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Commenting on the paper by Professor Stephen Spiegel1 offers a chance to revisit the divide that continues 

to separate geography from political science (and probably, from most of the other social sciences).  It is not 

a divide that is caused by hostility or distain for the practices and beliefs of the geographic profession by 

other social scientists but one that has resulted from a narrow and anachronistic view of the discipline of 

geography.  The perception extends to international relations and geopolitics, the subjects of Spiegel’s paper.  

Fundamentally, the divide is maintained by an import-export imbalance of information (well-identified by 

Jean Laponce in 19802) that shows no signs of ebbing.  While political geographers, read, absorb and use the 

theories, methods and perspectives of political scientists, the reverse is not true (with some notable 

exceptions) and the result is the kind of paper under discussion.  Trying to incorporate geographic factors 

into his consideration of post-Cold War international politics, Spiegel’s view of geography equates it with 

distance and, less explicitly, with territory.  Thus, the attempt to move geography from a marginal to a central 

consideration in international politics has failed once again because of a belief that spatial analysis constitutes 

the field of geography and accompanying ignorance of the place tradition in human geography. 3   

 At one level, Spiegel’s paper is another example of the kind of “high geopolitics” that has been 

popularized by Zbigniew Brzezinski.  Examining the central role of the United States in the international 

system, “high geopolitics” is often highly speculative, is dismissive of the populations that constitute the 

states, is motivated by traditional military security concerns, and tends to look at the world through a zero-

sum lens, though exactly who are the opponents is less clear than in the Cold War years.4 Spiegel is less 

focused than Brzezinski on the fortunes of the United States, seeing it as the epitome but not the only 

representative of a type of post Cold War state called “high-tech” where traditional security issues are being 

shunted aside by considerations of global economic access, positioning in the international organizations that 

govern global economic and financial flows, and dominance of the new technologies emanating from 

research and development in these countries.  Spiegel’s paper thus spans somewhat of a divide in 

international relations, between those who hold that economic globalization will not change fundamentally 

the power of states to control their borders and their role as “power-containers” and those who argue that 

state power is ebbing fast as non-state actors, especially transnational corporations based in key international 



 2

centers, continue to gain control of the international political economy.  Spiegel considers the present era of 

international politics to be significantly more complex as a result of globalization but also because superpower 

control of allies has ended.  It is Spiegel’s so-called “nationalistic” states (e.g. Iraq) and “transitional” states 

(e.g. China and Russia) that continue to have the potential to disrupt the “high-tech” control of the world 

system.  As long as disputes in nationalistic and transitional states are local and internal, the “high-tech” states 

can blithely ignore these second and third tiers; only when their territorial conflicts threaten to diffuse or 

when internal ideological, ethnic or religious strife looks like jumping over national borders is the stability of 

international politics in peril.  None of these developments has happened in the post-Cold War decade, yet 

the “high-tech” coalition has been involved in two major military campaigns, in the Persian Gulf and Balkan 

regions.  Though Spiegel discusses the possibility of conflict between the ‘high-tech” states and members of 

the other tiers, he ignores competition within the “high-tech” tier.   

 There is little to dispute in the Spiegel account of the new frame of international politics since he is 

justly skeptical of the big three populist accounts of our future - the “coming anarchy” scenario of Robert 

Kaplan (geographically confined to the “nationalistic” and “transitional” states), Friedman’s hyper-

globalization scenario of “universal homogenized free-market utopia” in Lloyd’s phrasing, and the doomsday 

scenario of civilizational clashes from Huntington.5 Unlike these prognosticators, Spiegel is suitably chastened 

by the complexities of the post-Cold War world and by the uncertainties induced by rapid economic changes 

in the “high tech” and “transitional” states, coupled with the demands of “nationalistic” states for a matching 

of state boundaries to national claims.  For him, the new instability is “epitomized by the tension between 

globalization and fragmentation, between cyberspace and traditional geographic space.” Spiegel’s main 

concern is whether “geography” in the guise of distance with respect to the globalizing “high tech” states and 

in the guise of territory to the “nationalistic” states remains a viable element in the post-Cold War arena.  He 

concludes that, despite the significant degree of globalization since 1989, “geography continues to be a 

relevant international factor.”  At first blush, Spiegel’s conclusion is comforting since it allows political 

geography a continued place in the academy.  I will argue below that the conclusion is correct (one shared by 

political geographers) but not for the reasons that Spiegel cites.  His path to this conclusion is paved with a 
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questionable three-tier international structure, inconsistent formulations, and a dubious assumption about the 

importance of distance-minimization in the world system.  

 

Critique of the Spiegel formulation. 

Whilst Spiegel is quick to assure us that the three tier structure of states in the international system is more a 

“conceptual device” than “literal descriptions of actual political entities”, it nonetheless plays an important 

role in his evaluation of contemporary IR and expectations for the future.  Though any ad hoc classification 

could be criticized from alternative theoretical stances, Spiegel’s seems more imprecise than most and is 

undermined by the internal heterogeneity of states.  In the “transitional” states especially but to some extent 

in all countries, some regions are highly engaged in globalization whilst other regions are more “nationalistic”.  

China and Russia provide two obvious examples of this dual-track regional phenomenon; the coastal cities-

western provinces contrast in China or the gap between Moscow/St.Petersburg and the rest of Russia, 

especially the ethnic territories, surely challenge any simple country classification. 

 Though I accept that Spiegel is writing a “high geopolitics” piece that does not progress to empirical 

examination of the assertions, there are still some dubious claims about the nature of international politics 

embedded in the article.  The three category grouping, though useful as a heuristic device, should not be seen 

as comprising three mutually-exclusive sets.  There is ample evidence that high-tech United States is highly 

nationalistic, perhaps not in the sense of territorial claims on its neighbors (these claims were fulfilled over 

100 years ago) but certainly in the sense of geopolitical command of regions of strategic interest, many of 

which are geographically far-removed from North America.  In the post-Cold War decade, the U.S. has been 

involved militarily in Bosnia, Kosovo/Yugoslavia, Iraq/Persian Gulf, Somalia, Taiwan, Colombia and 

Panama.  The “dominant power” that “provides an overall cover of stability but is not all-controlling” 

according to Spiegel, maintains a global network of bases, allies, military funding, and economic interest.  U.S. 

administrations balance classic realist interests with a post-Vietnam aversion to the use of American combat 

troops but rely on high-tech weaponry and ancillary local forces.  The “Powell Doctrine”, announced at the 

time of the 1991 Gulf War, evinces an avoidance of American casualties, a stress on technological advantage 
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and above all, an abhorrence of long-term involvement in regional conflicts.  This position is strongly 

supported by the American public and has acted as a brake on the ambitions of the Clinton Administration to 

promote a more humanitarian foreign policy.6   The U.S. combination of “high-tech” economy and global 

military involvement belies Spiegel’s claim that his “high-tech” tier has developed a post-nationalistic profile.    

 A second implicit assumption of the Spiegel account of the United States’ role in contemporary 

international politics is that the U.S. will remain the leader of an increasingly globalized world.  In the words 

of former Soviet president, Mikhail Gorbachev, “globalization is a given – but ‘American globalization’ would 

be a mistake.”  As the foreign policy discussions in the recent Presidential campaign clarified (few as there 

were since there exists a “Washington consensus”), there is bi-partisan agreement that the U.S., as the victor 

of the Cold War, should continue to set the post-Cold War global agenda, including continued promotion of 

hyper-globalization.  Two developments threaten this confident perspective, according to Gorbachev.  First, 

“there has been a heightening of inequalities, tension and hostility, with most of the last directed toward the 

United States” since 1991.  Second, “it is time for America's electorate to be told the blunt truth: that the 

present situation of the United States, with a part of its population able to enjoy a life of extraordinary 

comfort and privilege, is not tenable as long as an enormous portion of the world lives in abject poverty, 

degradation and backwardness.”7  The geopolitical position of the United States is closely wrapped up in the 

diffusion of economic globalization and the formulization of trade, financial, investment and cultural links 

that continue to place U.S. centers as the intersections of these bonds.  Spiegel recognizes this linkage 

between U.S. dominance and world-system development and expects it to continue.  Though currently hard 

to see whence a serious challenge to U.S. dominance might emanate, careful analysis of the reactions to 

greater incorporation into the world economy in the disparate world regions would clearly disabuse Spiegel of 

the notion that the contemporary trends are unstoppable and irreversible. 

 If Spiegel is using the relative rate of the penetration of globalization to structure his three-tier 

arrangement of states, as seems to be the case, it seems more logical to re-structure the division by an index 

of globalization, as Held et al. have done.  Their categories of states (globalized, internationalized, 

regionalized, nationalized and localized) are defensible on the basis of current economic linkages, but each 
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category is clearly also heterogeneous in terms of political and cultural characteristics.8  An underlying 

hypothesis of the globalization school is that political change will follow from domestic economic 

developments that result from greater incorporation into the world-economy.  Some of the East Asian states, 

like South Korea or Taiwan, are viewed as examples of countries that have democratized as a result of 

economic growth and greater external linkages.  A longer reach is an expectation that the states of the former 

Soviet Union will follow a similar path.  The evidence so far is that the former Communist bloc is splintering 

in its post-Communist profiles between a westernizing central Europe, an unreformed Central Asia, and an 

intervening zone of uncertainty that includes Russia.9 In Spiegel’s terms, examples of “transitional” and 

“nationalistic” states can easily be found in the post-Communist world but countries such as the Czech  

Republic and Hungary fit uneasily into this classifications after their incorporation into the Western economic 

and political world is now assured. 

 Throughout the Spiegel article, the treatment of barriers is unsatisfactory.  Barriers between the 

countries of the three tiers will remain high.  With respect to the movement of people, “high-tech” states will 

maintain high entry requirements and quotas but remain open to economic flows while the “nationalistic” 

states jealously guard their territory and reluctantly allow entry only to some goods and services from outside.  

“Transitional” states are expected to fall somewhere between these extremes.  Spiegel verges into the debates 

about the effects of distance on interaction but he does not directly tackle the differential state responses to 

globalization that often include the erection of barriers to the flows of people, goods, ideas and services.  

Though the claims of the hyper-globalizationists like Friedman about the reconstitution of state control in an 

increasingly globalized world have been vastly exaggerated, the time-space compression inherent in 

globalization is undoubtedly assisted by the application of “real time technologies” of communication and 

surveillance, used by transnational corporations and state agencies at home and abroad.10  Spiegel appears to 

accept a simple version of the argument, that time-reducing technologies are also overcoming the friction of 

distance resulting in a more integrated world political-economic unit.  What he overlooks is the complex and 

variegated nature of the world-system and the differential impacts of rapid economic change in the world’s 
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regions.  Rather than marking the end of geography, the highly-varied nature of the regional geography of 

globalization marks a new beginning for the geographic profession.  

 Spiegel’s version of geography is not unusual in political science.  The typical rendition of geography 

equates the term to distance, as Spiegel does, but there other versions of geography from political scientists 

that are equally narrow in focus.  Ian Lustig wants political geographers to concentrate on issues of territory, 

especially on the definition, changes and meanings of boundaries, while Dan Elazar wanted geographers to 

give up traditional foci on space and territoriality and move to a concentration on the changing meaning of 

space.11  Another political scientist, Gary King, believes that visualization and cartographic display of the 

same political phenomena by geographers offers valuable help to political scientists trying to understand these 

phenomena – in other words, geography as technique.12 What King wants is a discipline of geography that is 

in tune with the proclivities of most political scientists, which as Alex Murphy rightly points out, is still 

dominated by positivist modes of explanation.13  Geographers, instead, offer a plethora of perspectives and 

Lustig’s frustration in trying to identify the core of political geography while seeing only empirical mappings 

of political phenomena is certainly understandable.  But as Peter Taylor notes, the advantage of a discipline 

without a dominant core is that it is also a discipline without peripheries.14  I turn now to the place 

perspective that has made a dramatic revival in the discipline and which anticipates further attention in a 

globalized world. 

 

“Diversity amid Globalization”. 

The title of a new, popular introductory world regional geography text, “Diversity amid Globalization” 

summarizes well the dominant perspective of the geographical profession on the contemporary global 

developments.15  The text surveys the major globalization trends of economic, technological, political and 

cultural linkages and proceeds to an examination of the relative impacts of these trends in each of the major 

world regions.  The text is clearly trying to avoid both the “singularity trap” (each region is unique) and the 

“generalization trap” (globalization has the same effects everywhere).16  Like John Agnew’s assertion that 
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“the end of the Cold War has been a boon to the field of political geography”17, I will claim that 

simultaneously, globalization has been reworking the nature of inter-state relations, the character of world and 

local regions, and indeed the nature of places.  Blinded by an equation of geography and distance, political 

scientists and international relations specialists have continued to ignore the dramatic developments of the 

past decade. 

 How have place and space changed since the end of the Cold War?  The short answer must be that 

space has continued to decline in significance after 1989, a process that was well underway by the beginning 

of the Cold War as a result of time-space compression technologies, while place has regained some of the 

importance that it supposedly lost between 1947 and 1989.  During the Cold War, a fixation on the research 

topics of mutual nuclear destruction and direct relations between the superpowers tended to remove both 

space and place from international relations (IR) discussions.  With respect to space, the key issues revolved 

around defense in depth (buffer zones), zones of stable peace, and geostrategic studies.  The aim was to 

overcome the tyranny of distance from one side (offensive use of weapons) and to enforce it on the other 

(defensive use of allied and neutral territories).   The mathematical modeling so pervasive during the Cold 

War needed a simple conception of distance and space since other equation elements (comparative military 

strengths, alliance behavior and structures, tit-for-tat games, leadership styles, crisis conditions, etc) were so 

complicated.  Consequently, to a large extent, geography was erased to become no more than Euclidean 

distance on the global surface or following Spykman’s famous aphorism, geography was perceived as 

unchanging and ever-present.18  For the IR modelers, the world had effectively become a billiard-table, an 

isotropic geopolitical plain, but at a cost.  As Colin Gray writes, “So habituated are we (strategic analysts) to 

affirmations of the importance of geography for strategy, and so unarguable are those claims, that the theory 

explaining why and how geography really counts is, in effect, missing in action.”19 

 During the Cold War, there was a political geography in the world’s regions.  While the U.S. and the 

Soviet Union engaged in a nuclear standoff, each was actively encouraging and assisting its allies in places as 

geographically disparate as Central America/Caribbean, Southern Africa, Middle East, South-east Asia, 

Northeast Asia and Central Europe.  The particular circumstances of the superpower engagement in the local 
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affairs of the newly-independent states after the 1960s produced complex political geographies that could 

only be understood by an examination of the colonial legacy, inter-ethnic relations, resource distributions, and 

alliance structures.20  Obviously, not all political scientists were unaware of these regional developments since 

comparativists examined in detail the developments in local political life as a result of superpower 

intervention.  Since 1989, with the withdrawal of the Soviet Union from most areas beyond Eurasia and the 

scaling back of U.S. and other Western armed forces and assistance, the Third World regions have seen 

varied outcomes.  In some places, such as West Africa and Central Africa, civil wars have proliferated despite 

lackluster attempts by the United Nations to bring peacekeeping to these areas whereas in other regions, such 

as the Persian Gulf, external superpower involvement continues.  In many ways, the regions of the Third 

World have become more dissimilar in the past decade, not only as a result of the end of the superpower 

activities but also, as a result of their relative level of globalization.  The end-result is a “one world, millions of 

places” mosaic for which it is hard to make many generalizations.  This conclusion does not imply a fall into 

the trap of singularity but it does suggest a place complexity that is hardly amenable to simple considerations 

of distance, territory and boundary. 

 

Finding a Common Ground for Political Geographers and Political Scientists. 

Political geographers like to speak about context and debate the influence of contextual elements on the 

political behavior of individuals.  At the root of the debates in geography that have involved political 

scientists lies a disagreement about the significance and size of contextual influences.  The extremist position 

is held by Gary King (“political geographers should not be so concerned with demonstrating that context 

matters” and “the goal of political geographers should be to try as hard as possible to make context not 

count” - his italics) while geographers have offered different conceptions of context that involve elements of 

historical memory, geo-sociological influences, macroeconomic-microsocial interactions in a local setting, or 

an integrated model.21  What is common to these formulations is the emphasis on places, not spaces.   

 The distinction between place and space is a crucial one for geographers, not only because place 

tends to the singular (in a sense, every place is unique) and space to the general (since places are erased by a 
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pure spatial focus), but also because the two terms evoke different feelings and emphases.  Space is associated 

with abstractness, quantitative modeling (the spatial approach), freedom, movement, formality and 

impersonal location, while place is associated with familiarity, security, home, intimacy, historical tradition, 

social-cultural relations, context, and geo-sociological effects.22  In political geography, territorial control in 

the form of gang turf, guerrilla stronghold, home, or the most discussed expression of place, the national 

homeland, has been the subject of a great deal of study and a renewed emphasis on the role and meaning of 

borders of territories can be identified since the end of the Cold War.23  Taylor concludes with an argument 

that political geography should focus on place-space tensions.  His geo-historical review of some key 

developments in political geography expects a greater power (military superpower at the global scale or 

expanding state power locally) to impose spatial controls on places (other states or localities, respectively).  

Thus, nation-state building that involves territorial control can be interpreted as the imposition of space on 

places.  Taylor sees spaces as the outcome of top-down processes whilst places can be the sites of bottom-up 

opposition.  

 The framework proposed by Taylor, the tension between spatial control from the top and place 

opposition from the bottom, can be easily meshed with the “Diversity amid Globalization” argument 

introduced earlier.  Globalization, promoted strongly by the economic elites of the core countries and eased 

by the hegemony of international organizations like the WTO (World Trade Organization), can be seen as a 

space controlling enterprise as it works to eliminate trade barriers, national preferences, tariff regimes, cultural 

choices, and ideological opposition to the dominant neo-liberal economic order.  The mistake that Thomas 

Friedman and others have made is to assert that the world-system is irreversibly on its way to becoming a 

common global space.  The debates revolving around the WTO meetings and agendas are centrally 

concerned about the global space-local places tensions, especially on the extent to which local places will 

accept, conform, or reject the WTO agenda.  While it may be true that the promoters of globalization have 

been in the ascendance for the past decade, the opposition, though fragmented along national, class, 

ideological and issue divides, has not evaporated.  Indeed, in some of Spiegel’s transitional states such as 

Russia, the key decision of whether the globalizationist or oppositionist camp will gain control of the state 
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apparatus is not yet decided.  Elsewhere, local groups, frequently organized around environmental, 

agricultural, national, or cultural issues, are becoming organized and establishing international links with 

groups who share the same aim of slowing or changing the globalization agenda, though they frequently 

differ in strategy and ideology.  At the national scale, the nation-state project continues in most countries 

accompanied by significant ethno-territorial opposition, as in post-Soviet Russia.  The failure of the Soviet 

project can be seen as a vindication of the strength of the place-based movements to a classic space-imposing 

political-economic model.   This space-place tension is producing a “diversity amid globalization” that is 

dramatically altered from region to region ands offers a consensual base for research by political geographers.  

It restores “region” to its central position in geographic research and blends consideration of macro- and 

micro-level processes.24  Regions are not unchanging nor unconnected nor structured socially in the same 

way everywhere nor invariant in their effects on their populations.  Instead, regions are constantly engaged in 

the processes of self-reproduction, context-definition, autonomy-defining, resource-structuring, and conflict-

mediating, according to Johnston’s framing of the regional project.  Almost all geographers would agree with 

him that “we do not need regional geography, but we do need regions in geography.”25  

  

Conclusion 

I have puzzled for years, as I am sure have others, about the lack of attention that geographic work receives 

in the other social sciences.  I have come to the conclusion that for political science, the answer lies in this 

discipline’s search for order and regularity in the political realms.  It is thus easy to understand why the spatial 

perspective of geographers seemingly offers a common ground with political science and why the messiness 

of a world of regions that is constantly in the process of being reshaped and redefined by internal and 

external forces lacks appeal to a law-seeking discipline.  Some political scientists, like Starr and his co-authors, 

have tried to promote a middle-position, arguing that a search for “domain-specific laws” should characterize 

the agenda of their discipline.26 Political science, like geography, contains many perspectives and approaches 

but unlike geography, the rational choice perspective is strongest.  It is the comparativists that continue to 
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oppose the seemingly-inexorable trend towards more generalization and the application of models borrowed 

from economics to political subjects. 

 Stephen Spiegel, in his conclusion, divides the world into great powers concerned with trade, 

consumer benefits, and scientific advancements and a lower order of international politics (former colonies) 

where major tensions, hostilities and conflicts now occur and in a Kaplanesque extension, worries about 

world epitomized by an inherent tension between globalization and fragmentation, cooperation and conflict, 

novelty and tradition.  While this is certainly a worry, questions in academic research concern all places, not 

just the zones of conflict and tension, since the invariant space of globalization that Spiegel sees in the “high-

tech” states does not exist in reality.  Many places in the zone of globalization have not shared the benefits 

that Spiegel attributes to their societies.  Rather than the simple classification of homogenous states that 

Spiegel uses to order his world-view, a more complex one that stresses diversity of experiences, localities of 

action, regions of change, and places of tension is better suited to the geographic realities of the 

contemporary world.      
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