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Abstract

FJ he popularity of geopolitics among Russians as well as analysts of the

A international relations of the former Soviet space is noteworthy in chat
it contradicts large bodies of scholarship that suggest the declining strategic and
economic value of territory, and hence predicts declining analytical payoffs to
geopolitical theories. This chapter analyzes the resurgence of geopolitical thinking in
Russia and finds: 1) that most geopolitical thinking in Russia accepts some version of
the “heartland thesis,” which atcributes great global strategic significance to Russia’s
size and location; 2) that this theory is an understandable reaction to Russia’s historical
experience, although it also has the effect of exaggerating the strategic importance of
the only dimension of power in which Russia excels; 3) that the theory is wrong; and
4) thar it may have had some deleterious effect on Russian policy, and it has clearly
distorted experts’ and intellectuals’ analysis of Russias interests and prospects in the

near and far abroad.

Geopolitics is in. From Beijing to Delhi, Berlin and Paris, geopolitics is
now widely used by statesmen, political analysts, and scholars alike. The precise
meaning of geopolitics can vary greatly. Analysts and journalist are prone to use the
tetm as simply a synonym for power politics. But for most, geopolitics implies a
geographical imperative that in some way conditions patzerns of national politics
and international relations. It suggests at a minimum that the geography of states
— size, location, topography, natural conditions, resource endowment, and so on — is
critical in determining both cheir historical evolution and their prospects for tuture
development. In the past, scholars of geopolitics expressed this imperative as simple
axioms that were supposed to determine the fatcs of great states over the long run.
Today’s geopoliticians are more inclined 1o be careful, expressing the geographical
imperative as multivariate and probabilistic (and therefore less casily falsifiable)

propuositions. Still, at irs root, geopolitics posits that location macters, and macters
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decisively in the long run.

The tesurgence of geopolitical approaches is surprising, especially given
intellectual developments in the academic study of international affairs in che United
States. After all, the analytical value-added of geopolitics varies inversely with the
importance of tetritory in international politics. Yer today, large theoretical and
empirical literatutes have produced more reasons than ever to conclude thar the
importance of territory in international security has declined radically over the last
half century. In particular, most scholars of international security agree that deterrence
devalues the role of territory in providing security for nuclear-armed states, while the
rise of nationalism, the internationalization of production, and the post-industrial
revolution all conspire to raise the costs and decrease the benefits of territorial
conquest.” Moreover, a growing literature in economics, comparative politics and
international political economy casts serious doubt on the long-term utility to any
state’s competitive prospects of attaining control over narural resources. While not
buying in to recent globalization hype, there are compelling cheoretical reasons,
backed up by formidable empirical research, that control over nawral resources is
irrelevant, or even a hindrance, to the creation of a competitive economy.? If the
international relations or the political economy literature is right, then the relacive
analytical importance of geopolitical approaches should be declining, not rising.

Nowhere is the current revival of geopolitics more marked than in Russia,
Banned in Soviet times as an imperialist-fascist “false science,” geopolitics came back
1o Russia with a vengeance after 1991, Over the past decade, geopolitika has been
endorsed in a wide range of reputable academic works in the fields of geography,
political science, international affairs, and philosophy. Its academic respectabiliey is
ratified, for example, by the creation of a Center for Geopolitical Studies at the Russian
Academy of Sciences Institute of Geography. More significandy, it is now a part of
popular political discourse. Major political figures — including Communist Party
leader Gennady Zyuganov — have written lengthy books emphasizing the importance
of geopolitics to Russia’s future political destiny.’ Perhaps predictably, Russia’s
military brass joined the bandwagon as well. Top policymaking generals have penned
tomes on geopolitics, retired generals have formed their own centers for geopolitical
analysis, and militery academies now include the subject in required courses of
instruction.® Indeed, the Russian government has made a formal commitment of sorts
to geopolitics, through the establishment of a permanent Committee on Geopolitical
Affairs under the official auspices of the state Duma — the only such body in the

world. Since the mid-1990s, official pronouncements on foreign and security policy
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have been larded with geopolitical phrases and ideas.

Russia, therefore, is a good test case of the geopolitical revival. If the Russian
geopoliticians ate right, then much Western scholarship about international affairs
is wrong — at least about Eurasia. If Western academics are right about the relative
decline in the strategic significance of tertitory, then Russian geopolitical thought, to
the extent that it has any concrete meaning and influence, has merely contributed 1o
Russians’ self-delusions about their country’s importance to the world.

In this chapter, I conclude that the latter view is probably right. Although it
is hard to demonstrate conclusively that geopolitical ideas have concretely affected
Russias strategic choices, the fact that Moscows’s elite discourse has so consistently
inflated Russia’s real capabilities may owe something to the influence of geopolitical
notions. Russians’ systematic overemphasis of the importance of territory and location,
while understandable, may have slowed their adaptacion to decline in the 1990s
and hindered their ability to face necessary trade-offs between cherished strategic
goals. It is important to stress that this is an argument over degrees of emphasis.
Territary obviously matters. Strategy must pay heed to the map, and preferably a
good topographical map. But policymakers and analysts must not become transhxed
by the map o the exclusion of other factors that hear on strategy, as well as critical
technological changes that alter the relative importance of space, natural resources,
physical transportation and communication routes, and topography. To the extent
that their natural fixation on the vast size of their country and its location in central
Eurasia has prevented Russians from coming to terms with their real possibilities,
geopolitics has served them ill.

[ proceed in four sections. First I document the rise of geopolitical thinking
in Russia, and make the case that nearly all Russian geopoliticians to a greater or
lesser degree buy into some version of the “heartland™ concept. Second, I explain
the popularity of geopolitical thinking, which owes much w partially correct but
ultimately flawed reading of recent history. The third section evaluates the central
proposition of current Russian geopelitics concerning the strategic importance
of the Eurasian heartland. Fourth, I assess the influence of geopolitical thinking.
A superficial case can be made that this mode thinking affected overall policy; a
far stronger case can be made for its influence on analyses and commentatars, both

within Russia and abroad.
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