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THE ARCTIC GROßRAUM

How should the Arctic be viewed in the 21st century? In this book, a leading scholar assesses the competing players for the Arctic, looking at broad questions of governance and security.

The author challenges the view that the Arctic is a passive space which is the focus of competitive advances from superpowers, arguing that it is more correctly understood as a dynamic pluriverse. Drawing on international law, international relations and diplomacy, this is an important re-assessment of the Arctic and its position in geo-politics.
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Chapter One

The Liminal Arctic

PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHERS STUDY the natural world. Political geographers study the way humans configure the natural world. The essential features of political geography assess political society as affected by nature’s frame, and how political organisations adjust to or conform physiographical conditions, international relations, and spatial variations.1According to Richard Hartshorne, once geographers untethered themselves from an ‘unbalanced’ study of earth’s physical features in the nineteenth century, political geography began to concentrate on variations of political phenomena in relation to earth’s features.2

Many political features and variations involve borders. Like natural borders, political borders are constructed. All borders are constructed. They often extend beyond the meaning of physical terrain and the simplistic but powerful billiard ball or spatial container-like caricatures of the state as found throughout theories of international relations.3

California State University professor and United States State Department Geographer, George Etzel Pearcy, once proposed a new map to replace what he believed to be the antiquated 50-state boundary system of the United States.4Western expansion, natural features such as rivers and mountain ranges, and simple line drawing recourse to latitude and longitude resulted in illogical divisions and distributions of political power across the country. Population centres such as Houston and Los Angeles sprawled across arbitrary frontiers. The desert communities of Las Vegas and Phoenix grew into urban complexes far removed from adequate water supply. The geo-deterministic flatline panhandles of Idaho, Texas, Florida, and Maryland bore no sensible relation to populations, and primary population centres organically and stubbornly tended to rise far from the geographic centre of the state. Pearcy proposed reducing the number of states to 38 by intentionally considering the effects of human mobility while diminishing reliance on distorting natural features and simplistic straight-lining recourse to longitude and latitude. Neil Freeman proposed a more directly political redrawing of the map of the United States based on the fundamental imbalance of the Electoral College,5where the largest state was 66 times as populous as the smallest and yet had only 18 times as many electoral votes. His remedy proposed redrawing the 50 states with equal populations.6

Political geographers in the late twentieth century began to concentrate on geography’s scale or perspective, which ranged from localities to world systems.7This research bore obvious similarities to the proliferation of theoretical research launched in international relations circles by J David Singer’s now classic discussion of the levels of analysis problem, which explored the several ways phenomena may be ‘sorted and arranged for purposes of systemic analysis’.8Earlier, Edith Ware made the connection between international relations and geography when she wrote in 1934 that ‘the study of international relations is no longer entirely a subject for political science or law’, but needed to include geography and other social sciences in order to understand the international system.9And yet, as Daniel Lambach suggested, understanding this political space was ‘too important to be left to the geographers’.10Many other disciplines predated and contributed to the discussion of place and politics, but the concept of scale as variously employed became a common denominator and important independent variable in the study of the international system.

This book adopts a spatial approach to understanding geopolitical and international legal events in the changing Arctic. It is sensitive to emerging securityscapes involving the Arctic and eschews interpreting the region as monolithic.11It is sensitive to scale, specifically the scalarity of the Arctic as variously interpreted by securityscapes, and indeed is a reaction to the pinpointed focus of security studies and its narrow orientation and idea about geopolitics. It agrees with a variety of authors who view the Arctic as a place where conflict ‘cannot be disentangled from broader global realignments’.12

To better understand this snarl, this book deploys the problematic but helpful idea of Großraum as an analytical device to reinterpret the historico-scalar significance of large space thinking in the Arctic. This thinking currently weighs heavily toward the traditional perspectives linking security with physical territory, but the Großraum concept adds much more context. The concordant dynamics of traditional thinking overlook emotive, cultural, legal, and environmental factors that, taken together, add complexity to the understanding of Arctic geopolitics.

The melting Arctic is creating new tensions. The elision of the established conceptual notion of Arctic borders stirs passions about border security and the spatial foundations at the base of political identity and authority. The use of linear boundaries once helped to define membership with a polity, but this practice is now challenged by the rise of Arctic liminal space, a challenge that not only questions the eighteenth-century political house on which territorial sovereignty was built, but also challenges the liberal international order and its universalising global institutions.13We see a resurgence of Arctic challenges with recrudescent authoritarianism in Vladimir Putin’s Russia, an authoritarianism that has renewed interest in Cold War confrontation and security studies.

The origin of security studies dates from the Cold War.14The passage of the monumental United States 1947 National Security Act reflected a transformation of scale and geopolitical thinking.15Allied concentration against fascist powers during World War II shifted to confront international communism in the post war world. This single omnibus bill, directly attributable to the coming Cold War, created the National Security Council, the Central Intelligence Agency, and a cabinet-level Secretary of Defense position. It merged the military departments into the National Military Establishment and within it created the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Most generally, it meshed science with industry to create a corporatist approach to diplomacy and geopolitics.16It situated the modern practice of international relations more centrally within the domain of security specialists, not diplomats or internationalists, and facilitated the academic study of geopolitics and foreign policy through the weighted lens of national security.17It led to a dominant narrative of international security studies as an Atlantic story, a Eurocentric story, and an independent field of study quickly absorbed as a sub-field of international relations.18These storylines predominantly apply to the study of the Arctic of today but not to the Arctic of tomorrow.

Fortified by NSC-68, the State Department’s top-secret assessment of ‘endemic’ conflict against the Soviet Union’s ‘fanatic’ quest for domination,19a massive military build-up ensued, prompted by the Soviet and Chinese-backed North Korean invasion of South Korea in June 1950. This transformation introduced a new mentality of defence and diplomacy that linked budgets and appropriations, used foreign aid for diplomatic purpose, and relied on a cadre of techno-managerial bureaucrats to permanently mobilise military preparedness and produce high-tech weaponry. The prosecution of geopolitical interests confronted both traditional American conservative views of anti-statist or limited government and domestic liberal values. It pitted the idea of the warfare state against the welfare state.20United States President Dwight D Eisenhower (1890−1969) reduced the tragic geopolitical competition with the Soviet Union to the burdensome drain of defence spending associated with the Cold War and the birth of the military-industrial complex, costs that left humanity ‘hanging from a cross of iron’.21

Clinical divisions between peace and security, democracy and communism, and containment and deterrence, internalised the study of international relations and oriented it toward familiar tropes of territorialised competition. These tropes focused on the domestic economic, social, and political determinants of state building for purposes of national security. This became the important internal way the theorisation of security studies came to be reflected in geopolitics.22And now this domestic thinking is challenged not by a hanging cross of iron but by a melting cone of ice.

Robert Cox once noted that all theories are created ‘for someone and for some purpose’.23The domestic/corporate view of security studies promoted the development of the national security state and took hold in the study of geopolitics. The meaning of the Arctic reduced to perceptions and purposes related to strategic competition. Moscow’s sea-based nuclear forces in the Kola Peninsula, ‘regarded as its most survivable nuclear asset’, made the Arctic a priority in terms of NATO defence.24Harvard Belfer Center director Steven Miller sees a return of such thinking across the Arctic region due to Russia’s aggression against Ukraine.25The reawakening of strategic Arctic concerns due to war in central Europe gives pause for consideration of the constructed and malleable scope of geopolitical boundaries.

The Cold War also ushered in a broader concern for spheres of influence. Saul Cohen argued that a three-fold geopolitical restructuration of great spaces resulted. Phase I (1945–1956) created two large worlds of containment involving the Eurasian continent and East Asia, which strategically attached to the Soviet Union, and the Trade-Dependent Maritime world of the Western powers, which included the extended Caribbean and Mediterranean basins, the Atlantic and Pacific regions, Maritime Europe and the Maghreb, and offshore Asia, Oceania, and South America.26Phase II (1957–1979) witnessed substantial changes to the geopolitical map as ‘the Cold War leap-frogged Continental Eurasia’s Near-Periphery and spread to the inner and outer reaches of the Maritime world’.27Here, Soviet incursions into the Maritime Realm created for Cohen three shatterbelts (the Middle East and the Horn of Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Southeast Asia), which were ‘regions torn by internal conflicts whose fragmentation is increased by the intervention of external major powers in contention over the region’.28Phase III (1980–1989) witnessed the waning of Soviet power and China’s rise and separation from the Euroasian continental world ‘to establish a separate East Asian geostrategic realm’.29Perhaps we are now in the midst of Phase IV, a phase brought on by Russia’s aggression against Ukraine in 2022. This phase has infiltrated the liminal construction of Arctic great space, turned its perceived understanding as a sphere of confluence into a sphere of influence, and as derivatively affected by war in Ukraine, changed its staid hydrological status into a melting shatterbelt of great power competition, ever as much as affected by politics as by climate.

Central to Cohen’s presentation was the important character of the natural environment. Ladis Kristof claimed that the modern geopolitician read from the map of nature’s environment to draw certain conclusions about what nature influences in terms of decisions of modern politics and foreign policy.30Changes in nature and politics codetermine Arctic politics. Is the changing natural Arctic environment informing political calculations in ways akin to the human actions that now affect the environment?


THE ARCTIC PATHWAY OF THIS BOOK

There are many ways to interrogate hegemonic interests in the Arctic. Feminist, critical, postmodern, and Indigenous studies amplify alternative pathways to frame this securityscape. Disruptive meta-geographies may proffer explicit radical imaginaries that preference social and environmental justice (anti-geopolitics),31grassroots problems of indigeneity (alter-geopolitics)32and ethnographic participants (alternative geopolitics),33or they may seek ‘new ways of putting peace(s) back together’, perhaps orienting discussion toward the pawns rather than the kings and queens of the Arctic geopolitical game.34Reconceptualising the Arctic as a large and contested, but also consensual, space assists in this wide project of interrogation. However, the construction of this securityscape first necessitates a conceptual understanding of the securityscape.

This book interprets the securityscape in geopolitical terms, terms mindful of but broader than the mutable physical geography of its land and seascape. It begins in chapter two with an analysis of the idea of Großraum. This concept bears the unmistakable nineteenth-century association with imperialism and the twentieth-century imprint of the controversial international legal and geopolitical theorist, Carl Schmitt (1888–1985). Schmitt scripted a nationalist perspective of the concept and identified it with a large-scale international politico-economic presence, as exemplified by the Monroe Doctrine. While mindful of Schmitt’s historico-legal analytical spin, this chapter and the one that follows it importantly separate the analytical attributes of the concept from Schmitt’s dark political orientation. Schmitt did not simply contemplate the analytical features of the concept; he ‘actively campaigned for one’ modelled on a German-dominated Mitteleuropa in conformity with his explicit association with Nazism.35The seductive temptation to anoint Schmitt as a contemporary geopolitical theorist, not mindful of his ‘deeply rooted’ political views, has been appropriately condemned as a serious intellectual and political error.36Configuring the Großraum concept to the Arctic and applying it as an imperfect but usable tool help to illuminate the spatial boundaries of the Arctic, which extend beyond its physical, geographic frontiers and the limiting Westphalian vocabulary of territory.37The concept predates Schmitt’s usage, but has not broken free of his dark and occluding presentation. Schmitt must be received with care.

Chapter three contextualises the historical significance of the Großraum concept apart from late nineteenth- and twentieth-century adulterations. It lifts the term out of its Schmittian framework and attempts to reclaim its association with the moral landscape of liberalism and its iterations in terms of wholes and parts. Detached from its dark adulterations, this reflection helps to conceptualise the Arctic and its components as Großräume, scalar representations distinct from its common singular or unitary presentation as a Großraum. Such distinctions allow for a more considered representation of the security interests affecting the Arctic in its various regional, geopolitical, and international legal constructions.

Chapter four addresses the historico-legal construction of the Arctic, processes that lent weighty emphasis to its caricature as an empty space or as a no man’s land (terra nullius). Such vacuous portrayals facilitated colonial encroachment and territorialisation in ways that diminished Indigenous interests and promoted title to territory by fiat and the discovery doctrine. Interestingly, the territorialisation of the Arctic also accompanied attempts to comanage or classify portions of the Arctic as a common space (res communis), a space subject to a nascent condominium conversation that today implicates portions of the Arctic as a common resource and an exceptional space of cooperation and peace.

Chapter five specifically confronts the geopolitical problems of the Arctic great space given events caused by the Arctic’s principal steward, Russia, and its 2022 aggression against Ukraine. The war has reconfigured the Arctic as a region now derivatively affected by Baltic−Arctic relations and specifically affected by Arctic Council stalemate. These intertwined developments lend support to reconceptualising the Arctic as a Großraum, as a Baltic−Arctic Großraum. The chapter also argues that Russia is isolated, that cooperative efforts to address major threats caused by the melting cryosphere are forestalled, and that Arctic environmental problems unrelentingly compound, producing security implications that will amount to additional geopolitical and international legal crises. The current crisis is muddled by a lack of temporal and spatial awareness of the strategic implications of the scope of Arctic concerns in a globalising world. It is also muddled by a concentrated tensions in the Arctic that obscure the nature of the security threat. NATO, fortified by the inclusion of Sweden and Finland, prepares for High North engagement with Russia. Sweden’s Prime Minister spoke alarmingly about the need to prepare for homeland defence ‘with weapons in hand and our lives on the line’.38If such a call for defence is realised, it will more likely take the form of responses to hybrid war, cyber intrusions, subsea fibre-optic and cable disruptions, and other expressions of grey zone attacks against the great landscape of the High North, including the Baltic region.

Chapter six addresses Russia’s five-century engagement in the Arctic. The chapter investigates the geopolitical sense of insecurity bred by Russia’s deep cultural and historical attachment to its Eurasian northland. This insecurity combines an understanding of Muscovy’s dynamic expansion eastward over the Ural Mountains, the legacy of domination projected by the Soviets over Siberia, the civilisation continuum that now animates Russia’s nationalistic Eurasianism project (fed by a Slavic Middle Kingdom sentiment), and the withering sense of insecurity that attaches to defending its peripheries, now further problematised by Finland’s and Sweden’s accession into NATO. This latter development forms the topic of chapter seven, which conjoins the histories of the Baltic Sea states and the Arctic circumpolar powers to assess the complex multilateral architecture of space and scale that connect the two regions geopolitically. Two historical island problems − Bornholm in the Baltic Sea and Svalbard in the Arctic Ocean − serve as examples to reinforce appreciation of Russia’s diminishing sense of control over northern regions.

Chapter eight addresses Russia’s proclaimed description of the Arctic as a Russian Mecca, its project of operationalising the Northern Sea Route as a major seafaring highway connecting Asian and European commerce, and the geopolitical and international legal implications of an evolving transpolar route, which in subtle ways may diminish the significance of Russia’s Northern Sea Route project while simultaneously opening up new Arctic strategic frontiers involving Svalbard, Iceland, and Greenland. Chapter nine turns to China and other countries interested in globalising the Arctic, either as a common space for peaceful development or as a potential new source of great power competition. China’s Polar Silk Road initiative, its hand’s-length relationship with Russia, and its rhetorical support for a rules-based governance structure in the Arctic and over its resources are assessed before the concluding chapter of the book.
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