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The lie of the land: How geography
shapes national destiny

Isa country’s fate
determined by its
terrain? Three new
books examine the
links between

Globalbordersare being

: constricted to make passage more
: difficult, Dodds suggests, and also
¢ defended to turm them into

i “hostile environments”.

Legislation can have a similar

i effect,as when Indian Prime

: Minister Narendra Modi

: introduceditsrecent citizenship

: law, designed to target Muslims

: whomight have crossed over from
: India’s frontier with Bangladesh.

The future will be one of “walls,

¢ fencesandbarriers alongside

: digital surveillance”, while climate
: shifts move notjust populations
i butalsoborders themselves, “In
: ournew eraof climate-change

: emergencyand the Covid-19

: pandemic, border shutdowns

: and evenwars are all the more

: likely as states and communities
i seek competitive advantage

: while isolating themselves from

tE‘I’I’itOI’y, power : “viral others’ and ‘invisible
= S ¢ enemies’,” he suggests.
and conflict i Suchgeography-first analysis is
: notentirely original. Robert
i Kaplan’s The Revenge Of
]ames Crabtree : Geography staked out similar

AdmiralJohn Aquilino, the US
navalleader who s scheduled to
take charge of America’s military

forcesin the Indo-Pacific, recently

issuedastark warning abouta

possible future Chinese invasion of

Taiwan. “This problem is much
closer tous than most think,” he
said during congressional
confirmation hearings, implying
that China’s President Xi [inping
couldattempt to retake the East
Asianisland by force within the
next five years.

His words served only to
underline rising alarmamong
Western military thinkers that

Taiwan could quickly be where the

new cold war turns suddenly hot.
Mr Xi has spent heavily on
China’s military, but any invasion

plan remains perilous, The Taiwan

Straitis about 130km wide at its
narrowest point, roughly three
times the distance from Dover to
Calais. Any invading force would
then face inhospitable coastlines,
unpredictable monsoons and
muddy, tidal beaches.

Beijing may decide in time that
theseare risks worth taking. But
theyactasareminder that the
basic facts of natural terrain still
matter hugelyin international
affairs - apoint driven home
inaseries of new books
outlining how geography shapes
national destiny.

LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION

Former Sky News diplomatic
editor Tim Marshallmakes this
point most directly. His popular

2015 hook Prisoners Of Geography

examined how the plans of
national leaders are often shaped
bytheirnation’s mountains,
oceans andrivers. China’s
obsession with the heights of the
Tibetan plateau, to pick one
example, stems largely froma
deep-seated fear that Indiawould
otherwise seek to controlit,
leaving China’s lower-lying
regions open toinvasion. Now
comes The Power Of Geography, a
follow-up featuring essays
examining countries from
Australiaand Ethiopia to Britain.
“The starting point of any
country’s storyisits location in
relation to neighbours, searoutes
andnatural resources,” he writes.

Few would disagree with this
premise, especiallyin aworld
marked by extensive Covid-19
travel restrictions and with former
US president Donald Trump’s
plans fora Mexican border wall
still echoing in the public

consciousness. But Marshallbacks

up his thesis with two broad
arguments, both of which
are somewhat at odds with

he put it. Many contemporary
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i strategic position between the

: Growing flows of digital

: groundadecade ago. Last year, lan
: Goldin of the University of Oxford

i and Robert Muggah, a Brazil-based
: policyanalyst, also released Terra

: Incognita: 100 Maps To Survive

: The Next100 Years. Briskly

: writtenand handsomely

: illustrated, it hasrecently been

i updated toinclude new analysis on
: the coronavirus pandemic. Its

: many dozens of mapsadduptoa

: global picture in which

: “2lst-centurygeopolitics look

i unstable from virtually every

i angle”, the authorsargue, from

: chaotic mass urbanisation to

: disorderly climate migration.

How cansuch analysis help

: identify future tensions? Dodds is
i vexedabout borderland conflict
: andmilitarisation in particular,

¢ “The myths of exclusive

i sovereignty and the fixed border
: aredangerous,” he writes. “We

i needto cultivatearadically

: different view of borders that is

¢ alive tothe complexrealities of

i earthly change and the likely

: mass migration of people in

i aneraofintensifying climate

: change and conflicts.”

OUTERSPACE, UNDER WATER

: Intruth, suchanuancedapproach
i looks unlikely. More usefulis to

: think through the pressures that

: climate and technological change

: willbring. Onthe former, melting

: glaciersare likely to causeland

: grabsbetweenrival powers,

: potentially worsening border

i disputes between countries such

i asChinaand Indiain the

: Himalayas. Similarissues are likely
i toaffectborder rivers, which could
i change course or even disappear

i after decades of climate stress,

Technological change is even

i more important. Marshall

: concludeswithan entertaining but
: clear-eyed chapter on what he

¢ dubs “astropolitik”, or how hardit

i willbe to “prevent space from

: becominga theatre of war”.

Dodd, meanwhile, discuses

: recent military investment both in
i dronestoprotectborders on land
i andunmanned underwater

i vehicles beneath the ocean. Just

: overavyearago, Indonesia

: captureda Chinese underwater

drone, while Chinaitselfin 2016
seized a similar US vehicle,
accusing it of spyingin the

i disputed South ChinaSea.In

: Canberra,” he writes.

: future, itseems inevitable that

i bothspace and sea boundaries will
: become sources of conflict. “Itis

i notinconceivable, then, that

China and the United States will
become engaged inunderwater

¢ dronewars,” Dodds writes.

This focus on technological

i changes highlights an obvious

i tensionwith purely geographic

. accounts of international affairs,
: namely that geography explains

intellectual orthodoxy. : international relations scholars, by : two Asian superpowers. : trade...willin time make Later, he suggests that Greece : onlysomuch,
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Prize winner Paul Krugman’s
research on the way distance
shapes global trade patterns.

But development economists
now more often point to strong
political institutions or plentiful
human capital when explaining
why some countries thrive and
others languish. Where anation
literally happens tobe - and thus
its climate, natural resources and

i consultinganatlasbefore

: blundering into world affairs,and
: especially soin times of rising

i geopolitical tensions.

: between the United Statesand

i China, forinstance, will clearly be
: shaped by the map the two nations :
: share. Washington will find it hard
: tocompete economically with

i Beijingin most of Asia, given the

Thereality of competition

i matters too, namely how difficult
¢ itis for even well-equipped

i militaries to stage invasions over
i large oceans - hence China’s

i dilemmas over Taiwan. Future

: geopolitical tusslesin Asia more

i generallyare likely to be defined

by naval competition, rather than

: the European land-based conflicts
: thatmarked the original Cold War,

Meanwhile, the economic

: will dothe same militarily.
i Nonetheless, asan era of

: globalisationand

: economicintegration

: turns ever more quickly

: into one of geopolitical

¢ divisionand conflict, the

i rawrealities of location are

: more important future

: Mediterranean partner for the US,
i given Washington’s troubled

. relations with Turkey.

Marshall's case studies, although

: often entertainingly written, add

i uptoalessthan complete whole,

: with facts and stories seemingly

: cobbledtogether almostat

: random, More satisfying therefore
¢ is Klaus Dodds’ impressive Border

Nonetheless, asan era of

i globalisation and economic

i integration turns ever more

: quickly into one of geopolitical
: divisionand conflict, the raw

: realities of location are likely to
i retake centre stage.

“The starting point of any

i country’sstoryisitslocation,” as
: Marshall writes. “Geography is not
: fate - humans getavote in what

50 0n - mattersless, i simple fact of China’s sheer i importance of distance, rather likely toretake centre : Wars, which focuses less on : happens - but it matters.”
Marshall's second focusis i proximity toits neighboursandits | thanits death, islikely tobe : stage. i geographywritlargeandmoreon i FINANCIALTIMES

geopolitical. Herehejoinsalong  : ongoing willingness to plough : underlined by the unpickingand : thethinlines that delineate one :

line of thinkers whouse thebare  : huge sumsinto improved i reshoring of global supply chains i nation from another and could i ® James Crabtreeis executive

facts of location to analyse the
world, dating back to English
geographer Halford Mackinder in
the early 1900s.

Mackinder’s essay The
Geographical Pivot Of History
suggested that the secret toglobal
powerrelied on controlling
particular parts of the Eurasian
land mass, which he dubbed the
heartland: “Whoever controls the
heartland controls the world”, as

i that South-east Asiais destined to
i becomeagreater focus for

: competition not just between the
i USand Chinabut eventually India
: aswell,given the region’s

i economicimportance and

¢ infrastructure viaits Beltand Road :
i Initiative, something thatin turn
: hasprompted revivedinterestin

i thinkers like Mackinder and their
: theories of Eurasian domination.

Geographic reality also suggests

away from China.
Marshall’'s book makes similar

i pointsin his profiles of individual
i nations, many of which contain

: interestinginsights. His opening
i chapteron Australiaunderlines

: bothhowsheer size and distance
i from potential rivals help to p
i promote security. “We neverthink :
: of Chinaas being geographically ~ :
: close to Poland, but Beijing is as

: close to Warsaw asitis to
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: presentathreat of future conflict.

FUTURE OF WALLS, FENCES
: ANDBARRIERS

i Anacademicat Royal Holloway in
: London, Dodds argues that the

i demarcationand defence of :
- frontiersare likely to become more :
: fraught as the world becomes less
: “borderless” than globalisation’s

: enthusiasts once hoped.

: director of the International Institute
: forStrategic Studies - Asia.
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: ThatReveal The Future Of Qur World
i by Tim Marshall, Elliot & Thompson.

: ® Border Wars: The Conflicts That Will
: Define Our Future by Klaus Dodds,
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