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Abstract 

In this paper the question of geopolitics at the new millennium will be approached 
through a consideration of the geopolitical metanarrative used by the Clinton ad-
ministration to describe the contemporary conjuncture in world affairs. In its cele-
bration of globalization, a technoscientific society, and the enlargement of the 
community of 'market democracies,' this metanarrative functions as a discourse of 
power which seeks to generate popular consent for contemporary modernity and 
manage its already visible contradictions and crises. In co-opting the language of 
human rights, labor and environmental movements, it acknowledges the world 
these groups represent while simultaneously refusing to address the very practices 
that help produce it. The paper concludes by discussing a critical paranoid fantasy 
that may not be crazy, a vision of the United States as a technologically fundamen-
talist state. Challenging the deep technological fundamentalism of contemporary 
modernity requires the development of a broad array of new concepts that prob-
lematize the existing socio-technical order and render visible some of hidden eco-
logical consequences of our current technological prejudices, for example concepts 
like 'ecological footprint' and 'real cost economics'. 
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Introduction 

The end of one century and the beginning of a new one is a compel l ing 

moment that inevitably inspires sweeping considerat ion of the past and grand 

speculat ion about the future. As a dist inctive twent ieth century mode of dis-

course on world politics, geopol i t ics was the product of a desire to rise to just 

such an occasion almost one hundred years ago for, in January 1904, Halford 

Mackinder gave his famous address to the Royal Geographical Society 

on »The Geographical Pivot of History.« In this subsequent ly famous talk, 

Mackinder evokes the signi f icance of the moment to offer his sweep ing and 

speculat ive thesis: »the opening of the twent ieth century is appropr iate as the 

end of a great historic epoch,« what he termed the 'Columbian epoch' of Euro-

pean overseas expansionism.1 In the first years of the new twent ieth century 

Mackinder d iscerned the beginnings of a new 'post-Columbian epoch, ' an era 

where the balance of power was tilting away f rom tradit ional sea powers l ike 

the British Empire and towards land powers, most alarmingly to Britain's major 

cont inental rival, the German Reich. »[Tjrans-cont inental rai lways are now 

transmut ing the condi t ions of land-power, and no where can they have such 

effect as in the c losed heart land of Euro-Asia.« Thinking and theoriz ing f rom 

the perspect ive of a Brit ish imperialist, Mackinder made a case that the Brit ish 

Empire needed to respond to this tendency with a strategy of 'national eff i-

c iency' and imperial modernizat ion based around imperial preferences and 

tariff reform. Giving voice to a paranoid fantasy that we ighed heavily upon 

the mind of British imperial ists at the beginning of the twent ieth century, he 

predicted that »the empire of the world wou ld . . .be in sight. . . i f Germany were 

to ally herself wi th Russia.« 2 Such exaggerated fear about a single power 

dominat ing 'the empire of the world ' was later reduced to a pithy s logan by 

Mackinder which c la imed that »who commands East Europe commands the 

Heart land, and who commands the Heart land controls the Wor ld- Is land.«3 

Perhaps it was because great power rivalries unleashed so many para-

noid fantasies in the twent ieth century that Halford Mackinder 's ideas were 

later considered prophet ic and profound, by German imperial ists dreaming of 

' Halford Mackinder, 'The Geographical Pivot of History, ' in Gearöid Ô Tuathail, Simon Dalby and 
Paul Routledge (eds.) The Geopolitics Reader, pp. 27-31 (London: Rout ledge, 1998). 

2 Ibid, p. 30. 
3 Halford Mackinder, Democratic Ideals and Reality (New York: Henry Holt, 1919), p. 150. 



a ' thousand year Reich' and anxious Amer ican Cold Warr iors fear ing a 'world-

wide Communis t conspiracy. ' W h e n such fantasies fell away and the complex-

ity of wor ld polit ics was al lowed to return, Mackinder 's ideas appeared as 

neither prophet ic nor profound. In focusing on a mythic 'heart land' Mackinder, 

after all, missed the signif icant role the United States was to play in the twenti-

eth century, what some Amer icans have ethnocentr ical ly dubbed 'the Amer i -

can century. '4 In focusing on a nineteenth century technology, rai lways, he 

missed the s igni f icance of a i rpower and how technoscient i f ic deve lopments in 

warfare would t ransform geo-strategy.5 Yet, registered in Mackinder 's centen-

nial speculat ions are very modern problemat ics concerning the balance of 

power across states, the impact of technological systems on t ime-space and 

power, and the global izat ion of economic activity.6 Such problemat ics remain 

at the center of speculat ive geopol i t ical enterpr ise as we live through an even 

grander moment of apparent t ranscendence signif icance: the mil lennium. 

The mi l lennium has long been associated with apocalypt ic th inking and 

paranoid fantasies, most counter-modern end-of- t imes thinking inspired by 

rel igious scriptures.7 Secular alternatives are the paranoid visions of fered by 

sensat ional ist media culture and reflexively modern transnat ional movements. 

Some, for example, see the deepening informational izat ion of everyday life in 

modern states as ushering in a 'superpanopt icon' of survei l lance and control.8 

Others see global izat ion as a form of moderni ty that is out of control and pro-

' See David Slater and Peter Taylor, eds. The American Century: Consensus and Coercion in the 
Projection of American Power. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999). 
H. G. Wells, a science fiction writer and compatriot of Mackinder, was more prescient about the new 
century when he wrote in 1914 a short story called »The World Set Free.« The story concerns the 
obliteration of Berlin by an new atomic bomb dropped from an airplane. In the story, the world's 
states come to the realization that warfare is anachronistic as a means of settling international dis-
putes and set up an international organization to enforce peace. Boyer (1985, 75) writes of Wells: 
»Not only in his prediction of the atomic bomb, but also in his anticipation of the uses to which its 
horror would be put by advocates of peace and international cooperation, Wells in ¡914proved him-
self an uncanny prophet. Only in his conclusion - that all the talk of peace, disarmament, and world 
harmony through atomic fear would actually produce thai result - did Wells miss the mark.« Paul 
Boyer, By the Bomb's Early Light: American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age 
(New York: Pantheon, 1985). 

6 For a consideration of Mackinder s ideas at the turn of the century see Gerry Kearns, »Fin de Siècle 
Geopolitics: Mackinder, Hobson and Theories of Global Closure« in Peter Taylor, ed.. Political 
Geography of the Twentieth Century: A Global Analysis. (London: Belhaven, 1993). 
See Damian Thompson, The End of Time: Faith and Fear in the Shadow of the Millennium. 
(Boston: University Press of New England, 1998). 

" See Mark Poster, The Mode of Information (Chicaho: University of Chicago, 1990). 



pell ing the downward leveling of labor s tandards and work ing condit ions.9 Yet 

others descr ibe a 'coming plague' of 'emerging diseases' that threaten to 

overwhelm the power of establ ished antibiotic medicine.1 0 Perhaps most wel l 

known and controversial are the dark ecological v is ions of a planet enveloped 

by global warming, envi ronmental degradat ion, and pervasive tox ic i ty . " 

Mil lennial v is ions and paranoid fantasies are part of the battle of ideas 

over the meaning of the present and future. Though it is an essential ly arbitrary 

cultural construct, the mi l lennium is an interest ing moment to consider the 

meaning of geopol i t ics or, more precisely, how geopol i t ics is made meaningfu l 

in our t ime. Mot ivated by the unique point in t ime and the off icial celebrat ions 

of it, leaders use the occas ion to create meaning f rom the past, impose mean-

ing upon the present, and project meaning upon the future. Inspired by the 

occasion, the leaders of powerful institutions and states are drawn to grandi lo-

quent statements and vis ions. Inevitably, this produces vast and sweeping 

judgments but these in themselves can reveal something of the hegemonic 

geopoli t ical metanarrat ive or overarching story of stories of our t ime and how 

they conceptual ize and represent change. In this short paper, I w ish to ap-

proach the quest ion of geopol i t ics at the mi l lennium through a considerat ion of 

the geopoli t ical metanarrat ive used by the Clinton administrat ion to descr ibe 

the contemporary conjuncture in world affairs. This metanarrat ive, I w ish to 

suggest, is compr ised of a series of largely celebratory v is ions of global 

change which, whi le they recognize the unstable and contradictory nature of 

contemporary wor ld affairs, nevertheless understate and mask the deep con-

tradict ions of contemporary global modernity. In its celebrat ion of global izat ion, 

a technoscient i f ic society, and the enlargement of the communi ty of 'market 

democracies, ' this metanarrat ive funct ions as a d iscourse of power which 

seeks to generate popular consent for contemporary modernity and manage 

its already visible contradict ions and crises. 

In co-opt ing the language of human rights, labor and envi ronmental 

movements, it acknowledges the world these groups represent whi le simulta-

neously refusing to address the very pract ices that help produce it. Using criti-

cal geopoli t ical concepts and the work of Ulrich Beck, the paper out l ines an 

9 William Greider, One World, Ready' or Not: The Manic Logic of Global Capitalism. (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1997). 

"' Laurie Garrett, The Coming Plague: Newly Emerging Diseases in a World Out of Balance (New York: 
Viking Penguin, 1995). 

" See, for example, the World Watch Institute, World Vital Signs 2000: The Environmental Trends 
That Are Shaping Our Future. Washington DC: WorldWatch Institute. 



alternative interpretation of the contemporary geopol i t ical condit ion, one that 

foregrounds the contradict ions the hegemonic geopoli t ical narrative does not 

acknowledge. The paper concludes by d iscuss ing a crit ical paranoid fantasy 

that may not be crazy, a vision of the United States as a technological ly fun-

damental is t state. 

Geopolitical meaning at the millennium: the Clinton vision 

To the extent that it is still meaningfu l to speak of a 'hegemon' in a mult i-

polar and deeply complex t ransnat iona l iz ing wor ld , that posi t ion be longs to 

the ' lone remain ing superpower , ' the Uni ted States of Amer ica . Under the 

informal leadersh ip of the US Pres ident , the Uni ted States, the European 

Union and Japan const i tu te a tr i lateral power bloc that share a ' common 

sense ' set of assumpt ions , bel iefs, and conv ic t ions about the con temporary 

wor ld order. These bel iefs and conv ic t ions const i tu te an adaptab le and fre-

quent ly ar t icu lated geopol i t ica l metanar ra t ive that is used to expla in and give 

mean ing to the con temporary geopol i t ica l con juncture. 

Th roughou t his two admin is t ra t ions, Pres ident Cl inton ar t icu lated a story 

about the post -Cold W a r wor ld that evo lved over the years but remained 

cons is tent in its essent ia l s t ructure. Th is story comb ined a neol ibera l bel ief in 

the promise of ' f ree t rade' and 'open markets , ' a techno-opt imis t ic v is ion of 

the power of techno logy to enr ich human l ives, and a cons t ra ined miss ionary 

v is ion of the US role in wor ld af fairs, a v is ion more p reached than real ized.1 2 

The narrat ive is f lex ib le enough to change wi th the t imes and suf f ic ient ly 

robust to recogn ize certa in cont rad ic t ions in its v is ions and promises. It holds 

that the wor ld is mov ing away f rom geo-s t ra teg ic compet i t ion to an era of 

geo-economics and geo- f inance. Power is no longer measured by mil i tary 

might a lone but by the abil i ty of a state to take advan tage of ' the in format ion 

age' and 'g lobal izat ion. ' Together wi th the expans ion of ' f reedom' and 'de-

mocracy, ' these processes are the def in ing dynamics of our t ime. States 

should do all they can to embrace f ree t rade, f ree markets, and the f ree f low 

of in format ion. Wi th the adopt ion of such pol ic ies, the story goes, s tates can 

secure for their c i t izens a future of peace and prosper i ty. 

See Martin Walker, Clinton: The President They Deserve. (London: Vintage, 1997). 



The great cha l lenge for states and the wor ld is to manage the upheava ls 

and d is locat ions caused by the transi t ion to a future based on g lobal izat ion, 

democracy , and in format ion techno logy . That g lobal izat ion, in format ional iza-

t ion, and the 'ex tens ion of f reedom' may be p rocesses character ized by con-

t radic t ions and tens ions is somet imes acknow ledged . One examp le is a 

speech by Pres ident Cl inton to the Electronic Industr ies Al l iance d inner in 

Wash ing ton , DC on the 30 March 1999 at the outset of NATO's war against 

Yugos lav ia over its ac t ions in Kosovo. Cl inton sought to l ink the Kosovo 

cr is is to the broader cha l lenge of g lobal izat ion and in format ion techno logy 

and he does so th rough the recogni t ion of g lobal izat ion and in format ional iza-

t ion as p rocesses conta in ing promises but a lso dangers : 

If you th ink about the major forces al ive in the wor ld today, the move to-

ward g lobal izat ion and the exp los ion in techno logy , especia l ly in in format ion 

and communicat ions, they real ly. . .are dramatical ly changing the way we work 

and live and relate to each other and to the rest of the world. They represent 

both a pull toward integration and a dramat ic force toward decentral izat ion. 

And I wou ld argue to you that both forces have within them the potential for 

enormous good and enormous trouble for the wor ld of the 21st century. 

If you th ink about the forces toward integrat ion of the g lobal economy , 

for example , that 's a wonder fu l thing. But it can be very destabi l iz ing if we 

leave who le count r ies and vast populat ions wi th in countr ies behind. If you 

th ink about the exp los ion in techno logy and how wonder fu l it is in empower -

ing indiv iduals and smal l f i rms and communi t ies , and enab l ing commun i -

t ies—l i t t le schoo ls I 've seen in poor Af r ican and Lat in Amer i can v i l lages to 

hook up to the Internet and have access to learn ing that wou ld have taken 

them a who le genera t ion , at least, to ach ieve th rough t radi t ional economic 

deve lopment p rocesses in their countr ies. It is breathtak ing. 

But looked at another way, it a lso prov ides access to techno logy for 

every terrorist in the wor ld to have their own w e a p o n s site, and for inde-

pendent operators to f igure out how to make bombs and set up chemica l and 

bio logical labs. And w h e n marr ied together wi th the most pr imit ive hatreds, 

l ike those we see mani fes t in Kosovo today, the advent of techno logy and 

decent ra l ized dec is ion-making and access to information can be a very potent, 

but destruct ive force.1 3 

11 Bill Clinton, »Address to the Electronic Industries Alliance Dinner,« Washington, DC 30th March 
1999. Available from www.whitehouse.gov 



This passage is interesting for how it art iculates the potential contradic-

t ions of the expansion of global izat ion and technology in today's wor ld. Both 

processes are celebrated for the 'dramatic, ' 'wonderful , ' 'empower ing, ' 'ena-

bling' and 'breathtaking' changes they permit. Yet, there is potential for 'enor-

mous trouble. ' This trouble takes the form of 'outsiders' - terror is ts—using 

technological change for destruct ive ends. The nightmare of advanced mod-

erncerning the balan is the marr iage of modern technology with 'primitive ha-

treds.' The threat comes not f rom global izat ion or the technologies themselves 

but f rom pre-moderns, those outs ide the modern project of progress through 

economic growth and technological innovation, who have the opportuni ty to 

use the tools of moderni ty against it in order to destroy it. 

This theme of expanding possibi l i t ies but remaining 'primitive hatreds' 

found express ion in the var ious events organized by the Clinton administrat ion 

to commemora te the mil lennium. At a »Mi l lennium Around the Wor ld« event on 

31 December 1999, Cl inton begins by celebrat ing the t ime-space compress ion 

enabled by communicat ions: »On this day 100 years ago, when President 

Wi l l iam McKinley marked the start of the twent ieth century, it took six seconds 

to send a text by te legraph. Today satel l i tes and the Internet carry our voices 

and images instantaneously all around the wor ld.« This leads Cl inton to evoke 

the dream of universal understanding and communicat ion through technol-

ogy.14 The mi l lennium is, he claims, a celebrat ion of a »common future for all 

people of goodwil l , a future of peace and harmony.« It is a celebrat ion of a 

»future rooted in the forces of f reedom and enterpr ise and global izat ion and 

science and technology that have powered so much of the twent ieth century« 

Wha t have also character ized the twent ieth century are the expansion of de-

mocracy and the tr iumph of 'democrat ic countr ies' over the forces of totalitari-

anism, apartheid, and ethnic c leansing. Cl inton declared that the »forces of 

science, technology and global izat ion have shattered the boundar ies of possi-

bility. And in the new century, our ach ievements will be bounded most ly by the 

limits on our own imaginat ion, understanding, and wisdom.« Yet » t remendous 

chal lenges« lie ahead: 

The old problems are there: leaders all too wil l ing to exploit human differ-

ence to preserve their own power; p laces where f reedom still is s i lenced and 

basic rights denied; outdated, unnecessary industrial pract ices endanger ing 

our global envi ronment; abject poverty, with more than 1 bill ion people living 

N On the history of this theme see Armand Mattellart, The Invention of Communication. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota, 1996). 



on less than a dol lar a day. And then there are the new problems: the organ-

ized forces of cr ime, narco-traff icking, terror; governments too weak to handle 

the sweeping forces of global izat ion and their impact on their people; ordinary 

people across the wor ld who have yet to see the benefits of democracy and 

free enterprise, but have borne the burden of the economic and social 

changes some can delay, but none can avoid.15 

The story Cl inton art iculates on the occas ion of the mi l lennium is a sus-

tained celebrat ion of wor ld communicat ions, democrat izat ion, global izat ion and 

the wonders of sc ience and technology. But it is also a vision that interprets 

the problems that remain as a consequence of the unfulf i l led and imperfect 

unfolding of the potential i ty of democrat izat ion, global izat ion and techno-

scientif ic progress. 

The geopol i t ical metanarrat ive President Cl inton art iculated at the mil len-

nium is not a dis interested analysis of wor ld polit ics but a d iscourse of power 

that justi f ies an Amer ican led geopol i t ical strategy of en largement /conta inment , 

capital ist technoscient i f ic modernizat ion, and neol iberal global izat ion. En-

largement /conta inment is g iven meaning by the practical division of the world 

into three di f ferent zones: 'market democracies, ' referring to 'mature' states 

wi th capitalist markets and regularized procedures for elect ing their leaders, 

'emerging markets ' referr ing to 'transit ional' states with imperfect structures of 

capi tal ism and democracy, and 'rogue states' (recently rebranded as 'states of 

concern ' ) referring to states that are considered outs ide or at the margins of 

the 'world communi ty of states.' In rhetorical terms at least, en largement is a 

policy commi tment to help expand the domain of 'market democrac ies ' by 

aiding states to become 'emerging markets ' and later mature 'market democ-

racies.' Conta inment is the policy response to so-cal led ' rogue states' like Iraq, 

North Korea and Iran.16 In practical policy terms, the United States holds that 

the security structures and institutions that 'won' the Cold W a r are a suitable 

foundat ion for securi ty in the post-Cold W a r era. Updated and modernized, 

these institutions compr ise a core region of strength and stability that should 

be selectively ex tended to incorporate former 'eastern bloc' states, like Hun-

gary, Poland and the Czech Republ ic. Al l iances with other states through such 

'5 Bill Clinton, »Remarks by the President and the First Lady at "Millennium around the World" event, 
Ronald W. Reagan International Trade Center, Washington, D.C. December 31, 1999. Available 
from www.whitehouse.gov 

16 Raymond Tanter, Rogue Regimes: Terrorism and Proliferation. (New York: St Martin's Griffin, 1999). 



states through such programs as Partnerships for Peace are also part of this 

en largement geopoli t ical strategy.17 

In its celebrat ion of the 'breathtaking' change made possible by sc ience 

and technology, the Clinton metanarrat ive reveals a deep belief and faith in 

technological progress. Technological ach ievements like the creat ion of the 

Internet and the mapping of the human genome are cons idered. the measure 

of moderni ty. Whi le certain anxiet ies and fears about the impl icat ions of tech-

nical progress are expressed f rom t ime to t ime, the predominant att i tude is that 

technological innovation is an inevitable and a posit ive force for change in 

world affairs. Technological innovat ions should be embraced as a matter of 

faith for technology brings economic growth and prosperity, faci l i tates greater 

communicat ion and understanding between the world 's peoples, and offers 

cures for d iseases. Technology funct ions, in parts of Cl inton's d iscourse, as a 

secular subst i tute for god, a source of inspiration with a t ranscendent and 

spiritual appeal. It has the capaci ty to inspire awe and induce exper iences of 

the subl ime and spiritual.18 

Global izat ion, like technological progress, is v iewed as an inevitable and 

posit ive t ransformat ive force in wor ld affairs. It is the name given to what is in 

effect t ransnat ional corporate capital ist modernizat ion and capital accumulat ion, 

a process represented as offer ing the possibi l i ty for all the world 's peoples to 

become prosperous if they fol low a neoliberal recipe of open markets, deregula-

tion and privatization. Global prosperi ty is to be secured through the f reedom of 

t ransnat ional corporat ions to accumulate capital on a wor ldwide scale. 

Specifying contemporary modernity as 'reflexive modernity' 

Critical geopolit ics is an approach within political geography that seeks to 

chal lenge hegemonic discourses of power about world politics. In particular, 

it seeks to break away from geopolit ical knowledge being philosophy of and for 

the state, a descriptive analysis of the condition of inter-state all iances and enmi-

ties fol lowed by a recipe book of strategies to be fol lowed by state leaders. Criti 

' David Yost, NATO Transformed: The Alliance's New Rotes in International Security. (Washington 
DC: U.S. Institute of Peace Press, 1998). 
For an exploration of this theme see Erik Davis, Techgnosis: Myth, Magic and Mysticism in the Age 
of Information. (New York: Random House, 1998). 



cal geopolit ics can be divided into four different critical enterprises: the analysis 

of formal geopolit ics, practical geopolitics, popular geopolit ics and structural 

geopolitics.19 This latter enterprise involves analysis of the contemporary geopo-

litical condition, the structures, processes and tendencies characterizing world 

politics today. 

Considerat ion of the contemporary geopol i t ical condit ion first requires re-

f lect ion upon the nature of modernity. A useful theorizat ion is that proposed by 

the German sociologist Ulrich Beck. 20 Beck divided moderni ty into a classic 

moderni ty that produced ' industrial society' and a reflexive moderni ty that is 

the consequence of what he terms 'risk society. '21 Risk society, for Beck, is a 

new phase in the history of moderni ty brought about by the normal funct ioning 

of modernizat ion encounter ing the 'side effects' of earl ier ages of moderniza-

tion. Ref lexive moderni ty is a second wave of modernizat ion, a confrontat ion 

with and an at tempt to modernize the forms, institutions and legacy of classic 

modernity. 

Ref lexive moderni ty is a product of a series of related dynamics. First, 

Beck claims that the normal funct ioning of scientif ic innovation and technologi-

cal development over the course of the twent ieth century has produced a radi-

cally new human condit ion. The Manhat tan Project during Wor ld W a r II pro-

duced a weapons sys tem capable of destroying human cities in a matter of 

minutes. Deve lopments in chemistry and biology, like the widespread use of 

pest icides in food product ion and the manipulat ions made possible by genet ic 

engineering, have enabled unprecedented levels of human intervention in 

what was previously termed 'nature. ' W h e r e 'nature' ends and the 'social' 

starts is increasingly unclear. Everyday life in contemporary modern societ ies 

is secured, sur rounded and sustained by military machines, energy networks, 

and biochemical complexes that have unknown and unknowable conse-

quences for human health and the ecosys tems that sustain life. The normal-

ized and taken-for-granted funct ioning of ever more complex and pervasive 

format ions of technoscient i f ic modernizat ion has produced a range of 'manu-

For a discussion see Gearoid O Tuathail, »Understanding Critical Geopolitics,« in Colin S. Gray 
and Geoffrey Sloan, eds. Geopolitics: Geography and Strategy. (London: Frank Cass, 1999). 

20 See Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (London: Sage, 1992). For a discussion of 
Beck's ideas and geopolitics see Gearoid O Tuathail »Deterritorialized Threats and Global Dan-
gers: Geopolitics and Risk Society,« Geopolitics 3, 1 (1999) 

21 Ulrich Beck, World Risk Society (Cambridge: Polity, 1999). 



factured uncertaint ies' at the very heart of contemporary modernity, many with 

catastrophic potential. 

Second, reflexive modernity is character ized by a rising consc iousness of 

the condition of self-endangerment that the routine functioning of contemporary 

modernizat ion produces. Uneven and erratic, this consc iousness has both 

local and global d imensions. Cit izens slowly become aware of toxins in their 

everyday env i ronment and food through the localized risks and i l lnesses they 

produce ( issues like health concerns over the safety of beef and the use of 

genet ical ly modif ied foodstuffs). Pollut ion becomes a polit ical issue when it 

becomes a spectac le of fai lure in the media. 'Lifestyle polit ics' begins to 

emerge and spawn dif ferent consumer and environmental social movements. 

Consc iousness of risks becomes global as 'worlds' are const i tuted and given 

definit ion by unant ic ipated consequences and 'side effects' of complex techno-

logical systems. An imperi led planet was const i tuted in 1970's f rom the realiza-

tion of 'mutual ly assured destruct ion' by the nuclear superpowers and by sce-

narios of 'nuclear winter ' in the 1980's. An endangered wor ld was exposed by 

the radioactive cloud released by the Chernobyl explosion. A fragile planet is 

currently being imagined by d iscourses on global warming, rising ocean levels, 

and the common exper ience of erratic weather patterns across the world 's 

regions. 

Third, ref lexive moderni ty is a condit ion of sel f -confrontat ion and crisis for 

modernity. Previously marginal ized 'side effects ' can no longer be so easily 

contained and become more central to debates about growth and technologi-

cal development . The irreversible and long term negative impact of 'progress' 

upon the envi ronment becomes more diff icult to conceal and ignore. That the 

problems of pollution and global warming know no boundar ies calls into ques-

tion hegemonic ways of thinking and acting. The progressive accumulat ion of 

deve lopments in sc ience and technology, Beck claims, have produced a soci-

ety where our inherited categories of thought, systems of governance and 

divisions of geopol i t ics no longer make sense. »The dangers of highly devel-

oped nuclear and chemical product ive forces abol ish the foundat ions and 

categor ies according to which we have thought and acted at this point, such as 

space and t ime, work and leisure t ime, factory and nation state, indeed even 

the borders between cont inents.«2 2 There is a disjuncture between the hege-

monic conceptual categor ies of our t ime and the d i lemmas w e face: 

22 Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (London: Sage, 1992), p. 22. 



»At the threshold of the twenty-f irst century, the chal lenges of the age of 

atomic, genet ic and chemical technology are being handled with concepts and 

recipes that are der ived f rom early industrial society in the nineteenth and the 

early twent ieth centur ies.«2 3 

Reflexive moderni ty, for Beck, is an object ive condit ion produced by the 

contradict ions of modernity. The dynamics of industrial society undermine its 

own foundat ions through its very success not through its fai lure. In moderni ty, 

Beck claims, more of the same produces an 'age of side-effects' that is quali-

tatively new. The institutionally automated dynamics of modern i ty—increas ing 

levels of economic growth, greater degrees of consumpt ion, further intensifi-

cat ions of scienti f ic and technological innovation, expansive deplet ion of the 

planet 's natural resources - produce exponent ia l risks and dangers as a nor-

mal matter of course. »Threats,« Beck claims, »are produced industrially, 

external ized economical ly , individual ized juridical ly, legit imized scientif ical ly 

and minimized polit ically.«24 These threats exceed the polit ical capaci ty of 

regulatory agencies and structures of governance to control them. Conse-

quently, reflexive moderni ty is character ized by ongoing crises of governance 

as political institutions and public bodies struggle to comprehend, conceptual-

ize and contain the prol i ferating risks produced by global scale modernizat ion. 

Reflexive moderni ty also means a polit icized modernity but the nature 

and degree of this polit icization is highly contested. Reflexive moderni ty may 

be an objective condit ion where the 'side ef fects ' of moderni ty are no longer 

so easily d ismissed but reflexivity upon that condit ion may not necessar i ly be 

critical. Reflexive moderni ty is not necessar i ly reflective moderni ty, though 

Beck 's normat ive vision is that it be a radically reflective and crit ical polit ical 

process that chal lenges the unquest ioned operat ional assumpt ions of mod-

ernization. The polit ical batt les character iz ing reflexive moderni ty concern the 

specif icat ion of 'dangers ' and 'risks,' and the degree of pol i t icization of mod-

ernity as a process fraught with contradict ions and dangers. Dangers, as 

Beck notes, »do not exist 'in themselves, ' independent of our percept ions. 

They become a polit ical issue only when people are general ly aware of them; 

they are social constructs which are strategical ly def ined, covered up or 

dramat ized in the publ ic sphere with the help of scientif ic material suppl ied for 

21 Beck, World Risk Society, p. 55. 
24 Ulrick Beck, Democracy Without Enemies (Cambridge: Polity, 1998), p. 26. 



that purpose.«2 5 The same could be said for consc iousness of contradict ions. 

In both cases, there is a political power struggle over meaning. 

Specifying the contemporary geopolitical condition 

Having specif ied contemporary moderni ty as a 'ref lexive modernity, ' we 

can proceed to introduce further critical geopol i t ical concepts. Three concepts 

are useful in the analysis of geopol i t ical condit ions: 

• Geopol i t ical wor ld order: the distr ibution of power and the conf igurat ion of 

al l iances and enmity across the wor ld polit ical map. 

Techno-terr i tor ial complexes, the assemblages of technologies of commu-

nication, t ransportat ion and war fare that condit ion and shape wor ld strate-

gic space.2 6 In compress ing space and time, techno-terr i torial complexes 

inf luence the relat ionship between defense and of fensive in war fare and 

help shape the practice of geopol i t ical power.2 7 

• Geopol i t ical Economy: the geopol i t ical order governing economic produc-

tion, t rade and consumpt ion of goods across the wor ld, and the geo-

ecological consequences of this order.28 

Using these concepts together with Beck's specif icat ion of moderni ty, Table I 

offers a suggest ive schemat ic interpretation of the contemporary geopol i t ical 

condit ion. Cl inton's metanarrat ive can be understood as a contemporary effort 

at reflexive modernizat ion. But it is a superf icial and contradictory fo rm of re-

f lexive modernizat ion for three reasons. 

21 Ibid, p. 22. 
In speculating upon the geo-strategic significance of railways Mackinder was theorizing about 

techno-territorial complexes. He did not. however, sufficiently stress the geopolitical importance of 
railways in binding space together and creating a 'national ' sense of unity across large states. On 
this question see Donald Meinig, Transcontinental America. 1850-1915. (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press. 1998). 
Peter Hugill, Global Communications Since 1844: Geopolitics and Technology. (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins Press. 1999). 
This concept is discussed in John Agnew and Stuart Corbridge, Mastering Space: Hegemony, Terri-

tory and International Political Economy (London: Routledge, 1995), though they do not discuss its 
geo-ecological dimensions. 



Table 1. Critical geopolitics of the geopolitical condition at the millennium 
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science and tech-
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capitalist 
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ism: global prosper-
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neoliberal policies 

Struggles over 
acknowledging 
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ecological and social 
consequences of 
globalization. 

First, though the Clinton administrat ion has done more than any other US 

government to recognize some of the condit ions of reflexive moderni ty -

global envi ronmental problems, an emergent 'planetary consciousness ' - this 

recognit ion is not coupled with any t renchant crit ique of the pract ices of mod-

ernization. The US remains a country where the myths of classic moderniza-

t ion - l inear progress, growth without limits - still endure and the Cl inton ad-

ministration, in its champion ing of images of Amer ica—the quintessent ial suc-

cessful 'market democracy '—as everyone's future, echoes and ampl i f ies these 

myths. The relations of power in US polit ical cul ture and the vast scale of its 

presidential sys tem combine to d iscourage anything but the mildest forms of 

reflection. It is much easier for a US President to re-cycle tr ied and trusted 

'national except ional ist ' narrat ives than it is for him to create a new narrat ive 

connect ing prol i ferating risks, cl imate change and rampant d iseases to the 



Amer ican way of life.29 Consequent ly , the d iscourse of the Clinton administra-

tion refuses to acknowledge the contradict ion between the rapacious global-

ization that is needed to sustain the Amer ican way of life and the current envi-

ronmental crisis. The profound and disturbing contradict ions of contemporary 

modernity, in short, are not acknowledged by the Clinton administrat ion. 

Second, the techno-opt imism of the Clinton administrat ion rarely ac-

knowledges the ambiva lences and contradict ions of technoscient i f ic modernity. 

The f reedom to pursue whatever forms of technoscient i f ic innovation 'show 

progress and profit' is a deeply held dogma in US political culture. As we enter 

the 21st century, the US can perhaps be best descr ibed as a technological ly 

fundamental is t state. Better living through technoscient i f ic progress has be-

come a civil religion in the US, a dogma preached everyday by a barrage of 

television and magazine advert isements and propagated by high tech evangel-

ists like Bill Gates.3 0 Its stock market rewards 'high technology' corporat ions, 

its military imagines itself as 'high tech' f ight ing force, and its polit ical culture 

imagines moderni ty 's future almost exclusively in 'high tech' terms. The Clinton 

presidency has given voice to this fundamenta l ism in its celebrat ion of the 

'breathtaking' quali ty of contemporary technological and scientif ic innovations. 

Third, the specif icat ion of the 'risks' and 'dangers' of contemporary scien-

tific and technological deve lopments is organized into a convenient and self-

serving geography of the civil ized and the primitive, the peaceful 'us' and the 

terrorist ' them.' Advanced technology control led by 'our' institutions is not a 

threat or danger whereas advanced technology in the hands of those not as 

modern and rational as 'us' is a danger that should be mobi l ized against. The 

risks and dangers produced as a matter of course by our moderni ty are pro-

jected onto the distorted and primit ive moderni ty of outside 'others. ' 

Vice-President Albert Gore's book Earth in the Balance is perhaps the best example of reflexive 
modernization in US political discourse. See Al Gore, Earth in the Balance (Boston: Houghton Mif-
flin, 1992). For a critique see Timothy W. Luke, Ecocritique: (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 
1999). 

30 See Bill Gates, Business @ the Speed of Thought. (New York: Warner, 1999). For a discussion of 
technology as a religion in the United States see David Noble, The Religion of Technology (New 
York: Penguin, 1999). 



Paranoid fantasies and the future of geopolitics 

History indicates that the everyday practice of geopol i t ics is of ten moti-

vated and given meaning by paranoid fantasies of various sorts. In the twent i-

eth century the paranoid fantasies that informed geopol i t ics were state-centr ic 

and nationalist territorial v is ions of wor ld dominat ion and control. There is no 

shortage of paranoid vis ions of the future at the opening of the 21st century. 

Rather than dismiss all paranoid fantasies as irrational, it is may be wor thwhi le 

in the coming century to dist inguish between counter-modern ones (usually 

based on rel igious and/or nationalist romantic v is ions) that at tempt to impose 

cert i tude upon moderni ty, classic modern fantasies about l imitless progress 

and growth that recycle already bankrupt myths to serve particularist ic inter-

ests, and reflexively modern visions that somet imes throw the contradict ions of 

the contemporary geopol i t ical condit ion into stark relief. The paranoid visions 

of environmental ists and peace activists today are part of the struggle to imag-

ine and t ransform the future of modernity. Though these vis ions somet imes 

appear fantast ic they are far f rom being crazy. Unl ike the paranoid power fan-

tasies and conspirac ies that gave meaning to international polit ics for much of 

the twentieth century, visions of increasing planetary temperatures and rising 

ocean levels, unfolding global pandemics and irreversible technoscient i f ic 

manipulat ions, prol i ferat ing weapons of destruct ion and deepening vulnerabi l-

ity to potentially catastrophic accidents, can be empir ical ly documented and 

supported in great scientif ic detail. As Athansiou remarks about those studying 

the rising levels toxici ty in the environment, ' the paranoids, it happens, do not 

have a bad record at all.31 

Beck's arguments can be construed as a crit ical paranoid fantasy about 

the tyranny of technosc ience in contemporary modernity. He has argued that 

democracy in advanced industrial states rests on the fiction that the techno-

logical decis ions of industry (and, it can be added, the military apparatus of the 

state) cannot nullify and modify the foundat ions of social coexis tence and co-

operat ion.3 2 Technologica l decis ion-making and techno-terr i tor ial parad igm 

choice do not require special public consent s ince these are technical matters, 

matters of special ized rationality best left to 'engineers ' and experts. ' The cal-

culus for dec is ion-making is that provided by technocrat ic rationality, the 

31 Tom Athansiou, Divided Planet: The Ecology of Rich and Poor. (Athens: University of Georgia 
Press, 1996). 

32 UInch Beck, The Reinvention of Politics. (Cambridge: Polity, 1997), p. 41. 



' imperat ives' of capital ist markets, or the ' requirements of national security.' 

The result is a permanent government of technological paradigms - nuclear 

power systems, the petroleum-automobile complex, biotechnology and genetic 

engineering, defense via a triad of intercontinental nuclear missiles, and now 

missile defense systems - that cannot be removed from off ice even when they 

have questionable legitimacy, catastrophic potential, and significantly harmful 

side-effects. Governments may change but nuclear power and its conse-

quences, for example, appear to be forever (though the German Greens are 

putting this to the test). A dictatorship of technological systems develops - the 

latest example is wireless communicat ion systems - beneath, behind, and be-

yond the conventional political arena. 

Certain social movements, from anti-nuclear peace activists to Green Party 

environmentalists, are challenging this constricted form of democracy but their 

effort at forcing technological decision-making and paradigm choice into the area 

of public discussion and debate is a slow struggle. Meanwhile, new technological 

systems proliferate without proper regulation and debate. Slow democratic de-

bate gets bypassed by fast market-driven science and technology. As Beck 

remarks, »blinded to the consequences by the central ideology of economic 

growth, and with the blessings of a policy that invokes safety and order, pre-

dictably unpredictable side-effects are continuously unleashed that are irreversi-

bly binding on future generations, which are excluded from the decision-making 

process and for which no one can be held liable.«33 

In geo-strategic and military terms, these 'predictably unpredictable side-

effects' are somet imes described as 'blowback' or the boomerang effect of tech-

nological weapons systems upon the security and quality of life of those that first 

introduced these systems. Weapons of mass destruction, invented by states and 

corporations in the name of 'national security,' end up producing 'global insecu-

rity' as they proliferate beyond their places of origin. These 'predictably unpre-

dictable side-effects' are then used to justify further technoscientif ic systems of 

defense, producing a risk proliferating version of the classic 'security di lemma.' 

Everyone ends up a lot less safe and a lot more threatened, insecure and de-

pendent upon technoscientif ic systems for their defense. 

The latest example of this is the debate over the US state's commitment 

to research and possibly build a missi le defense program to protect itself f rom 

missi les f rom 'rogue states.' The strategic logic for the program is a paranoid 

33 Ibid, p. 41. 



fantasy that rejects deterrence: North Korea or some other ' rogue state' will 

launch intercontinental nuclear missi les against the US even though this 

means certain destruct ion for these states. The 'nat ional securi ty ' goal is a 

longstanding fantasy: the construct ion of a defensive 'shield' with the capabi l i ty 

of destroying incoming intercontinental nuclear missi les a imed at the US terri-

tory. Political motivat ions for the program range f rom its f inancial benefi ts for 

the defense industry to the polit ical cover it provides Democrat ic Party against 

the charge that it is 'weak' on defense, but at a certain level the scheme is 

indicative of a technological fundamenta l ism, a belief in the redempt ive and 

salvat ional power of technology, in Amer ican polit ical life. The program holds 

out the possibil i ty of a technological solut ion to an inevitable geopol i t ical prob-

lem, the efforts by third order states to obtain nuclear weapons and war-

f ight ing technologies. The US state is, in effect, seeking to return to the era 

when its security was guaranteed by its geographic isolation f rom the rest of 

the world, the geopol i t ical equivalent, Zb ign iew Brzezinski notes, of a »gated 

community.«3 4 As dur ing the Cold War , technical f ixes are given more priority 

than diplomatic efforts. Indeed, the program can be interpreted as a deepening 

of the contradict ions of reflexive modernity for in response to the uncertaint ies 

of a wor ld of prol i ferat ing nuclear weapons and missi le technology, it promises 

to re-establ ish certainty through more technological modernizat ion. Such an 

att i tude is evident in presidential candidate George W . Bush's att i tude to the 

system when he noted that »one of the things we Republ icans stand for is to 

use our technologies in research and deve lopment to the point where we can 

bring certainty into an uncertain world.«3 5 

The missi le defense program is premised on the delusional assert ion that 

the system is only being developed for defensive purposes against so-cal led 

' rogue states.' That the sys tem can be part of an of fensive strategy is obvious 

as is the fact that it could be used to counter missi les f rom China and Russia. 

Ch inese off icials not unreasonably see the system as a way of neutral iz ing 

their developing of fensive capabil i ty and have vowed to respond appropr iately 

if the US develops it. The program requires the modif icat ion of the 1972 Anti 

Ball istic Missi le treaty s igned by the US and Russia, a cornerstone of arms 

control dur ing the Cold War . The irony of such technological fundamenta l ism is 

~'J Zbigniew Brzezinski, »US should not pursue missile defense on its own,« InternationaI Herald 
Tribune, 6-7 May, 2000. 

35 Remark by Bush in the South Carolina Republican Debate, 15 February, 2000. Transcript available 
from CNN.com. 



all too apparent: a technological project des igned to improve US securi ty ends 

up undermining it even further by deepening insecurit ies and uncertaint ies 

across the world. 

There are many other examples of the irony of technological fundamenta l -

ism and of »b lowback« f rom contemporary technoscient i f ic modernity. That an 

amateur computer programmer in the Phi l ippines writ ing 50 lines of code could 

produce a virus that circulated around the wor ld disrupt ing communicat ions 

and knocking mil l ions of stock markets is a remarkable example of how vul-

nerable contemporary informational ized moderni ty is to disrupt ions and 

crashes. More ser ious attacks on critical info-structures and catastrophic 

events are sure to character ize the coming century. President Cl inton's fears 

on this score may be realized, but what his geopoli t ical metanarrat ive does not 

al low is that unref lect ive attempts to address these dangers (more technologi-

cal f ixes to fix technological f ixes) may actual ly compound them. 

The key quest ion for the new century is how do we reflexively modern ize 

security and moderni ty itself? Do we modernize by deepening our dependence 

upon technological systems and technical solut ions or do we modernize by 

always adopt ing the 'precaut ionary principle' and by being skept ical of the 

culture of the ' technological subl ime,36 ' the unqual i f ied embrace and celebra-

tion of technosc ience as the t ranscendent of l imits? Are we, in order words, 

going to chal lenge the dictatorship of certain technological paradigms and 

systems over human affairs? Chal lenging the deep technological fundamenta l -

ism of contemporary moderni ty requires the development of a broad array of 

new concepts that problemat ize the exist ing socio-technical order and render 

visible some of h idden ecological consequences of our current technological 

prejudices (for example, concepts like 'ecological footprint ' and 'real cost eco-

nomics').37 W e have hardly yet begun such a task. 

36 David Nye, American Tehnological Sublime. (Cambridge, MIT Press, 1996). 
3 Brendan Gleeson and Nicholas Low, Justice, Society and Nature: An Exploration of Political Ecol-

ogy. (London: Routledge, 1998): Hilary French, Vanishing Borders: Protecting the Planet in the Age 
of Globalization. (Washington: World Watch Institute, 2000). 



Geopolitika@tisočletje: idejna paranoja in tehnološki 
napredek v protislovju sodobnega sveta 

Povzetek 

V tem prispevku načenjamo geopolitično vsebino, ki se zdi aktualna na začetku 
21. stoletja. Izhodišča za razmišljanja v tej smeh je ponudila Clintonova adminis-
tracija (1992 - 2000), ki se je prva resno spopadla z vprašanjem globalne 
razsežnosti tehnološkega napredka oziroma s prostorsko razvejanostjo informa-
cijsko-tehnološke revolucije. Medtem, ko sodobna informacijska družba proslav-
lja novosti, ki jih informacijsko medmrežje omogoča, taista pogosto pozablja na 
globoka neravnovesja oziroma nesorazmerja v stopnji razvoja družb in družbe-
nih sistemov na našem planetu. Ob proslavljanju »globalizacije« in »tržne demo-
kracije« postavlja v ospredje moč te tehnologije, ki lahko bistveno vpliva na per-
cepcijo oziroma razumevanje dogodkov v kriznih žariščih. V načelu prevzema 
jezik sodobne intelektualne družbe, ki v ospredje postavlja problematiko člove-
kovih pravic in ohranjanje ekološkega ravnovesja ter obenem priznava pravico 
organiziranih skupin, da se za te cilje človeštva borijo. Ta komunikacijska tehno-
logija istočasno zanemarja kritiko dejavnikov, ki so odgovorni za zatečeni polo-
žaj. Prispevek želi na temeljih kritičnega razmišljanja Ulricha Beck-a analizirati 
sodobno geopolitično podobo sveta. Ugotavlja, da je vloga Združenih držav 
ključna. Združene države bodo vztrajale in delovale v smeri, da bo središče 
informacijskega pretoka in tehnološkega napredka ostajalo na njihovem ozemlju. 
Nujno je, da presežemo fundamentalizem te vrste in razvijemo nove koncepte 
informacijskega prepletanja, ki bodo postavile pod vprašaj obstoječe družbeno-
tehnično »zakone« in »pravice« oziroma bodo oblikovali nove vsebine, ki bi jih 
bilo vredno obdelati (na primer vsebine oziroma koncept »ekoloških stopinj« in 
»ekonomijo realne vrednosti«). 


