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Vindicating Neoclassical  
Geopolitics, Challenging 
Postmodernism  
A New Look at an Old Problem
Nuno Morgado

Abstract The objective of this paper is to exhort the Academia towards a 
Neoclassical Geopolitics, both in terms of theory and methodology.
The relevance of the problem – the validity of Neoclassical Geopolitics – is 
based on the hypothesis that geography has influence on states’ foreign pol-
icies, plus limited possibility of prediction. Such assumptions are then tested 
against the empirical reality.
In terms of methodology, it will be elected theory testing approach, through 
the Popper’s hypothetico-deductive model, although using essentially qual-
itative approach.
As for the structure, the study begins with philosophical worldview that 
provides a basic set of ideas for a solid theoretical framework, in which 
the analysis shall be accomplished. Then sequential steps from the meth-
od succeed: delimitation of the object, systematization of relations among 
concepts, formulation of hypothesis, deduction and empirical tests.

Keywords: Iran, nuclear weapons, United States, policy, sanctions, re-
strictions

Introduction

To exhort the Academia towards a Neoclassical Geopolitics, both in 
terms of theory and methodology, is the main purpose of this article.

In order to achieve such goal, several steps will be accomplished: 
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how could the geopolitical object be delimitated? What are the rela-
tions among concepts of Strategy, Geostrategy, and Geopolitics? What 
is the significance of Classical Geopolitics – especially ideas from Ger-
man School of Geopolitics – after postmodernist Critical Geopolitics? 
Did it remain any valid concept, any valid method, and any valid theo-
ry? What kind of basis Critical Geopolitics sustains?

Therefore, the approach of this paper connects the relevance of 
the problem – the validity of Neoclassical Geopolitics as Mamadouh 
stressed1 – to the empirical fact of geography’s influence on politics, 
particularly foreign policy.

As for the structure, the initial philosophical worldview will provide 
the elementary set of ideas for a solid theoretical and methodological 
context, in which the analysis shall be performed. Both the definition 
of geopolitical studies [understood as neoclassical geopolitics] and the 
definition of concepts within its domain; the enumeration of several 
ethical rules concerning methods in geopolitical studies; the recapture 
of some concepts and theories of German School of Geopolitics, and 
a particular attention paid to Spanish geopolitician Vicens Vives – all 
these stages will be accomplished under the supreme objective of cre-
ating a framework for solidification of the argument ‘Neoclassical Geo-
politics as a science (object, methodology and finality)’. Thus, one may 
find innovative aspects in this study. 

Specifically in terms of methodology, theory testing approach will be 
elected, through Popper’s hypothetico-deductive model, using essen-
tially qualitative procedures.

Whereas Critical Geopolitics seems to flourish, Neoclassical Geopoli-
tics has been, somehow, waiting to be systematized. This paper tries to 
bring a contribution in that direction. 

Methodological Considerations

Weltanchauung 

Honesty shall be above all. 
The philosophical worldview2 (or in some sense the Weltanschauung) 

could be initially docketed with the concept of doxa [δόξα], mentioned 
in the teachings of Plato3. That doxa would simply correspond, in this 
particular case, to the answers from Philosophy, specifically Gnoseolo-
gy, to questions such as: what is knowledge? where does knowledge come 
from? what are the limits of knowledge? – legitimate questions, but ques-
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tions that cannot be tested through scientific methods. 
Thus, choices have to be made; and in the name of Truth those 

choices have to be expressively declared.
The existence of the external and ordered reality outside the human 

mind (ontological argument) and, and although some limitations4, the 
possibility of a trustworthy apprehension of that reality by that human 
mind (epistemological conclusion) are assumptions accepted. 

Furthermore, the scientific method, which structures the reality 
into a framework of theories, constitutes a privileged domain on that 
task – ‘trustworthy apprehension of the reality’. Yet, it is believed that 
it is neither the only one, nor the best.

Therefore, under the scientific angle that matters for now, it is also 
relevant to let clear that, on the contrary of 19th century’s Positivism, 
the reality is not acknowledged as a machine, full of quantifiable and 
mechanic laws towards a mathematical and infallible prediction, but 
instead, it is believed that Science provides methods that allow reliable 
approach to knowledge. Simply as that.

Hence, it turns already evident that this paper is located at the an-
tipodes of two specific Weltanschauugen: the Frankfurt School (Crit-
ical Theory), which aims somehow to analyze the marxist concept of 
‘superstructure’5 with the deconstruction of Western Civilization6 as 
a normative goal; but also the postmodernist [and poststructuralist] 
approach, which pursues the same normative goal, yet through other 
means. As a matter of fact, in terms of methodology, one of the most 
well-known postmodernist authors, Michel Foucault – whose ideas are 
based in Marx too – suggested ‘genealogy’ as ‘anti-science’, thereby a 
method that shall fight – in Foucault’s worldview – against the ‘power’7. 
Consequently: the rejection of rationalism as tool, the rejection of the 
existence of objective reality outside Man, the rejection of the possibil-
ity to reach the reality through scientific method8 will be disregarded 
in this paper. 

So,the dedication to Truth and to Rigor, from an approach focused 
on the scientific method, shall not be born from ‘passion’ and ‘fanati-
cism’ as Foucault accused, but from the sincere commitment with Rea-
son and with Truth. 

The pretension of absolute truth will be then rejected, searching in-
stead for equilibrium between what ‘exists’ and ‘what is possible to be 
known’, or according to the explanation of Pope Benedict XVI10:

‘. . .the positivist view of the World in general, is a most im-
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portant dimension of human knowledge and capacity that we 
may in no way dispense with. But […] it is not a sufficient cul-
ture. . .” 

that is the same to support that positivism is needed to understand 
reality, although positivism – by itself only – is not sufficient to under-
stand all reality. 

Methodology

Theory testing’s approach is in this paper elected. The objective is to 
provide a solid methodological and theoretical framework, recaptur-
ing assumptions and concepts from classical geopolitics, and then test-
ing those theoretical premises against empirical facts. 

In reality, one of the weaknesses of postmodernism is to circulate 
widely, indeed, in the royaume of theories, but what concerns to the 
test of ideas against the material reality, the task remains undone. It 
might be precisely this problem that Glassner reported to11. 

Strictly concerning the method, the hypothetico-deductive method12 

 shall be designated to test the hypothesis. 
In this way, following stages should be accomplished: 

1. to observe and to define the problem [what?];
2. to generate hypothesis as potential explanation;
3. to deduce predictions from the hypothesis;
4. and then to perform the empirical test, i.e. search for facts 

from the reality related with predictions.
In case that such test would not be possible, hypothesis should be 

abandoned, since it is not scientific – Popper’s criterion of demarca-
tion13.

Concerning procedures of inquiry [how?], methods of the research 
will be essentially qualitative – direct observation, and content analy-
sis from publicly available sources: academic papers, dissertations and 
books, newsletters from research centers, and think tanks; and notes 
from lectures, conferences, and seminars.

With the finality of assuring the validity of the information, sources 
shall be previously evaluated and data itself compared with data from 
another source – with this procedure, exact and feasible objectivity will 
be assured.

Hence, it is held that Episteme [ἐπιστήμη] – understood as oncom-
ing to Truth – is possible. The scientific method as tool, as instrument, 
should then be guided by Ethics, which shall not allow abusive ideas, 
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based on intentional misinterpretations of the reality. Honesty and ac-
curacy will guide the procedures of intuition, introspection, and judg-
ment of the researcher and that will be reached in practice through 
laws of objectivity, intelligibility and rationality. Traditionalist meth-
odology helps too, avoiding generalizations and allowing a deep study 
of the problem, relying on knowledge of History, Politics, and Foreign 
Affairs.

Moreover, every conclusion will be, at the end, submitted to verifica-
tion – that fact should seal the methodological circle14.

University is, par excellence, a truth-seeking institution. In fact, that 
is the reason why those who submit themselves to the slavery of ideol-
ogy, are condemned to fail that purpose. In this way, in terms of justi-
fication of methodological choices, ‘deconstruction’ or ‘genealogy’ are 
methods rejected, in detriment of the stages from the scientific meth-
od previously described.

Geopolitical Studies As Science 

Delimitation of Geopolitical object

In previous works15, the definition of Geopolitics given by Glassner and 
Fahrer has beenused16. 

Although that definition could be largely accepted, there is some 
haziness that it might be proper to go through. Ignoring the fact that 
‘global’ could be too much inaccurate term17 for a field that one is trying 
to delimitate, the part of the definition concerning to ‘. . .understand 
[…] the bases of State power. . .’ builds up a bridge to strategic studies, 
which goes beyond the strict relevance of geographical setting on pol-
itics at international relations’ level. Nevertheless, geopolitical studies’ 
instruments are not detached whatsoever from this kind of approach.

Strategic Potential Analysis’ instruments would be shared both by 
Applied Geopolitics and by (Grand) Strategy, taking into account that 
Strategic Potential Analysis is located, in political terms, on the field 
of Geostrategy. Strategy, by its side, is “submitted” to Applied Geopol-
itics, in the sense that Strategy cannot ignore Applied Geopolitics to 
formulate itself18. But Applied Geopolitics (technique) does not neces-
sarily follow scientific results from Geopolitical Studies (science). Ge-
ostrategy also may or may not take results from Geopolitical Studies, 
in order to achieve interests, within an ‘environment of hostility’19 

 – the fundamental element of Strategy. Consequently, this ‘environ-
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ment of hostility’ would definitely represent a key characteristic for the 
distinction between the domains, with academic purposes.

 Therefore, and because Applied Geopolitics includes another 
scope, in which under strict conditions (e.g. political cooperation, joint 
economic benefits) cooperation among States can be achieved, Applied 
Geopolitics may truly be considered wider than Strategy (Fig.1).

Fig. 1 – Diagram of connections: Geopolitical Studies, Strategy, Geostrategy and Ap-

plied Geopolitics

Subsequently, the arguments of a manichaeist distinction between 
an ‘Organic State Theory’ and ‘Geostrategy’ inside the label of Classical 
Geopolitics20, or the argument of a ‘pacific’ Geostrategy against an ‘ex-
pansionist’ Geopolitics21 could then be refuted. In concrete terms, also 
General Karl Haushofer could fit on the Geostrategic domain, since he 
clearly identified the rival of Germany: the British Empire22. 

This said, what are Geopolitical Studies precisely about? A mini-
malist definition: ‘the study of relations between political activity and 
space’23 could provide two main cores of the concept: politics (power by 
extension) and space24. 

However, such definition disregards a vital aspect – geopolitical 
studies take place on the field of ‘International Relations’25. In reality, 
from this point of view, a conclusion can be deducted – the study of in-
ternal aspects of influence of geography on power (e.g. electoral geog-
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raphy, intra-state regionalism) does not concern Geopolitical Studies, 
but another wider discipline – Political Geography. 

With this respect, Political Geography comprises Geopolitics, whilst 
Geopolitics “autonomously” studies a specific subject – projected to 
International Relations26 – within the sphere (but not exclusively) of 
Political Geography. 

Consequently, geopolitical studies analyze the interactions among 
certain international actors with particular attention to their geogra-
phy. At the end, Geopolitical Studies tries to answer questions such as: 
‘how do geographical features influence politics [in the international 
environment]?’ ‘How do the political élites use space?’27

‘Geopolitics allows us to place an event or action within a larg-
er framework so that we can determine its potential signifi-
cance, as well as identify connections among seemingly dis-
parate trends’

STRATFOR declared28. The corporation defended, furthermore, 
that even prediction is possible, under such framework. One tends to 
agree, namely because geopolitical studies include a diachronic dimen-
sion, in the sense that Geopolitics benefits from certain continuity in 
the line of time.

Chauprade29 also sustained this perspective, favoring the argument 
of ‘continuity of geopolitics’, consequently, a continuity on foreign 
policy too. He also defined Geopolitical framework broadly, since he 
included issues such as: people’s identity into the problem30. Such defi-
nition could be useful too, since the external role of the international 
actor derives also from its internal potential. However, the distinction 
between Geopolitics and Political Geography should be kept in mind.

As for the unit of analysis in geopolitical studies, it seems that the 
state still stands as an essential tool. Therefore, Geopolitical Studies 
remain, at some extent, as a science of the state. Result of the combina-
tion of ‘population’, ‘territory’ and ‘system of sovereign power’31, state 
still lasts as the most important actor in International Relations – yet, 
facing challenges to its supremacy, namely from supranational enti-
ties. Consequently, the state – by itself geographically materialized – 
assures the importance of space too. In spite of this, Vives’ approach 
gave a relevant contribution to the matter, since he presented ‘cultural 
societies’ as international actor32.

Space constitutes an objective reality, from which Man cannot re-
lease himself so far33. 
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Geography – understood as basic pillar of state’s power34 – studies 
geographical aspects; and Geopolitical Studies proceed to the analy-
sis of the relations between geographical description/explanation and 
power at IR level. 

In fact, although i) geographical setting may change35, and although 
ii) “geopolitical” events can introduce even more drastic changes36 – 
the reality is that Geography consists, de facto,  into one of the most 
stable elements of state´s potential37.

Besides, like Geography38, also Geopolitical Studies are a ‘holistic sci-
ence’39. Geopolitical Studies, a dynamic science, deal with the past, the 
present and the future40 – confirming what was stated regarding its di-
achronic dimension – being speculative too41. And, as it is well known, 
speculation is an essential component for the progress of Knowledge42.

Still, Geopolitical Studies cannot be confused with broad Interna-
tional Relations that include actors (e.g. ‘International Organizations’), 
realities (e.g. International Law), and other scopes, which have weak 
(or non-) relations with Geopolitical Studies. In this way, Geopolitical 
Studies fits in International Relations, but they are not synonymous 
with International Relations. 

In their ‘first form’, Flint and Taylor attached Geopolitics to the 
description of ‘global rivalries in world politics’43, but that would be 
again too vague. Geopolitics cannot be only a word to apply to rivalries 
among States in International Relations’ context44. 

On the other hand, because Geopolitical Studies may not be separat-
ed from practical politics that does not imply that Geopolitical Studies 
is simply an ‘imperialistic stream’, or to use Critical Geopolitics’ words 
obeying to the structures of power45.

Geopolitical studies are constituted by theory and by praxis, are sub-
ject of Academia and may be a subject of/for foreign-policy makers – 
Applied Geopolitics.

Yet, Geopolitical Studies as scientific activity cultivated at the Uni-
versity has to obey to several rules, thus Geopolitical Studies are sub-
mit to the scientific method, in way to guarantee feasible objectivity. 
In fact Geopolitical Studies are – as multidisciplinary science indeed46 
and before anything else – a social science, and like any other social 
science is permeated by the historic-political context; hence the rele-
vance of scientific method to approach the Truth.

Regarding methods used in Geopolitical Studies, some of them de-
rive straight from Geography: analytical observation, to gather infor-



preview version

230

cejiss
4/2014

mation on fieldwork, description of geographical reality, analysis of 
maps, charts, the globe, use of statistics, but also handling with new 
technologies (e.g. satellites, Google Earth). 

Geopolitical Studies encompasses accurate description, intercon-
nected with explanatory analysis – within broad environment of clash 
of interests – sometimes allowing prescription’s deduction, or pointing 
out a way to action47. And because of the relevance of this activity, to 
keep full attention to the methodology is extremely important.

 In the past, in fact, classical Geopolitics48 was not careful with meth-
odology whatsoever, adapting methods from other fields with no ma-
jor thoughtfulness. Currently, the lesson should be learned, so strict 
ethical rules to guarantee feasible objectivity of Geopolitical Studies 
should be applied. Chauprade mentioned several of them49: to refuse 
to establish one single cause to explain problems (that means that is 
required to have more than one variable), to refuse to promote ideolo-
gy, but to include ideology instead as subject to be itself analyzed (that 
means that there is no space to promote, for example: nationalism, 
expansionism, irredentism), and to be transparent regarding received 
influences (namely with the bibliographic references). 

Such kind of guidelines, under the supreme idea of the final veri-
fication of results50, and falsification of the hypothesis as criterion of 
demarcation already stated above, will remove the doubts about ‘to-
tal subjectivity’ that could have remained. Particularly the hypotheti-
co-deductive method used in this paper, applying deductive logic, will 
grant step by step the process towards the formulation of the hypoth-
esis and, then, its test against facts.

As science – and not a pseudoscience51 – Geopolitical Studies cannot 
admit any ideological submission. 

In return, political field itself – consequently foreign policy too – 
may become ideological in such measure that could turn, at some mo-
ment, completely blind to Geopolitics52. To acknowledge this fact shall 
not undermine the hypothesis, but shall contribute to its falsification, 
instead. In fact, the stated hypothesis will be validated as general rule, 
and not as compulsory rule for foreign policies of all international 
actors. Again, determinism is rejected in all manners. Therefore, in 
spite of the fact that Geopolitics is theory and practice, University and 
Politics are not the same field, on the contrary, there is great distance 
among them.

Geopolitical studies as science demand a skeptical attitude, a critical 
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perspective. It requires looking for geographical patterns within polit-
ical history, something that results into a powerful analytical frame-
work53. 

At last, the idea of possibility of objectivity could match with Karl 
Haushofer’s words54: 

‘no matter the conditions, a real and scientific geopolitical 
knowledge should remain isolated from any influences from 
the political parties, and it should then remain true in the 
same way to both far left and far right. . .’ 

At the end, to study the positive reality (how it is), rejecting an idyllic 
reality (how it should be)55.

The effort towards Neoclassical Geopolitics
Several problems of classical geopolitics – which Mamadouh56 re-

sumed as: 
‘state is conceived as living organism, therefore borders are con-

ceived flexible. . . the evolution of the political organism is deter-
mined by its environment’ 

in other words: methodological weaknesses, determinism, mysti-
cism; were already criticized by the author elsewhere57.

Curiously enough, it is really interesting to remark that if deter-
minism and the single cause are reasons to sustain the perspective of 
German School of Geopolitics as a non-scientific approach, then also 
Marxism – both as ‘science’ and as ideology – should be labeled as his-
torical pseudo-scientific effort, as German School of Geopolitics was 
labeled. Same measure to deal with the same problem. In fact, Marxist 
kernels may be disqualified as such58, taking into account that, even 
if the strict positivism (and/or determinism) was/were already aban-
doned59, when the perspective that class struggle still constitutes the 
single cause that puts the mechanism of History working on, determin-
ism and single cause prevail in that kind of approach. 

In what to Neoclassical Geopolitics or Geopolitical Studies concerns 
– as it was mentioned in the section concerning methodological rules 
– an analysis based onto single cause cannot be accepted.

Released from the mysticism of German School of Geopolitics, but 
using some of its concepts and theories, a new effort to turn Geopo-
litical Studies into ‘exact science’60 can take place. Subsequently, a sys-
tematic alternative must be arranged. In this way, which framework 
should be designed in terms of relevance of the problem: ‘towards Ne-
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oclassical Geopolitics’?
First of all, the delimitation of the object was required – and that 

assignment was accomplished above. At second place, one may point 
out methodological concerns, and at a third place the finality61. 

Although essentially focused above, several methodological remarks 
could be mentioned or reminded. 

Because it is believed that Truth does exist, consequently, the possi-
bility to search for that Truth would be admitted too. In this line, real-
ity – as rational and ordered creation – may be approached by scientific 
knowledge, which should be rigorous, verifiable through observation, 
analysis of documents, and other regular named methods, i.e. empir-
ically experimented too. This approach would be considered univer-
sally valid, thus objective at some extent. Naturally is also temporary, 
since it can be expanded and modified, namely by total rejection of 
hypothesis that in the past was taken as granted, and afterwards de-
stroyed by a new discovery.

Description and explanation should be submitted to the logic es-
tablished by facts that means objective and rational analysis of empir-
ical facts. In this line, predictions are considered a possibility, yet far 
from any sort of determinism in general, or mechanism in particular. 
G. Friedman and R. Kaplan from STRATFOR corporation had a stim-
ulating discussion about the possibility of forecast62. To sustain the 
argument, Friedman noticed that, although the U.S. President Barack 
Obama promised a ‘completely new’ foreign policy, the fact is that con-
tinuity on power politics in G. W. Bush and B. Obama’s foreign policy 
may be verified. Below, further empirical tests will recover this idea of 
continuity in foreign policy. 

 On the other hand, because Realpolitik describes International Rela-
tions in terms of anarchy, does such Realpolitik description have there-
fore the capacity to transform reality into anarchy itself63? It does not 
seem so. On the contrary, reality is how ‘it is’ a priori and empirically 
verified a posteriori. This is what is proposed as valid position from Ne-
oclassical Geopolitics’ approach to International Relations.

As for the finality, Geopolitical Studies as science have to establish, 
first than anything else, that research should be committed to the gen-
eral and original principle of the University: searching for Truth. And 
this is not a minor question, since the reliability of the results of re-
search has to be supported by principles of objectivity, intelligibility 
and rationality64.
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After all these procedures are deeply accepted and respected, it is be-
lieved that it would be no scandal if Geopolitical Studies’ conclusions 
could be used within the context of political decision-making, namely 
used by foreign policy makers, in order to apply what was analyzed 
by the Academia – Applied Geopolitics. Naturally, there should be no 
idealism whatsoever, specifically, aspirations for the creation of a ‘para-
dise on Earth’, but with the clear goal to generate equilibrium of forces 
instead, with the supreme goal to avoid great disorders, explicitly, for 
instance, from the so-called New Threats.

At this level, all elements of the hypothesis have already been men-
tioned. The clear formulation of hypothesis may then take place.

Hypothesis: Neoclassical Geopolitics claims that geographical 
setting does have influence on States’ politics, particularly on 
foreign policy. In this way, prediction is possible in geopolitical 
studies, but at some extent only – taking into account that the 
capacities of how Man interacts with geography creates a free-
space in the process for ascertaining that same prediction.

In this way, the problem should not be framed anymore in terms 
such as: ‘politics. . .driven by inexorable geographical laws’65, i.e. de-
terministic mechanisms ordering the geopolitical World – even less 
towards a teleological goal – but considering seriously the relevance 
of geographical features in the conduction of foreign policy (vital com-
ponent of IR). So, for those who reject geography as essential66, at least 
they should consider it seriously – after all, the majority of features of 
power are somehow geographically located. 

Geography is now treated, as a matter of fact, as one of the most 
stable factors upon which the power of a State depends on67. In truth, 
the studies by Kaplan sustain these notions too68. For all these reasons, 
plus the fact that such ideas are being defended after Critical Geopol-
itics’ premises, the hypothesis remains, then, pertinent to the debate.

On the other hand, it was also underlined enough times so far, 
that truly scientific Geopolitical Studies cannot be contaminated by 
ideological influences. Thereby, although they are always affected by 
current historical and political context, Geopolitical Studies should 
remain completely untouched by any ideological commandment. As 
History already revealed, ideological fanaticism above geopolitical 
guidelines could have extremely high costs69.

This stated, the article proceeds to the effort of providing solid ar-
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guments, in order to support the hypothesis as logical supposition, de-
ducing consequences from it. 

Theoretically based on possibilism70, i.e. presuming that geography 
may have impact on foreign policy, refusing determinism71, one could 
recapture several concepts and theories from German School of Ge-
opolitics, in order to use them to formulate posteriorly and briefly a 
basis to sustain the pillars of Neoclassical Geopolitics.

Naturally, the ratzelian concepts of Raum [space] and Lage [position] 
– parts of Strategic Potential Analysis – are perceptibly the first to be 
mentioned. Concerning particularly Lage, state’s position of, for exam-
ple, ‘island’ plus its circumstance72 could drive options either for a status 
of thalassocratic force, or to isolate itself. This sort of option would 
correspond precisely to the concept of Raumsinn, and matches, fur-
thermore, with the possibilist perspective. So, the Neoclassical geopol-
itics approach constitutes a pattern that dismisses any deterministic 
method on the domain.

In fact, the concept of Raumsinn [‘meaning of space’] would be an-
other essential geopolitical concept73, since even identity is spatially 
located – that means that when identity changes its location, so do ex-
pressions from that same identity change too74. Concrete examples of 
that argument are, in accordance to Ratzel, that ‘urban industrial life’ 
could be seen within a sphere of ‘spiritual crisis’, taking into account 
that Man loses their interactions with the soil75; or, on the other hand, 
the concept of Raumsinn could also be used specifically to overcome 
the typical opposition from classical geopolitics ‘Sea Power/Land Pow-
er’ in the name of certain complementary alliance between tellurocrat-
ic and thalassocratic states76.

Under the realist ‘theoretical tradition’ of International Relations77, 
one may apprehend the notion of ‘States’ struggle for survival’ (namely 
for state’s independence). This perspective could lead to validation of a 
new standpoint about the concept of Lebensraum [“living space”] – re-
leased from any sort of stimulus for expansionism – since a State needs 
a minimum of territory to assure its existence – even if it is only 2 sq 
km like Monaco. The fact seems to be self-sustainable, without need of 
further explanation, taking into account that there are no States with-
out territory.

However, contradicting German School of Geopolitics’ perspective, 
the state cannot be compared with a living organism. 

If may be accepted, on the one hand, that the State should not be 
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understood merely as a legal-abstract creation or construction, i.e. if 
from its own definition the State relies on the Nation, thus the premise 
that State depends on the Nation to survive should be stated directly as 
consequence. That means that if the Nation – in its geographical-cul-
tural definition – devitalizes or disappears, the State shall not survive 
beyond that event, i.e. after the de-vitalization or disappearance of a 
Nation, the structures of a State that could have survived to that ex-
perience will definitely turn into something that it is not anymore the 
State that used to be. So having accepted that idea, on the other hand, 
it should also be accepted that there is no mystical link between State 
and Nation, but only empirical experience – in the line of explanation 
by Vives. 

Consequently, and opposing to Kjellén’s ideas78, one should under-
line that State does not have to grow continuously to avoid its extinc-
tion – for that, it would be enough to eradicate any signs of decadency 
(e.g. political decline, economic troubles, social instability). As a matter 
of fact, historical evidences sustain that State/cultural-society’s periods 
of long-term decadency (e.g. Western Roman Empire, Ottoman Em-
pire) or even short-term decadency (e.g. USSR) led sooner or later to 
the disappearance of those States or ‘cultures’ themselves.

Yet, and just because the State is not analogous with a living organ-
ism, one may not deduce that elastic conception of border loses its 
validity. In fact, they are expressively two independent hypotheses. 

In fact, border would not derive from any ‘impulse’, but accurate-
ly from the material – in the sense that is observable – influence (or 
power) of the State/cultural society. Vives sustained the argument with 
the ‘vitality of the geohistorical nucleus’79 and, in the same direction, 
Ancel stated that borders are flexible, reflecting the balance of pow-
ers80. Accordingly, there would not exist such a thing as borders settled 
by ‘natural barriers’, since borders are artificially draw81, but borders 
would be a direct result from State’s/cultural society’s power. There-
fore, as Haushofer wisely observed82, a border that ‘. . .would satisfy 
everybody […] is practically impossible. . .’ In this way, it is reaffirmed 
the importance of geography, however pushed away from any sort of 
determinism. 

In reality, Neoclassical Geopolitics or Geopolitical Studies would 
reject what Mearsheimer affirmed concerning ‘stopping power of wa-
ter’83 outside the geostrategic sphere. This idea will be developed by the 
author elsewhere. At this point is simply stressed that the might of a 
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powerful navy should not be neglected in favor of a preference for land 
power forces, since the control of choke points still have relevance in 
the domain of World supremacy – or even regional supremacy84.

Bringing to the analysis Huntington’s argument about ‘civiliza-
tions’85, the concept of Pan-regions could be recovered too – percepti-
bly and necessarily not with the same geographical contour. 

In this way, Pan-Regions’ doctrine could eventually include the rat-
zelian concept of Großraumformen that means something that could 
overcome the present-day formula of nation-states86. At the end, one is 
dealing with Haushofer’s old idea that ‘large spaces should be united 
under a common principle’87, but applied to the current era of Glo-
balization. A particular proposal that such ‘large spaces’ thesis could 
possibly and mutually be related to, would be the proposal of ‘multipo-
larity’88. Certainly – under the idea of hierarchy of powers from the 
realist school – each one of those large areas would have to be leaded 
by a Director-State or supranational entity, in the case of nation-state 
would be already overpassed.

For all that has being analyzed, some of central ideas from Classical 
Geopolitics still continue to have influence over current geopolitical 
studies89; and not only ideas from German School of Geopolitics – that 
this article focuses on – but also ideas, for example, of Admiral Ma-
han. As a matter of fact, in terms of Geopolitics of the Sea, once again, 
the control of choke points still has impact in terms of World/regional 
dominance. Moreover, Mahan remains pertinent in the sense of anal-
ysis of the possibility of a great conflict in the medium-term future 
taking place on and because of the World’s Ocean issues90.

At this point, after peremptory and precise use of recaptured con-
cepts and theories from Classical Geopolitics and deduction of conse-
quences from the hypothesis, one should proceed to several empirical 
tests. In truth, a descriptive-analytical study in Geopolitical Studies – 
describing and explaining how Foreign Policy may be influenced by 
geography – cannot be isolated from the empirical facts. 

Concerning prediction particularly – as formulated in the hypothe-
sis – the analysis should ensue cautiously, considering several variables, 

‘. . .concentrat[ing] on the constraints of geography and other 
factors place on those decisions [from political élites]’91.

Several geographical areas of the World could be taken as example 
to test such ideas.

The cyclic wars and attacks from Russia (Kievan Rus’, Grand Princi-
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pality of Moscow, Russian Empire) to Constantinople, current Istan-
bul, in order to control Bosphorus strait granting access to Mediterra-
nean Sea, could certainly serve as one of those examples. As a matter 
of fact, Slavophiles even praised for the conquest of that city and its 
conversion into Tsargrad92. Later on, at the beginning of the Cold War, 
the support from the U.S.A. in order to Turkey join NATO – blocking 
once again the access of USSR to Bosphorus – was more than justified 
in geostrategic terms.

Elsewhere93, the author already tested the hypothesis of a current 
process for regional/world hegemony of ‘Germany’, a project tradi-
tionally extended, in geographical terms, from the mouth of Rhine 
to the mouth of Danube. Repetitive ‘cycles of hegemony’ through the 
geohistory of the region were identified, described and analyzed. Thus 
one of the most clear empirical facts pointed out in that study was 
the effort of former German Minister of Foreign Affairs Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier94 so that excellent relations between Germany and Russia 
were coined – as Haushofer abundantly recommended. Apparently, 
the recent events in Ukraine have been disturbing such foreign policy 
direction, although it is believed that such old direction will be re-tak-
en (or even maintained).

Another test about how geography may influence state’s foreign pol-
icy can be found in Serbia. In the course of History until the appear-
ance of Kingdom of Yugoslavia – or, at the end, a Greater Serbia95 when 
the country finally received an extensive coastline on the Adriatic Sea 
–Serbia intermittently tried to obtain access to seas: either to Adriatic 
Sea at the West, or to Aegean Sea at the South. And the multiple ad-
vantages (martial, political, economic) of the access to sea were tested 
before too96.

In a similar vein – on the epochs that appeared on the map of Europe 
– the Polish state has been struggling for access to the sea at the North. 
After centuries of conflict with the robust State of Prussia, by the end 
of World War I, the Danzig corridor was granted to Poland. Predicta-
bly, a geostrategic situation that would have given to Hitler an excuse 
to ‘unify’ the territory of the two separated ‘Prussias’ was created. After 
World War II – and after the suppression of the Prussian State – Poland 
lastly received an entire coastline on the Baltic Sea.

At another level, also Romania and its ‘fight’ to keep the mouth of 
Danube ‘opened to Europe’ could have place in this kind of approach97.

The last test is applied to the conflicts between Uzbekistan on the 



preview version

238

cejiss
4/2014

one side, and Kirgizstan and Tajikistan on the other side, materializ-
ing another situation that clearly sustains the argument of influence 
of geography on foreign policies. As a matter of fact, the problem of 
management of bodies of fresh water – particularly rivers in Ferghana 
Valley case – is able to reveal how geographical features may convert 
themselves into instruments of power politics98.

 If the geographical setting, and if geopolitical doctrines, have no 
influence at all on politics, so it cannot be traced any parallel between 
Mackinder’s ‘Midland Ocean’ doctrine99 and the establishment of 
NATO, aiming the break of Pivot Area’s power. In this case, interna-
tional politics – understood in the settlement of NATO – would visibly 
show the relevance of Geopolitics100. However, as this article already 
tries to defend, thalassocratic and tellurocratic states/cultural societies 
may really joined forces101.

If politics and foreign policies are commanded by ideology only, 
what would be the explanation for the alliance between the U.S., Brit-
ish and French democracies with the autocracies of Russian Empire/
USSR during World War I and World War II?

Furthermore, from the ideological point of view, Portugal from the 
1940’s would have had got more in common with the regime of Italy, 
rather than with the U.S.A. or Great Britain. Nevertheless, duly to pat-
ent geopolitical and geostrategic reasons, Portugal – in the person of 
‘Prime-Minister’ Salazar – chose to become closer to the Allies during 
World War II. The preservation of the Portuguese territorial integrity 
in Europe, Africa and Asia required that decision, required an alliance 
with those who were ruling the Oceans. And later, in the same logic, 
Portugal was a NATO founding member.

Therefore, in the domain of effects of Realpolitik in foreign policy, 
what does blind ideology have to deal with an ingenious Grand Strat-
egy?

The limited progress of Critical Geopolitics

Eventually, Postmodern Age could have started with World War I as Ar-
nold Toynbee detailed. However, the effects of Postmodernism came 
to the University definitely later – and to Geopolitics as discipline es-
pecially later. But it came anyway. 

The streams of Critical Geopolitics are daughters of Foucault’s and 
Derrida’s ideas indeed102. Whereas in the broad field of International 
Relations, Postmodernism could be seen more oriented to political ob-
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jectives, rather than to academic purposes103, particularly concerning 
Geopolitics, Postmodernism came with the accusation of an eventual 
focus on ‘writing’ (geopolitical representations) instead of ‘description’104.

 As a matter of fact, one of the main goals of Critical Geopolitics is 
‘to denounce’ – by itself a verb that calls on Marxist methods105 – the 
‘obedience’ to ‘structures of power’106. In this way, 

‘. . .critical geopolitics connected political geography to the de-
velopments of human geography that, under the broad influ-
ence of postmodernism, had taken a “cultural turn” in which 
landscapes, media and everyday behavior were deconstructed 
and read to uncover power relations’107.

Ó Tuathail’s Critical Geopolitics, peculiarly, is synonymous of ex-
aggeration of chaos, and reveals many contradictions108. In fact, Ó 
Tuathail aims to unmask Geopolitics as an instrument under the ser-
vice of ‘oppressive power’109, that means that obviously no place is left 
to considerer Geopolitical Studies as science, since Science itself is not 
even understood under a minimum positivist angle as such. In this way, 
it is really easy to escape from Academia and cross the path to other 
fields. In truth, Glassner and Fahrer, referring to Critical Geopolitics, 
pointed out: 

‘difficulty in building a theoretical base’ and ‘approaches 
[which] tend to ignore reality’110.

 Previously, this article managed ontological and epistemological as-
sumptions stating that is considered that ‘reality exists’ and ‘it is possi-
ble to approach it’. Post-positivism does not accept such assumptions 
at all. Somehow, this post-positivist or reflectivist worldview could be 
putted on parallel with a situation such as: in a crime scene, in which 
a murdered man is lying on the floor, the policeman would start a 
procedure of self-reflection about the eventual possibilities a priori of 
the assassination, instead of investigating the evidences to lead to the 
identification and imprisonment of the murder. That would certainly 
represent weird circumstances, which would reveal a useless preoccu-
pation with conditional situations ‘what if?’ and simultaneously futile 
activity, because at that moment there would be nothing that could 
be done to invert the status quo. Changing the analysis to the level of 
International Relations, that is something that Morgenthau described, 
indeed, as the need to accept realities that cannot be changed111. 

The scope of the example given above, not the content by any mean, 
might sound ridiculous. However, it is believed that the level of gro-



preview version

240

cejiss
4/2014

tesque in the analogies of Ó Tuathail applying sexual descriptions to 
Geopolitics can hardly be overcame112. And not even that would be 
enough, since Ó Tuathail linked the ‘defeat’ of Germany after World 
War I – something imprecise in the sense that there was no proper 
military defeat113 – with a ‘. . . masculinity crisis’114.

So far, the analysis about Critical Geopolitics has been focusing 
mainly on issues from philosophical domain, in which nobody is able 
to claim scientifically to be absolutely right. Nevertheless, theoretical 
and methodological difficulties in Critical Geopolitics are far more a 
serious problem.

In this way, the conundrum is not so much about the fairness of the 
denunciation of the alleged relations between Geopolitics and inter-
ests of Power, but the problem relies on upstream questions regarding 
scientific issues themselves.

Whilst broad post-positivism accuses positivism of hiding dishonest 
relations with the ‘institutionalized’ and ‘oppressive’ power, genea-
logical-archeological methodology was constructed based on incred-
ibly partial interpretation of ideas of German philosopher Friedrich 
Nietzsche, ignoring the complexity of his mind, namely in what to 
its deep political intolerance concerns115. In truth, Foucault admit-
ted proudly his purposes on: cognitive relativism, lack of objectivity 
and total disrespect for the whole116. Consequently, in this context, 
post-structuralism would be taken as ‘. . . silly but noncatastrophic 
phenomenon’117.

Although all these problems, difficulties, intellectual dishonesty at 
some extent, the framework of denunciation, destruction and decon-
struction; several useful ideas arose from Critical Geopolitics.

Ó Tuathail tried, for instance, to demonstrate the influence of infor-
mation’s technologies and Globalization, plus ‘de-territorialized dan-
gers’ on Geopolitics118. Thus he promoted an ‘expansion of horizons’, 
through holistic perspectives119. On the other hand, that kind of im-
provement was not exclusively a result from Critical Geopolitics, since 
a central name of Neoclassical Geopolitics – Everett Dolman – exposed 
that ‘. . .roles of transportation, communication and technology. . .’ 
should not be ignored by Geopolitics too120. 

Still, following carefully Ó Tuathail’s criticism, scholars may appre-
hend an epistemological and methodological rule – to avoid the crea-
tion of a ‘homogeneous order of the spatial’121.

Nonetheless, Geography is not simply an ‘argument’ only122. Geog-
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raphy is, as this paper explained and justified, one of the most stable 
elements of power. Therefore, and contradicting expressively Critical 
Geopolitics’ position123, geographical features do still count. In fact, as 
Kazanecki pointed out: planes, spaceships, internet came up – howev-
er space still matters124.

Conclusions

This article’s main result is to endeavor to create a basis, both theoret-
ical and methodological, in order to accomplish thoughtful geopolit-
ical analysis. As a matter of fact, the paper is transversally crossed by 
methodological concerns from the beginning to the end, in order to 
overcome difficulties from Classical Geopolitics and, simultaneously, 
to contribute to the systematization of assumptions and rules for the 
innovative Neoclassical Geopolitics that corresponds to Geopolitical 
Studies.

In fact, Geopolitical Studies and its main core – the influence of 
the geographical setting on politics at IR level – hence, a field deeply 
committed with the study of Power (lato sensu) and State (stricto sensu), 
could be then considered under the label of Neoclassical Geopolitics 
and be treated through academic and systematic manner. The hypoth-
esis is, indeed, confirmed by the study.

In this way, the exercise of recapturing – and in some cases reinter-
preting – theories and concepts from German School of Geopolitics 
was not a-critical, but pointed out several mistakes about it. Only after 
criticism of methodological weaknesses, determinism, mysticism of 
German School of Geopolitics, the empirical tests of hypothesis may 
have occurred. 

In order to be solid, all mentioned geopolitical ideas quoted the lit-
erature, and in many cases with double or triple references. 

Personally, I should also add that my research trip with the objec-
tive to investigate Haushofer’s documentation at Ludwig-Maximil-
ians-Universität, certainly gave me extra motivation to write this arti-
cle laying emphasis on German School of Geopolitics.

The last section of the paper, concerning Critical Geopolitics, should 
be understood as a clear trace for the location of this paper at the an-
tipodes of that point of view, taking into account that destruction or 
denunciation without offering an alternative was not the path of these 
lines. Thus it was not an objective of this paper to establish a direct 
refutation to principles and ideas of Critical Geopolitics, but simply to 
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allege that nonexistence of alternatives does not contribute to the ad-
vance of scientific knowledge.

As stated by Fernandes125, Geopolitics has never been ‘dead’, but the 
term was not used since the end of World War II till 1970’s; and also 
during that period a lack on such kind of approach may be identified. 
Currently, an effort towards Neoclassical Geopolitics is taking shape. 
And if the conclusions and results of this paper would be considered 
wrong, then very well – after all, at least the error is a factor for the 
progress of Science. 
***
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