
Chapter 2
An intellectual poison?

Introduction

All words have histories and geographies and the term ‘geopolitics’ is no exception. Coined in
1899, by a Swedish political scientist named Rudolf Kjellen, the word ‘geopolitics’ had a
twentieth century history that was intimately connected with the belligerent dramas of that
century.

(Gearóid Ó Tuathail, 2006)

In 1954, Richard Hartshorne lambasted geopolitics as an intellectual poison. During the
Second World War, he had worked in the Office of Strategic Services (the forerunner of the
Central Intelligence Agency) and helped to generate geographical intelligence for the US
military. He, like other geographical scholars before him such as Isaiah Bowman, found
geopolitics to be intellectually fraudulent, ideologically suspect, and tainted by association
with Nazism (and other variants of fascism including Italian and Japanese) and its associated
policies of genocide, racism, spatial expansionism, and the domination of place. Given this
damning indictment, it is perhaps not altogether surprising to learn that many geographers in the
United States and elsewhere including the Soviet Union were unwilling to enter this
intellectual terrain. Within 50 years of its formal inception, therefore, it stood condemned by a
cabal of geographers and more importantly by writers contributing to widely read American
periodicals such as Reader’s Digest, Life, and Newsweek. Toclaim, therefore, that geopolitics
has had an eventful intellectual history would be something of an understatement.

How had geopolitics first attracted such opprobrium? In November 1939, Life magazine
published an article on the German geographer Karl Haushofer and described him as the
German ‘guru of geopolitics’. The article contended that geopolitics, as a scientific practice,
not only gave Nazism a sense of strategic rationality but also invested National Socialism with
a form of pseudo-spirituality. Both aspects were significant in shaping public and elite
attitudes towards this subject matter. On the one hand, geopolitics was condemned as a
fraudulent activity not worthy of serious scholarly attention but, on the other hand, the critics
bestowed upon it extraordinary powers to strategize and visualize global territory and
resources. The use of the term ‘guru’ was not, therefore, entirely innocent precisely because it
conveyed a sense of Nazism being endowed with a supernatural spirit and wicked sense of
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purpose. By the fall of 1941, the Reader’s Digest alerted readers to the fact that at least a
1,000 more scientists were intellectually armed and ready to bolster the geopolitical
imagination of Hitler and the German Volk (people). Frederick Sondern, writing for mass
audiences in the Reader’s Digest as well as in Current History, described a shadowy Munich-
based organization called the Institute for Geopolitics that was intent on informing Hitler’s
plans for world domination. According to the author, the atmosphere was febrile:

The work of Major General Professor Dr Karl Haushofer and his Geopolitical
Institute in Munich, with its 1000 scientists, technicians and spies [is causing great
alarm] ...These men are unknown to the public, even in the Reich. But their ideas,
their charts, maps, statistics, information and plans have dictated Hitler’s moves from
the very beginning.

Such was the concern about this shadowy institute and the extraordinary powers attributed to
German geopolitics that President Roosevelt commissioned a series of academic studies on the
subject. While those experts were less convinced about the claim concerning 1,000 scientists
and technicians in the service of Hitler, they concurred that geopolitics was providing
intellectual muscle to the practices associated with German statecraft including invasion and
mass murder. What made the accusation of complicity even more damning was that some of the
leading authors such as Haushofer were closely connected to the Nazi regime. This crossover
between the academy and the world of government was crucial in adding further credibility to
the charge that geopolitics was ideologically bankrupt and morally suspect.

By the time the Second World War was over, geopolitics stood widely condemned as being the
handmaiden of Nazism and a whole post-war generation of scholars and their textbooks on
political geography simply decided to omit geopolitics from their discussions. When one
American-based geographer Ladis Kristof (father of the New York Times columnist Nicholas
Kristof) tried to resurrect the term in the United States in the early 1960s, he was castigated by
his colleagues and damned for even mentioning the term geopolitics in print.

The origins of the ‘science’ of geopolitics
In order to understand the alarm and outrage felt by American critics during the 1940s and
beyond, it is necessary to appreciate fully the genesis of geopolitics as an intellectual term.
Coined in 1899, by a Swedish professor of political science, Rudolf Kjellen, it has often been
taken to signify a hard-nosed or more realistic approach to international politics that lays
particular emphasis on the role of territory and resources in shaping the condition of states.
This ‘science’ of geopolitics posited ‘laws’ about international politics based on the ‘facts’ of
global physical geography (the disposition of the continents and oceans, the division of states
and empires into sea- and land-powers). Reacting against what he perceived to be an overly
legalistic approach to states and their conflicts with one another, the introduction of scientific
geopolitics in the academic and government-orientated worlds of the 1890s and 1900s was
opportune. As a portmanteau adjective, geopolitics attracted interest because it hinted at
novelty – it was intended to investigate the often unremarked upon geographical dimensions of
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states and their position within world politics. Kjellen later became a Conservative member of
the Swedish Parliament and was well known for his trenchant views on Swedish nationalism
and foreign policy designs.

The claim to novelty is a little misleading and it helps only in part to explain why geopolitics
became an attractive term and vibrant intellectual concern throughout continental Europe. Was
geopolitics a 20th century academic reformulation of more traditional forms of statecraft and
state calculation, previously carried out in ministries of foreign affairs and ministries of war
through the 18th and 19th centuries, rather than in university classrooms?

Sarah O’Hara and Mike Heffernan have shown how many of the ideas associated with this
nascent geopolitics were foreshadowed by government documents and press speculation.
While geopolitics arose in response to specific late 19th-century concerns, it perhaps reflected
more an act of academic colonization (in an era of major university expansion in Britain and
continental Europe) of an activity previously conducted outside the academy.

Three factors contributed to the establishment of geopolitics as a distinct subject. First,
economic nationalism and trade protectionism was on the rise as imperial European states such
as Britain and France agonized over the shifting and increasingly interconnected nature of the
global economy. The rise of the United States as a trading power created further unease
amongst these European powers. Second, imperial powers pursued an aggressive search for
new territories in Africa and elsewhere in the mid to late 19th century. While imperial
accumulation was on the rise, European powers confronted each other over ownership and
access to those colonial territories. Britain and France were embroiled in tense encounters in
North Africa, and Britain and Russia continued to jostle and parry in Central Asia under the
sobriquet of the ‘Great Game’. The famous British geopolitical writer Halford Mackinder
described the new era as post-Columbian in the sense that the era of European exploration and
colonization in the aftermath of Columbus’s landing in the Americas in the 1490s was over.
Ultimately, countries such as Britain and Germany engaged in rearmament, which provoked
fears that conflict might materialize in Europe rather than simply erupt in faraway European
held colonies. Finally, the growth of universities and the establishment of geography as an
academic discipline created new opportunities for scholars to teach and research the subject.
The alleged scientific status of geopolitics was important in establishing claims to intellectual
legitimacy and policy relevance.

Invasion novels and geopolitical anxieties

The invasion novel was a historical genre which gained considerable popularity between the
1870s and 1914. One of the most recognizable was George Chesney’s The Battle of Dorking
(1871), a fictional account of an invasion of England by German armed forces. Others include
Erskine Childer’s Riddle of the Sands (1903) that featured two British men on a sailing
holiday who happen to prevent a planned German invasion when they chance upon a secret
fleet of invasion barges. By 1914, over 400 books had been published about hypothetical
invasions by overseas powers. Their popularity owes a great deal to the contemporary
zeitgeist associated with Anglo-German rivalries, rearmament, and imperial competition in
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Africa and the Mediterranean. Public fears about ‘foreigners’ and German spy networks grew
accordingly.

Invasion novels were also popular in Japan and emerged at a time when the Japanese
confronted the Russians in 1904 for dominance of East Asia. In the United States, H. Irving
Hancock wrote of an invasion by German forces and the occupation of the North-East
Seaboard. American forces eventually repel the attackers.

The role of the United States in terms of economic and geopolitical influence further
complicated these early geopolitical analyses of Europe and its imperial outposts. As
contemporary observers such as Fredrick Jackson Turner opined, the American frontier was in
the process of ‘closing’ as continental expansion came to its natural culmination. In the late
1890s, in the aftermath of the purchase of Alaska from Russia in the 1860s, the American
Empire encapsulated the territories of Cuba, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico. Admiral
Thomas Mahan, in his The Influence of Sea Power upon History 1660–1783 (1898), offered
some sobering advice to the then Theodore Roosevelt administration. As a one-time President
of the Naval War College, he was well placed to contribute to American strategic thinking.
Looking back at Anglo-French naval rivalry in the 17th and 18th centuries, Mahan
recommended that the acquisition of naval power was the single most important factor in
determining a nation’s geopolitical power. Sea power was the ‘handmaiden of expansion’ and
an expansionist United States would need to be able not only to project its power across the
vast Atlantic and Pacific Oceans but also to have the capacity to deter and/or defeat any rivals.
The main threat, according to Mahan, lay with the German and Russian Empires and their
maritime ambitions. His work was later to be translated and read with great enthusiasm in
Germany and played a part in shaping German geopolitical thinking in the 1920s and 1930s,
especially in the development of pan-regional theorizing.

The writings of Kjellen, however, initially attracted swift attention from German scholars who
explored in detail the relationship between politics and geography at a variety of geographical
scales. In part, this movement of ideas owes much to geographical proximity and the
interchange between German and Scandinavian scholars. German writers were, like Kjellen,
deeply interested in conceptualizing the state according to its territorial and resource needs.
Informed by variants of social Darwinism, the struggle of states and their human creators was
emphasized, as was the need to secure the ‘fittest’ states and peoples. According to Fredrick
Ratzel, Professor of Geography at the University of Leipzig, the state should be conceptualized
as a super-organism, which existed in a world characterized by struggle and uncertainty.
Trained in the natural sciences and conversant with the intellectual legacy associated with
Charles Darwin and Jean Baptiste de Lamarck, Ratzel believed that the state was a
geopolitical force rooted in and shaped by the natural environment. In order to prosper let
alone survive in these testing circumstances, states needed to acquire territory and resources.

In his book, The Sea as a Source of the Greatness of a People (1901), Ratzel identified both
the land and sea as providing opportunities and physical pathways for territorial expansion and
eventual consolidation. A strong and successful state would never be satisfied by existing
limits and would seek to expand territorially and secure ‘living space’. Rival states would
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also seek such spaces so, according to Ratzel, any state seeking to expand would be engaged in
a ceaseless cycle of growth and decline. The search for living space was in effect a
fundamental and unchangeable geopolitical law – quite literally a fact of life on earth. He was,
unsurprisingly, a passionate advocate of a German Empire and for a strong navy capable of
protecting its overseas interests.

For many other writers as well, Germany’s geographical location and historical experience at
the centre of Europe was both a blessing and a curse – it had the potential to dominate the
European continent but was also a victim of territorial loss and misfortune. Germany was, as
Michael Korinman noted in 1990, ‘a land of geographers’, with some of the first established
university faculties dedicated to teaching geography. On the eve of the First World War,
German geographers such as Naumann and Partsch advocated a German alliance with the
Austro-Hungarian Empire and a strong naval presence in order to expand its commercial
objectives and territorial portfolio. With defeat in 1918 came the crushing realization that those
ambitions were not likely to be achieved in the near future. The 1919 Peace Conference and
the devastating financial and territorial settlement contained within the Treaty of Versailles
sowed the seeds of resentment. When in the inter-war period, the ideas of Ratzel were
resurrected, geographers in France such as Paul Vidal de la Blache worried that these ideas
concerning the state as a super-organism could be deployed to justify a resurgent Germany,
determined to extract revenge for its earlier territorial and ethnic dismemberment.

Elsewhere in Europe, geographers and military officers were engaging with geopolitical ideas
and relating them to a broader discussion on colonialism, national regeneration, and imperial
mission. In Portugal, for instance, the emergence of Salazar’s regime in the early 1930s
precipitated public displays and engagements with Portugal’s mission in regard to the wider
Portuguese-speaking world. In Italy, the new journal Geopolitica was created in order to
facilitate further discussion over Italian geopolitical ambitions in the Mediterranean and
Africa. In both countries, new maps were circulated in school textbooks and public murals
with the purpose of instructing citizens about the geographical aspirations of these countries. In
Spain, geopolitical discussion concentrated on Spanish colonial ambitions in North Africa and
the government was anxious to project military power accordingly. Unlike Germany, Iberian
geopolitical engagements were primarily preoccupied with colonial territories rather than
reshaping the map of continental Europe.

When fears concerning a German military renaissance proved justifiable, the British
geopolitical writer Mackinder advocated a Midland Ocean Alliance with the United States in
order to counter any possible alliance between a resurgent Germany and the new Soviet Union.
Although suggested in 1924, it is often understood to be one of the earliest proposals for a
strategic alliance, which was later to be initiated by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization in
April 1949. Although West Germany was an important cold war ally of the United States and
Britain in the late 1940s, inter-war German geopolitical discourse was preoccupied with
German territorial growth and cultural hegemony.

Geopolitics and Nazism
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The most controversial element in the 20th-century history of geopolitics comes with its
alleged association with Nazism and Hitler’s plans for global domination. The idea of a state
being considered as a super-organism and moreover requiring ‘living space’ provided a
dangerous if not wholly original backdrop to inter-war engagements with geopolitical ideas.
For one thing, the notion of the state as an organism encouraged a view of the world that
focused on how to preserve national self-interest in an ultra-competitive environment
comprised of other rapacious states. Given the apparent stakes, the maintenance of the
organism becomes critical and anything or anyone that threatens the healthy integrity of the state
would need to be addressed with some vigour. Internally, therefore, those that control the state
need to be vigilant. Externally, the health of the state is said to depend upon the relentless
acquisition of territory and resources. Again this kind of thinking tends to promote a view of
the world which inevitably cherishes a well-equipped military force ready and willing to act
when the need arises (an idea that was to be taken up with great enthusiasm in other parts of the
world particularly by post-1945 Latin American military regimes). It also promotes a moral
detachment because these geopolitical writers are considered to be simply reporting back on
certain geographical realities that are removed from social and political intervention.

Geopolitics tries to give a scientific and reasoned explanation of the life of these super-beings
who, with unrelenting activity on earth, are born, develop and die, a cycle during which they
show all kinds of appetites and a powerful instinct for conservation. They are as sensible and
rational beings as men.

(Late Chilean dictator and former Professor of
Geopolitics, Augusto Pinochet, Geopolitica, 1968)

Critics have contended that Nazis such as Rudolf Hess and even Adolf Hitler deployed
geopolitical insights and perspectives in order to promote and legitimate German
expansionism in the 1930s and 1940s at the murderous expense of ethnic communities within
Germany (the Jewish being the most obvious) and near neighbours such as Poland and
Czechoslovakia. This association between geopolitics and Nazism remains much contested and
relies in part on guilt by association. The notion of association is significant – it refers both to
an intellectual connection but more significantly to a personal bond between some leading
German geographers and highly placed Nazis.

At the heart of this accusation concerning the intellectual and political connections between
geopolitics and Nazism lie the writings and social networks of Professor Karl Haushofer. Born
in 1869, he entered the German army and finally retired in 1919 with the rank of major general.
During his period of military service, he was sent to Japan in order to study their armed forces.
Whilst on secondment (1908–10), Haushofer learnt Japanese and developed a keen interest in
that country’s culture. His interactions with Japanese military officers and geographers was
critical in facilitating the emergence of Japanese geopolitical institutes such as the Japan
Association for Geopolitics and the Geopolitics School at the University of Kyoto in the 1920s
and 1930s. He was and remains a towering intellectual influence in the development of
geopolitics not just in Germany and Japan but also in South America where his work was
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translated into Spanish and Portuguese and used extensively by the armed forces of countries
such as Argentina, Brazil, and Chile.

After his retirement from the army, Haushofer became a Professor of Geography at the
University of Munich and initiated the publication of the Journal of Geopolitics (Zeitschrift f
ür Geopolitik) in the mid-1920s. As with his predecessor Ratzel, Haushofer believed that
German survival would depend upon a clear-headed appreciation of the geographical realities
of world politics. If the state was to prosper rather than just survive, the acquisition of ‘living
space’, particularly in the East, was vital and moreover achievable with the help of potential
allies such as Italy and Japan. An accommodation with the Soviet Union was also, in the short
to medium term, wise because it would enable both countries to consolidate their respective
positions on the Euro-Asian landmass. In order for Germany to prosper, its leadership would
need, he believed, to consider carefully five essential elements, which lay at the heart of a
state’s design for world power: physical location, resources, territory, morphology, and
population. If Germany were to be a ‘space-hopping’ state rather than ‘space-bound’, it would
need to understand and act upon its territorial and resource potential.

Haushofer also promoted the idea of a theory of pan-regions, which posited that Germany and
other powerful states such as Japan should develop their own economic and geographical
hinterlands free from interference with one another. In order for Germany to dominate part of
the Euro-Asian landmass, an accommodation with the Soviet Union was essential, as was a
modus operandi with Britain, which was understood to be in control of Africa. Haushofer’s
prime geographical orientation was towards the East and he was an enthusiastic supporter of
plans to develop a Berlin–Baghdad railway, which would enable Germany to project its
influence in the Middle East and Central Asia. If developed, the railway would have
facilitated access to oil supplies and (the British feared) a platform to disrupt trade to and from
Asia. While the 1919 Peace Conference terminated German ambitions to pursue such a
scheme, his idea of pan-regions appealed to both traditional eastward-looking nationalists and
industrialists eager to exploit the raw materials held in German colonies outside Europe.

While his ideas have been seen as intellectually underpinning Hitler’s project of spatial
expansionism and genocidal violence, critics contended (especially American observers in the
1940s) that these ideas mattered because of Haushofer’s friendship with Rudolf Hess and his
high-level involvement in German-Japanese negotiations in the 1930s and 1940s. Before his
appointment as Hitler’s private secretary and later deputy in the Nazi party, Hess was a student
of Haushofer at the University of Munich. In his work, Mein Kampf, Hitler evokes terms such
as living space (Lebensraum) to expound upon his belief that Germany needed to reverse the
1919 Treaty of Versailles and seek a new geographical destiny involving Central and Eastern
Europe.

There is, however, a critical difference between the two men. Unlike Haushofer who was
largely preoccupied with spatial relationships and the organic state, Hitler placed a far greater
emphasis on the role of people (in his case the Aryan race) in determining the course of history
and geography. In other words, Hitler’s obsession with race and his hatred of German and
European Jewry did not find any intellectual inspiration from the writings of Haushofer. If the
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two agreed on anything, it was that the German state was a super-organism that needed ‘living
space’ and associated territorial outlets. Despite his connections with Nazi officials,
Haushofer’s influence was on the wane by the late 1930s and early 1940s. He neither believed,
as many Nazis did, that an international cabal of Jews and Communists was plotting to take
over the world nor endorsed Hitler’s obsession with the undue influence of German Jewry on
the national welfare of Germany itself.

By 1941–2, German émigré intellectuals such as Hans Weigert, Andreas Dorpalen, Andrew
Gyorgy, and Robert Strausz-Hupe had firmly implanted in the American imagination that
German Geopolitik was Nazism’s scientific partner in crime. Just as Haushofer was accused
of being the evil genius behind the Nazi menace, his position and influence was, as we have
noted, actually in decline. Furthermore, he thought that the German invasion of the Soviet
Union in 1941 was strategically misguided and his close relationship with Rudolf Hess
became a liability when it was discovered that Hess had secretly flown to Scotland in the same
year in an attempt to seek peace with Britain. While the origins of Hess’s mission are still
unclear, it marked a turning point in the alleged influence of German geopolitical thinking on
Hitler and his associates.

Haushofer committed suicide in 1946 after learning that his son Albrecht had been executed in
April 1945 for his part in the bomb plot to kill Hitler in July 1944. One person who discussed
geopolitical ideas with Karl Haushofer was the American colonel and Jesuit priest, Father
Edmund Walsh. Interested in German and Soviet geopolitical writings, Walsh determined that
Haushofer should not be indicted for war crimes even if he, like those aforementioned German
émigré writers, was convinced that Haushofer was the ‘brains-trust’ of Hitler. As he noted in
his 1948 book Total Power,

the interrelation of cause and effect could no longer be disguised, as one invasion
after another followed the broad pattern so long and so openly expounded in the
writings and teachings of the master geopolitician.

Given Walsh’s detailed interrogation of Haushofer in 1945, his academic judgment carried
some considerable weight but even he stopped short of blaming Haushofer’s intellectual
corpus and personal relationships for Hitler’s racist and expansionist policies.

Post-war decline in the United States
Having earned damnation and opprobrium from distinguished observers such as Edmund
Walsh, who became the Dean of the United States Foreign Service at Georgetown University, it
is not surprising that the reputation of geopolitics was in tatters. A new generation of American
political geographers spurned the term and instead concentrated on developing political
geography, which was carefully distinguished as intellectually objective and less deterministic
with regard to the influence of environmental factors on the behaviour of states. In his
important review of post-war Anglophone geopolitics, Leslie Hepple contends that the term
‘geopolitics’ dropped out of circulation of American political and popular life between 1945
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and 1970. With very few exceptions, such as the Czech-born Professor of Sociology at the
University of Bridgeport, Joseph Roucek, who published prolifically in academic and popular
journals on topics such as the geopolitics of the United States or Antarctica, the term was
studiously avoided. What is striking about all Roucek’s articles containing the title
‘geopolitics’ is that he shows little to no interest in exploring the conceptual terrain occupied
by the subject. For him, geopolitics is a useful shorthand (and apparently self-evident) term to
highlight the significance of territory and resources.

4. Listening and watching during the cold war
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Despite Roucek’s spirited adoption, very few others were willing to employ a term so
apparently tainted by an association with Nazism. This did not mean, however, that
geographers abandoned their interest in the global political map. Geographers such as
Nicholas Spykman (1893–1943) and later Saul Cohen recognized that the onset of the cold war
meant it was more important than ever before to understand the territorial and ideological
nature of the struggle between the Soviet Union and the United States. In his pioneering work,
Geography and Politics in a Divided World (1963), Cohen followed up an interest in
Spykman’s understanding of a patently fractured world.

If Spykman drew attention to what he called the rimlands of Eastern Europe, the Middle East,
and South and South-East Europe, Cohen’s later work focused on so-called shatterbelts and
attempted to explain where the superpowers were likely to be locked into conflicts over
territory, resources, and access. The geographical regions closest to the Soviet Union and later
China were seen as the main battlegrounds of the cold war. Conflict and tension in Berlin,
South-East Europe, the Middle East, Korea, and Vietnam seemed to add credence to that
geographical view even if the high-profile Cuban missile crisis of 1962 demonstrated that the
United States was extremely sensitive about the geographically proximate Caribbean basin.

Ironically, just as the term geopolitics was losing its credibility in the United States, Japan,
Britain, and other parts of Europe, an argument emerged that American cold war strategy was
implicitly inspired by geopolitical ideas. The National Security Council’s NSC-68 document,
delivered to President Truman in April 1950, warned of the Soviet Union’s plans for world
domination and possible geographical strategies for achieving that fundamental aim. Although
dismissive of the Third World and its geographical diversity, NSC 68 was later to be
supplemented by the so-called domino theory that warned that the Third World was vulnerable
to Soviet-backed expansionism. Within a decade of the formation of the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization in 1949, the United States created security pacts in Australasia (1951), Central
Asia (1955), and entered into bilateral security arrangements with Japan and South Korea.

The few American political geographers such as Cohen who did comment explicitly on the
cold war and US strategy were in agreement with general aims such as the containment of the
Soviet Union but anxious to highlight the tremendous diversity of the Third World. In the
eagerness to understand the global ambitions of the Soviet Union, Cohen warned American
readers that they should not underestimate the profound geographical, cultural, and political
differences between the Middle East, on the one hand, and South Asia, on the other. American
strategists, such as George Kennan who worked at the Department of State during the Truman
administration, were, it was alleged, neglectful of those regional differences and NSC-68 was
seen as geographically simplistic and overly concerned with representing the Soviet Union as
a relentlessly expansionist threat from the East.

Geopolitical revival in the United States
Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger is often credited with the revival of American
interest in geopolitics even if his usage was far more informal than the turn-of-the-century
exponents. Kissinger, as a German émigré and intellectual whose doctoral thesis had analysed
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19th-century European geopolitical history, was not typical of Secretaries of States in the post-
1945 period. He was an intellectual heavyweight in the Nixon administration and keen
observer of the changing geopolitical condition of the cold war. The context of the time was
critical – the cold war was entering a new phase of relative détente, even if the Soviet Union,
the United States, and China were still suspicious of one another’s motives and geopolitical
ambitions. The United States was immersed in an increasingly unpopular conflict in Vietnam
and Kissinger’s use of the term geopolitics was in part an attempt to come to grips with a new
strategic landscape. In the main, as Leslie Hepple has recorded, he uses the term to highlight
the importance of global equilibrium and permanent national interests in a world characterized
by a balance of power. Eager to promote a new relationship with China, he argued that
Moscow’s ‘geopolitical ambitions’ needed to be contained:

Equilibrium was the name of the game. We did not seek to join China in a
provocative confrontation with the Soviet Union. But we agreed on the necessity to
curb Moscow’s geopolitical ambitions. Peking’s challenge was polemical and
philosophical; it opposed not only Moscow’s geopolitical aspirations but also its
ideological pre-eminence. We agreed on the necessity of thwarting the geopolitical
ambitions, but we had reason to become involved in the ideological dispute.

While the United States strived to contain the Soviet Union, Kissinger believed that existing
American foreign policy had been too eager to promote a military response to this dilemma.
Instead what was required was, in an era of relative American military decline, an approach
which was flexible and attentive to new political possibilities such as developing relations
with other powers like China.

Although Kissinger’s usage of the term geopolitics has been described as fuzzy and vague, it
nonetheless according to some scholars repopularized the term within American political
culture and led to renewed formal academic reflection on global strategy. In terms of
popularity, geopolitics was reintroduced into discussions on cold war politics alongside a host
of other subjects that sought to connect global and regional issues. While few authors
possessed a detailed appreciation of the term’s tortured intellectual history, it served as an
apparently useful moniker to highlight the significance of geographical factors in shaping
political and military developments. Other leading political figures such as President Carter’s
Polish-born National Security Adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, were keen advocates of
geopolitics and used the term to signal their interest in projecting America’s strategic interests
in an era of mounting global tension and, for those who were later to be called neo-
conservative intellectuals, cited remorseless Soviet expansionism. The decision to fund and
support resistance to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan from 1979 onwards was informed
by a geopolitical belief that further expansion had to be contained even if it meant that the
United States and its regional allies such as Pakistan supported proxies in order to resist
Soviet forces. As many have noted, this decision had important ramifications in terms of
inspiring the creation of the Al-Qaeda terror network and producing battle-hardened veterans
such as Osama bin Laden.
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5. Henry Kissinger: Time Life cover, 10 June 1974

One of the most significant offshoots of this revival of geopolitics was the creation of the
Committee on the Present Danger, which used geopolitics and other academic pursuits such as
Sovietology (the study of Soviet government and society, sometimes described as ‘Kremlin
Watching’) to contend that America had to be prepared to ditch policies of détente and balance
of power in favour of a more aggressive approach which recognized that the Soviet Union was
determined to extend its domination over the entire Euro-Asian landmass. Disappointed with
the more dovish Carter administration, these intellectuals and academic commentators such as
Colin Gray promoted a geopolitical world view, which was later to be adopted by the Reagan
administration. American foreign policy arguably pursued Soviet-backed proxies in Central
America and Africa and more forcefully supported anti-Soviet regimes throughout the Third
World. If that meant, for instance, supporting Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq and countless
military regimes in Latin America then so be it. Short to medium range nuclear missiles were
stationed in Britain and West Germany as part of NATO’s attempt to dispel any Soviet attempts
to expand their influence in Western and Central Europe.

By the mid-1980s, geopolitical discussions within the United States were primarily shaped by
a group of scholars strongly influenced by political realism and a desire to maintain American
power in the midst of the so-called second cold war following the collapse of détente.
Geopolitics once more became a shorthand term for great power rivalries and signalled the
importance of the United States pursuit of its own national interests in an anarchical world.
United States foreign policy under Reagan was certainly more aggressive than under the Carter
presidency and many intellectuals and policy makers associated with that administration were
later to become members of the George H. W. Bush and George W. Bush administrations.
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, infamously shook hands with Saddam Hussein in the
early 1980s yet was later instrumental in planning and executing the invasion of Iraq in 2003
and his overthrow and subsequent execution in December 2006.

Towards a critical geopolitics
About the same time that certain policy intellectuals were revisiting the term geopolitics in the
contest of the cold war, other writers were exploring a rather different conception of
geopolitics. Later to be dubbed critical geopolitics, this approach was not realist in tone and
outlook. As an approach to the study of international relations, realism has been highly
significant, especially in the United States. It tends to assume that states inhabit a world which
is anarchical because of an absence of a world government capable of restricting their actions.
In the most basic forms of realism, self-interest and power projection are assumed as a
consequence to be axiomatic. For many geopolitical writers, even if they do not refer to some
of the high priests of realism such as E. H. Carr and Kenneth Waltz, they implicitly work with a
model that is similar in outlook to many realists. For the Latin American generals preoccupied
with their national security state in the 1960s and 1970s, the realist world view coincided well
with a geopolitical imagination filled with dangers and threats from communist forces inside
and outside the state.
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For the critics of this kind of realist-inspired geopolitics, this jaundiced view of global
politics is one-dimensional in the sense that it tends to overemphasize conflict and competition
at the expense of cooperation and détente. The inter-state system has demonstrated a capacity,
perhaps surprising to some observers, to collaborate and develop joint institutions,
international law, and intergovernmental bodies such as the European Union and the United
Nations. Moreover, a new generation of writers, inspired by different philosophical traditions,
is sceptical of the claims of realist-inspired writers to simply ‘tell it as it is’. In other words,
far from presenting a disinterested world view of global politics, it is profoundly shaped by
particular representational schemas, which in turn reflect linguistic and cultural conventions. It
is perhaps unsurprising that realist inspired geopolitics has found a warm reception in the
United States, where it is common for writers to present their grand designs for the world as if
they were disinterested observers simply telling their audiences a series of ‘home truths’.

6. Axes of good and evil

Feminist scholars such as Donna Haraway have been particularly significant in drawing
attention to three things that follow from such intellectual conceits. First, we need to explore
how geopolitics is made and represented to particular audiences. If we want to understand
global politics we have to understand that it is imbued with social and cultural meaning. The
current global political system is not natural and inevitable and the stories we tell about
international politics are just that – stories. Some narratives are clearly more important than
others and some individuals, such as the President of the United States and the President of
Russia, are particularly vociferous and emphatic in determining how the world is interpreted.
Hence world interest in the State of the Union address is considerable, just as it would be for a
comparable discourse produced by other powerful states such as China and Russia. Would we
be so interested in something similar produced by a political leader in West Africa or Central
America? A current exception is the president of the oil-producing state, Venezuela. Hugo
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Chavez’s highly publicized criticisms of the Bush administrations and declarations that the
President of the United States is a ‘devil’ are memorable as much for their undiplomatic tone
as their capacity to exert influence over a world in the grip of high prices for oil and rising
demand from the United States, China, and Europe. More generally, US–Latin American
relations are being shifted as additional centre-left governments get elected in South America
and a new, according to Chavez, ‘axis of good’ comes into existence.

Second, as a corollary of the above, geopolitics is conceived as a form of discourse, able to
produce and circulate spatial representations of global politics. The focus here was on how
policy-related language derived certain understandings of the current geopolitical situation and
in turn contributed to an identity politics, which was critical in securing the United States’
sense of itself. In an era that was largely defined as both a battle of ideas and influence, the
cold war lent itself to this kind of geographical focus – attention was given as much to certain
imagined geographies as it was to the actual manifestations of the conflict in places such as
Afghanistan and/or Central America. Those imagined geographies included frequent
representations of the United States, under the Reagan administration, as the ‘leader of the free
world’ and the Soviet Union as the evil empire hell-bent on imperilling Western civilization.

Third, global geopolitics is entangled with questions of gender and other factors such as race
and class. The everyday experiences of women and children and the strategies that they have to
adopt in order to cope with geopolitical and geo-economic processes and structures need to be
recognized as fundamentally different to the experiences of many men irrespective of their
geographical location. Concepts such as territory, borders, and scale take on a different
meaning when considering war rape in Democratic Republic of the Congo compared to the
immigration of young men from North Africa to Southern Europe. If the global political
boundaries are more porous to capital than to people, they are also more porous in general to
men as opposed to women. As Cynthia Enloe has concluded, global geopolitics needs to be
linked to the everyday geographies of gender relations in order to better understand the
differential impact of national boundaries, security, conflict, and migration.

In order to understand better how geopolitics works, critical geopolitical writers have
proposed a threefold division – formal, practical, and popular. The formal is concerned with
the subject matter of this chapter. How do academics and commentators self-consciously
invoke an intellectual tradition associated with geopolitics? Practical geopolitics refers to the
policy-orientated geographical templates used by political leaders such as President Bush as
they represent global politics. Finally, popular geopolitics includes the role of the media and
other forms of popular culture, which citizens use to make sense of events in their own locale,
country, region, and the wider world. All three forms are interconnected as academic writers
and journalists routinely share ideas and discourses with one another and both groups have
regular contacts with government officials and organizations. They are also immersed in the
media and popular culture. Geopolitical frameworks can help both individuals and groups
make sense of the world for themselves and a wider public. Phrases such as ‘axis of evil’
attract attention precisely because they are designed to simplify world politics and locate
friends and enemies. Presidents and prime ministers might use them initially (sometimes
injudiciously) but these kinds of grand spatial abstractions provoke and promote discussions
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amongst journalists, pundits, and reading and listening public audiences.

7. Formal, practical, and popular geopolitics

The political geographer, Gearóid Ó Tuathail, has argued that this tripartite schema resides
within a geopolitical culture, which shapes a state’s encounter with the world. Britain’s
physical location on the edge of Europe, while it should not be seen as predetermining
particular policy outcomes such as commitment to the European integrative process, clearly
has been significant in shaping cultural interpretations of geographical location. Also
significant have been wartime experiences when Britain was forced to defend its national
territories from German forces, including bombing raids and rocket attacks associated with the
Blitz. Hence the shock and humiliation felt by some politicians such as Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher when the news broke that the Falkland Islands had been invaded by
Argentina in April 1982. Political leaders and journalists rapidly invoked parallels with the
Second World War in an attempt to explain the dispatch of a naval taskforce, which ultimately
prevailed against the Argentine forces in June 1982. During the conflict itself, Thatcher
ensured that Britain had the support of the United States and this ‘special relationship’ was
critical in ensuring access to weaponry and satellite information about Argentine military
deployments. As with Prime Minister Blair over Iraq, Thatcher placed considerable
importance on the Anglo-American relationship at the expense of a geopolitical tradition based
on European Britain.
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Britain’s four geopolitical traditions

1.  Little England/Britain.

2.  Cosmopolitan Britain.

3.  European Britain.

4.  American Britain.

          (Adapted from Timothy Garton Ash, Free World, 2004)

Likewise, if we wished to understand better Russian geopolitical culture, we would need to
appreciate, as the geographer Graham Smith noted, how political leaders and journalists have
invoked three separate geopolitical traditions. First, the notion that Russia is a part of Europe
and that the country needs to embrace Western models of social and economic development.
Second, Russia is a distinctive Euro-Asian territory, with its own particular form of state and
society. Finally, Russia, like Britain, is a ‘bridge’, in this case between Europe and Asia. At
certain times, a particular geopolitical tradition might be dominant over others, such as
President Bush’s determination to pursue a geopolitical vision of a global United States, which
is concerned with American hegemony and ability to project power in order to secure the
national interest.

This kind of appreciation of geopolitics as a broader cultural enterprise is not without
precedent, however. Throughout the intellectual history of geopolitics, there are examples of
individuals and groups committed to different forms of cultural and historical analysis, such as
those found in critical geopolitics today. The work of Yves Lacoste and his Parisian colleagues
deserves some mention because Lacoste was one of the first to really consider how geopolitics
was a form of political and strategic knowledge. He penned a book in 1976, with the arresting
English-language title of Geography is Above All, Concerned with the Making of War, which
followed an earlier interest in the manner American military planners used geographical
knowledge of North Vietnam to target rivers and jungles in order to inflict ecocide (i.e. the
deliberate destruction of local ecosystems in order to weaken adversaries) on the local
population. He also examined the geopolitical theories of President Pinochet of Chile who was
a former Professor of Geopolitics at the Chilean War College in the 1960s. The latter even
penned a tome on geopolitics in which he advocated the view of the state as a super-organism
and arguably put theory into practice when he helped to remove the socialist government of
Salvador Allende on 11 September 1973. American support was judged to be critical and
Henry Kissinger, then Secretary of State, once noted with reference to Chile that

[I] don’t see why we need to stand by and watch a country go communist due to the
irresponsibility of its people. The issues are much too important for the Chilean
voters to be left to decide for themselves.

Lacoste argued that geopolitical writers needed to be more self-critical and play their part in
unmasking how geopolitics was implicated with expressions of militarism and state power.
His journal Herodote continues to be the largest circulation geography journal in the French-

Dodds, Klaus. Geopolitics : A Very Short Introduction, Oxford University Press, UK, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=415338.<br>Created from nottingham on 2017-11-21 05:11:41.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
, U

K.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



speaking world and publishes critical analyses of contemporary events such as the Global War
on Terror. Although Lacoste once noted that it was ‘not in good taste to make reference to
geopolitics’, he has advocated an approach to the subject which is informed by critical
regional analysis (i.e. demonstrating an appreciation for local and regional differences) and an
understanding of the connections between geographical knowledge and political practice.

If geopolitics is worthy of further critical reflection, it is precisely because it has attracted a
great deal of academic and popular attention, often with little appreciation of its controversial
intellectual history. Presidents, prime ministers, and pundits love the term. It purports to deal
with dangers, threats, space, and power. It helps to explain the world in simple terms –
geographical templates such as the Third World often appear to have a reassuring solidity. It
also empowers users to make predictions about the future direction of global politics.
Journalists and academic commentators frequently invoke geopolitics when they wish to
promote the next major development, whether it is the clash of civilizations, the rise of China,
the End of History (and Geography), the new American Century, or the notion that Americans
and Europeans are destined to misunderstand one another because they occupy different
geopolitical universes.

Conclusions
The final part of our brief overview of geopolitics as an intellectual term has turned again to
the United States and the English-speaking world. As I have indicated in earlier sections, this
account needs to be complemented with a word of caution. The story presented here might be
characterized as one of emergence, notoriety, decline, and revival. However, if this chapter
had concentrated on the experiences of South America, a very different story would have
emerged. For one thing, we would not have had to concern ourselves to the same degree with
the alleged stigma of Nazism. In places such as the military academies of Argentina, Brazil,
Chile, and Paraguay, which enjoyed a close relationship with the Italian and German
militaries, military officers continued to teach and publish in the field of geopolitics throughout
the post-1945 period. German geopolitical writings were translated into Spanish and
Portuguese at a time when American geographers were urging their peers to avoid the term and
its abhorrent connotations. In a continent dominated by military regimes for much of the cold
war period, geopolitics flourished without much formal concern about connections to Nazism
and associated policies of spatial expansionism and the domination of place.

Scholars in the Soviet Union who still considered geopolitics to be ideologically tainted with
Nazism did not welcome this revival of interest, especially in the 1980s. While there is far
more formal engagement with the term in post-Soviet Russia, memories of the Second World
War and associated heavy Soviet losses of life played a part in shaping academic reactions to
this new engagement of interest in North America and Western Europe. Fifty years later, this
stigma appears to have been lifted and a new generation of mainly right-wing Russian and
others such as Uzbek commentators have used earlier geopolitical writers such as Halford
Mackinder in particular to consider their countries’ geopolitical destinies. One area of
mounting interest is the strategic significance of Central Asia and the emergence of a so-called
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‘Great Game’ between the United States, China, and Russia. The United States and China seek,
much to the alarm of Russia, to extend their military and resource investments in a region
characterized by largely untapped oil and natural gas resources in the Caspian Sea.

The final point to reiterate, apart from geopolitics’s varied intellectual history is that the last
section on critical geopolitics should not be misunderstood. Only a small group of scholars in
the United States and elsewhere would describe themselves as critical geopolitical scholars.
In most countries, including the United States, most people using the term geopolitics have
little interest in understanding that contorted intellectual history. Moreover, they use
geopolitics as a shorthand term usually intended to invest their work with a kind of rugged
respectability and willingness to ponder and report upon the grim geographical realities of
world politics. Authors such as the well known American commentator Thomas Barnett often
claim, in a manner reminiscent of earlier geopolitical writers, an ability to see the world and
to make confident predictions about its future composition, usually for the benefit of one
particular country as opposed to others. Critical geopolitical writers aim to scrutinize those
claims and, where appropriate, suggest other geographical ways of representing and
understanding the world. This might include, for instance, laying emphasis on the human
security and the gendered nature of global geopolitics, which often means that women and
children are more vulnerable and exposed to geopolitical violence and geo-economic
inequalities. Often this work attempts to liberate populations from oppressive geopolitical
structures and promotes geographical understandings of a more equal world. This includes, for
instance, laying greater emphasis on the gendered nature of global politics and geo-economic
inequalities in the world trade system.
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