School of Geography                                                                                                                       2009/10
University of Leeds                                                                                                      Level 1 / Semester 1
 








                              Nichola Wood, Paul Waley
GEOG 1300 – Geography Tutorials Resource Pack for BA students

(Semester 1)

GEOG 1200 Changing Worlds Changing Places/ 1290 Global Perspectives

Essay Question Guidance
(Scroll down for second essay question)
What follows is not an essay plan per se – rather it takes you through the issues raised by the question, leaving points for you to think about yourselves.

1) Why do many commentators argue that the future shape of global geopolitical systems is more uncertain at the start of the 21st century than during the Cold War era from 1945 to 1989?

You are being asked to explore constructions of the global geopolitical order, comparing ideas about the Cold War and post-Cold War eras. However, the question does not require you to express any personal opinion on the differences that you might perceive between these two periods. Rather, the main aim of your answer should be to show an awareness and understanding of what has been written about this theme by academics and politicians. This should include reference to the particular ideas advanced by named individuals. To be effective, this discussion should show how these ideas differ, and also give some insights into why such differences of opinion arise.

You need to be able to show why, despite the tensions between the main protagonists, the Cold War era is often considered to display an underlying stability. During this period, for example, the main geopolitical divisions between East and West were fairly consistently and clearly drawn and a rough balance of power was perceived to exist. This is not to ignore the existence of specific flashpoints, but ultimately the threat of nuclear war between the superpowers was avoided. You need to show an awareness of why this is thought to have been so.

The end of the Cold War was marked by an initial confidence that an end to East-West rivalries would usher in a new and more peaceful world order. This optimism was quickly shattered. You need to identify the events, ideas and concerns responsible. This is the real heart of the question – these are the factors that explain why the world is often considered to be a less stable place now than it was twenty years ago.

Some concerns about the current geopolitical world order directly reflect the way in which the Cold War ended. The break down of a balance of power between two main blocs is of itself a potential source of instability. It also raises questions about the future constitution of the geopolitical order. Is the USA likely to remain essentially unchallenged as the dominant global power? Or will the way that America uses its power inspire hostile reactions? If so, where might such reactions come from? Another possible scenario is a transition to a multi-polar world. This requires that you consider where the poles might be sited and the likely nature of relations between these reconstituted power blocs. In principle it is likely that an ideal of balance – and therefore relative stability in international relations – will be more difficult to sustain in a multi-polar, as opposed to a bi-polar world. You need to show that you understand why this is so. Other more specific concerns also arise out of the ending of the Cold War. One is the division of the Soviet nuclear arsenal between several successor states, including some which are located in specific zones of tension and which may also lack internal political stability.

It should also be obvious that the ending of the Cold War has not removed other sources of conflict in the world. Regional tensions between neighbouring states remain in many parts of the world – you should be able to think of your own example – but be careful not to imply that the whole world is prey to such tensions. In some instances, however, the implications of conflict are potentially grave, perhaps because the parties involved have a nuclear capability. It is also the case that the reduction of tensions associated with the Cold War tensions has allowed other sources of conflict to re-emerge. This is perhaps true of parts of Eastern Europe; not least some of the constituent states of the former Yugoslavia, where nationalist tensions led to war in the 1990s and a troubled start to the 21st century. 

You should also consider the new attention paid to other sources of uncertainty and instability in the world. Security has been redefined in recent years to encompass factors other than conventional military force. This reflects a diverse series of concerns. One is the fear that environmental change at a global scale – global warming, for example – will undermine both existing economic systems, and social and political stability. Another threat that has hit the headlines recently comes from non-state actors in the form of international terrorism. In particular, this been taken by some commentators as evidence that relations between the Western and the Islamic world will be characterised by mutual incomprehension and conflict.

In discussing such themes you should also ask yourself a series of questions. Are all these factors of equal importance? Have some initial concerns about the form of the post-Cold War world proved to be groundless or exaggerated? Are some of the contrasts drawn between the Cold War and post-Cold War eras more valid than others? How have particular authors and commentators presented specific threats to world peace and stability? Do they all agree on where the main sources of instability lie? Or are there interesting individual opinions or debates that you should refer to? Do all commentators see an equal threat of instability in the coming decades, or are some more optimistic than others?

The conclusion should briefly review the main contrasts drawn between the geopolitical circumstances of the latter half of the 20th century and the first half of the 21st century. It should show that you can identify the main reasons why these two eras are thought to be different. You might also end with a brief comment on the validity of the contrasts often drawn.

A consoling thought

Clearly, there is quite a lot to think about. In an exam you might not be able to develop the full argument implied by the notes and questions above. This is not a problem, provided that you get the main themes in place: a) identify and briefly discuss the reasons why the Cold War could, in hindsight, be seen as a period of relative stability b) show why a greater degree of uncertainty appears to characterise today’s world – both because of the way that the Cold War ended and our perceptions of new threats to international stability.

Reading

Have a look at section A of the reading list for this part of the module for full details (in Nathan Bodington if you need a new copy). You might start with some of the following:

Baylis & Smith (2001) – Chapters 4, 5 & 12

Braden & Shelley (2000) – Chapter 3

Dodds (2003) & (2005) – Chapter 5

Then select material from the supplementary reading included under A)ii) Different visions of a post-Cold War world. Here you will find material that deals with themes including regional conflicts (for example, between India and Pakistan), the politicisation of Islam, international terrorism, the global power exerted by the USA. A good news-based web site, such as the BBC, will also give you plenty of up to date material on such themes.

2) A clear distinction between the concepts of ‘state’ and ‘nation’ provides the key to understanding many of the political and territorial disputes that threaten to destabilise contemporary geopolitical systems. Discuss.

There is some preliminary work to be done before you can get down to the main core of the argument. You have to show that you can yourself distinguish between the concepts of state and nation. But don’t take too long to do this, as the question is asking you to do far more than this. You have then to show how the two concepts relate to ideas about territory and, in particular, sovereignty over territory. We usually think of the world political map as made up of states, each with exclusive sovereignty over a particular territory. But this is only one potential political geography. There is plenty of evidence to show that the geographical pattern of states can change. One of the pressures for change is the perception felt by many national groups that their rights and identities are poorly protected by existing political geographies. As a result they may attempt to invoke a nationalist argument that patterns of political and territorial authority should be redrawn to confer self-government on the nation within a distinct territorial homeland. Or to put it another way, some stateless nations want to see the creation of new nation-states. This is often resisted by the existing political authorities, leading to disputes over territory. You should be able to think of a series of examples where such disputes have been evident in recent years, for example, in the Middle East, or in the Balkans.

So far the argument seems all to be going in one way; to support the initial proposition. However, a few valid examples do not, of themselves, prove that the initial statement is wholly correct. The question effectively asserts that tensions between existing states and stateless nations are the prime cause of all the trouble in the world. Do you really want to go this far? Perhaps what is wrong with the initial statement is that it overstates its case and thus oversimplifies the causes of political and territorial disputes. If you are going to work towards this as a conclusion you will need to offer some evidence to substantiate this new strand of argument. One way of going forward would be to show that there are other causes of territorial disputes. For example, many disputes are actually between existing states. These might reflect ideological differences, which are still of significance, even in a post-Cold War world system. Alternatively, states sometimes dispute territory that is particularly valuable for the resources it contains, or because of the military and strategic significance of its location. It should not be too hard to come up with an example or two that would illustrate this point. Moreover, there are other sources of political instability in the contemporary world – not least the apparently growing threat of international terrorism that appears to be related to struggles that are defined in cultural and religious terms, rather than being nationalistic. But here you may be able to show how different strands of dispute are sometimes intertwined in practice. Conflict between Western forces (particularly the USA) and fundamentalist Islamic terrorism has ultimately to be related back to the key focus of tension in the Middle East – between Israel and its Arab neighbours. This in turn relates to conflict between the Israeli state and Palestinian national aspirations for an independent homeland.

A second strand of qualification to the statement follows from the recognition the states and nations are not inevitably cast in opposition. There are many instances of multi-national states where the different national groups co-exist peacefully. Sometimes this process is given an institutional form through the devolution of power to particular regions and national minorities within the state territory, or through some organised system of power sharing. This has been attempted – not always with total success – in the UK and in some of our European neighbours, such as Spain. Moreover, minority nations do not always want independence; perhaps because they do not always feel discriminated against. It is perfectly possible for cultural and political diversity to be respected within a larger multi-national state.

Once you have these elements in place you have the material you need to draw a reasoned and logical conclusion. It is important to distinguish state and nation because tension between the two ways of organising political structures and spaces is the cause of some serious disputes over territory in the contemporary world. However, a proper discussion of the initial assertion must also acknowledge that there are other causes of geopolitical tension and that the state-nation relationship may be harmonious.

