
Chapter 1

It’s smart to be geopolitical!

While the title of this opening chapter may appear to be a little
self-serving and owes its origins to Robert Strausz-Hupe, the
founder of the right-wing Foreign Policy Research Institute in the
United States, I aim to convince you that it is not only smart but
also essential to be geopolitical. Amid the ongoing bloodshed in
Afghanistan, Iraq, Sudan, and less well reported places such as the
Congo, the continued relevance of geopolitics is overwhelming.
Despite the claims made in favour of ever more intense forms of
globalization, the relevance of territory, international boundaries,
and claims to sovereignty remain as pressing as ever. A few feet
here or there can mean the matter of life and/or death. The
labelling of a particular place as ‘dangerous’ and/or ‘threatening’
can invite military assaults from land, sea, and air, as civilians
found to their cost in southern Lebanon in the summer of 2006.
Even America’s allies in the midst of a Global War on Terror such
as Pakistan, according to President Pervez Musharraf, have
occasionally faced the unpleasant prospect of being ‘bombed back
to the stone age’ if their commitment to root out terrorists and
their networks ever wavered.

For those of us living in Europe and North America, geopolitics
might at first appear to have less relevance – something to be
applied to more turbulent areas of the world. This is a mistaken
view. Geopolitics is also part of our everyday lives and by ‘our’ I
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1. Beirut suburbs slowly come back to life after weeks of bombing in
2006
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mean those readers who might be better able to insulate
themselves to the sometimes daily struggles to cross borders,
assert ownership over land, and prevent flows of unwanted
armed personnel and/or suicide bombers. While some British
and North American citizens might worry at the new biometric
security checks at airports and seaports, the impact of the
11 September 2001 attacks on the United States was wide
reaching. The subsequent suicide bomb attacks in Bali,
Casablanca, Istanbul, Jerusalem, London, and Madrid, in
combination with the deeply controversial Anglo-American
invasion of Iraq, have highlighted how places and people are
interconnected with one another. Cities in particular have borne
the brunt of this collective assault and none more than Iraqi cities
such as Baghdad, Fallujah, and Mosul whose citizens endure near
daily assaults by suicide bombers, death squads, and coalition
forces. Since March 2003, over 650,000 Iraqis have been killed,
2 million displaced and 10 million remain without access to clean
water, according to some estimates by non-governmental
organizations.

Every week, I receive leaflets in the mail, urging me to support
vulnerable communities such as those in southern Lebanon, Iraq,
Palestine, or Afghanistan. Some places can, quite literally, be
demanding of our attention, while others such as Mogadishu (the
capital of Somalia) are more likely to be encountered
electronically – watch the movie, Black Hawk Down (2001) and
now play the video game. If we are entering a new age of ‘blood
and iron’ then it is important that we better understand those real
and virtual connections between places and communities and the
consequences that follow therein. Geopolitics, precisely because it
is preoccupied with borders, resources, flows, territories, and
identities, can provide a pathway for critical analysis and
understanding – albeit a controversial one.

But what exactly is geopolitics? If you were to Google the term
‘geopolitics’ at any one time, you might receive approximately six
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to seven million hits. Anyone brave or perhaps foolish enough to
wade through even a fraction of those potential references would
not necessarily emerge any the wiser with regards to a definition of
geopolitics. To paraphrase the social theorist Michael Mann,
geopolitics, like most terms that have attracted academic
attention, is slippery. More often than not, it is used by journalists
and pundits such as Thomas Barnett of the Esquiremagazine,
Thomas Friedman of the New York Times, or the former US
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger as a shorthand term, intended
to convey a robust attitude towards political action using
taken-for-granted geographical templates such as the ‘axis of evil’
and ‘outposts of tyranny’. Rather than take those terms for granted
(or simply mock them), it is vital that we explore the sorts of
consequences that follow from dividing the world into particular
zones.

Towards an understanding of geopolitics

Geopolitics provides ways of looking at the world and is highly
visual as a consequence, readily embracing maps, tables, and
photographs. While there is really little point in trying to establish
a definition of the term that would be able to hold a consensus of
opinion amongst pundits, two distinct understandings of
geopolitics will suffice for the purpose of this very short
introduction. First, geopolitics offers for many a reliable guide of
the global landscape using geographical descriptions, metaphors,
and templates such as ‘iron curtain’, ‘Third World’, and/or ‘rogue
state’. Each of these terms is inherently geographical because
places are identified and labelled as such. It then helps to generate
a simple model of the world, which can then be used to advise and
inform foreign and security policy making. This idea of geopolitics
is by far the most important in terms of everyday usage in
newspapers, radio, magazines, and television news, which also
tends to reduce governments and countries to simple descriptors
such as ‘London’, ‘Washington’, or ‘Moscow’.
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Second, we could focus our attention on how geopolitics actually
works as an academic and popular practice. So rather than simply
assume that labels such as ‘iron curtain’ and ‘axis of evil’ have a
certain heuristic value, we proceed to question how they generate
particular understandings of places, communities, and
accompanying identities. The term ‘Third World’, for example, not
only served as a geographical description of many places in Africa,
Asia, and Latin America, it also helped to triangulate the political
geographies of the cold war involving the United States and the
‘First World’ and the Soviet Union and the ‘Second World’ in a
global competition. While some have criticized the term for
assuming that the ‘Third World’ was the open space for further
expressions of superpower rivalry, others including leaders and
intellectuals located in Africa, Asia, and Latin America embraced
the term as a means of registering their political and geographical
difference from the Global North.

This book inherently favours the second approach over the first
and thus does not seek to provide a geopolitical guide to Western
foreign policy making. It makes no pretence to being allied to the
ongoing endeavours of the Cambridge-based Henry Jackson
Society, which has recently proposed a new form of ‘democratic
geopolitics’ for British foreign policy. While they have used the
term geopolitics, they show no interest in exploring the nature of
the term. Rather, the aim here is to show how geopolitics gets used
and with what consequences especially in everyday life. In the
main, geopolitical writers take the global stage as their starting
point. The appeal of a ‘god’s eye view of world’ can often prove
irresistible to leaders and pundits of all political persuasions and
backgrounds. At times of global crises and war, it is
understandable that such a global view of the world might need to
prevail. Consider, for instance, some of the speeches made by
Prime Minister Winston Churchill and President Harry Truman
in the mid to late 1940s. Political and geographical context was
critical as both sought to interpret a world that had been ravaged
by conflict. Allied victory had not brought global stability. Within
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three years of the ending of the Second World War, the victorious
powers were embroiled in a crisis over access to the divided city of
Berlin. By the time five years had elapsed, those same wartime
allies alongside China were confronting one another in the Korean
Peninsula. Over two million people died as a consequence and
most of the victims were civilian. The Peninsula remains divided
to this day along the 38th Parallel.

In March 1946, before the crises in Berlin and Korea, Churchill
addressed an audience in Fulton in the state of Missouri. Taking
stock of the world, and Europe in particular, Churchill evoked (but
did not coin) one of the most memorable expressions of the 20th
century:

From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain

has descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the

capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe.

Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and

Sofia; all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in

what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject, in one form

or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high and in

some cases increasing measure of control fromMoscow.

Twice the United States has had to send several millions of its young

men across the Atlantic to fight the wars. But now we all can find

any nation, wherever it may dwell, between dusk and dawn. Surely

we should work with conscious purpose for a grand pacification of

Europe within the structure of the United Nations and in

accordance with our Charter.

The term ‘iron curtain’ attracted much public attention in the
immediate aftermath. As an analogy, the phrase conveyed a very
real sense of a geographical barrier cutting across a vast swathe of
continental Europe. Critically, a curtain made of iron not only
prevents light from filtering through it but also foils any other
flows such as people and/or goods. Churchill often made reference
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to light and darkness in his wartime and cold war speeches in
order to convey a further sense of how Europe was divided
between liberal democracies in the West and fascism and later
communist regimes in the East. The ‘iron curtain’ stuck in the
geographical imaginations of people both sides of the Atlantic and
was later to be supplemented by President Reagan’s description of
the Soviet Union as an ‘evil empire’ in 1982. By way of contrast, the
Soviet media never published Churchill’s speech and the Soviet
leader Joseph Stalin later used ‘the speech’ to persuade his fellow
citizens that the country was being threatened by an aggressive
grouping comprised of the United States and its Western
European allies including Britain.

President Truman, a contemporary of Churchill and Stalin, also
used his speeches to represent and interpret a world that was
changing in the late 1940s. In an address on 12 March 1947 to a
joint session of Congress, Truman presented a stark view of the
world:

At the present moment in world history nearly every nation must

choose between alternative ways of life. The choice is too often not a

free one.

One way of life is based upon the will of the majority, and is

distinguished by free institutions, representative government, free

elections, [and] guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech

and religion, and freedom from political oppression.

The second way of life is based upon the will of a minority forcibly

imposed upon the majority. It relies upon terror and oppression, a

controlled press and radio; fixed elections, and the suppression of

personal freedoms.

I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to support

free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed

minorities or by outside pressures.
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I believe that we must assist free peoples to work out their own

destinies in their own way.

I believe that our help should be primarily through economic and

financial aid, which is essential to economic stability and orderly

political processes.

The world is not static, and the status quo is not sacred. But we

cannot allow changes in the status quo in violation of the Charter of

the United Nations by such methods as coercion, or by such

subterfuges as political infiltration. In helping free and independent

nations to maintain their freedom, the United States will be giving

effect to the principles of the Charter of the United Nations. It is

necessary only to glance at a map to realize that the survival and

integrity of the Greek nation are of grave importance in a much

wider situation. If Greece should fall under the control of an armed

minority, the effect upon its neighbor, Turkey, would be immediate

and serious. Confusion and disorder might well spread throughout

the entire Middle East.

As with Churchill’s address, the speech was instrumental in
shaping the post-1945 geographical imagination of the United
States and the wider world. After examining the fragile situation
in Greece and Turkey, the President offered a simple but
politically effective division (‘ways of life’) between those countries
that supported liberty, freedom, and democracy and those who
did not. While it was clear that he intended the division to favour
the United States and its allies at the expense of the Soviet Union,
it also committed the country to upholding the new geopolitical
architecture of the post-1945 era. American support in the
1940s and 1950s was critical even if more contemporary
administrations have been prone to displays of ambivalence
and even thinly disguised malfeasance towards the United
Nations.

Terms such as ‘iron curtain’ and later geographical manifestations
such as ‘evil empire’ under President Reagan in the 1980s or ‘axis
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of evil’ under President George W. Bush in 2002 matter greatly
because they frequently help to legitimate (and justify) subsequent
expressions of statesmanship and foreign policy decision making.
Geographical descriptions continue to provide an essential
element in the implementation of foreign and security policies.
Those descriptions of places and regions can also be dramatically
overturned by events. The destruction of the Berlin Wall
in November 1989 led to a radical re-evaluation of Eastern and
Central Europe by American and Russian governments alike. The
term ‘iron curtain’ no longer made political and/or geographical
sense as democratic movements brushed former communist
regimes aside. Two years later, the so-called ‘evil empire’ of the
Soviet Union disintegrated and the cold war security organization,
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO, created in 1949),
expanded to include former Eastern Bloc states such as Poland,
Czech Republic, andHungary. The Russian government has looked
on with mounting concern at this geopolitical encroachment.

Geopolitics, as I noted earlier, can also concern itself with the
implicit geographical understandings of world politics mobilized
every day by political leaders, journalists, and learned experts.
Terms such as ‘Third World’ not only served to identify particular
regions of the world but also aided and abetted the production
and circulation of cold war identities. Recently independent
countries in Africa and Asia used expressions such as
‘non-alignment’ to depict a desire for different sets of geographical
and ideological relationships – ones which were not tied to the two
superpowers. While it may be perfectly reasonable to focus on the
speeches and subsequent behaviour of powerful political leaders,
geopolitical activities are not the sole preserve of states and
governments. Individuals, non-governmental organizations,
private companies, international and regional institutions such as
the United Nations and the European Union engage in
geopolitics. New media technologies such as the internet have also
enabled non-state organizations, such as anti-globalization groups
and terror networks amongst others, to use it to campaign and
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mobilize public support for different political geographical
representations of the world.

This notion of geographical imagination is significant and owes
much to the writings of the late Palestinian-American scholar,
Edward Said. In his many works including Orientalism (1978),
Said articulated an interest in how places were and continue to be
imagined and represented in art, literature, music, and western
foreign policy making. As a committed advocate of a Palestinian
state, he was deeply sensitive to how communities such as the
Palestinians or the wider Arabic world were understood, often in
unflattering terms, as unstable, threatening, and/or exotic. This
meant, he suggested, that particular cultural understandings of
place and communities, could rally policy makers and public
opinion in ways that might be antithetical to the project of
achieving an autonomous Palestinian community. Writing for
much of his life in the United States, Said was deeply concerned
that the mainstream media in that country was unsympathetic to
the plight of the Palestinians and more likely to regard them as
harbourers of terrorists than part of a dispossessed people
confined to refugee camps or, like himself, part of a wider
diaspora. If Palestinians are understood in unflattering terms then
it becomes all the easier for others such as pro-Israeli supporters
to marginalize attempts to draw attention to the continued
occupation of the West Bank or the consequences of the
Israeli-built security wall. Who would wish to support a people
labelled as harbourers of terrorists?

Video games and virtual Afghanistan and Iraq

Interested readers might like to consult the following website

(www.kumawar.org) and see the range of video games on

offer to participants eager to recreate Americanmilitary

engagements in Iraq and Afghanistan, including the assault

on Fallujah in 2004. Users are encouraged to use satellite
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imagery andmapping so that they can plan their ownmilitary

campaigns, and the company responsible for product

development encourages real-life soldiers to volunteer their

stories about combat experiences. Iraqi civilians and/or

suspected militants appear to be either obstacles and/or

adversaries that need to be killed, usually in large numbers.

Geographical representations help to inform people’s
understandings of the world and in that sense we are all
geopolitical theorists. Critically, however, our geographical
understandings of the world may differ radically and for a host of
reasons – religious, ethnic, political, and so on. Muslims might
remind us that one of the most important elements of their
collective geographical imaginations is the notion of the umma, a
community of fellow believers that stretches across North Africa,
Europe, and Asia in particular. Some Muslims might also have
pictures of Mecca and Medina in their living rooms. International
bodies such as the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC),
created in 1969 (or 1390 according to the Muslim calendar), exist
specifically to provide a forum for an alternative response to a
world that is usually defined by powerful Christian countries such
as the United States and their visions of global order. Incidentally,
if you were to access the home page of the OIC, you will notice that
the motif of the OIC is juxtaposed on the global symbol of the
United Nations (www.oic-oic.org).

Linking geopolitics to popular culture

Geopolitics is neither something that simply occurs in the State
Department nor that which is reproduced in the opinion pieces of
newspapers such as the New York Times and the Guardian. Take
the State of the Union address as an example. The American
President always gives this address to a Joint Session of the House
of Congress in January of each year. It is a high-profile opportunity
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for a President to convey his vision for the country and the wider
world. As part of that tour d’horizon, the State of the Union
address frequently utilizes a whole series of geopolitical codes in
order to rank countries and regions in order of their geographical
significance, ranging from major allies to those considered to be
clear and present dangers. The speech is televised and subject to
extensive analysis in newspapers and magazines. Moreover,
coming from the leader of the most powerful state in the world,
presidential speeches also enjoy extensive contemplation from
international media organizations. As such, the State of the Union
address becomes part of everyday life and hence the subject of
conversations in the home, the office, and the café.

Speaking in January 2002, only a few months after the 11
September attacks on the United States, the President’s State of
the Union address was a momentous event as many citizens
looked to their Commander-in-Chief to make sense of events.
American citizens were still in a state of shock. How was the
President going to both reassure the populace and reassert
America’s sense of self-importance? As the speech unfolded, Bush
deployed the following explicit geopolitical evaluation:

Our second goal is to prevent regimes that sponsor terror from

threatening America or our friends and allies with weapons of mass

destruction. Some of these regimes have been pretty quiet since

September the 11th. But we know their true nature. North Korea is

a regime arming with missiles and weapons of mass destruction,

while starving its citizens.

Iran aggressively pursues these weapons and exports terror, while

an unelected few repress the Iranian people’s hope for freedom.

Iraq continues to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support

terror. The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax, and nerve

gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade. This is a regime that

has already used poison gas to murder thousands of its own

citizens – leaving the bodies of mothers huddled over their dead
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children. This is a regime that agreed to international

inspections – then kicked out the inspectors. This is a regime that

has something to hide from the civilized world.

. . . I will not stand by, as peril draws closer and closer. The United

States of America will not permit the world’s most dangerous

regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.

(Applause)

This section of the address caused much interest amongst media
and political commentators not least because of the phrase ‘axis of
evil’ to describe the trio of Iran, Iraq, and North Korea. When the
President of the United States and Commander-in-Chief of the US
Armed Forces describes three countries as part of an ‘axis of evil’,
people all over the world tend to notice. Unsurprisingly, the
governments of those three countries strongly criticized the
address and denounced the United States in public addresses
designed in the main to reassure domestic audiences. From the
President’s point of view, the phrase ‘axis of evil’ was not only
intended to act as a proverbial ‘shot across the bows’ of states that
the United States disapproved of but also provided a simple
geographical template of the world. By the time the President
returned to this theme in the 2003 State of the Union address,
Saddam Hussein in particular had been identified as a ‘brutal
dictator, with a history of reckless aggression . . .with ties to
terrorism . . . [he] will not be permitted to dominate a vital region
and threaten the United States’.

While few would seriously contend that Saddam Hussein was not
brutal, this description, alongside many others, was important in
preparing the ‘ground’ for the invasion in March 2003. The link to
terrorism and weapons of mass destruction proved enticing to
many Americans, who initially supported President Bush’s
decision to take military action. While many experts in North
America and elsewhere were doubtful of such connections, public
opinion was not sufficiently critical of those assertions to prevent
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