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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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Geopolitics Ascendant

The rise of geopolitics in Russia has artracted considerable scholarly attencion,
much of which has been devoted to the connection between territory and identity.?
Often missed in this literature is the face that geopolitics is not just a theory of
state formation burt is also, indeed primarily, a theory of international relations and
foreign policy. When one focuses on the precise theoretical propositions that various
geopolitical thinkers put forward, similarities among seemingly disparate analytical
schools become apparent.

Russian geopoliticians can be divided into three types: extremists, mainstream
intellectuals, and government officials.5 The writings of neo-Eurasianists, communists,
national-patriots, and other “extreme” geopolitical thinkers have attracted the most
attention.” For them, it is axiomatic that Russia, still occupying most of Eurasia’s
heartland, is the key tw global stability and the geographical pivot of world politics.
This is not to say that today’s Eurasian geopoliticans all accept the heartland thesis
precisely as spelled out by Sir Halford Mackinder. According to Mackinder, the
central Eurasian region constituted the pivot of world history because of its location,
size, morphology, and resource abundance. Thus, he postulated, “Who Rules East
Europe Rules the Heartland; Who rules the Heartland commands the World-Island
[Eurasial; Who rules the World-Island commands the World.”® In his view, power
emanated from the heartland, as witnessed by the perennially expansionist tendencies
of the region’s empires, because its location and terrain features allowed expansion in
all directions yet it was itself invulnerable to attack. One can accept that technological
change has rendered some of Mackinder's argument irrelevant, in particular that
nuclear weapons do make the heartland vulnerable co attack, but nonetheless hold
that political control over the center of Eurasia’s landmass is somehow pivotal o
world history. And this, it turns out, is juse what Russian geopoliticians of nearly all
intellectual stripes do in practice.

For most of these people, Russias geopolitical centrality does not lie in the
classic Mackinderian argument centered on the imperative of territorial conquest.
Nevertheless, in the end, these analyses universally posit that Russia is the pivot of
world politics, owing almost exclusively to its location and size. Russia, they argue, is
the pivoc of the global balance of power. Many Russian adherents of geopolitics accept
Saul Cohen'’s concept of two geostrategic regions: the maritime world dependent on
trade (with the United States as its core), and the Eurasian continental world (where

Russia 15 the core).” They focus on two paramount requisites for the maintenance of
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world order and stability: establishing a clear boundary between Western sea power
and Eurasian land power in Europe; and peeserving the unicy of the heartdand. In their
view, the United States, as one of the two geostrategic regions, is now the only remaining
superpower chiefly because it has been able to achieve its longstanding objective of
weakening Russia’s hold on the heartlaind while keeping Eurasias major powers from
pooling their resources. Thus, the boundary between the West and Eurasia has shifted
eastward. To date, this boundary is not properly defined. Russia, which controlled most
of the Heartland, has shrunk in terms of territory and is currently unable to play the role
of balancer in a geopolitically unstable world. A geopolitically imbalanced Eurasia mighe
provoke a universal re-division of the world with its resources and strategic boundaries.
In turn, it could imply a protfacted period of turbulence and conflict.

Here, different orientations part ways. The more extreme geopoliticans assume
that a global, zero-sum clash berween the owo worlds is inevitable and argue that policy
must be directed at strengthening the positions of the continental powers (under Russia's
leadership, of course) in preparation for it. Others argue chat the prospect of instability
in Eurasia induced by Russia’s weakness actuzlly creates a common interest with at least
some Western powers (excluding, of course, the United States). To avoid a prolonged
time of geopolitical troubles, both Russia and its continental partners in Europe and Asia
should make joint efforts to stabilize the post-Soviet space. This could restore Russia’s
historic mission to be the mediator between the European and Asian rimlands and serve
asa safeguard against American ateempts at worldwide domination. Echoing Mackinder's
three heartland axioms, El'giz Pozdnyakov coined his own geopolitical formula: “He
who controls the Heartland can exercise effective control over world politics, above all
by maintaining a global geapolitical and power balance, without which lasting peace is
unthinkabfe.”?

In less stark form, the same emphasis on the heartand cencept is evident in the
writings of more mainstream intellectual geopoliticians.! What makes these writings
mainstream is their explicit rejection of territorial expansion or any reacquisition of
tormal sovercignty over former Soviet states and their greater emphasis on constructive
relations with the United States as well as the major continental powers in Europe and
Asia. Still, they insist that owing mainly fo its size and location, Russia will rake a, if
not the leading role in the creation of a new world geopolitical order. As Sergei Rogov,
director of the Russian Academy of Sciences Institute of the United States and Canada,
put it, “the Russian Federation, unlike the Soviet Unien, cannot pretend to the role of a
superpower. But due to the size of its territory and population, as well as its military and

scientific potendal, and as a great Eurasian power, it can become a leading participant
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in 2 multipolar world, playing an active role in resolving problems in which it has an

interese,”!?

Both extreme and mainstream geopolitical thinking made inroads in official
discourse throughout the 1990s. Indeed, a consistent pattern emerged over the firse
ten years after the dissolution of the Soviet Union: the more feedback abour the
decline of Russia’s power and prestige mounted, the more official Russian discourse
became dominated by geopolitics. The “new political thinking,” an unusually explicic
paradigm that replaced the Soviets' old modified Leninist approach to international
relations, retired from the political scene with Mikhail Gorbachev in Decernber
1991." It was replaced for a brief two-year period by a dlearly articulated liberal
worldview, personified by Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev, who sought “alliance-
like” refations with the West. However, Kozyrev-style Westernism never achieved
the hegemonic position formerly occupied by the new thinking. Immediately it
contended with powerful intellectual challenges from geopolitical realism and a
more nationalistic strain of Realpolitik.'" By 1993, the liberal paradigm had been
officially abandoned by the Foreign Ministry and the Kremlin, replaced by a mildly
nationalistic Realpolitik.”” By the middle of the decade, new thinking’s influence
matched Gorbachev’s, explicit international liberalism was abandoned even by
those who took liberal stands on domestic issues, and the overwhelming bulk of the
discourse was couched in soft or hard versions of geopolitical realism.

It was the dominance of this discourse that caused many analysts to argue thar
a consensus on foreign policy had emerged within the Russian elite by the mid-
1990s. The impression was strengthened by the appoinement of the widely respecred
and bureaucratically skilled Yevgeny Primakov to replace Andrei Kozyrev as forcign
minister, and it was further consolidated during Primakov’s tenure as Prime Minster.
And, by nearly all accounts, the consensus held during Viadimir Putin’s premiership
and presidency —at least, that s, until 11 September 2001. Of course, the convergence
toward peopolitical language to describe foreign policy hid major differences of
emphasis, especially berween “old” and “new” security threats. But compared 1o
most other major capitals, the prevalence of geopolitical Janguage in official Moscow
temained striking,

While othcial documents and pronouncements do nor explicitly articulate the
heartland thesis, they accept its basic premiscs. In the first six months of his presidency,
President Putin signed several documents fundamental w the new Russian state:
its official concept of national security, its foreign policy concepr, and its defensc

doctrine.”® These documents reflected che admixture of old and new. But chey were
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firmly in line with the 1990s consensus in that they furthered the key assumptions
that had guided policy since Primakov’s heyday:

e Russia is not a regional power. It is a “grear Eurasian power” and a
temporarily wounded world power. Restoration of Russia’s righeful
status is a central goal.

* Russia must work to establish a2 multipolar world in union with China
and India and perhaps Germany and France as well. lts location in
Eurasia’s heartland places it in a central position to counterbalance
U.S. power.

» Although the formal sovereignty of the other former Soviet republics
should be respected,*Russia’s interests demand a sphere of influence
in the former Soviet territory.

These three central principles of Russian foreign policy are all linked. Russia’s
claim to be a world power lics mainly in its Jocation and size. Its central role in
countering American unipolarity is mainly the result of its position, not its other
capabilities. And its dominance in the post-Soviet space is necessary mainly in order
to remain a geostrategic, and geoeconomic, bridge between Europe and Asia — the

presumed key to its status as global balancer and world power.

Explanation

Whence this Russian fascination with geopolitics? A thousand years of history
go a long way roward answering this question. As Dominic Lieven puts it, “The
demands of international power politics and of membership of the European and
then global system of grear powers were of overwhelming importance in Russian
history. More probably than any other single factor they determined the history of
modern Russia.”"” Muscovy, Russia, and the Soviet Union tived in tough geopolitical
neighborhoods, and their chicf response to the threatening environments they found
themsclves in was to acquire and hold territory. The policy worked, though at great
cost to Russia, After all, Russia is by some measures the most successful imperial
enterprise in history. Surpassed in size only by the British and Mongol empires,
Russia and its Soviet successor proved far more durable than either one. It retained
its peak rerritorial extent longer than any other empire, and for most of the last four
hundred years it has been the largest polity on earth." Moreover, both St. Petersburg
and Moscow wete hugely successful as grear powers, playing major roles in European
and world politics for the three centuries after 1700, For much of Russian and Soviet
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history, territory did bring prestige and security. The Russian and Sovier states were
in some ways bureaucratic machines for the acquisition and retention of land. It is
hardly surprising that a people with this history would be attracted to geopolitical
modes of thought.

One consequence of Russia’s past as a territory-conquering machine is thar it
remains the world’s largest state. Space, location, nuclear weapons, and superpower
pedigree are the only plausible sources of Russia’s claim to grear power status. And
only on the geopolirical dimension docs Russia truly stand out. This may well help
explain the appeal of geopolitical arguments that magnify the global significance of
precisely this dimension. Russia is certainly not the first declining state to try to
maximize the apparent value of things it still possesses in abundance.

Moreaver, the popularity of geopolitics derives in part from superficially plausible
lessons that many Russians have drawn from their recent experience. Most of the new
players in Moscow's foreign policy game, including Vladimir Putin, experienced the
agony of the Sovier Union’s last years far from the corridors of power. Nevertheless,
many say that they have learned a powerful lesson from the Soviet Union’s experience
that internadional politics is a highly competitive realm. Claiming to be pragmatic,
unromantic defenders of the national interest, they tend to be critical of Soviet
policy in the Cold War for having overextended itself and ultimately weakened the
country. However, they are united in the conviction that their Western-oriented
predecessors bungled the management of Soviet decline by making far wo many
concessions based on a mistaken faith in the positive-sum, cooperative nature of
contemporary international politics. Their discourse resembles a laundry list of the
“myths of empire” excortated by Western scholars (if not policymakers): belief in the
prevalence of bandwagoning in world politics, the possibility of falling dominos,
the vital importance of a reputation for power in order to maintain the country’s
status and internal and external security, and a strongly zero-sum conception of
international security and economics.'” By explicitly rejecting those precepts, and
implicitly buying-in to Western academic notions, they argue, Gorbachev allowed
himself be taken for a geopolitical ride by less romantic and more savvy Western
policymakers.®

More specifically, many coneemporary Russian geopeliticans contend, the global
importance of territory in general and the heartland in particular was demonserated
by the retraction of Soviet pawer from the river Elbe 1,500 kilometers east to the
Eurasian steppe afier 1989. From a relatively small economic base, the Soviet Union

had formed one of two poles in a bipolar system. Geography is an important port
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of the explanation for how Moscow managed to pull off this feat. If one measures
international prestige by how much artention is paid to a given state, then the Soviet
Union obtained immense prestige by virtue of its polar status. And cthat status was
coterminous with the expansion of Soviet power to the Central European portion
of Mackinder’s heartland after 1945, and its withdrawal afier 1989. This shift in
territorial sovereignty or suzerainty brought an end to the forty-year-old structure of
international political and ucterly transformed the strategic desiderata of every major
power and many minor ones. The great transformation of world politics after 1989,
about which intellectuals have spilt so much ink, is due to the simple fact that the
Russians decided not to spill blood to retain control over territory. If ever an event
advertised the importance ofrcontrol over territory to world politics it was the decline

and fall of the Soviet Union.
Evaluation

It is not surprising that people who have gone through this experience should
think geopolitically. Nor is it any wonder that they tend to see the policies of ather
states ~ notably the United States — as guided by geopolitical precepts, especially
when prominent Western analysts such as Zbigniew Brzesinki discuss U.5. foreign
policy in precisely these terms.™

But are the specific geopolitical ideas that are so popular in Russia compelling on
analytical grounds? Unfortunarely for Russia’s current prospects as a wotld power, the
answer is no. The centrality of the Sovier Union’s tercitorial power to the rise and fall
of bipolarity does not ratify the heartland thesis that is so cenural to so much Russian
geopolirical thought. The fact that the Soviet Union was the “pivotal” power in the
Cold War does not mean that Russia necessarily has a pivotal role to play in creating
a new post-Cold War batance of power. For the centrality of the Soviet Union to
the Cold War, and its critical role in bringing bipolarity to an end, are explained by
standard balance of power theory.

* The distinctive feature of the postwar distribution of power was that one state,
the Sovier Union, occupied a peacetime position of near-dominance on the Eurasian
continenc. [t was this reality that gave the Cold War its particular cast — the strength,
depth, and stabilicy of NATO, as well as the evenrual formation of a worldwide
coalition of all great powers against the Sovier Union. Balance of power theory
predices that states will take action (building up their power internally or creating

alliances) to prevent any state from being able to conquer the rest. When all states
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are far from posing such a threat, the balance of power imperative is weak, since
it is not obvious whom to counterbalance. But when one state is on the verge of
attaining military dominance, it will face the opposition of all other major states in
the system. This condition was historically only obrained during major wars, except
after World War iI, which ended with the Red Army in the center of Europe and the
Soviet Union plausibly in a position eventually to subdue all the major power centers
on the Western and (less likely but still imaginable) the eastern reaches of Eurasia.
As a result the Soviet Union soon faced a very tight balance-of-power constraint that
shaped world politics until Gorbachev ended it by inadvertently precipitating the
Red Army’s peaceful decampment from East-Central Europe.

The real lesson from the Soviet Union’s Cold War expericnce, as well as the end
of the Cold War, is that the balance of power works in Eurasia.” States that acquire
the capability to take and hold enough valuable Eurasian territory will scare other
states into counterbalancing. Location does matter, in that contiguity enhances the
capability to seize territory and eliminate the sovercignty of rivals. Thus, the Soviet
Union generated a big counterbalancing effect from a comparatively small economy.
The result was truly to make Moscow the center of the Cold War international
system, and to create the conditions for the institutionalized presence of American
military power on Eurasia’s rimlands. But this experience does not ratify Pozdniakov’s
revision of Mackinder: “He who controls the Heartland can exercise effective control
over world polirics, 2bove all by mainrining a global geopolitical and power balance,
without which lasting peace is unthinkable.” That formulation radically overestimates
Russian capabilities in today’s international system, just as it radically underestimates
the difficulty of fashioning a multipolar counterbalance to American power today.

Ironically, geography and balance-of-power theory actually favor U.S. global
dominance and a divided Eurasia, the very state of affairs Russian geopoliticians
abhor. America’s “hyperpower” is offshore, which means that it is less threatening o
the sovereign security of other major states. Geography is a material explanation for
reduced threat perceptions. As Stephen M. Wale notes, “ . . . states that are ncarby
pose a greater threat than those that are far away. Other things being equal, states
are more likely to make their alliance choices in response to nearby powers than in
response to those that are distant.”® Thus, the United States can acquire far more
relative material capabilities than the Soviet Union, Russia, or any other Eurasian
power ever had, without sparking a counterbalance. All other great powers hesides
the United States are clustered in and around Furasia. Distance reduces the salience

of American unipolarity, while proximity maximizes salience of the capabilities of the
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other great powers vis-a-vis each other. They are much more likely to have aspirations
and gripes regarding each other than regarding the distant unipolar power. Attempts
on the part of individual states to balance via internal efforts are likely 1o spark local
counterbalancing - either chrough compensatory internal efforts, regional alliances,
or alliances with the United States in the classic “checkerboard” pattern — before they

substantially constrain the United States.

Effect

The upshot is thac Russian geopoliticans’ affecrion for their version of the
heartland thesis is misleading simply on standard balance-of-power grounds. The
use of old-fashioned territorial power is the worst way to try to fashion a Eurasian
counterbalance to the United States for it is the most likely to spark strong balance-of-
power dynamics in Eurasia, which only favors the current American global position
as the security manager of Furasia’s eastern and Western rims. Russia’s central location
and immense size offer it 7o particular advantage in fashioning a new Eurasian
coalition against the United States. On the contrary, its position in the heareland
means that overly aggressive cfforts on its part will only push the rimland powers
closer to each other and/or the United States.

The ideas are wrong, but so what? Have they influenced policy? It is impossible
to make this case conclusively even with better evidence than is currently available
concerning Russia’s strategic choices. The degree to which Moscow has followed
a coherent policy at all is debatable. And the degree o which the policies it has
adopted have truly been shaped by geopolitical notions is also subject to debate. The
casc is circumstantial, but it is solid enough to be taken seriously. For one thing,
thetoric does matter, even if subtly. This is especially true if words and deeds march
up. In the mid to late 1990s, official spceches, interviews, documents, and — at least
superficially — behavior all fitted a geopolitical logic: foster global multipolarity by
securing regional dominance.

The overall pattern of policy in the near abroad was superficially consistent
with the geopolitical imperative of retaining regional hegemony. Most notable were
strategies of geopolitical and geoeconomic denial. The imperative to secure regional
unipolarity from a relatively weak economic base appeared to lend Russian policy in
the near abroad a strong geopolitical cast. Many analysts viewed Russian policy as
guided by a consistent logic of maintaining dominance over strategic affairs, crade

and transportation corridors, and, most notably, petroleum resources in the former
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Soviet space. Hence, the Kiplingesque geopolitical aims: prevent the Central Asian
states from establishing a corridor to the Indian Ocean (the Tedjen-Seraks railway);
foil the possible transportation axis connecting Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan via
Afghanistan and Pakistan; oppose the Trans-Eurasian Corridor (the restoration of
the “Great Silk Road”™); undermine the Europe-Caucasus-Central Asia (TRASECA)
transportation corridor; and, most notably, oppose the Balu-Ceyhan pipeline project.
Russian policy in the ncar abroad could be seen as being guided by classical geopolitical
objectives: to prevent the emergence of a “new rimland” along the southern reaches
of the post-Soviet space and in southcastern Europe, which would have the effect
of transforming Russia intro a peripheral north-castern Eurasian state, locared off
the main trade routes, unable to bring to fruition its full geopolitical potential, A
farge specialists’ literature documents Moscow’s costly use of its remaining natural
resource and economic assets to purchase regional predominance.™ In some cascs,
economic interests appeared to trump geopolitical influence buying, undermining
the argument. But in other cases, government officials demonstrated a willingness to
exchange potential weatth and/or state rents for influence over neighbous in the near
abroad. And Russia showed a periadic willingness to use military power 1o retain
influence over neighbors™ strategic choices, Gevrgia is a prominent example, and
retain some access to the Soviet Union's former defense infrastruccure.®

At the global level, Moscow presented itself as a, if not the key organizer of a
“multipolar” coalition to rein-in US power. Primakov’s tenure at the helm of Russian
foreign policy inaugurated a parade of ostensibly anti-U.S. diplomatic combinations:
the “Furopean troika” of France, Germany, and Russia; the “special relationship”
berween Germany and Russia; the “strategic wiangle” of Russia, China and India;
and, most recently, the “strategic partnership” berween China and Russia.

Even more than in the case of near-abroad policy, it is possible to question the
geopolitical impulse behind and ultimate significance of Russias efforts to foster 2
multipolar world order. Moscow’s real diplomatic behavior bears scant relation o
the geopoliticians’ dreams of a reordering of the global power structure. The chorus
of punditry from the Kosovo crisis in 1999 to the Irag War in 2003 concerning
“counter-alliances,” “axes,” “ententes,” “triangle diplomacy,” and “swrategic
realignments” misses the real news. At most, these diplomatic combinations
occasionally succeeded in frustrating U.S. policy initiatives when the expected costs
of doing so remain conveniently low. At the same time, Moscow and the other major
capicals demonstrated a willingness to cooperate with the United States periodically

on strategic matters and especially in the economic realm. This general rendency
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toward periodic bandwagoning with the United Srates when doing so meets each
cauntry’s specific interests was the norm before 9/11 and has only become more
pronounced afterwards.

Russias counterbalancing rhetoric masked a far subtler policy. Even the most
pragmatic leaders face incentives to play on anti-unipolar resentment for domestic
audiences. And if the main objectives are local, coordination among regional powers
can have the attiactive potential side benefit of enhancing bargaining power vis-i-
vis Washington. It can thus pay to lk up the counterbalancing potential of any
prominent coordination effort among major powers that excludes the United States
ifonly as a signal in an ongoing bargaining game. But the strategy of spinning limited
regional policy coordination’ as counterbalancing U.S. hegemony has strict limits.
Even before /11, no state wanted to volunteer to be the next Soviet Union - that
is, to maneuver itself into a situation in which it will have contend wich the focused
enmity of the United States, whereupon superior resources would largely determine
the outcome, At a more subtle level, relying on this strategy has the potential to
backfire by reinforcing a country’s need for allies and lack of great power status,
with potentially harmful consequences domestically, regionally, and in direct dealings
with Washington. Russia, like China, wants to remind America that it has other
options but not at the cost of talking down their own capabilities or foreclosing a
good arrangement with Washingron.

Still, Russia’s multipolar policy consumed a great deal of the foreign ministry’s
and the president’s energy, most notably during Putin’s first year in office. The
thetoric surrounding it was loud and consistent. And the policy of wooing other
continental great powers like China, India, France, and Germany was supplemented
by a far more controversial strategy of courting regional U.S. adversaries like Iran and
Iraq. While the overall policy could be explained partly by reference to a number of
potential near-term benefis — a diplomatic bargaining ploy, a popular move with
domestic constituencies, a result of incoherent policymaking institutions, an effort
driven by commercial interest and the defense-industrial complex — it was consistent
cnough to suggest a mild version of the geopolitical heardand logic ac work. That
is, the policy reflected a belief that Russia could serve as a key broker in fashioning
policy coalitions, not power-aggregating alliances, among major Eurasian states in
opposition to the United States. Although this strategy was a shadow of the strong
geopolitical language used to describe i, its outlines did correspand to the geopolitical

premises that inform so much recent Russian thinking,
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Conclusion

States are always prone to stress the global importance of things in which they
stand out. Scandinavians see national greatness in clean streets and generous foreign
aid. France stresses culture. China makes much of a large population and growing
economy. Russians obsess on vastness and locarion. The temptation to tout one’s
advantages is especially great for declining states and empires, But succumbing to that
temptation is not without costs. In Russia’s case, the geopolitical fixation on territory
and location may have fed numerous systematic and ultimately costly biases.

In the near abroad, a growing number of analysts argue that Moscow
overestimated the strategic value of polirical, economic and military predominance,
as well as the economic and strategic value of formal control over natural resources,
and trade and transportation routes. Geopolitical mindsets may also have helped
trick some Russians into secing weak and unstable local and regional actors as unitary
“states” capable of taking decisive action. This may help account for the stress on
neighboring regimes’ geostrategic orientation as opposed to their chronic weakness
and instability, as well as the clearly exaggerated role outside powers like Turkey were
once thought capable of and interested in playing in the region.

In the far abroad, the idea that Moscow could take the leading role in
fashioning a pan-Eurasian counterbalance to U.S unipolarity, even if viewed as
grand policy coordination rather than power aggregation, appears to have reflected
an overestimation of Russian capabilities. Seven years after its inauguration, the
“Primakov Docrrine” had few identifiable “geopolitical” results in world politics.
Moreover, if local hegemony and global multipolarity were each daunting objectives,
the combination was formidable indeed. Such an agenda ondy seems plausible if one
gazes at 2 map without consulting other indicators of power. If one thinks of power
as cconomic might, there would be little reason to think that Russias $500 bitlion
economy should be a linchpin player between America’s and the EU’s roughly nine
trillion dollars each, on the one hand, and Japan's and China’s $4.5 trillion apicce,
on the other.

Geopolitical terminology also arguably contributed to analysts’ hyperbole as
well. Describing the scramble for Caspian resousces as a new “great game,” makes for
good copy, but itis highly misleading. Behind the geopolitics of yore was hardheaded
thinking abour how best to position one’s state for a possible grear-power war to the
finish. Whatever value one might want to attach to the acquisition of ownership or

control over the transportation of natural resources today, they can have scant bearing
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on the outcome of a clash between nuclear-armed states. Describing the efforts of
Putin, Jiang, and Chirac to rein-in U.S. unilateralist impulses on missile defense
or Iraq in terms of “axes” and “wiangles” that will result in a geopolitical shift to
4 * M g - .. .
multipolarity” radically misinterprers the real stakes ar issue.

Needless to say, excellent scholarly work is being conducted under the rubric of
geopolitics, and a necessary reintegration of geography in the study of international

* But the classics of geopolitics

security and political economy is underway.
concerned the expansion of cerritorial states in the industrial era. They are less useful
for a declining state in an era of globalization and the informartion revolution, to use
hackneyed but unavoidable phrases.

Vladimir Putin came into office stressing the economic and institutional limits
to Russia’s power but at the same time he reinvigorated the foreign policy agenda
bequeathed to him by his predecessors. He then used 9/11 as a pretext for jettisoning
important parts of the old agenda that has been so insistently boosted by Russias large
contingent of geopolicians.” The result was minor contribution Russia’s reemergence
as a more capable great power. Governmental capabilities today reside mainly in the
ability to tap money, and lots of it. The Russian government would need a fudget
about the size of the country’s current national economy to be a kind of global player
some Russian geopoliticians imagine it now is. Those kinds of funds do not come
from rent-secking oligarchs or natural resource monopolies. They come from the real
resource base for powerful governments roday — a large and prosperous middle class.
Seeking to counterbalance a country with an economy eighteen times larger and
decades more advanced while working feverishly to route oil and gas pipelines and
control trade corridors is unlikely ro contribute much to the emergence of masses of
wealthy Russians to tax. And if Russia’s great Eurasian neighbor to the East continues
to foster ever more millions of enriched Chinese to tax, Russia’s cadre of geopoliticians
may have cause to rue the hours spent poring over Mackinder and marveling at the

space their country takes on a map of Eurasia.

NOTES TO CHAPTER 10

' For concise reviews, sce 3. G. Brooks, Producing Security: Mudtinational Corporatiors,
Globalization and the Changing Calewelus of Conflict (Princeron: Princeton University Press, 2005);
Roberr Jervis, American Foreign Policy in @ New Fra (London: Rowtledge, 2005); and Stephen Van
Evera, Causes of War: Structures of Power and the Roots of brternational Conflict (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1999).

*See, for examples of this literature, Leonard Wantchtekon, “Why do Resource Abundant
Countries have Authoritarian Governmenes?” New York University, unpublished manuscripe
(February 2002); and Adam Preworski, ct. al., Dewmocracy and Development: Political Institutions

HEARTLAND DREAMS 279






