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The Influence of Geopolitics and Realism
on Contemporary Strategic Studies

by Roger I. Epp and David G. Haglund

Introduction

Among the numerous sources of intellectual guidance employed by
students and practitioners of strategy in international relations, few have
been as influential as, and perhaps therefore more controversial than,
geopolitics and realism. For that matter, both approaches could be argued
to constitute the earliest and most long-lived of the conceptual frameworks
utilized by those who have pursued statecraft; however, we would caution
against a too-literal attempt to ascribe direct lineage of these
established traditions to the ancients. For reasons that we argue in the
next section, both geopolitics and realism can only be considered '"modern,"
by which we mean that each is firmly rooted in the international strategic
context as it has developed within the last century.

Not only that; each has been in recent years the subject of vigorous
and searching reappraisal, on the part both of adherents and critics. Nor
is there any reason to assume that either the scholarly or the policy
significance of the two is likely to diminish in the coming decade. What
we discern of late in the case of geopolitics is a resurgence of interest
in a paradigm that was once so discredited (at least among Western
strategic analysts) as to appear on the verge of extinction. Much
different 1is the case of realism. At least since the end of the Second
World War, and particularly in the United States, this approach (however
interpreted) can only be deemed to represent analytical and policy-making

orthodoxy. What is interesting about it during the past decade has been

the attempt to reformulate it so as to provide continuing guidance both for



analysis and policy-making 1in a changing political and economic
international environment.

Critics of the two approaches would, of course, dispute the value of
the empirical or normative guidance that either could or should offer. To
them, the very use of these frameworks, especially realism, has precluded
the emergence of more imaginative and globally oriented approaches to a
series of pressing problems, including that of the nuclear threat to human
survival. And among more philosophically minded critics of recent
directions 1in, for example, U.S. strategic doctrine, geopolitics and
realism stand as ultimate sources and justifications of nuclear war-
fighting fascinations--justifications whose logic 1is held to require
nothing short of relentless, "power-maximizing'" brinksmanship.

While there is some merit in this charge, it is our view that the most
striking aspect of the contemporary debate over geopolitics and realism,
particularly the latter, is the degree to which they have been caricatured,
not only by their critics but, ironically, also by many of those who claim
to be adherents. It is our initial purpose in this essay to map out both
of these concepts with the view to more fully identifying their historical
and epistemological content, In addition, we seek to assess their
contemporary and on-going relevance, both for analytical and policy-making
ends. We conclude that if the case against them is not as strong as the
critics make it out to be, neither is the argument in their behalf as well-
developed as it could and should be if realism and geopolitics are going to
continue to serve as helpful sources of insight into strategic studies and
security policy-making. In the following two sections, we explore in turn

the historical and conceptual foundations of contemporary geopolitics and



realism.

Geopolitics: A Conceptual Analysis

Geopolitics, in an earlier era, would most assuredly have rated a
position of some prominence among the topics deemed most worthy of study in
university courses on security or strategy; indeed, an aspiring strategist
of a generation or two ago would have had to go out of his or her way to
avoid coming into contact with any number of required texts derived from
one branch or other of the '"geopolitical" school.2 But with the passage of
time it became rare to discover much respectful reference to geopolitics in
any serious curriculum in strategic studies or international relations.
Rarer still would have been an encounter with someone who actually
considered himself or herself to be labouring in the vineyards of
geopolitical theory. Among most contemporary students of international
relations and of strategy, geopolitics seems not to have fully recovered
from the fall from conceptual grace that occurred after 1945--even though
before the fall, it had been as much, if not more, in fashion among
students of international politics as are now such theoretical concerns as
interdependence and regimes.3 The causes of the fall are varied. The
imperative of changing intellectual fashion is ome, but not the most
important, reason for the almost total abandonment of explicitly
geopolitical analysis on the part of political scientists. Nor 1is the
capture of geopolitics by political geographers anything other than a
symptom, not a cause, of its abandonment by political scientists. There
are several explanations of the demise, among which three strike us as
being most worthy of note.

The first 1is that the method of approach we call geopolitics had



become tainted by association with the pre-World War II German 'science" of
Geopolitik--a pseudo-science that in some ways was similar to the
geopolitics of leading British and American theorists 1like Mackinder,
Mahan, Fairgrieve, and Spykman, but was fundamentally characterized by its
normative stress on the necessity of German expansionism.4 Indeed, the
taint-by-association syndrome 1is apparently hard to discard, having
dissuaded at least one scholar from situating his work on the assessment of
world power plainly within the corpus of geopolitical writing. That
scholar, Ray S. Cline, has noted that his decision to label his own
approach "politectonics" was in large measure a function of there being no

suitable concept now in use that better conveyed the shifting realities of

the international  power system, the subject of Cline's inquiry.
Geopolitics could have suited his purposes, but unfortunately, it '"fell
"5

into disrepute some time ago....

If some have shunned the concept primarily as a matter of etiquette,
still more have refrained from employing it out of the conviction that it
is simply too imprecise to serve as an effective tool for political
analysis. To be sure, political scientists have long learned to live with
the fact that ultimately theirs is a discipline whose concepts can never be
submitted to the test of truth in any objective, certifiable form. We all
are reminded, more often than is perhaps necessary, of the definitional
problem that confronts us, but we do try to come to grips with this problem
by adopting reasonably succinct operational definitions that are at minimum
internally consistent within the arbitrary limits we establish for them.
From this perspective, the primary drawback of geopolitics is that it is

conceptually so broad that it can and does mean all things to all people.



That it 1is prone to manipulation by those who are most comfortable with
deterministic theories and models is only an added deficiency, for the
basic flaw is its ambitiousmess. Once we have been told, as a frequently
cited definition of the concept puts it, that geopolitics is "the study of
political phenomena (1) in their spatial relationship and (2) in their
relationship with, dependence upon, and influence on, earth as well as on
all those cultural factors which constitute the subject matter of human
geography (anthropogeography) broadly defined," what else is left to say?6

A third case made against geopolitics as a useful concept for analysis
is that it is obsolete. According to this view, whatever merit
geopolitical grand theory may have had in former years, in the nuclear age
geopolitics is of diminished utility. Not only have spatial considerations
(for example, being a maritime power as opposed to being a land-based
power) been said to have undergone a reduction of importance in the post
World-War II decades, but so even have other geographical phenomena such as
the importance of raw materials as either a cause of war or as a means of
carrying on a war.7 The diminished-utility thesis has an obvious affinity
with John Herz's well-known argument that the onset of the nuclear age
constituted a "Great Divide' between international politics rooted in the
concept of territoriality and one in which that concept has been stripped
by technology of most of its meaning.8 Although exponents of the
diminished-utility perspective would not be prepared to argue  that
political implications of geography are irrelevant, the thrust of their
critique leads them to concentrate upon other, non-geographical, factors as
the primary variables in international politics.

What imprecision and the Nazis began, therefore, technological

innovation kept in motion; and geopolitical hypotheses continued to lose



relevance during the 1950s and 1960s. To the extent that geopolitics ever
had a contribution to make to the study of international politics, it did
so as a result of the attention it drew to geographical factors that
conditioned the way in which power and influence were distributed
internationally. As the Sprouts argued, in what remains one of the most
thoughtful analyses of geopolitics ever published, geography has tended to
contribute to differential distribution patterns of power and influence in
three major ways: 1) through the role of climate in the social, economic,
and political development of mnations; 2) through the part played by
configuration in facilitating the adoption of particular kinds of military
technologies; and 3) through the contribution that access to raw materials
has made to a state's power capability.9

Writing more than a quarter century ago, the Sprouts were among a
group of scholars who foresaw the obsolescence of geopolitical
hypothesizing that attempted--as Mahan, Mackinder, and Spykman had once
done so notably--to link configuration with differential patterns of power
and influence, and this because of "revolutiomary" developments in the
technology of warfare. In ways evocative of Herz, the Sprouts elaborated
on the rapidly diminishing importance of territory in strategic affairs, a
disappearance signifying that "the geographical layout of lands and seas
and the configuration of the lands have lost much of the military-political
value once attached to these factors.”lo Because of this, it followed,
geopolitics would continue to lose utility as a conceptual apparatus for
the study of strategic issues. It would become, or so it seemed, passé.

But something curious has happened to geopolitics in the past few

years: it has refused to fade away. Indeed, it has made something of a



conceptual rebound lately. 1In truth, it never did disappear completely as
a method of analysis and policy guidance; for as we shall argue below,
desﬁite its period of retreat in English-speaking parts of the strategic-
studies community, it still retained vibrancy in certain Latin American
settings, and in the past decade it has become de rigueur to many French-
speaking strategic analysts. Moreover, even when few in the Anglo-American
community were investigating the possibility of breathing new life into the
concept, the word retained a certain liveliness, as if it actually meant
something.

At least part of the recent resurgence of the concept must be
attributable to the earlier return of the word to everyday usage. One
scholar, Leslie Hepple, credits the frequency with which geopolitics was
employed by Henry Kissinger, both while he was making American foreign
policy and after he left government, for the re-emergence of the word's (if
not the concept's) popularity among analysts of international politiecs and
strategic studies.11 For many who choose today to employ the word, its
meaning is still not terribly precise; in fact, as it is most often used,
it seems to have little to do with geography per se and more to do with
relations between the superpowers—-or, as in the case of some recent
observers of U.S. foreign policy, with relations between one of the
superpowers, the United States, and its Third World neighbours.12 A
celebrated attempt to employ the word in a purposeful manner came with
Ronald Reagan's remarkable sua culpa speech of 4 March 1987, in which the
President told the American public, by way of explaining how things could
have gone so agley with the administration's Iran policy, that "I let my
personal concern for the hostages spill over into the geo-political

strategy..."l3 More recently, the head of the American Express Co. has



labelled the LDC debt burden a "geopolitical problem'" for American foreign
. 14
policy.
Apart from the loose usage of geopolitics as a referent to superpover
politics, there is another sense in which the term is used that explicitly
endows it with policy relevance: as a substitute for, or embellishment of,

realpolitik——if by the latter we mean the readiness to apply force in the

pursuit of foreign-policy objectives that are rooted in an understanding of
the '"balance of power." 1In this context, geopolitics becomes a concept
that lends itself first and foremost to the application of strategies
intended to contain the expansionary thrust of the Soviet Union.15 The
leading contemporary theorist whose analysis can be situated within a
geopolitical context linking geography explicitly with the balance of power
is, of course, Colin Gray, who calls upon strategic-studies experts to root
their premises firmly in geopolitical terrain, because the outward reach of
the Soviet Union has meant, to Gray, that "the concepts contained in the
classic literature of geopolitics were never so relevant to international
political reality as they are today.”16 Preeminent among the classics Gray
bids us to read (or re-read) is the book that developed the concept of

"rimland,'" Spykman's seminal America's Strategy in World Politics.17

More relevant than terminological matters to the rekindling of
theoretical interest in geopolitics have been changes in the international
system itself, which have invested geography with a renewed political
significance--and have tended to vitiate the Sprouts' prediction of a
diminution of  geographical  countributions to international  power
differentials. The changes have been twofold. First were the portentous

developments in the sphere of international political economy, especially



insofar as raw materials were concerned, which did so much to focus policy
makers and policy analysts alike on the contribution that access to
minerals could have on the power and influence of states. The two oil
"erises" of the 1970s, and the cognate worries that consuming countries
have demonstrated regarding their supply of nonfuel minerals (including,
most recently, those coming from the Republic of South Africa) have led to
a  reassessment of the political significance of such geographical
considerations as raw materials.

The second and no less important change concerns the shifting impact
of military technology upon geopolitical conceptualizations. It really did
seem, when the Sprouts were pronouncing the impending  demise  of
geopolitical hypothesizing in international relations, that the latest
advances in the military arts, particularly those implicated in the rapid
delivery of nuclear warheads by intercontinental ballistic missiles, were
rendering footless theories or models that sought to demonstrate the
importance of geography to international political outcomes. What could
have been more liberating, from the point of view of undoing the bonds of
geographical conditioning, than a weapons—delivery system that seemingly
mocked geographical distance--and especially the territorial insulation it
once conveyed, at least to certain states?19 But the major problem with
their argument that technology had radically changed the nature of the
geopolitical enterprise was that the writers of a generation ago seriously
underestimated the potential of technology to pose as its own best
counterweight: in this, as in so many areas, it seems that the only sure
statement to be made about technology is that it cuts both ways, and what

it bestows in one instance it can remove in another, and vice versa.



Realism: The Contested Richness of a Tradition

Much more recent an approach to strategy in international relations
has been the hotly disputed concept of "realism." A self-conscious realism
applied to statecraft and international relations theory is properly
ascribed to a period beginning in the late 1930s, despite the persistent
arguments of some commentators for an unbroken tradition in Western thought
stretching back over two millennia.zo The proponents of this realism
certainly claimed precursors from among a cluster of thinkers and model
practitioners, including Thucydides, Augustine, Machiavelli, Hobbes,
Richelieu, Metternich, Hamilton, and Disraeli. Their conceptions, further,
bear some relation to ideas that find expression at least contemporaneous
with the emergence of territorially defined sovereign states from the
political patchwork of feudal Europe and the exhaustion of religious wars:

that of raison d'état, in which the survival of the state is 1its own

justification and the stateman's first concern; and later, that of
classical balance-of-power theory, with its implied preference for the
multi-state system over the likely alternative of imperium, and its
imperative to manage the system and preserve its leading members by means
of diplomacy and limited war. The early realists' combined critique,
however, was directed against a more contemporary target, which they
identified derisively as '"utopian idealism" or "liberal optimism."2

The idealism of the interwar period had envisioned a gradually
evolving world community with a shared interest in peace, governed by the
rule of law and the extension of democracy, and guided in its moral
progress by principles needing only to be put forward in sufficiently
persuasive terms. The creation of the League of Nations and the signing of

the Kellogg-Briand Pact, outlawing resort to war, represented the most
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tangible signs of this progress. In turn, the combined force of the rise
of fascism, the League's collapse and the outbreak of World War II served
both to shatter this optimism--if not the urgency, for some, of remaking
world politics around intermational institutions—-and to prepare the ground
for the challenge issued under the name of realism.

A properly nuanced, critical discussion of the many influential
thinkers who contributed to this challenge cannot be attempted here.22
What follows, instead, is a brief survey intended to illustrate the range
of realist argument; for, as recently suggested, "political realism must be
understood less as a coherent theoretical position in its own right than as
the site of a great many contested claims and metaphysical disputes."23
Its earliest proponents, Raymond Aron has argued, were united most of all
by their desire to "think against," to puncture illusions and expose any
sign of what appeared to them self-righteous "moralism."24 Beyond this,
they often disagreed, not only in their judgements about foreign policy and
the character of the post-war world, but more fundamentally in their views
about the nature of intellectual inquiry into human affairs and the
possibilities of a science of politics. And in the hands of Hans
Morgenthau, Reinhold Niebuhr, and John Herz, for example, political realism
was ultimately a philosophical position articulated in relation to a larger
tableau of Western thought, Christian theology, interpretations of history,
and modern psychology. At this level, realism set itself against liberal
assumptions that human beings were motivated, and should be defined,
primarily by their capacity for independent reason. It followed that evil
was not merely a primitive condition from which the species was emerging by

the development of its "higher faculties.' Rather, it was rooted in the
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anxieties of finite human beings whose nature involved a richer complex of
motives--to dominate, to gain security, to sympathize, and even to pursue,
against self-interest, the ideal of unselfish 1ove.25 This realism, in
sum, posited what Morgenthau called the "tragic sense of life' in a social
world not susceptible of rational control on the model of natural science,
and hence unable to extricate itself from the ''perennial problems of
politics" within and between groups.

In relation to international politics, more specifically, realist
arguments have ranged across as many as three levels: general theories
about the mnature of international politics as such; orientations toward
foreign policy based on these precepts; and, treatments of the ethical
dilemmas of statecraft.27 At the first level, two different emphases can
be discerned, One is captured in Morgenthau's assertion that
"{nternational politics, 1like all politics, is a struggle for power."28
The other finds a radical dichotomy between domestic and international
politics, that is, between the realm of law and orderly governance and the
realm of anarchy and the absence of any overarching authority able to
adjudicate between conflicting sovereign states. By this latter emphasis,
the unique character of international politics demands that states make
provision for their own security, though in doing so they may heighten the
anxiety of their neighbours. Ultimately, for Kenneth Waltz, among others,
the cause of war is located in this 'permissive" character.29 These two
emphases, it should be said, are not necessarily incompatible; both can
often be found in post-war realists. Morgenthau, for example, could define
all politics in terms of a struggle for power and still depict the
international realm as that in which the customary restraints of 1law and

ethics were, especially in the twentieth century, relatively impotent. As
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well; realists generally have viewed the tendency toward a balancing of
power as a restraint and source of order peculiar to international
politics.

At the level of foreign policy, realism historically should be
understood as fundamentally conservative in orientation, no less scornful
of risky adventures than it is of the refusal to recognize the role of
power in international politics. 1In the context of the post-war United
States, thrust into a position of global power from which there was no
retreat, many prominent realists counselled restraint and opposed the
conduct of the Cold War as further evidence of an unhealthy self-
righteousness and a propensity to justify policy by appeal to general
principle. Thus the Truman Doctrine, with its promise to '"free peoples
everywhere," did not escape realist criticism. What realists such as
Morgenthau and George Kennan advocated was a foreign policy based on
"national interest' as opposed to any '"ideological" desire to remake the
world in the American image. Whatever problems exist in their claims for
an objective core of national interest, or for a perspective that
transcended ideology, their concern to distinguish vital from peripheral
interests in foreign policy and to judge finite means carefully in relation
to ends is clear.

Realism urged a willingness to live in a world of diversity and
balanced power, because absolute security was beyond reach and intervention
in others' domestic affairs raised the prospect of over-extension. Given
the increasingly destructive nature of war in an age of thermonuclear
weapons and deeply rooted political divisions, and given the inherent

difficulties of calculating and controlling the course of hostilities once
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begun, the decision to utilize military force could not be taken lightly.
Kennan's version of containment strategy downplayed military in favour of
economic and political forms of pressure.31 Morgenthau's analysis of the
elements of national power emphasized, above all, the quality of
diplomacy.32 It might be argued that this preoccupation with diplomacy
reveals a nostalgia for an irretrievable era, but it bespeaks something of
post-war realism's search, even at the height of East-West tension, for
negotiation and accommodation of interests short of war.

The question of whether there is more continuity than fundamental
rupture between the above '"classical' realism and those "realisms' that
have gained prominence over the past decade cannot be settled here. To
some extent, the answer depends on the weight placed on methodological
considerations. Leading contemporary realists are less inclined to argue
on philosophical or ethical grounds; typically, while they admit to
inspiration from the post-war generation, they claim greater rigour and
theoretical precision against the eclecticism and vague notions of power
and interest bequeathed them. Regardless of whether this shift represents
an advance or an impoverishment of realism, it is necessary to distinguish
between its two main variants. For the sake of clarity, they can best be
treated as "structural' and 'meo'- realism.3

The former is identified most clearly with Theory of International

Politics in which Kenneth Waltz seeks to 1isolate the interaction of
sovereign units as a realm of inquiry irreducible to the sum of foreign
policies, and to consider how this structure constrains and shapes the
behaviour of states.34 Perhaps the most important structural variable is

the distribution of capabilities across units. While this model has

numerous limitations, not least of which is its ahistorical character, it
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insightfully conceives power not simply as control over outcome but also in
terms of the measure to which an actor may adversely affect others and must
otherwise be taken into account, apart from its own specific intentions.
Structure constrains some states more than others. At the level of foreign
policy, in turn, Stephen Krasner has adopted much of the structuralist
argument to explain why the U.S. could afford the post—war "luxury" of an
ideological anti-communism that failed with Vietnam to distinguish vital
interests.

Neo-realism, meanwhile, can be applied to arguments that the world
painted by classical realism has changed in the direction of 1increasing
economic interdependence, emerging non-state actors, and diminishing
utility of military force, the latter owing both to 1its destructive
potential and its inappropriateness for economic welfare goals.36 While
interdependence does not signal an end to power relations, and applies less
readily to the East-West axis of world politics, power itself has become
more elusive. This view is not inattentive to structural factors, namely a
shift in relative capability away from the U.S., but also finds greater
incentives for cooperation among western industrial countries in the
management of the global economy. 1In this changed world, Richard Feinberg
has argued, a 'meo-realist'" U.S. foreign policy would recognize the
advantages afforded by the need for states to trade within the constraints
of an approaching global economy, avoid counter-productive military
intervention in the Third World, and in effect gain by doing less.

1f the revival of realism has led in diverse directions, then, it has
also sparked a renewed critique within the context of the interparadigm

debate over the supposed hegemony of realism in the post-war Western study
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and practice of international politics--a debate that in no small degree

has turned on a postulated American ethnocentrism.

Realism and Geopolitics: Ethnocentric Approaches?

To deny a close identification between realism and the U.S. would be
disingenuous. As the above survey suggests, that cluster of concepts
comprising realism has been shaped significantly by questions posed for
American  foreign policy and addressed from a great-power view  of
international relations. But we ought not to push this argument too far,
to the point where realism becomes simply a tool called into being to
justify U.S. predominance. It remains an open question whether post-war
American policy has reflected the triumph of realist ideas or rather their
reduction to mere tough-mindedness about the communist threat, dressed up
in the borrowed language of power and interest. In any case, realism from
the outset has never been confined to the U.S., where its first proponents
tended to be European emigrés. The argument might well be made for a
British genesis, beginning with E. H. Carr and building through the late
1940s on the diverse work of George Schwartzenberger, Martin Wight, and
Herbert Butterfield. The contributions of French writers from Aron to
Pierre Hassner might also be noted. Overall, though the modes of realist
argument do differ, and sometimes along national lines--with the British
more inclined towards an historically rooted empiricism, and the French
more amenable of late to structuralism--it is still possible to conceive of
a single realist cluster, rather than a series of near-autonomous national
traditions.

That realism historically has enjoyed little foothold in Canada might

be attributed in part to a resolutely '"voluntaristic'" political culture
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that has eschewed balance-of-power diplomacy for an emphasis on
international institutions.39 Structural realism, further, by confining
its analysis to great powers, may be irrelevant to Canadian policy. But in
recent years scholars increasingly have adopted neo-realist elements--
relative U.S. decline, military stalemate, economic interdependence--to
reposition Canada as a "principal power," in omne expression, able to
formulate and pursue its interests at least in selected (non-military)
issue areas.40 Notwithstanding this attribution of greater relative
capability, neo-realist arguments are as likely to stress constraints in
the internatiomal political economy as they are new opportunities. Perhaps
more important, for the purposes of this paper, their primary focus is not
security policy or strategy, except in the widest sense.

In the case of geopolitics, it is only with the greatest of difficulty
that one could argue the existence of an American-centric bias, and this
for two principal reasons. To begin with, there seems to be widespread
acceptance for geopolitics of what is commonly denied for realism: that is,
the European roots of the former are more easily and willingly conceded
than are those same roots of the latter. To be sure, there have been
prominent American theorists (none more prominent than Alfred Thayer Mahan)
associated with the tradition of modern geopolitics; nevertheless, the
indisputable fact 1is that geopolitics' pioneers stemmed primarily from
European sources. Among the continental school of modern geopolitical
theorists two names stand out: the German political geographer Friedrich
Ratzel (1844-1904), and the Swedish political scientist Rudolf Kjellén
(1864-1922).41 And even the Anglo-American school (to the extent one

existed) was dominated by British and not American theorists, with names

17



@

such as Halford Mackinder and James Fairgrieve being among the leaders of
this group. Indeed, to the extent that Mahan, the American, had an impact
on the development of strategic thinking, it was much more pronounced in
the U.K. than it was in the U.S.42 Not only did geopolitics have its
origins in European soil, but it also found in the pre-World War II years
that soil to be its most fertile seedbed, to which the development of the
Munich School of geopolitical theorizing in Hitlerian Germany  bore
dramatic, if unfortunate, witness.

Since the end of the Second World War, geopolitical approaches to
international politics and security have continued to attract a greater
following outside the United States than inside, a situation that contrasts
dramatically with that of realism's paradigmatic progression. Nowhere has
geopolitics attained as much analytical and policy relevance as in Latin
America.44 As one source explains, '"the concept of geopolitics is alive
and well in Latin America, especially in those Southern Cone countries ...
where the most prolific thinking and writing on geopolitics has taken place
in the last thirty years."45 Although there is no single Latin American
geopolitical school, one can advance some general propositious concerning
the utility of the perspective as it is employed by analysts and policy
makers alike.

In the first instance, much of the Latin approach is congruent with
the organicist theories of continental Europe, particularly those
associated with the German tradition of Geopolitik, Notwithstanding

disclaimers to the contrary, one can detect, mutatis mutandis, a comtinuity

of theme linking the two traditions in terms of: a) their stress on the
state as analogous to a living organism; b) the conceptualization of the

"living frontier,'" an expression that has its indirect inspiration in both
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organicism and the German doctrine of "living space'" (or lebensraum); and
¢) an appreciation that there is no functional substitute for power and
power projection in the competition between states, sometimes expressed in
the wvocabulary of ”might—makes—right."46 In addition to these conceptual
affinities with an older, continental FEuropean understanding of
geopolitics, there has been at least one major departure from those earlier
conceptualizations--a departure that accounts for some of the vitality that
geopolitics continues to enjoy in less bellicose circles in Latin America.
This is the link between development and security, an area in which some of
the more innovative recent geopolitical theorists have made their
contributions.

Latin America 1is not the only part of the world where geopolitics
seems to be alive and well. France, as some observers have noted recently,
has been experiencing a renaissance in geopolitical theorizing.48 Although
never either as pandemic or as deterministic as in neighbouring Germany
earlier in this century, France's geopolitical school has itself had a
lengthy tradition. Space does not permit us here to do other than note the
breadth and richness of contemporary French geopolitics; nevertheless, we
do wish to draw attention to the work of Yves Lacoste, an analyst who, much
like the Sprouts a generation ago, cites configuration as one of the
salient aspects of a contemporary policy-relevant geopolitics, Whether in
some knowable "objective' sense or through the filtering process of images,
configuration, to Lacoste, offers insights into the political significance
of geography in perhaps its most critical context,''when states are making
war or preparing to do so."49

Lacoste might also have added: when states are contemplating not just
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the making, but also the deterring, of war. For it is in this last sense
that one can think of an emerging geopolitics of relevance to Canada. As
with realism, so too with geopolitics: one cannot speak seriously of a
genuine Canadian school. That being said, recent developments in the
technology of warfare have been investing Canadian land and airspace with
an imputed geopolitical salience, at least insofar as the United States is
concerned. Specifically, the allure of strategic defence of North America
seems to have led, possibly only for the moment, to a rekindled
appreciation in American strategic precincts of the value of access to
Canadian geography for the purposes of enhancing U.S; physical security and
strengthening the credibility of deterrence. One can overemphasize the
extent to which Washington regards itself as being now or in the future
dependent upon obtaining access to Canadian territorial assets;
nevertheless, it seems that the late 1980s have witnessed a noteworthy
geopolitical ascription to the Canadian north on a scale not seen since the
initial post-World War II decade, when the manner bomber threat first
rivetted the gaze of American strategic planners in a northerly

direction.

Realism and Strategy in the Nuclear Age

The idea that an intimate relationship exists Dbetween realism and
strategic studies, with the latter built on the main assumptions of the
former, has achieved the status virtually of a commonplace among both
strategists and critics.Sl Where realism, in essence, is said to posit an
inescapable world of power relations among states coexisting within a
context of anarchy, strategic studies concerns itself with the role and

instruments of armed force in such a world, either in historical or policy-
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oriented terms. This presumed intimacy, however, stands 1in need of
qualification when considered 1in concrete historical and conceptual
perspective. We have already noted the range of realist argument. Beyond
this, it 1is important to recall the extent to which the academic and
related civilian study of strategy in the post-war period has been built
around individuals whose background lay not in international relations or
diplomatic history, but rather in such fields as mathematics, physics,
economics, and formal 1ogic.52 To be sure, the basic theoretical concepts
from which they started--deterrence, balance, limited war, alliances-- were
rooted in the traditiomal language of international relations. As well,
the gap between realism and the strategic problems of the nuclear age was
bridged directly in the writings of such prominent figures as Aron, Bernard
Brodie, Robert Osgood, and Michael Howard.

Among this latter group, however, and among many other post-war
realists as well, there has existed a certain suspicion of or discomfort
with the aspirations for a predictive science of strategy drawn from wmore
quantitative disciplines and expressed, for example, in the probabilistic
vocabulary of game-theoretical models. Some of this work, especially that
of Thomas Schelling on bargaining, threats of force, and the manipulation
of risk, has contributed significantly to the larger study of international
relations since the nuclear revolution. With a few important exceptions,
realists have been cautious of investing too much in modes of strategic
analysis that rely on abstract models at the expense of political
complexity, deny the inherently interpretive nature of the data, or focus
on adversaries' military capabilities--partly because they seem susceptible

of measurement--at the expense of a politically informed vreading of
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(Soviet) intentions. Instead, a good many realists could be expected to
concur with Lawrence Feedman's judgement that such efforts at '"formal"
strategy tended increasingly to '"place an extremely sophisticated technical
analysis within a crude political framework."53 In this vein, Hedley Bull
has challenged, in a memorable phrase, excessive reliance on postulates
about '"the ‘'rational action' of a kind of 'strategic man,' a man who on
further acquaintance reveals himself as a university professor of unusual
intellectual subtlety.”54 Aron, too, has argued that game theory applied
to strategy is 'more dangerous than useful' when it gives the appearance of
rigour to what 1is actually a false representation of the process of
deliberation.55 The periodic projection of strategies for ‘'escalation
dominance" along an ascending ladder of nuclear conflict--premised on the
possibility of controlled, utilitarian calculation at each rung--would seem
one manifestation of this danger.

It 1is true that much of contemporary realism has adopted from
economics a similar sort of rational-choice methodology assuming utility-
maximizing behaviour, which does separate it somewhat from those classical
expressions that prefer to speak of statecraft, at its best, as a form of
wisdom rooted in experience and historical learning--not a commodity evenly
distributed. Within realism as a whole, however, there is an important
strand whose regard for human nature does not allow such a complacent view
of strategic ratiomality. Indeed, it sees deterrence as a precarious long-
term proposition and, even when it allows a deterrent function to nuclear
weapons, fears that they will come to be treated in conventional terms and
thus used in conventional fashion. Contrary to the pervasive caricature,
it is instructive to recall the difficulty of some prominent early realists

in fully accepting a world dominated by the nuclear threat or, for that
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matter, a strategic studies that discussed 1its subject 1in detached,
abstract terms; and to argue that by expressing such doubt these
individuals had ceased to speak as realists is to engage in sophistry.
This difficulty is nowhere more evident than in Morgenthau, the often-
acknowledged patriarch of realism, who expressed this existential despair,
so reminiscent of Einstein's own familiar views:
It would indeed be the height of thoughtless optimism to assume that
something so absurd as a nuclear war cannot happen because it is so
absurd. An age whose objective conditions of existence have been
radically transformed by the possibility of nuclear death evades the
need for a radical transformation of its thought and action by
thinking and acting as though nothing of radical import had happened.
This refusal to adapt thought and action to radically new conditions
has spelled ge doom of men and civilizations before. It is likely to
do so again.
1f realism, then, can raise questions about the study of strategy
abstracted from political considerations, it can also be said to assert-—in
the spirit of Clausewitz--the primacy of political ends over the means by
which they are advanced in the practice of strategy. Im this way, Michael
Howard distinguishes insightfully between the concepts of deterrence and
reassurance in the defence of Western Europe and argues that, whatever the
technical, strategic logic for deployment of intermediate-range nuclear
forces in the early 1980s, public anxiety about the risks of war demanded
an alternative response more capable of achieving a political consensus.
Card-carrying realists, of course, can be found on different sides of this
and other issues. The point here is that beneath at least some realist
arguments lies a genuinely Burkean concern that foreign policy enhance, not
endanger, the health of the social organism. It is often forgotten that

Morgenthau praises Burke--not Hobbes, as might be expected--as the

"greatest depository of political wisdom in the English language.”58 The
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greatest danger, from this view, is that "in fighting to defend a system of
values one loses sight of the very values one is fighting to defend'"; that
the concern to save face, as in Vietnam, will mean "the price of our souls
and our purpose as a nation"; or that "hoary incantations" such as the
Monroe Doctrine or the domino theory--no less than the old 1liberal
abstractions--will obscure a more careful definition of vital interests.59
This realism, it follows, cannot accept that the study or practice of
strategy is a value-free exercise. Questions of value, about the object of
security policy, ultimately intrude into any evaluation of technical means.
As Arnold Wolfers once put it, absolute security is unavailable, meaning
that lesser "increments of security" must be paid for by the possible
sacrifice of other values; thus, policy-making necessarily involves a
weighing of values,

The intent of the above argument is not to sanitize a strand of
realism and set it against an intrinsically wicked strategic studies, but
instead to draw attention to some critical questions derived from this view
of international politics. At the same time, realism offers no escape from
the problems of power politics even in a world wherein power has become
more elusive. At best, taken as a whole, it contains a tension between
accepting the world as it appears and seeing that it 1is changing.
Particular powers may rise and fall in relative terms; enmity between them
is not permanent, for interests may dictate otherwise; and, more
fundamentally, the forms by which power is organized may be transformed
over time. In keeping with this tension, realism's counsel for policy-
makers has two sides. The predominant word is one of caution. While
students of international politics may be able to discern the winds of

change, statesmen cannot afford to base policy on future  hopes.

24



International order remains the foremost concern, and the prudent pursuit
of circumscribed national interests—-regardless of its ethical limitations
--is normally most conducive to such order. On the other hand, particularly
when the political audience to which it speaks has swung from liberal
optimism to an implacable Manichaeism, realism is capable of a more
critical message. Accordingly, William Fox has suggested, the 'real
realist" for the 1980s may be the one who not only identifies constraints
but also is "illuminating the margin of manipulable choice'" available to

policy-makers.

Conclusion

As has been said of the British Labour Party, so too can it be stated
of both geopolitics and realism that they are broad churches. Perhaps the
broadest of the two, or at least the most eclectic in both its method and
its counsel, is geopolitics. This approach, despite the wishes of some,
shows little sign of disappearing. Indeed, as we argued, it seems to be
undergoing a revival of sorts, particularly among political geographers.
But even political scientists, in the U.S. and elsewhere, have seen utility
in a "geopolitical" mode of analysis, whether or not they might label it as
such. To say this is far from the same as saying that there is an obvious
single analytical coherence and policy prescription  attached to
contemporary geopolitics. On the one hand, there are strategic analysts
who proffer a "geopolitical' assessment of contemporary security affairs
that can only be situated near the bellicose pole of policy advice:

indicative of this pole are those arguments that stress, often in the name

of a new maritime strategy, the necessity of power projection to the
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rimlands.62 On the other hand, much of the contemporary thrust of
geopolitics has been provided by political geographers, many of whom
espouse alternative futures that reside near the irenic pole: among this
cluster one finds theories redolent of post-World War II functionalist
integration as well as of the interwar mission of some political
geographers to make the map right for peace.

Although not marked by as much of an interdisciplinary tug-of-war as
geopolitics, realism itself contains a surprisingly varied menu of policy
prescriptions. Tllustrative of this normative diversity among self-
identified realists is the fascinating if little-noted debate that has been
conducted over the very meaning of the "national interest" (in a journal of
the same name). This debate goes to the very core of realism's traditional
problematique, namely inquiry into the nature of international political
reality as the context within which foreign-policy advice must be rooted.
One side of the debate stresses the prudential calculation of foreign
policy as interpreted through the prism of interests; the other places what
realists traditionally would brand as "ideology' within that category of
interests, and advocates what many realists would deny--namely that the
propagation abroad of (American) political values is a primary and
legitimate end of statecraft, supportable if need be by military
intervention,

In their judgements, realists may indeed lean toward intervention or
indifference, disarmament or rearmament, and this diversity is only partly
attributable to differences in time and place. What distinguishes them as
a group is the assertion that, ultimately, international politics is about
power, conflicting interests and constraints upon foreign policy-—-the

recognition of which is held to be at least the beginning of wisdom and,
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paradoxically, the precondition of that moderation of conflict so often
absent in the twentieth century.

Ultimately, the lasting value to strategists of both geopolitics and
realism inheres in the degree to which each approach can remain reasonably
focused on its respective core concepts. Among these concepts, none is of
greater continuing relevance than geopolitics' stress on the importance of
geography to internatiomal capability differentials, and realism's
insistence that the essence of statecraft is the prudential relationship of
interests and means. These, it may be advanced, together constitute the

very essence of strategy.
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