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CHAPTER 1

Overview

On September 11, 2001, nineteen al-Qaeda terrorists hijacked two airliners, crashing them
into the New York City World Trade Center and claiming 2,977 victims, A third hijacked
plane crashed into the Pentagon building a few minutes later, killing 125 people. Washing-
ton’s immediate reaction to the bombings was to declare war against the Afghan-based terror-
ists who were sheltered by the Taliban regime. This war began on October 7, 2001, with air
bombing and special strike-force actions.

These attacks exposed the vulnerability of the country thar had become the world’s sole
superpower following the breakup of the Soviet empire in 1989. The bombings triggered a
series of developments that have led to geopolitical shifts that have affected the relationships
among states and the balance of power in the world.

Geopolitical Analysis

Geopolitical analysis does not predict the timing of events, crises, and flash points that force
radical changes in the geopolitical map. Such events have been the sudden invasion of South
Korea by North Korea and the popular uprisings that overthrew the Ben Ali regime in Tu-
nisia, initiating the Arab Spring. What such analysis can do is focus the attention of policy
makers on conditions that are likely to bring about geopolitical change. For example, the
attempted rebellion in Bahrain, quashed by Saudi Arabia, was energized by the Arab Spring.
The underlying condition was repression of the Shia majority by the Sunni monarchy, ag-
gravated by the large immigrant worker underclass. This set of circumstances is common to
the Gulf states. Saudi Arabia’s reaction was predictable because its easternmost province is
largely Shiite, and Shiite Iran has historic claims to Bahrain. This kind of geopolitical analysis
should alert the United States to the fragility of its naval base in Manama, Bahrain, and the
advisability of relocating it to the eastern Mediterranean.

Changes in the balance within the international system can also be anticipated by geo-
political analysis. The United States, along with its NATO allies, had carly military successes
in ousting the Taliban from Afghanistan and two years later launched a war against Iraq, top-
pling the Saddam Hussein regime. However, the United States soon became bogged down in
costly guerrilla warfare that extended into the next decade. Meanwhile, China experienced a
meteoric rise as an economic giant.
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Four Pillars of Power

A nation’s claim to power rests on four pillars: (1) overwhelming military strength and the
willingness to use it; (2) surplus economic ¢nergy to enable it to provide aid and invest in
other states; (3) ideological leadership that serves as a model for other nations; and (4) a co-
hesive system of governance.

The first pillar is the military. This period of transition from a world dominated by
superpowers to a polycentric power system is marked by significant changes in the nature
of warfare. The United States, by far the world's strongest traditional military power, has
overwhelming strength in tanks, aircraft, naval fleets, and superbly equipped armed forces.
Nevertheless, it failed to attain its political goals in Iraq and Afghanistan as guerrilla warfare
and terrorism has torn those two countries apart. In Iraq, the American occupation has been
unable to impose a peace upon this regionally and ethnically fragmented land. In Afghanistan,
US and NATO troops and weaponry, which so casily dislodged the Taliban, were unable to
overcome the guerrilla forces in this tribally and ethnically torn country. The Afghan Taliban
are poised to regain a powerful foothold within Afghanistan with the withdrawal of US and
NATO combat troops from the country in 2014.

US success in killing key al-Qaeda leadership, including Osama bin Laden, who was killed
in 2011 by US special strike forces in Abbortabad, western Pakistan, neutralized the centralized
al-Qaceda organization in Afghanistan and western Pakistan. Nevertheless, the movement lives
on. It has morphed into a decentralized network extending throughout the Middle East, the
Maghreb, East Africa, and the African Sahel and has now been superseded by ISIS (Islamic State
of Iraq and Syria).

The lessons learned from America’s military experience in Afghanistan and Iraq are two-
fold. First, soft power may yield greater success than warfare, and second, weapons of warfare
are radically changing. In wars against guerrillas and rterrorists, drones—unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs) with surveillance and missile capacities and robots—and unmanned ground
vehicle (UGVs), combined with special strike forces and cyberwarfare, have proven more ef-
fective than traditional weapons and massed armed forces.

The second pillar, economic capacity, is even more important than the military. The
United States, Europe, and Japan have yet to recover fully from the deep recession of 2008.
This is reflected in the caution which Washington has recently displayed in responding to po-
litical and military crises throughout the world. Its foreign policy has been strongly influenced
by high domestic unemployment and huge indebtedness that have preoccupied the country
while turmoil rages in the Middle East. The fear that countries like China and Japan will
withdraw cheir bond holdings also tempers Washingron’s geopolitical actions.

The third pillar is ideological leadership. Americans have taken pride in their ideals,
which are a blend of the principles of freedom of expression and religion, concern for human
rights, the rewards of free enterprise, and the practice of democracy in governance. Since the
founding of the republic, these principles have been widely embraced throughout the world.
However, much of US foreign policy has often not been true to them, While preaching de-
mocracy, Washington has long supported dictatorships and overthrown governments not to
its liking. It has tolerated widespread corruption in supporting allies. The Arab Spring was
only the last of the upheavals that laid bare the contradiction between the myth of American
exceptionalism and its practice of realpolitik.

The fourth pillar is political cohesiveness. In the United States the recent stalemate be-
tween the two major parties has been a factor in undermining America’s ability to provide
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international leadership. A government that can suddenly be shut down, budgets that cannot
be agreed upon, and a proposed health system that has divided the nation are poor models for
international friends and foes alike.

With respect to these pillars, China, for its part, lacks the capacity to apply military power
beyond its contiguous Asian borders. Instead, it relies on economic trade and investment
extend its influence. In doing so, the Chinese have used their sovereign funds to purchase or
invest in natural resources throughout the world. While such economic initiatives have been
welcomed, the political fallout from these actions has often been rising suspicion and opposition
on nationalistic and environmental grounds. Morcover, the need for China to focus on building
its own national infrastructure and realign its populace from rural agricultural to urban indus-
trial and service pursuits sets a limit on China’s foreign aid capacities. Although the mixture of
state and private capitalism as practiced in China has been adopted in many other countries, the
repressive nature of the Chinese Communist regime has been widely rejected as an ideological
model by people who yearn for individual freedom as well as economic advancement.

Hierarchical Order of Power

Pundits have debated whether the new century is destined to become the Chinese era or
whether the United States will retain its global dominance. Recently, this debate faded from
the public agenda as it became plain that both countries have exhibited substantial weaknesses
along with their inherent strength. The United States is beser by war weariness, economic
problems, and political dysfunction. China has failed to match its economic power with com-
mensurate military strength, and its economic growth, overly dependent upon exports, has
slowed down. Its repressive Communist regime also has failed to be embraced as a model by
other nations of the world.

Instead of a world ordered by superpowers, an international geopolitical system that is
emerging is polycentric and polyarchic. It is built on a hierarchical combination of great and
regional powers. The major powers are first-order states with the capacities and ambitions
to expand their influence beyond the regions within which they are located. Competing
with major powers are the regional powers, or second-order states. Their geopolitical reach
is regionally confined. The United States, China, the European Union, Russia, and Japan
are major powers. lran, Turkey, Australia, and South Africa are representative examples of
regional powers. India and Brazil are at an intermediate stage. While their reach currently is
regional, they have the potential to become major powers. In time, they gain enough strength
and ambition to try to influence affairs throughout their regions by the application of military
and/or economic muscle. Examples are Iran’s actions within Iraq and Ecthiopia’s in Somalia.

A third order of states has also arisen—those with unique ideological or cultural capaci-
ties to influence their neighbors. Examples include Cuba and North Korea, whose military
power is maintained by ideological rigor. Ukraine derives its third-order status from playing
off its two adjoining major powers, Russia and the EU. Fourth-order states are generally
incapable of applying pressure upon their neighbors, and those of the fifth order depend
upon outside sustenance for survival.

This hierarchical system is dynamic, not static. States such as Nigeria and Venezuela,
once regional powers, have lost these positions. Nigeria is torn apart by the conflict between
its Christian south and Muslim north so that it possesses little geopolitical energy to influence
its neighbors. The government of Venezuela, having lost much of its popular appeal with the
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death of its charismatic leader, Hugo Chdvez, is mired in debt and plagued by shortages of
basic commodities and by inflation.

Without the dominant American superpower to play the role of global peacemaker,
prepared to intervene militarily in conflict situations and to invest financial and diplomatic
energies aimed at stabilizing the international system, the world is now like a ship without a
rudder. Such disequilibrium is inevitable in this period of geopolitical transition. Great and
regional powers are focused on redefining their own national security interests, economic
strategies, and ideological goals.

Impact of Geography

Geography is the study of the features and patterns formed by the interaction of the natural
and human-made environments. An example of a simple feature/pattern relationship is a
gorge straddled by a bridge which forms of a transit way. At a more complex level, the features
of a coastal embayment located at the edge of a broad basin which is rimmed by the escarp-
ment of a plateau provides the setting for an urban metropolis. Its features, consisting of a
port, a dense central city, and suburbs within the basin, extend onto the plateau as exurbia.
Collectively these features form a pattern.

The importance of geographic proximity in waging war and conducting trade is reflected
in many ways. US launching pads for drones are placed in Djibouti to strike al-Qaeda in Ye-
men, and France has developed a similar cite in Niger for its operations against terrorists in
northern Mali. Empty desert landscapes serve as the locale for space exploration bases, as is the
case for Russia’s Baikonur Cosmodrome in northern Kazakhstan. The US southwest desert is
a prime site for military pilor exercises.

Population density is another important geographic consideration in international
relations. High densities inhibit drone strikes for fear of causing many civilian casualties.
Consequently, such densities provide safe havens for Afghan Taliban leadership in Pakistan’s
Karachi, with a population of twenty million. Narrow seas, such as the Gulf of Aden, offer
targets for pirates based in Somalian fishing ports. The vast deposits of North Sea oil and
gas that adjoin the east coast of Scotland encourage Scottish separatists to seck independence
from Britain.

Seoul’s location so close to the North Korean border influences the cautious diplo-
matic policies of South Korea toward its erratic northern neighbor. There are countless
examples of how geography affects international relations, but none more striking than the
geographical fact that the United States is the only great power in the world with access to
the two world oceans.

Changes in the natural environment have profound geopolitical implications. Global
warming has made possible navigation of Russia’s Arctic Northern Sea Route during the
summer. With continued global warming, this is likely to evolve into a full-year transit way,
strengthening the economic ties between Europe and China. The physiographic features and
patterns of ethnic and religious distribution in both Afghanistan and Iraq have demonstrated
the impact of geography upon war and politics. The Afghan war continued to rage because
the Taliban and al-Qaeda were able to regroup in the sheltering and welcoming mountainous
areas of Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) of fellow Pashtuns when the
focus of US attention shifted to Iraq.
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Driven by dreams spun by ncoconservative theorists of a US twenty-first century and
propelled by the shock of September 11, 2001, the Bush administration embraced with evan-
gelical fervor policies of unilateralism and preemptive war. The action in Afghanistan, under-
taken under the umbrella of NATO and with the support of China, Russia, and neighboring
Muslim states, conformed to geopolitical reality. This was not the case with Iraq, where the
hastily planned and poorly executed war launched in 2003 did not have widespread external
support or internal logic. Saudi Arabian opposition forced the United States to abandon all
of its strategically important bases early in the action. Turkey refused to join the coalition. It
did allow overflights and transshipments of supplies but did not permit land forces to traverse
its territory. With the exception of Britain, the input of other coalition forces was trivial. The
speedy defeat of Saddam Hussein’s army, rather than ending the conflict, unleashed fierce sec-
tarian warfare and widespread hostility toward US occupation. Rationalized as a war against
terrorism, the invasion provided a breeding ground for terrorism in a geographic area more
accessible than Afghanistan. The Sunni western desert of Iraq hosts “al-Qaeda of Iraq” and
other militant Islamic groups which, along with the Shia-Sunni sectarian violence, dragged
the United States into a military and political quagmire. By removing the Iraqi Sunni from
power, the United States eliminated the region’s major bulwark against the spread of Iranian
influence in the Arab Middle East.

Whereas the United States may see little strategic value in some parts of the world, it
must be sensitive to the concerns of other powers. Australia is an important strategic ally. Yet
Washington paid little attention to its vital interest in the conflict in East Timor. The United
States sought to appease Indonesia rather than help stop the massacres that took place after the
East Timorese voted for independence. This ignored Australia’s strategic stake in East Timor
because of its proximity to the Australian north and prospective joint development of oil and
gas resources within the Timor Sea. While the United States stood back, it was Canberra that
pressed for UN intervention and has since assumed the military burden of peacekeeping. Even
though Washington may not be moved to act out of humanitarian considerations it considers
to be strategically unimportant, it may have to involve itself in deference to the interests of
allied regional states that are important to global geopolitical equilibrium.

The geopolitical perspective is dynamic. It evolves as the international system and its
operational environment changes. The dynamic nature of geographical settings accounts,
to a considerable extent, for changes in geopolitical patterns and features. These settings
change in response to such phenomena as the discovery or depletion of natural resources,
the movement of people and capital flows, and long-term alterations in climate. Thus, the
shift from rural to urban landscapes or from manufacturing to service economies represents
geographical change that becomes reflected in changing national ideals and objectives. So
does the impact of large-scale immigration. The decline of manufacturing in the United
States, its greater reliance on imported goods, its enormous national debt—all have in-
creased the dependency on international trade to the point where “going it alone™ as a
superpower is not a practical, or even possible, foreign policy. This is a reality that the US
administration has confronted in Iraq, Afghanistan, and counterterrorist actions through-
out the world as well as in its efforts to contain the spread of nuclear weapons. With respect
to the negortiations over Iran’s nuclear threats, the participation of the European Union in
the imposition of sanctions has been critical.

Geographical dynamism has also influenced changing national and regional outlooks in
Maritime Europe as well as in South Korea and Taiwan. In the latter case, the massive out-
sourcing of manufacturing to mainland China’s southern and central coasts has pressed Taipei



