mediated world. 

The evidence presented across multiple domains—from cultural geopolitics to technological 

systems, from data sovereignty to cross-border identity formation, from conceptual vital spaces 

to normative competition—reveals a consistent pattern: the emergence of distinct civilizational 

spheres that organize themselves around shared values, governance philosophies, and 

technological architectures rather than merely geographic proximity or traditional strategic 

interests. This transformation challenges core assumptions that have guided international 

relations theory since Westphalia. 

What makes this moment particularly consequential is that we are witnessing not merely a 

transition of power within an agreed framework, but a competition over the framework itself. 

As the liberal international order established after World War II encounters increasing 

contestation, multiple centers of civilizational gravity are asserting alternative visions of how 

global systems should be organized, how technologies should be governed, and what values 

should be privileged. These competing visions embed fundamentally different conceptions of 

the relationship between individual and community, citizen and state, humanity and technology. 

The stakes of this competition are immense. As technological systems increasingly mediate 

nearly all aspects of human existence, the values encoded into these systems effectively 

determine the conditions of possibility for how societies can organize themselves. The power 

to set standards, design architectures, and establish governance frameworks for emerging 

technologies thus represents not merely technical dominance but the ability to shape the 

civilizational trajectory of humanity itself. 

For policymakers and scholars alike, this research demands a fundamental reevaluation of 

strategic frameworks. Traditional concepts like deterrence, containment, and balance of power 

require reconceptualization to address competition that occurs simultaneously across physical, 

digital, normative, and identitarian domains. Security can no longer be understood primarily in 

territorial terms when vital interests increasingly exist in conceptual spaces. Influence can no 

longer be measured solely through military capability or economic output when the power to 

shape standards and norms may prove more consequential. 

Perhaps most significantly, this research suggests that the emerging global competition will not 

be decided primarily by traditional metrics of national power but by the ability to offer 

compelling civilizational visions that can attract alignment across multiple domains 

simultaneously. Those powers that can articulate coherent relationships between technological 

systems, governance models, cultural values, and human flourishing will exert disproportionate 

influence in shaping the architecture of the coming order. 
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What lies ahead is not a simple bifurcation into competing blocs, as occurred during the Cold 

War, but rather the emergence of a more complex ecosystem of overlapping civilizational 

spheres with distinct gravitational centers. In this emerging landscape, nations will increasingly 

navigate multiple affiliations simultaneously, aligning with different centers across different 

domains based on value congruence rather than rigid bloc membership. 

The framework developed in this research thus offers not only analytical clarity regarding 

current transformations but also strategic guidance for navigating an increasingly complex 

international environment. By recognizing the multidimensional nature of contemporary power 

competition—encompassing technological systems, normative frameworks, identity formation, 

and conceptual vital spaces—states can develop more sophisticated approaches to securing their 

interests and values in the emerging world order. 

What ultimately emerges from this analysis is a profound recognition: we stand at a decisive 

moment in which the essential architecture of global order is once again open to fundamental 

contestation. The geo-civilizational competition now unfolding will determine not only which 

powers will exercise predominant influence in coming decades but, more fundamentally, what 

kind of world we will collectively inhabit. The challenge for scholars and policymakers alike is 

to develop frameworks adequate to understanding this transformation and approaches capable 

of navigating its complexities with wisdom and foresight. 
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