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It is a hazardous business to introduce research on geopolitical discourses
in a journal called Geopolitics. For the past decade most of the work done
on geopolitics – in geography at least – deals with discourses, codes,
visions, representations, narratives, and other concepts pertaining to the
importance of language in geopolitical practices. The articles in this special
issue analyse geopolitical discourses in relation to (domestic) political pro-
cesses of struggles and the shifting framework of national and international
power. We have dubbed this common theme ‘the politics of geopolitical
discourse’.

In this introduction we aimed at disclosing three political dimensions of
geopolitics. The first concerns the political character of geopolitical knowl-
edge, the possibility of a geopolitical body of knowledge beyond everyday
politics and the necessity and danger of political engagement of scholars in
that field. The second is the academic politics of boundary-making between
disciplines and the position of geopolitics, political geography and interna-
tional relations (IR). Finally we deal with geopolitical discourses proper and
consider the politics of discursive struggles. The concluding section intro-
duces the seven articles and the different ways they approach the politics of
geopolitical discourse.

Address correspondence to Virginie Mamadouh, Department of Geography, Planning
and International Studies, University of Amsterdam, Nieuwe Prinsengracht 130, 1018 VZ
Amsterdam, The Netherlands. E-mail: v.d.mamadouh@uva.nl
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350 Virginie Mamadouh and Gertjan Dijkink

THE POLITICS OF GEOPOLITICS

Geopolitics is a contentious concept – but which key concept is never dis-
cussed? Typical of geopolitics, however, is the huge gap between two
approaches of international relations that use this label. In geography,
geopolitics covers critical approaches to foreign policy practices and repre-
sentations, while in foreign policy studies geopolitics generally refers to a
conservative, realist view of international relations (IR)1 The problem for geo-
politics as academic discipline is not that there is geopolitics in the political
arena, but that it is connected to a specific type of politics, German Geopolitik
from the 1930s which is tainted by its connection with the Nazi regime.2 After
World War II Geopolitik was a shame for geographers and they empathically
tried to demonstrate the neutrality of geography in general and political geog-
raphy in particular. Geographical research on interstate relations carried on
under these conditions has been dubbed elsewhere non-geopolitics3 in an
attempt to underline the distance maintained between academic practice and
policy recommendations for foreign policy making.

The term geopolitics disappeared from academic and public discourse
after World War II but was progressively reclaimed from the 1970s onwards.4

In academia, progressive geographers like the French geographer Yves
Lacoste reclaimed geopolitics for an activist and emancipatory approach to
geography and politics.5 In international relations, realist diplomats like the
American security adviser and Secretary of State (1973–1977) Henry Kissinger
reclaimed geopolitics to oppose policy choices based on idealism and ideol-
ogy and to bring ‘national interests’ back on the top of the agenda of foreign
policy makers. Obviously such geopolitics is as much imbued with ideologi-
cal assumptions as idealist foreign policies. The framing of ‘national interest’
might suggest that there is a given, general interest of a state, but the defini-
tion of such interest is always the outcome of domestic struggles and the
power relations in which they are embedded. In the early 1990s, political
geographers developed a new approach to geopolitics aiming to disclose
geographical assumptions in geopolitical discourses, especially disclosing the
politics and the power relations behind the discursive practices of intellectuals
of statecraft. Like Yves Lacoste, though inspired by Michel Foucault and to a
lesser extent by other French philosophers like Jacques Derrida and Jacques
Baudrillard, they brought the political dimension of geopolitics, political
geography, and geography to the frontline, thereby politicising it again.6

Still geopolitics remains ‘more political’ than many other subfields of
geography – although it is not that exceptional if you compare it to advo-
cacy and activist approaches to spatial planning and environmental preser-
vation – and this seems to bother geographers. Two years ago the journal
Progress in Human Geography devoted a discussion to that very question.
The forum was entitled ‘Is there a politics to geopolitics?’ and was convened
by Alexander Murphy7. It explores the political connotations of the term.
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The Politics of Geopolitical Discourse 351

The four contributors – among whom are the two editors of Geopolitics:
David Newman and John Agnew – address slightly different but coherent
political issues. Mark Bassin8 first contrasts the two faces of contemporary
geopolitics: the new or critical geopolitics consisting of critical approaches
to foreign policy practices and representations developed by left-wing, critical
or radical academics vs. the neoclassical geopolitics consisting of conservative,
realist views of international relations promoted by right-wing politicians in
France, Germany, Russia and the U.S.. Bassin pleads for a thorough under-
standing of how geopolitics is part of these ideological preoccupations.
Next David Newman9 stresses the need for geopolitical decision-making to
be better informed and the need for academics to link with practitioners.
Then Paul Reuber10 argues that ‘geopolitics is taking the place of ideology’
after the Cold War following three lines of argumentation in the framing of
the ‘politics of geopolitics’: the geopolitics of cultural difference (Hunting-
ton’s clash of civilisations11), the geopolitics of universalism and hegemonic
superpower (Fukuyama’s end of history12) and the geopolitics of new bloc
formations (the European Union as new bloc, or Barnetts’s ‘gap’13). According
to Reuber, the deconstruction of discourses should lead to repositioning,
but cannot transcend discourse. The fourth and last contributor John
Agnew14 favours a more assertive attitude by geographers in claiming the
term geopolitics and accepting such a struggle for concepts as the core busi-
ness of academic practices; the fuzz about geopolitics precisely suggests that
something interesting and challenging is happening here. He nevertheless also
advances his own understanding of geopolitics that stresses the importance
of framing geopolitical practices historically and posits thinking and acting
‘geopolitically’ as a key feature of modernity.

This writers forum for a broad audience of human geographers demon-
strates that the political use of geopolitical insights or arguments is perceived
as a major concern and challenge by geographers. At this occasion both
editors of Geopolitics stress in their contributions the inclusive character of
their journal that is portrayed as a forum open to contributions crossing the
entire range of studies invoking the term geopolitics.

As the left-wing engagements of many critical geographers demon-
strate, it is not politics per se which is deemed immoral – indeed one can
argue that refraining from using academic knowledge to tackle social
wrongs and change society is immoral – the point is that almost any field of
knowledge that offers the prospect of manipulation, is sooner or later
touched by politics. The relevant question is: can we put the political con-
text in brackets and then still retain something conceivable as ‘advancing
scientific knowledge’? In natural science many researchers have given an
affirmative answer to this question, neutralising the issue of immoral appli-
cations (nuclear science) as something to be dealt with by ethical bodies.
Some philosophers like Bruno Latour15 have reversed the problem by argu-
ing that politics and social strategies are an indispensable tool in attaining
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352 Virginie Mamadouh and Gertjan Dijkink

scientific results. In social and political studies the issue of an inerasable
socio-political bias in our production of academic knowledge about society
has been raised continuously since the 1970s. The opinions on what consti-
tutes a core of universal knowledge differ. In any case, since the fall of the
German Nazi regime and its Geopolitik, the dominant conviction among
geographers and political scholars has been that bracketing the politics in
geopolitics would not leave anything of scientific value behind.

And is there a truth to the new geopolitics? The dominance of critical
geopolitics and its poststructuralist focus on deconstruction have often
prompted the critique that deconstructing discourse is short of what should
be achieved. It doesn’t necessarily provide an alternative, better framing of
the social situation under scrutiny and stands aloof from policy recommen-
dations. This is for example the critique made by Matthew Sparke16 on Ó
Tuathail’s Critical Geopolitics (1996).17 Ó Tuathail seems to share this con-
cern as shown by his plea in a forum on the future of political geography
‘to re-assert “thick” regional geographical knowledge in the face of “thin”
universal theorizing about world affairs’18 and his critique on Sharp’s Con-
densing the Cold War19 for being limited to deconstructing popular dis-
course on the Soviet threat without providing an alternative vision of
communism and the Soviet Union during the Cold War.20

GEOPOLITICS, IR AND POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY: 
DISCIPLINARY POLITICS

The debate on the politics of geopolitics has been presented above as a
debate among geographers. But is geopolitics adequately described as a
subfield of geography? The heritage of German Geopolitik has been per-
ceived as an embarrassment for geography in general and for political geog-
raphy in particular and has been dealt with by geographers among
themselves. Still classical and neoclassical geopolitics and geostrategy did
not completely disappear in the fields of international relations (IR), security
studies and military studies, without bringing about the same process of crit-
ical redevelopment of a geopolitical research agenda. As a result of this dual
path of development, the blurred identity of geopolitics is directly linked to
boundary-making processes between the disciplines of political geography
and international relations.

The issue is multifaceted and complicated by the uneven relations
between both disciplines. In the epilogue to a collection of essays dealing
with different geopolitical traditions21 Peter J. Taylor characterises geopolitics
as the ‘periphery of a periphery of a periphery’22 meaning that geopolitics is
the periphery of political geography which is the periphery of geography
which is the periphery of social science. By contrast, IR is a much larger field
of research with a much larger crowd of researchers, allegedly higher social
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The Politics of Geopolitical Discourse 353

status associated with diplomacy, law and political science, and better access
to foreign policy makers. This might explain why the geographical debate
about critical geopolitics is hardly familiar to IR scholars interested in geopoli-
tics who instead refer either to traditional research agendas (the influence of
geographical factors on foreign policy and/or international relations), or to
the political usage of the word (as realist framing of international relations as
power politics based on fixed national interest).

There are different ways to conceptualise the relations between geopoli-
tics and IR. The Belgian political scientist David Criekemans has constructed a
genealogical account of geopolitics as the story of a field torn between claims
from political geography and from IR.23 He criticises geographers for neglect-
ing geopolitical approaches in IR, especially the importance of the work of
Harold and Margaret Sprout24 and the comparative study of foreign policies as
missing link between classical and critical geopolitics. But he also argues that
IR scholars neglect the geopolitical fundaments of realism, disclosing how
Hans Joachim Morgenthau, despite his own saying, was influenced by geo-
politics and incorporated geopolitical factors in his assessment of national
power. In his view, geopolitics is a common project for political geography
and IR and he sees cognitive geopolitics (the label he uses for the work of the
Sprouts) and critical geopolitics as two antitheses to classical geopolitics stem-
ming from IR and political geography respectively.25

An alternative framing is that of Klaus Dodds in which he presents
political realism, liberalism and critical geopolitics as three theoretical
approaches to world politics,26 implicitly but effectively disregarding disci-
plinary boundaries while starting from a common object of study, namely
world politics, defined either as political relations at the global scale or as
international relations in the age of globalisation.

The present debate in IR is not only between realism and liberalism
(between approaches stressing state sovereignty and those stressing interna-
tional cooperation and norms), but also involves more recent cultural and
constructivist approaches.27 The fact that geopolitical approaches in geogra-
phy form a category that does not fit into the (either/or) realist/constructivist
dichotomy possibly contributes to the blurred image of geopolitics in IR. First,
geographers generally do not claim to belong to a theoretical school as
explicitly as IR scholars usually do. Second, geopolitical approaches can be
both, depending on how they tackle the relation between geography and
politics, space and power. There is indeed a fundamental gap between the
two main programs of geopolitics: the one, using geographical knowledge
and representation to naturalise power, belongs to the realm of realist
approaches; the other, problematising the fusion of geographical knowledge
and power belongs to the realm of constructivist approaches.

For IR scholars, it is customary to see geopolitics as a specific form of realist
approaches, one that stresses the geographical characteristics of the state in order
to explain its interests and its capabilities in entering certain international relations
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354 Virginie Mamadouh and Gertjan Dijkink

in a certain way (with Geopolitik as emblematic, national school of geopolitics),
echoing the old wisdom of great statesmen, like the French President François
Mitterrand quoting Napoleon after the crumbling of the Berlin Wall: ‘Remember
the words of Napoleon: Each state follows the politics of its geography’28.

But critical geopolitics relates more clearly to constructivist approaches in
international relations (IR), studies focusing on the formation of international
and security identities and strategic culture.29 The concepts used to character-
ise geopolitical discourses – representations, codes, visions, imaginations, and
so forth (we will come back to differences between these terms in the next
section) – are however broader than similar IR concepts as international iden-
tity, security identity or strategic culture, because they aim at a much larger set
of representations than those customary in diplomatic and military circles.
Geographers tend to underline the importance of geopolitical representations
in the broader public – the soldiers to be sent to war, their families, electors
that support policies and finance wars or other policy actions – and expand
the study of these discourses to the realm of media and popular culture, while
IR scholars generally focus on foreign policy makers, military decision mak-
ers, politicians and authors. In other words, geopolitical representations might
be less sophisticated and detailed when it comes to preferences regarding the
usage of certain policy instruments or tactical decisions, but they are broader
in scope so as to include worldviews, perceptions and assessments of ongo-
ing social developments in different parts of the world. Critical accounts of
geopolitics in geography are also related to IR approaches that use expanded
definitions of security and stress identity-related issues (for example the so-
called Copenhagen School) or that focus on culture and national identity.30

But despite a common research object and shared epistemological and meth-
odological problems (How to do sound discourse analysis? How to deal with
silenced voices?31), the exchange between these two subfields is limited.

In the IR debate, the question has been asked if culturalist approaches
are meant to supplant neorealism or (only) to supplement it.32 Similarly, in a
recent issue of Geopolitics, Kelly33 argues for the complementarity between
classic and critical geopolitics, the latter serving to refine, systematise and
improve traditional geopolitics. This is not what authors writing critical geo-
politics have in mind, but Kelly indeed enters the debate as a political scien-
tist working in the traditional geopolitical approach34 and brings back to the
forefront the ambition to provide knowledge and insights for policy making.

THE POLITICS OF GEOPOLITICAL DISCOURSE: 
DISCURSIVE STRUGGLES

Studies of geopolitical discourse in geography have been stirring a large
number of concepts describing these discursive practices: geopolitical
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The Politics of Geopolitical Discourse 355

imaginations, codes, visions, narratives, representations . . . The approaches
also differ in terms of the domains, scales and methodologies they choose.

In critical geopolitics, at least three domains of geopolitics are distin-
guished: formal geopolitics, the domain of academics and advisors, and
more grand narratives; practical geopolitics, the domain of policy making
and geopolitical reasoning justifying concrete foreign policy actions; and
popular geopolitics, the domain of the public realm and the media that
foster support and legitimacy – or fail to do so – for foreign policy. Still,
according to Ó Tuathail35 political geographers have neglected practical
geopolitics to examine formal geopolitics36 and popular geopolitics37.

Another way to differentiate approaches to geopolitical discourse is the
scale level they address. Ó Tuathail attempts to sort these different scales as
follows.38 There is the macro level of the geopolitical imagination linked to
modernity, referring to the work of John Agnew on geopolitical structure
and political economy.39 The meso level of geopolitical culture including
what he calls geographical traditions referring to the work of Dijkink on
geopolitical visions40 and Newman on Israeli geopolitical imaginations.41 At
the meso level he distinguishes geopolitical traditions as competing tradi-
tions of interpreting a state’s position in world affairs (p. 88) and geopolitical
visions after Kearns’ work on normative visions of world politics contrasting
racial imperialism (Mackinder), liberal capitalism (Wilson), and class strug-
gle (Lenin).42 Finally geopolitical discourses proper are the realm of the
micro level involving geopolitical scripts and storylines in the discursive
policy process.43 Last but not least, Ó Tuathail introduces the term geostrate-
gic discourse to characterise particular types of discourses about the ‘strate-
gic interests’ of the state, these include according to him geopolitical codes,
a concept coined by Gaddis44 and used by Taylor45 to characterise the map
of friends and foes to evaluate places abroad in the national interest of the
state. While this typology has not (yet?) been widely shared and is not likely
to become so as it disregards the common meaning of two already quite
established labels (geopolitical codes and geopolitical visions) it certainly
helps to grasp the diversity of the geopolitical representations addressed in
discursive analysis.

Another way of grasping this diversity is to underline methodological
aspects: that is the actual discursive performances under scrutiny.46 Many
studies are centred on an arena (generally a national public realm) and
present broad accounts of general orientations over a longer period of time.
They pertain to grand narratives, national identities and broad orientations
toward the rest of the world, and are often grounded in general histories of
ideas, like Dijkink’s account of geopolitical visions in different states.47

Other studies are centred on specific authors and present the ideas articu-
lated by this person in her/his writings and speeches. Generally it concenns
an influential author48 or a person in a position of power, like the High
Representative for the Common Foreign and Security Policy Javier Solana in
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356 Virginie Mamadouh and Gertjan Dijkink

Larsen’s account of discourses about the role of the EU as international
actor,49 but it might also be about an outsider challenging dominant ideas,
like Ó Tuathail’s work on the reporting of the journalist Maggie O’Kane
from Bosnia50 or Dodds’ work on the cartoons of Steve Bell.51 Yet other
studies are centred on specific media channels: a set of movies like Dodds’
work on James Bond52 or Gertz and Khleifi on Palestinian ‘Roadblock Mov-
ies’53, a magazine like Sharp’s work on the Readers’ Digest54 or a comic strip
like Dittmer’s work on Captain America,55 Web sites like Mamadouh’s work
on Dutch Moroccan youth after 9–1156, and sometimes even one specific
article, film, photograph or cartoon. Still others are centred on a specific
event, conflict or foreign policy making decision like the genocide in
Rwanda,57 the war in Bosnia,58 the faith of Central Europe at the end of the
Cold War,59 the protests in Seattle in 1999,60 or the September 11 attacks.61

Finally while most study focus on discursive production, some attempt to
assess discourse reception with surveys of public opinion, such as the col-
laborative work of Kolossov, O’Loughlin and Ó Tuathail on Russian public
opinion.62

A key issue in these accounts of geopolitical discourses is that of
change and continuity. While the study of geopolitical representations and
ideas has been introduced to liberate geopolitics from its alleged geograph-
ical determinism, the field of geopolitical representations and ideas might
elicit a new kind of determinism. This is especially true of grand geopoliti-
cal narratives justifying global foreign policy orientations: Britain’s aloofness
to Europe, America’s requirement of absolute security, the domino theory in
the Cold War, Finland’s mediating role between East and West. This
approach is less deterministic in a pure geographical sense: it is not the
insularity of Britain that explains its foreign policy but the British represen-
tation of its insularity does shape its foreign policy as it determines the
opportunities and constraints policy makers are confronted with. Still this
approach assigns great importance to political-geographical constellations
and it does not seem to be sensitive to possible variations in vision. Geo-
graphical representations are often seen as rather stable compared to the
day-to-day business of foreign policy. In their comparison of the UK,
France, and Germany, Van der Wusten and Dijkink for example stress the
permanent differences between the geopolitical visions of the three coun-
tries over more than a century.63

Discourse studies put emphasis on human construction rather than on
the environment as determinant of discourses. In Foucault’s perspective dis-
courses are explained by practices that prove to be effective in exerting
power. Of course, such practice takes advantage of technological develop-
ments and physical-geographical facts. Only very powerful or hegemonic
states can link geopolitical visions with an international power practice
changing world order. Most other states will use geopolitical representation
as a domestic justification for certain (realistic) international routines (like

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
an

ka
ya

 U
ni

ve
rs

ite
si

] 
at

 0
1:

30
 2

8 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
12

 



The Politics of Geopolitical Discourse 357

colonialism, neutrality or advancing peace, bridging opposition in the
world, etc.) or merely as part of a national identity strategy.

Geopolitical representations become more explicit but also more divi-
sive when important decisions have to be taken or a crisis occurs. Major
changes in the geopolitical context generally bring the reformulation of geo-
political visions, a re-articulation of geographical representations that is nec-
essary to acknowledge and justify foreign policy changes. Recently the
accession to the European Union for post communist countries in Central
and Eastern Europe, the war in Afghanistan and in Iraq for Western coun-
tries, the accession to the World Trade Organization for China or Russia, all
necessitate discursive justifications that encompass some renegotiation of
past experiences, geopolitical visions, and national identities.

Even domestic problems like the weak national identity of an immigra-
tion country or the weak legitimacy of a ruling elite may boost the produc-
tion of geopolitical images and the construction of external enemies in
order to instil some pride and consensus in the masses.64 Language (or for
that matter maps) can be a force in the coercion of people, a ‘representa-
tional’ force that obliges people to do certain things on penalty that they
loose their ‘Self’. This is also valid in international conflict. Janice Mattern65

talks about linguistic “guns” in her analysis of how ‘the US and Britain
forced each other into compliance with the terms of we-ness’ in the Suez-
crisis (p. 101). This interpretation sheds some light on the phrase ‘politics of
geopolitical discourse’ because it reveals a curious rapprochement between
the examination of software (geopolitical images and narratives) recom-
mended by critical geopolitics and the traditional hardware approach of
‘realist’ international relations studies.

Whereas the founding fathers of discourse analysis would not have
recoiled from using the word ‘linguistic gun’ (Foucault66 elaborated dis-
course as a disciplining strategy in society), discourse analysis easily drifts
into the analysis of texts. We are not saying that this is a condemnable type
of research, but it may leave certain facts out of the picture. The main goal
of text analysis is to reveal Background Knowledge or ideology,67 that is,
assumptions about the world that are never made explicit or are not
advanced by author or speaker as debatable. Studies of the ‘assumptive
world’ of certain categories of politicians, for example in suburban munici-
palities,68 were an early example of deconstructing ideology in a spatial
political context. Usually authors engaging in such analyses are very
much aware that Background Knowledge is a power tool. Authors from the
linguistic school of discourse analysis often take their examples from
dialogues between authorities and subjects (for example, a police cross-
examination). Yet, the analysis of texts and images with a geopolitical con-
tent may easily eclipse the political action and it is easy to see why. Unlike
the everyday situation in which authority is exercised (police, school, super-
vision at work) the exercise of a ‘representational’ force on masses or in

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
an

ka
ya

 U
ni

ve
rs

ite
si

] 
at

 0
1:

30
 2

8 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
12

 



358 Virginie Mamadouh and Gertjan Dijkink

international relations is difficult to pinpoint or visualise. There is no such
thing as a clear command situation in international relations, nor can we be
sure to have the right messages at our disposal.

There are several ways to tackle this problem. First it is possible to
focus on different opinions about an imminent foreign policy decision. Such
debates inevitably employ geopolitical images or narratives (background
knowledge) and the final outcome after voting in parliament or in a council
of ministers provides a cue on the representational power of such images
and narratives. Second, we may look at a lingering conflict and establish
how attempts at conflict resolution are thwarted by the geopolitical visions
of the parties involved. Third, we may follow the evolution of a discourse in
a situation of international tension where actors are enacting their ‘Selves’
on the international scene. All of these approaches pay attention to multiple
discourses in a competitive framework.

In transitional moments, the dominant geopolitical narrative might get
outdated and new ones might compete for hegemony. Considering the
power relations involved in the competition between geopolitical visions, cer-
tain expectations can be formulated. Where there is a political contest of
visions around an important decision, the vision that can link up with interna-
tional institutional practices is more likely to win, because it can appear the
more realistic and the more pragmatic and/or because it can mobilise external
support. In a globalising world69 this might be even more compelling than
ever, as autarky or even self-reliance and autonomy do not seem viable alter-
natives. In a situation of social transformation and/or geopolitical transition,
individual actors and political groups have more opportunities to change the
definition of the situation. Alternative geopolitical visions have a greater
chance of becoming successful. Historical background is more important than
geographical location to understand the appeal or the robustness of a specific
geopolitical vision in a certain country. It also determines the way geopolitical
visions are articulated. Path dependency is most visible in the fact that exist-
ing and past geopolitical visions can be seen as potential resources for the
formulation of new geopolitical lines of reasoning. It is not possible to predict
the dominance of certain geopolitical visions because this is the outcome of a
struggle between social actors. The case studies collected in this special issue
are an excellent illustration of this dynamic nature of geopolitical discourses
based on the interaction between politics, geography and history.

INTRODUCING THE COLLECTION OF PAPERS

Most of the papers included in this issue were presented at the Fifth Pan-
European International Relations Conference of the Standing group on
International relations (SGIR) of the European Consortium for Political
Research (ECPR) in The Hague in September 2004 in a workshop organised
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to provide a forum for an encounter between geographers and international
relations scholars. Four authors are IR scholars, four are geographers. All
authors keep aloof from policy recommendations and keep to the role of
analysts. All papers explore the politics of geopolitical discourses at the
meso level (see above) in European countries confronted with dramatic
changes, in most cases the collapse of the Cold War and the post Cold War
period. The papers deal with historical discontinuity and/or with competing
geopolitical visions articulated by different actors at the same time. They
address dominant discourses and their challengers or sequences of alterna-
tive discourses.

Most papers deal with geopolitical visions articulated for a state,
although one addresses the geopolitical visions for a stateless nation – the
Basque nation – and a second for the Czech nation under various political
arrangements (Austrian-Hungarian Empire, Czechoslovakia, Czech Repub-
lic). Most papers consider self-representation but two put the emphasis on
the representation of others: the successive geopolitical narratives of the
Balkans articulated by the Greek government and the contradictory geopo-
litical visions of Turkey articulated by state and non-state actors in Italy.
Finally three of the papers explicitly scrutinise visuals associated with the
geopolitical visions they explore (the ones about the Balkans, Portugal and
the Basque country respectively).

The papers fall in two broad categories when it comes to their concep-
tion of the political in geopolitical discourses. The first framework is that
geopolitical reasoning (or imagining) holds a varying power of attraction
over intellectuals or politicians. Some commentators on world affairs
employ a geopolitical perspective; others do not. ‘Geopolitical’ in this con-
text means such things as to have a realistic view on the behaviour of states
and to evaluate international alliances and conflicts on the basis of location
or geographical consistency rather than ideological consanguinity. The first
paper considers Portuguese geopolitics contemporaneous with German
Geopolitik. The other two consider geopolitical arguments in a setting
where they are the challengers, not the dominant discourse. Although the
term ‘Geopolitics’ remained tarnished in Germany after its reunification one
could discern some fresh but hesitating seeds of ‘geopolitical’ judgment in
public discourse after 1990. These new understandings showed more affin-
ity with pre-war conditions than with the Cold War political landscape in
Europe. In the Czech case, the paper sketches a historic alternation between
geopolitical and more idealistic perspectives as articulated by key politicians
at key historical moments of the political history of the Czech nation. In
these two papers, geopolitical discourse is primarily associated with assum-
ing a specific position in the foreign policy discussion. Geopolitical argu-
ments can be quite provocative particularly in an idealistic political culture.
Provocation is valued by those who want to break through ‘politically
correct’ interpretations of the world, but a remarkable feature of the politics
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of geopolitical discourse in Germany was how cautiously it had to proceed
because of the emotionally charged past.

The first paper looks back to the political propaganda and the repre-
sentation of territory in the colonial discourse of the Estado Novo (1933–
1974), a time in which Portugal had to adjust to a minor role in world
politics. As Heriberto Cairo shows in his analysis of the role of maps and
propaganda in the Salazar’s authoritarian regime: ‘Portugal is Not a Small
Country’. After analysing the famous map designed for the First Portuguese
Colonial Exhibition in Porto in 1934 on which Portugal with its colonial
empire is compared to European countries, Cairo considers school maps,
the reception of this discourse and counter-narratives.

In The Politics of Geopolitik in Post-Cold War Germany, Andreas
Behnke examines the expected revival of geopolitical imaginations at the
end of the Cold War. He posits that the Cold War consensus to read
Geopolitik as a Nazi science eroded at the end of the Cold War, distinguish-
ing three approaches: one in which continuity is stressed regarding the
claims of Geopolitik, the second rehabilitating Geopolitik and presenting it as
a victim of Nazism, and the third a critique of Westbindung foreign policy
and a reassessment of a new selbstbewuste German nation. Finally he under-
lines how Geopolitik has been marginalised in a German foreign policy
based on Verantwortungspolitik, European Germany and Westbindung.

In a related endeavour, Petr Drulák examines the role of geopolitics in
Czech political thought through a contrast between geopolitics and anti-geopol-
itics, in which the first is the foil to idealism ideology and human will, and the
second a foil to geopolitics and realism. His analysis targets four central figures
of Czech politics: Palacký (1798–1876), Masaryk (1850–1937), Nejedlý (1878–
1962) and Havel (born 1936). His argument is that anti-geopolitics dominates,
although some geopoliticians (Dvorský, Korxák) did have more influence at the
time of the foundation and the destruction of Czechoslovakia in 1918 and 1938.

While these first three papers choose a more narrow view of geopolitics
as a specific type of geographically informed foreign policy discourses associ-
ated with conservative, nationalist, realist ideologies, the remaining papers use
a more general view: all foreign policy discourse is grounded in an under-
standing of a specific geographical imagination, idealist discourses denying the
importance of geography being a possible version. The end of the Cold War
changed things not only for countries located (partly) behind the Iron Cur-
tain.70 Finland was also removed from its no man’s land between East and
West, and Greece had to rediscover its neighbouring countries in the Balkans.

In this second framework geopolitics is not treated as a type of discourse
that has extraordinary clout in a discussion with other systems of political
thought, but as the ubiquitous backbone of all foreign politics. Any story of the
world uses implicit geopolitical visions and images; there is no such thing as
the geopolitical versus non-geopolitical position in foreign politics. This means
that we are rather interested in how different structures of geopolitical thinking
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and seeing are useful for politicians or movements that need to mobilise sup-
port. Here we effectively enter the domain of ‘critical geopolitics’. According to
the advocates of a critical approach we should deconstruct geopolitical images
or narratives by showing that they are extensions of (domestic) policy aims of
particular states or politicians or that they reproduce historic structures of
power that have become obsolete (the state). The authors in this issue pay
special attention to the volatile and diverse character of these discourses and
or the normative role of frameworks other than national politics, like the inter-
national institutional reality or the international network of an actor.

Sami Moisio discusses in his article the political struggle around the
Finnish accession to the European Union (1991–1994) and the competing
geographies that were used to naturalise or to resist this decision. EU acces-
sion is a way of moving West,71 securing its Western identity and reframing
its relations with its mighty Eastern neighbour Russia. The alternatives were
isolation or Nordic integration (an option compromised by the upcoming
accession of most Nordic states to the European Union).

Asteris Huliaras and Charalambos Tsardanidis contend that three geopo-
litical perceptions of the Balkans followed each other in the post Cold War
period, influencing public opinion. First the Balkans was seen as a Muslim
Arc menacing Greece. Later on, after 1995, Greek foreign policy makers
developed geopolitical ambitions for their country as a regional power with
the Balkans as its natural hinterland. Finally after the Kosovo war at the end
of the 1990s, the Europeanisation of the Balkans became the key priority of
the Greek government to stabilise the region and this process was naturalised
and speeded up by consistently renaming the region South Eastern Europe.

The remaining two papers focus less on foreign policy makers and
their advisors and include other political and social actors in their analyses
of the struggles for geopolitical representations.

In the case of Italian views on Turkey, as earlier with the views of
Greece on the Balkans, representations pertain to the other. Edoardo Boria
explores the role of stereotypes and geopolitics with an analysis of the ste-
reotype of the Turk in Italian history and its instrumentalisation by the
elites. In the seventeenth century, the Republic of Venice articulated a
counter-representation to that of the Roman Catholic Church. But for the
present period – while the debate on the candidacy of Turkey to join the
European Union is a major geopolitical issue in Italy as in most European
countries – there are multiple representations. Boria introduces the
representation of the Berlusconi government, the Lega Nord, the Confedera-
tion of Italian Industry, the Vatican and tour operators, and discusses the
consequences of this heterogeneity for the support for Turkish accession to
the European Union and in general for political action.

In his article on the Basque country, the only paper dealing with a
nation without a state, Jan Mansvelt Beck considers Euskal Herria as an
imagined territory. The territorial imaginations of Basqueness in Basque
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nationalist rhetoric and political practice are described. On the one hand
separatists generally represent Euskal Herria as a territory consisting of
seven provinces (four in Spain and three historical provinces in France), but
only three of them are part of the Autonomous Community of the Basque
Country, the regional government with the largest degree of autonomy in
Spain, which is consequently strongly institutionalised, as is the Autono-
mous Community of Navarra to which the Basque nationalist claims extend.
Last but not least, Basques on the northern side of the international border
also imagine a French Basque department for local state. In his rendering,
Mansvelt Beck stresses the popular geopolitics of these territorial represen-
tations, with the concept of ‘banalization of geopolitical imaginations’.

These articles are instructive case studies pertaining to smaller coun-
tries outside the realm of Anglo-American geopolitics. They do not neces-
sarily provide ready-made solutions for the political and methodological
problems examined in this introduction, but hopefully this set of articles will
encourage geographers and IR scholars to engage further with the politics
of geopolitical representations.
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