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Preface: 

The Hazards of Geographical Illiteracy


It is common knowledge that the United States is a geographically illiterate nation. In the National Geographic-Roper Public Affairs 2006 Geographic Literacy Study, two-thirds of Americans surveyed between 18 and 24 years of could not find Iraq on a world map, while roughly three-quarters were unable to locate Israel or Iran. Young Americans proved almost equally befuddled when it came to the United States, with fewer than half of respondents able to identify New York or Ohio. In the 2002 Geographic Literacy study, students in all of the other countries surveyed estimated the population of the United States more accurately than did young Americans. More worrisome than our mere lack of knowledge is our apparent satisfaction with ignorance. In the 2006 National Geographic-Roper survey, fewer than thirty percent of respondents deemed it vital to know the locations of countries figuring prominently in the news. 


Geographical illiteracy is by no means the only form of ignorance besetting the United States. U.S test scores in math and science are not exactly stellar, and college instructors across fields complain that their students were not adequately educated in high school. But with the possible exception of history, no other subject is marked by such overwhelming failure. Although pundits may carp about “economic illiteracy,” their ire is directed as much at the public’s failure to accept key postulates of economic theory as at its lack of knowledge. Overall, young Americans are far more economically savvy than they are geographically knowledgeable. In a recent essay arguing that all students should study economics, Maurice Black and Erin O’Connor express shock at the fact that “only 26 percent [of American teenagers] understand how credit card companies assess interest rates and fees.”
 Yet if we were as economically illiterate as we are geographically ignorant, half of us would have no idea what inflation or interest is, and a quarter of us would have trouble understanding how money works.   


The geographical incomprehension of the American population occasionally results in embarrassment so extreme that it generates its own immediate comedic relief. Two particularly sorry recent incidents come to mind. In 2007, cringing was induced the world over as the South Carolina contestant in the “Miss Teen USA” beauty pageant gave a bizarrely incoherent response to a simple question about geographical knowledge. When asked why a fifth of American students were unable to locate the United States on a world map, the contestant replied:

 
I personally believe that U.S. Americans are unable to do so because uh, some 
people out there in our nation don’t have maps and I believe that our education, 
like such as in South Africa and uh, the Iraq and everywhere such as and I believe 
that they should ... our education over here in the U.S., should help the U.S. or 
should 
help South Africa and should help the Iraq and the Asian countries so that 
we would be able to build up our future -- for our children. 

This pathetic display of ignorance evidently proved highly entertaining, its YouTube video drawing over 33 million views and receiving over 114,000 comments as of early 2009. 


The second mock-inducing episode involved another beauty queen – who also happened to be the Republican nominee for the vice presidency of the United States. It is impossible to determine the full extent of Sarah Palin’s geographical innocence, but some evidence indicates that she did not meet basic elementary-school standards. Immediately after the election, campaign insiders alleged that Ms. Palin could not list the three members of North American Free Trade Agreement and was unaware that Africa is not a country. If the latter allegation is true, the governor did not even possess the geo-awareness expected of first-grade students. Although these particular assertions were challenged by the Governor’s supporters, public interviews revealed that she had a woefully inadequate understanding of – and an almost complete lack of interest in – international relations and global conditions.


Contemporary Politics and Geographical Ignorance


While Sarah Palin’s geographical illiteracy was condemned and mocked by liberal commentators as well as by a few prominent conservative intellectuals, neither the Republican establishment nor the party’s rank-and-file expressed concern. Several right-wing pundits implied that knowledge of the world is a trivial matter that can be delegated to underlings; others argued that the few pieces of necessary information could easily be gleaned by the candidate prior to the inauguration. On the AM radio dial, the governor’s gaffes were more often lauded for demonstrating an authenticity uncorrupted by an elitist obsession with knowledge and comprehension. Such widespread contempt for learning shows that the underlying problem goes rather deeper than a mere lack of instruction. What we face is not geographical illiteracy so much as willed idiocy. Many of us seem to cling proudly to ignorance partly for ignorance’s sake.  


Geographical idiocy is by no means limited to the conservative side of the political spectrum. Indeed, the systematic dismantling of geographical education in post-WWII United States was largely the doing of “progressive” educators, inspired by John Dewey, who worried that the acquisition of factual knowledge about the world would somehow stultify curious young minds; as result, geography quickly gave way to a vague and often content-free mush called “social studies.” For decades, it has been the conservative intellectual tradition has recognized the necessity of instilling comprehensive frameworks of knowledge, including those of geography, in the minds of students. (Liberals who have advocated the same stance, such as E.D. Hirsch, moreover, have commonly found themselves excoriated as” “rightwing reactionaries” by campus leftists.) But while many conservative thinkers still maintain this position, the movement as a whole has fairly thoroughly discredited it by exempting its national leaders from the demands of learning. 


That a major political party would view knowledge of the world as unnecessary for the world’s most important job – as surely the Vice President has to be prepared to step into the Oval Office without preparation – boggles the mind. Consider the implications of this position. If the president does not need to be burdened by geography, why should the Secretary of State? Could not he or she similarly rely on some wonkish subordinate to tell him or her how the world is put together when such information is absolutely necessary? Better yet, couldn’t the issue under consideration simply be looked up in the Wikipedia or the CIA World Factbook? And if the president and secretary of state don’t need to know anything, why should anyone? (Excepting, perhaps, those who aspire to wonkish subordinance.) Why should students care, and why should we be surprised – or concerned – that a fifth of our young people don’t even know where their own country is located?  


But most of us do realize at some level that geographical ignorance is a national disgrace. Unfortunately, the Republican Party has invested so much in Sarah Palin that it must pretend that there is nothing wrong with her cluelessness, while the conservative movement has more generally trapped itself by cultivating anti-intellectual populism. Much of the self-proclaimed Christian fundamentalist base of the party, after all, espouses a literalist interpretation of the Bible that necessarily rejects modern thought and denies inconvenient evidence. If one believes that the universe was created on October 22, 4004 BCE or thereabouts, not only must evolutionary theory be regarded as bunk, but so too must the entire discipline of geology, along with archeology, physical anthropology, and the cosmological side of physics. Even logic itself has to be thrown out, for the Bible’s numerous contradictory accounts must all be accepted as equally true.    


The antipathy to reason cultivated by the fundamentalist movement does not, however, form the taproot of American geographical ignorance. While the advanced study of physical geography (climate, landforms, and the like) is impossible within the confines of “young Earth creationism,” most aspects of human geography do not directly contradict the tenets of biblical literalism. I actually wouldn’t be at all surprised if tests were to show that most home-schooled young fundamentalists have a better grasp of global geographical patterns than do most products of mass public education. To their credit, conservative home-schooling parents usually reject the debilitating dictum that one can teach the young to “think critically” without requiring them to gain any actual knowledge.   


Making Geography Simplistic


What then is the root cause of geographical idiocy? Surely the full response has to so be as complex as the syndrome itself is simple. The immediate answer, however, is not complicated: we quit teaching the subject. At the primary and secondary levels of education, the dismantling of geo-education after WWII was almost total, and at the college level it was extensive. To be sure, efforts to reinstate basic geographical instruction in elementary and high schools have been underway for some time, thanks largely to such organizations as the National Geographic Society and the Association of American Geographers. But while these projects have resulted in impressive gains in a few school districts, the national situation remains little changed. Since students are seldom asked to learn much of anything about the map of the world, we should hardly be surprised that few do.


The obvious next question turns to the issue of why geographical education was eliminated in the first place. To gain a nuanced understanding of this pedagogical debacle, we would have to delve into the debates in the educational community in the mid and late twentieth centuries. But again, the most basic reason does not require detailed investigation: geography was dismissed because it was viewed as too intellectually simple to merit focused attention. Geography was – and still is – commonly regarded as not much more than catalogues of location, the mastery of which would entail nothing beyond the mind-numbing rote memorization of lists. Since, by this way of (non)thinking, geography is both straightforward and tedious, one can merely rely on reference works. “Why do I need to learn where Argentina is,” a shirking college student once demanded of me, “when I can simply look it up in an atlas?” (What made this episode truly pathetic was the fact that the student was parroting one of his professors – and a professor of geography at that!) 


But by regarding geography as an uncomplicated subject that can be reduced to location, we do not thereby make geography a simple subject; what we rather do is ensure that our conceptions of the world remain simplistic. A simple geography, in turn, must rest on an underlying model of the world so intellectually stripped-down that it prevents clear-eyed apprehension of global issues and problems. By considering geography too elementary to merit sustained instruction, moreover, we ensure that more nuanced understandings of the world cannot readily emerge. We have thus compounded garden-variety geographical illiteracy into a kind of cultivated brainlessness. Although Martin L. Gross no doubt exaggerates in arguing that ignorance “may actually be a goal” of “contemporary teaching circles,”
 when it comes to geography he is not far off the mark. In many fields of public life, ignorance is indeed a cultivated trait, propelled by vested interests.
 In the case of geography, however, intellectual sloth plays a larger role that any active desire to thwart the acquisition of knowledge.   


In actuality, geography is an inordinately complex subject, one that encompasses the entire surface of the Earth and takes as its purview everything that separates – or links – any one part of that surface to any other. Anything expressible on a map, by this definition, is inherently geographical. As almost everything has mappable dimensions, geography is a vast endeavor. Exposing all forms of geographical ignorance is thus too large a task for a single work.


The present study thus takes on more focused targets. Most of our attention will be devoted to political geography, which examines how the world is divided into its constituent geopolitical units (especially those of sovereign countries). For most people, the basic political map of the world is the foundation of global understanding; when we test for geographical literacy or decry geographical ignorance, we usually focus on such a map – just as I did in the first paragraph of this book. But as we shall see, the basic world political map is itself a woefully simplistic depiction that conceals as much as it reveals, encoding a distorted vision of the world. Such distortions, moreover, carry though to all manner of public geographical information. The statistical descriptions of the various counties of the world that form the bedrock of most economic and political analyses are themselves often highly misleading, warping our sense of geographical reality. Historical depictions of political geography, on the other hand, not uncommonly veer into outright fantasy. The political cartography of the past, for example, commonly shows the thinnest of Western imperial claims over territory as if they translated into actual control, while ignoring actual imperial formations that don’t fit standard models of how empires are organized and conceptualized by their own rulers.     


While political geography forms our core concern, we will periodically delve into other aspects of geography. Our attention may wander to any instance in which debilitating distortions appear in basic reference works, even those pertaining strictly to the natural world. Indeed, the maps of the distribution of plant and animal typically found in field guides are especially misleading. Following the lead of Paul Ehrlich and Gretchen Daily,
 we shall see that such maps are often based on a crude conception of spatial distribution that erases crucial distinctions in local habitats, thus grossly exaggerating the ranges of individual species. As is true in the case of political geography, the standard mapping of the natural world perpetuates a view the globe as far more orderly and stable than it actually is. Both the global environmental crisis and the threats of global political disorder are thus unrealistically diminished by our comfortingly conventional cartographic depictions. 


The criticism of cartographic practices and conventions is by no means a novel initiative. Such scholars as Brian Harley,
 Denis Woods,
 and especially Mark Monmonier have written insightful and often devastating critiques of the ways in which maps mold our perceptions, often in misleading ways. (Indeed, one of Monmonier’s many books on the subject is aptly titled, How To Lie with Maps.
) As is well-known, maps must distort in certain ways, both because the curved surface of the Earth has to be projected onto a flat surface and because most information must be omitted from what is necessarily a schematized, simplified depiction (otherwise, one would have to work at the perfectly useless scale of 1:1, in which the map is as large as the area that it depicts).   


The present project, however, is at once more limited and more comprehensive than those of the critical cartographers mentioned above. I am more concerned about content than cartographic form and method – much less theory – and I focus my attention on the most basic maps found in standard reference works, as well as on non-cartographical depictions of the earth. My ultimate goal is not the analysis of maps per se, but rather of the underlying conceptions of order – especially political order – that they convey. 


First Lessons


As important as it is, the world political map is not considered the most elementary aspect of geography. That distinction is rather held by the division of the globe into seven continents and four oceans. In first-grade classrooms across the country, students routinely color in the landmasses of Europe, Asia, Africa and so on, memorizing their locations and their names. (Although, if the accusations about Sarah Palin aired on Fox News after the 2008 election are correct, some of our students either escaped these lessons or found them too demanding to retain.) The political map of the world is introduced a few years later, although it is considered too detailed for students to study in any depth, much less master. 


Unfortunately, the one geographical lesson that we do generally force on our students – the division of the world into continents – is of scant utility. The entire continental framework is largely nonsensical, and has been exposed as such for years.
 Its most glaring flaw – the idea that Europe forms a continent – can be exposed with a single glance at a globe. As a result, the more educated segment of the populace has long since abandoned a continent-based approach to geographical understanding. Unfortunately, the matter has not been considered significant enough to merit any changes in the elementary-school curriculum.


Far less commonly understood is the fact that the basic world political map itself forwards an erroneous portrayal of global realities based on fundamentally flawed model of the world. We take it for granted that the Earth’s landmasses are simply and unambiguously divided into a multitude of clearly bounded sovereign counties, but the actual situation is vastly more complex. The world map, like the underlying geographical model that it conveys, is thus elementary in both sense of the word. Mastering it is fully appropriate for fifth-grade students, but continuing to use it for more advanced inquiry proves debilitating. Relying on a flawed global model, we insure that we remain a nation of geographical simpletons.  


 The consequences of pervasive geographical ignorance go well beyond that of national embarrassment. Noting less than global security is at stake. While the fiasco generated by the U.S. invasion of Iraq had many causes, one of them was rooted in a systematic misunderstanding of what the entity called “Iraq” actually was. Our model of the world, endlessly replicated in maps and other reference works, tell us one thing, but the reality on the ground can be quite different. 


Chapter One: The Make-Believe World

of Political Mapping 


At the beginning of almost any comprehensive atlas one finds a standard world political map showing our planet cleanly divided into roughly 190 separate countries, each depicted as a neatly bounded, holistic entity. This standard world-depiction hardly varies from one reference work to another; an image-based web search of “world political map” yields dozens of virtually identical maps. The colors used and the projections employed may differ, but the content remains the same. To be sure, new maps have to be periodically issued as new countries emerge and gain recognition, as did Montenegro in 2006, but the overwhelming impression is one of geopolitical simplicity and stability. Here we find clearly arrayed the basic building blocks of the global political community: the independent, sovereign, mutually recognized countries of the world.  


This basic world map reflects and reinforces an underlying model of the world and of the human community that inhabits it. The standard global model prioritizes political relations of power and coercion, and does so in a straightforward, uncomplicated manner. Countries are held to be the normal and almost natural units into which humankind is divided, useful for categorizing all manner of data. Almost all standard reference works rely on, and in turn buttress, the same model. Almanacs, encyclopedias, and statistical compilations all fashion the world in the same style.  


Geopolitical Figments


But despite its ubiquity and taken-for-granted status, the basic political world map is ultimately a mirage, portraying not the world that is but rather the world that some of us would like to see. The map’s most blatant shortcomings are evident in its depiction of countries that do not exist. Mere figments of the geopolitical imagination are portrayed as is they were as real as Russia. And, as if to compensate for this failing, a number of countries that do exist, and have armies to prove the fact, are almost always omitted from the map. 


The largest of these geopolitical phantoms can be found in the coastal strip of northwestern Africa, sandwiched between Morocco to the north and Mauritania to the south. Virtually all of our political maps depict here a fantasyland called Western Sahara, a “country” that has never existed as an independent state and most likely never will. To be sure, roughly 50 sovereign states recognize Western Sahara as a legitimate country, but its government, based in the sad Tindouf refugee camp in neighboring Algeria, controls only a series of sand dunes and rock flats in eastern extremity of its purported territory, an area inhabited by a few thousand nomads. The bulk of this former Spanish colony was seized by Morocco as soon as Spain relinquished its hold in 1975 and has remained Moroccan territory ever since.
 While Morocco’s invasion and annexation of Western Sahara may have been unjustifiable, it nonetheless occurred. It does us little good to pretend otherwise.


Western Sahara is not the only ghost on the map. Consider the sizable place neatly depicted as “Somalia” in Africa’s eastern extension, its so-called Horn. Unlike Western Sahara, Somalia was once a sovereign state, but ever since it spontaneously collapsed in 1991, no government has come close to controlling, much less effectively governing, the vast bulk of its territory. Our standard political map conveys hope that a unified Somalia will eventually reemerge within its old boundaries, but informed observers are hardly optimistic. In early 2009, a feeble “Transitional Government” – which the U.S. State Department sees as the embryonic phoenix of a reborn state – was expelled from most of the small segments of land that it controlled almost as soon as the Ethiopian Army that had been supporting it withdrew. Somali legislators continued to meet, but in the neighboring country of Djibouti rather than in Somalia itself. Most of so-called Somalia remains an anarchic, ever-shifting mélange of clan territories, autonomous regional blocks – such as the pirate-infested redoubt called Puntland – and Islamist strongholds. Somalia, like Western Sahara, is thus clearly misrepresented on our world maps, which depict a shopworn geopolitical idea as if it were a coherent polity.


While the once-but-probably-not-future country of Somalia is little more than a cartographic illusion, it contains within its supposed boundaries a functioning state, one that calls itself Somaliland. When Somalia disintegrated in 1991, the leaders of its northern region declared independence and proceeded to build the basic institutions of a sovereign state. In doing so, they attempted to turn back the Horn’s geopolitical clock, harkening to the time when northern Somalia – Somaliland – was a British colony and southern Somalia was an Italian possession. (The colonial map of Africa, as artificially constructed as it was, has remarkable staying power.) As of early 2009, however, the Somaliland government controlled only the western half of the former British Somaliland; the northeastern quadrant remained under the power of the self-declared autonomous area of Maakhir, while control of the southeast (Sool) was hotly disputed by Somaliland and neighboring Puntland.   


Within the area that it actually controls, Somaliland’s standards of administration compare reasonably well with those of its other neighbors. Contrasted to the rest of the old Somalia, it is a model of good governance and political stability. As Somaliland’s official website
 shows, it possesses almost everything that a sovereign state is supposed to have, from an army and a bureaucracy to a state seal and a national flag. It also enjoys actual independence, something lacking in a few official countries that decorate the world map, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina.

What Somaliland lacks is international legitimacy. The U.S. Department of State, like the foreign office of every other member of the United Nations, does not recognize Somaliland – and perhaps for good reasons. But it is one thing for a government to diplomatically snub a state that it regards as illegitimate and quite another for the public at large to be told that it therefore does not exist. Denying Somaliland’s reality on non-official maps that purport to give a politically neutral depiction of basic geopolitics elevates the pretence of diplomacy to the guiding principle of public education. It cannot help but to mislead.  


Post-Soviet Geopolitical Chaos


A number of the world’s other cartographically denied countries were formed from fragments of the former Soviet Union. When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, fifteen new sovereign states immediately appeared on the globe. All were diplomatically recognized by the international community, and all found their places on the instantly revised world map. According to that map, like our other potted reference works, the break-up of the Soviet Union was a geopolitically simple affair. What had been the largest constituent units of the Soviet Union – the so-called Union Republics – were suddenly elevated to the “national” level of the sovereign state, and that was that.

In actuality, the dissolution of the Soviet Union was a geopolitically messy affair.  In addition to the official fifteen, four non-recognized countries emerged at roughly the same time, their territories carved out from three separate post-Soviet states. The self-declared republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia are “officially” part of Georgia, Nagorno-Karabakh supposedly lies within Azerbaijan, and the territory of Transnistria (alternatively called Trans-Dniester, Transdniestria, and Pridnestrovie) is mapped as if it were part of Moldova. While these break-away countries have received little international recognition, they do recognize each other. Indeed, in 2006 the governments of Transnistria, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia joined together to form, with euphemistic flair, the “Community for Democracy and Human Rights” (alternatively called the “Commonwealth of Unrecognized States”).  

Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Nagorno-Karabakh, and especially Transnistria are problematic entities, and there are solid reasons why the international community has refused them diplomatic acknowledgment. But again, the cartographic recognition of geopolitical reality is a different matter altogether. In the early 1990s, it made some sense to regard this post-Soviet foursome as transitory pseudo-states that could be reasonably ignored. But after years of “frozen conflict” in which boundaries have remained relatively stable and as institution building has proceeded, such an attitude is no longer justifiable. Whether Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Transnistria should be regarded and mapped as distinct geopolitical units in their own rights or as appendages of the Russian Federation – which not only protects them but gives their residents Russian passports – is an open question. What is clear is that we mislead ourselves by regarding them as unproblematic portions of the territorially integral countries of Georgia and Moldova.
   


Few Americans, even those even those relatively well informed about global politics, have heard of Transnistria, which might seemingly justify its cartographic oblivion. Then again, I doubt if many Americans have heard of Moldova either, the country that claims, and cartographically engulfs, Transnistria’s territory.  More to the point, if we want to understand how the world actually functions, we need to acknowledge the existence this little statelet, which is far more geopolitically significant than its 1,607 square miles and 530,000 inhabitants might indicate. Experts in the international arms trade and human trafficking rackets are certainly aware of Transnistria, which remains a key node in a number of international criminal networks. (Transnistria’s leaders, however, argue that their “country” – which they insist on calling Pridnestrovie – has been unfairly maligned, and that the real problems are to be found next-door in Moldova proper. If one reads the professionally produced Tiraspol Times, based in the capital of Transnistria/Pridnestrovie, one comes away with the impression that the break-away state is a well-governed and responsible geopolitical entity, whereas the official country of Moldova is little better than hell-on-Earth.)

Transnistria and its kindred (non)countries briefly came to broader public attention in 2008. Early in the year, Russia threatened to grant them diplomatic recognition in retaliation for the United States and a number of other countries recognizing the independence of Kosovo, a region that Russia’s political establishment regards as an inalienable part of Serbia. Most Serbs agree with the Russian position, and none more fiercely than those who live in the Serbian-majority districts of northern Kosovo. Their territory, however, is now viewed by the United States as an inalienable part of the new sovereign state of Kosovo. 


The second pertinent international event of 2008 was rather more momentous. In August of that year, Georgian military forces, perhaps acting with U.S. encouragement, attempted to military regain control of South Ossetia. Russia responded with an invasion of Georgia, which evidently had been planned well in advance. While Russian forces subsequently withdrew from Georgia proper, the Kremlin made it clear that its forces would remain in South Ossetia. Russia also made good on its previous threat to recognize both South Ossetia and Abkhazia as independent countries, thus raising the stakes in its geopolitical tussle with the United States and the European Union. As of January 2009, however, Nicaragua was the only other internationally legitimate country to offer recognition of South Ossetian and Abkhazian independence.


Geopolitical Ambiguity in Europe


While the former Soviet Union is beset with unresolved geopolitical conflicts, Europe itself – supposedly one of the most stable parts of the world – is hardly immune. Eighty miles to the northwest of newly independent Kosovo one can find a particularly problematic country: Bosnia and Herzegovina (usually referred to simply as “Bosnia”). Unlike Kosovo, Bosnia has been diplomatically and cartographically fixed since the mid 1990s. The solidity that appears on the map, however, masks realities on the ground. Like Somalia and the Western Sahara, Bosnia is essentially a fake country. 


Bosnia’s official name – Bosnia and Herzegovina – implies an unusual territorial bifurcation. The other members of the United Nations that include the world “and” in their names, states such as St. Kits and Nevis, São Tomé and Príncipe, and Trinidad and Tobago, are all archipelagic countries in which each part of its appellation refers to a distinct island. The terms “Bosnia” and “Herzegovina,” on the other hand, refer merely to vague regions of largely historical significance. The country is indeed split, but its division bears no resemblance to the two areas referenced by its name. Contemporary “Bosnia &” is rather divided in a serpentine manner between a “Serbian Republic” (Republika Srpska) and a “Croat-Muslim Federation,” the latter of which is officially called the “Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina” (not to be confused with the larger country of Bosnia and Herzegovina, of which the federation is merely a part!). Animosity between the two halves of Bosnia remains pronounced, having intensified after the Kosovo and South Ossetia incidents of 2008, which prompted renewed calls for a Bosnian divorce.


The ethnic tensions in Bosnia and Herzegovina date to the wars of the Yugoslav break-up of the 1990s, when Bosnian Serbian leaders attempted to join their lands with the Serbian homeland while conducting often genocidal campaigns of ethnic cleansing against local Croats and Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslim) – and when Croat and Bosniak forces engaged as well in ethnic warfare. The Bosnian war of the 1990s ended through the military intervention of NATO, backed up by the diplomatic arm-twisting of the United States and the European Union. Subsequently, international forces insisted that Bosnia remain a de jure country, while allowing its de facto division. The bifurcation that resulted, however, may not be adequate. Although the Bosnian Croats (traditionally Catholic) and the Bosniaks (mostly Muslim) were allies of convenience during the war, considerable mistrust pervades their relations. Most Bosnian Croats thus identity much more strongly with Croatia than with their own country.   


Bosnia is obviously a troubled land, but does that mean that it can be regarded as a bogus country? If countries are to be defined as sovereign entities – as they routinely are – then the answer has to be “yes.” Relations between the republic and the federation are so fraught that ultimate authority remains in the hands of the European Union’s “Special Representative,” deemed Bosnia and Herzegovina’s “High Representative.” This office is considered temporary, to be dissolved when the country can handle its own affairs. But considering the current situation, such a transition remains unlikely. Consequently, Bosnia and Herzegovina is actually two loosely federated EU protectorates rather than the integral, sovereign state that we see on the map. 


In the period of high European imperialism, protectorates – which then littered the map – were never mapped as countries for the solid reason that they were not sovereign. Rather, they were shown as possessions of their imperial overlords. In world maps from the early 1960s, for example, the seven constituent emirates of what is now the United Arab Emirates – then the Trucial States – were given the (typically) red tinge of the British Empire. But such an option is hardly open in the case of Bosnia, which is a protectorate not of an independent country but rather of an organization of sovereign states. 


 Such geopolitical complexity encountered in Bosnia and Herzegovina overwhelms the descriptive capacity of the map. As a result, it becomes easier simply to pretend, both in cartography and in diplomatic practice, that Bosnia is something that it is not. 


Inescapable Ambiguity


As the examples of Kosovo and South Ossetia show, it is impossible to make a globally applicable map of internationally recognized sovereign states (“countries”), as different national governments have different visions of the world. Russia claims that Kosovo is an illegitimate country and South Ossetia is a legitimate one, while the United States forwards the opposite opinion. Elsewhere in the world, such controversies run deeper. Israel, for example, may be a founding member of the United Nations, but that does not prevent another founding member, Iran, from denying its legitimacy altogether. As is well known, Israel is often omitted altogether from maps produced in neighboring countries. 


Consequently, the standard world political map used in the United States shows what is regarded in the U.S. as geopolitically legitimate, while consigning everything else to cartographic oblivion. In essence, it shows what the U.S. State Department would like see, rather than what actually exists.
 Such a maneuver makes for a tidy map, but it cannot avoid uncertainty altogether. Some parts of the world are marked by such intrinsic geopolitical ambiguity that they simply cannot be portrayed in a straightforward manner.


The prime example of such geopolitical haziness is Taiwan, an island whose place in the global scheme is nicely summed up by the phrase “strategic ambiguity.”  Is Taiwan to be mapped as the independent country that it actually is, as the temporarily unredeemed province of China that Beijing regards it as being, or as the provisional repository of sovereignty for the whole of China, as the island’s government has historically claimed?  Maps produced in the United States often depict Taiwan as a discrete country, but U.S. governmental pronouncements take care to indicate that the island is “all but” sovereign. The CIA World Factbook signals Taiwan’s ambiguity by extracting the island from the alphabetical order that it uses for other geopolitical entities – both sovereign and dependent – to place it incongruously at the end of the list. Some international organizations employ more creative formulations. The International Olympic Committee and the World Bank refer to Taiwan under the awkward title of “Chinese Taipei,” rhetorically reducing the country to its capital while seeming to imply that there is some other Taipei that is not Chinese. Here again we enter the world of diplomatically informed geopolitical make-believe. 

 Such geopolitical paradoxes are not confined to the relationship between China and Taiwan. The standard global map cannot easily categorize self-governing, non-sovereign entities, whether they are former colonies, such as Greenland, or semi-occupied territories, such as the Gaza Strip. Greenland is typically given the same coloration as Denmark, but such signaling is hardly adequate, considering the fact that the island is 50 times larger than its “mother country.” Therefore, the label “Denmark” is usually placed in parentheses below that of “Greenland.” But Greenland’s ties to Denmark are thin and fraying; following a 2008 vote, Greenland is scheduled to emerge as a “separate country within the Kingdom of Denmark”
 in June 2009. Its geopolitical situation, in other words, is and will remain inherently ambiguous.

On might object that all such irregular parts of the world are of little account because they encompass such a small percentage of the world’s population. Greenland may loom large on the map (it would be the world’s 13th largest country if it were independent), but its 57,000 inhabitants would fit easily in a typical American football stadium. Evan Taiwan’s 23 million people are dwarfed by China’s 1.3 billion. Totaled together, the world’s non-recognized states, dependent territories, occupied lands, and other geopolitical anomalies contain fewer than 50 million persons. Excluding Greenland – which is mostly ice – they cover a tiny fraction of the earth’s surface. Even if they were to be cartographically recognized, most “non-states” are too small to be visible on a standard world map. Israel is hard enough to discern on globe – try finding the Gaza Strip.  

What is a Country?


But even if we regard ambiguous and nonstandard geopolitical units as mere inconveniences, deeper flaws in the conventional model remain. From atlases to almanacs, our standard reference tools depict all recognized countries as forming the same kinds of entities. Interchangeably and problematically referred to as countries, states, nations, and nation-states (see Chapter XX), these basic geobodies are by definition independent, sovereign powers that monopolize legitimate force through a legal framework that they exercise over their entire territorial extents, which end abruptly at clearly demarcated boundaries. All the world’s 190-odd countries, in other words, are placed at the same primary level in our hierarchy of spatial-political organization. Most of them are, of course divided, into provinces, “states,” prefectures, or otherwise-named first-order divisions, just as many of them cluster together in regional organizations, such as the European Union. But regardless of the actual powers that higher-level or lower-level authorities may exercise, the country retains primacy. 

Not all recognized countries, however, actually form primary geopolitical units. So much authority can be pushed to higher or lower levels of the spatial hierarchy that the state itself can lose much of its relevance. Consider Belgium. In 2007-2008, Belgium’s parliament failed to form a government for 196 days. While many hands were wrung in mock desperation, the overall effects were negligible. More significant in most respects than Belgium itself are the European Union and Belgium’s three regional governments (which cover the Walloon [French-speaking], Flemish [Dutch-speaking], and Brussels-Capital [bilingual] regions).  

Even when comparing countries with relatively centralized governments, the seemingly non-controversial notion that they are the same kinds of entities is misleading. Is not absurd to think of China and the Principality of Andorra as suitable objects of comparison? China covers 3,700,000 square miles and contains 1.3 billion persons; it traces back its political lineage and central cultural traditions (if rather tendentiously) for almost 4,000 years. Andorra is bizarre feudal remnant of 181 square miles and 72,000 persons whose joint heads of state are the presidents of France and the Spanish Bishop of Urquel (Andorra is officially a “duumvirate”). Andorra, however, is a veritable giant compared to Monaco, which covers a grand three-quarters of a square mile, which in turn is several times the size of the Vatican City. That the microstates of Andorra, Monaco, Lichtenstein, and San Marino somehow escaped the geopolitical modernization of Europe to find their places on the current geopolitical roster is an interesting historical curiosity, but that’s about it. It certainly does not make them analogous to their larger neighbors, much less to China, Russia, and the United States. 

Regardless of such gross disparities of size, countries vary so widely in the functions that they claim to fulfill and in their capacity for actually fulfilling them out that it is unhelpful to classify them as the same kinds of entities in anything but a narrow diplomatic sense. Several parts of the world map are littered with countries that look cartographically solid, but which have negligible substance, their administrative systems being little more than façades. And even genuine countries with effective governments do not necessarily control everything within their territorial frames. Who has more authority in southern Lebanon, the government of Lebanon or Hezbollah? Who has more authority in Waziristan and in the Swat Valley, the government of Pakistan or the Taliban? Zones of insurgency, which sometimes amount to states within states, are common across much of the world. Boundaries, moreover, are seldom the neat divisions that we see on the map. Even when not disputed, they vary from theoretical lines that mean little to absolute barriers that only a mad-person or would-be suicide would attempt to cross.  

In short, the standard geopolitical world model consistently reduces diversity to uniformity, generating a crude caricature of geopolitical relations. The conventional modes of geographical exposition endlessly replicated in our reference works construct a delusional globe, thwarting any clear-eyed attempt to understand international politics.  

Expectations Read from the Map


The consequences of such wishful thinking can be serious. A worldview founded on the ideal of coherent, equivalent political units neatly filling all of the world’s landmasses expects far more geopolitical stability than actually exists. Surely this was one of the reasons why the collapse of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia took virtually everyone, experts and lay folk alike, by complete surprise. So compelling is this vision of geopolitical solidity that soon after the Soviet Union unraveled in a territorial explosion that yielded fifteen recognized states and four unrecognized statelets, some of our key commentators managed to construe the transition from the Cold War to the age of globalization as demonstrating the stability of international boundaries! As Thomas Friedman put it in his generally insightful and best-selling work, The Lexus and the Olive Tree:    


The great issues of identity politics and self-determination are becoming fewer 
and fewer these days. To be sure, there is still the huge human rights drama of 
China. And there are the identity politics of Bosnia, Rwanda, Kosovo and the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace process, but compared to the postcolonial and Cold War 
eras, such issues are vastly diminished. The big issues in the globalization system 
today tend to be about redistributive justice: who gets what within the boundaries 
of the nation-states we already have.”
 

Geographical misconceptions can result in more than just intellectual mischief. Misinformed by the standard model, American geo-strategists at the turn of the millennium viewed Iraq as a coherent country, nestling securely within clear, legitimate boundaries, that could be transformed into a successful democratic nation by a small measure of well-meaning force. While many voices objected to the proposed take-over of Iraq, only a few savvy naysayers reminded us that its boundaries had been drawn largely by Winston Churchill – a locally detested figure who never visited the country – forcing fractious tribes and antagonistic ethnic groups into a fraught political community. Ubiquitously defined and depicted as a coherent nation-state, Iraq supposedly needed only a little national shoring up to reclaim its position in the international community. 

Delusions of Iraq

Iraq did have a short tenure as a genuine state, gaining a still dependent “independence” from Britain in 1932 and finally realizing full sovereignty after WWII, but it never came close to being a genuine nation-state. (A nation-state, by definition, is an independent country founded on a sense of common national identity among its people [see chapter XX]). After 1991, moreover, when the Kurdish northeast gained effective independence and began to build its own institutions, Iraq as a whole no longer functioned as a coherent state, regardless of what our maps continued to tell us. And despite the billions of dollars and hundreds of thousands of lives sacrificed in the effort, Iraq has not been successfully forced into the mold of a stable state, let alone that of a coherent nation-state. Perhaps it never will. To be sure, elections on in Iraq in early 2009 showed that many Iraqis want a strong central government, but such voting patterns probably reflect desperation for security more than a desire for genuine national unity. 

Most educated Americans have learned that Iraq is divided into three generally antagonistic ethno-religious areas: southern Iraq is Arabic in language and Shi’ite Muslim in religion, central Iraq is Arabic in language and Sunni Muslim in religion, and northern Iraq is Kurdish in language and Sunni Muslim in religion. This three-fold division, however, is merely the first thing that one needs to know about the human geography of Iraq. Unfortunately, a suitably complex depiction of Iraq’s geography is seldom encountered. As a result, we blind ourselves to some of the more worrisome developments of recent years. Horrific examples of ethnic cleansing, some of which verge on genocide, have no place on our elementary map of Iraq and thus go almost unnoticed in the American public imagination. 

 The ethno-religious geography of Iraq was actually much more intricate in earlier times. Baghdad in particular was noted for its diversity. Besides Sunni and Shi’ite populations, it supported large and important Christian and Jewish communities. While the Jewish element was largely expelled – or voluntarily departed
 – after the formation of Israel in 1948, the Christian community remained largely rooted until the U.S.-led invasion of 2003. Since then, violence and intimidation have led to a massive decline of Baghdad’s Christian population. Another geographically simplifying consequence of the Iraq war has been the segregation of Baghdad’s Sunni and Shi’ite Muslims into discrete, defended neighborhoods. 

In many other parts of Iraq, the situation has been worse. The ancient Christian (Assyrian) communities of northern Iraq have been devastated, particularly in and around the northern metropolis of Mosul. Some Christians have found refuge in the more secure Kurdish-controlled areas of the northeast, but elsewhere the survival of the Assyrian population is now in doubt. Here we see the tragic culmination of a process that dates back to the end of the Ottoman Empire, when some 500,000 to 750,000 Assyrians were killed, essentially clearing what is now southeastern Turkey of its Christian inhabitants. Unlike the Armenian genocide of the same period, the slaughter of the Assyrians has gone virtually unregistered in U.S. public memory. Surely one reason for this unconscionable erasure is the fact that the Assyrians – unlike the Armenians – have never had a state of their own to anchor and press their cause. Without a position on the map and a place in diplomatic circles, the Assyrians fall out of view. (Nor are they the only group in this unfortunate category. Who in the United States remembers the Circassians, a people of profound world historical significance who were nearly exterminated by the Russian Empire in the mid-1800s?)

While Kurdish-controlled areas of northeastern Iraq are relatively secure, other parts of the north remain bloody, owing in part to the jostling of the region’s many ethnic groups. Of key significance are Turkic-speaking Turkmans, a group split between Sunni and Shi’ite adherents. The Turkmen are struggling to prevent Kirkuk – the oil-rich “Kurdish Jerusalem” – and other parts of northern Iraq from being annexed into the Kurdish autonomous region. One problem the Turkmen face is their own geographical dispersion; one advantage they possess is the backing of Turkey – which in turn has deep geopolitical repercussions. But despite the obvious importance of the Turkmen, they receive little notice in the U.S media. The level of our collective ignorance is clearly reflected in the Wikipedia’s estimation of Iraq’s Turkmen population: somewhere between 222,000 and 2,000,000!  

The Assyrians and the Turkmen are not the only significant Iraqi populations brushed aside in the simplistic division of the country into a Shi’ite south, a Sunni center, and a Kurdish north. An occasionally story may filter up about the plight of the Yazidis, an ancient people noted for their profoundly non-dualistic faith who are often erroneously called “Satan worshipers,”
 but their community is generally ignored in the American press. Recently, the Yazidis have been targeted by Muslim extremists, and thus find themselves on the desperate defensive. Their situation, however, is not as grave as that of Mandeans of southern Iraq, a people of a profoundly dualistic faith who revere John the Baptist as their main prophet. Of the 70,000 Mandeans living in Iraq in 2003, only some 5,000 to 7,000 remain. 

American military planners did not foresee the destruction of the ancient and distinctive religious communities of the Yazidis and the Mandeans when they planned the invasion of Iraq, nor did they anticipate the deadly violence that would erupt elsewhere in the country. But the grotesque simplification of Iraq’s human geography has been one of the most profound consequences of the war. To understand what the occupation of Iraq has entailed requires that we study its geography in some detail, going well beyond the Sunni-Shi’ite-Kurd division that informs most accounts. 

States That Failed to Become States


Iraq may be a floundering state, but it is hardly the only one on the map. Political scientists write of “failing states,” but such a formulation hides the fact that a number of countries never really had the governmental capability to act as effective states in the first place. As the ever-perceptive Misha Glenny argues in regard to sub-Saharan Africa: 

Europeans and Americans can scarcely conceive of life without the state. But for many Africans, when the state arrived it was a superfluous imposition that was hard to reconcile with their own traditions. The Africans had not requested this imposition, and neither was there much evidence that they wanted or needed it. … The Europeans erected the facades of their states, but behind them traditional societies remained very different. This was the Potemkin state
 (2008, p. 169). 

On the world map, France and the Central African Republic (CAR) look much the same. Yet France is, and has long been, one of the most centralized and nationally cemented countries of the world.
 The government of the CAR, on the other hand, has no local cultural roots and thinly administers only a portion of its territory. To the extent that it remains in power, it relies on the support of a few hundred French soldiers. 

 The Central African Republic, however, has been a model of stability compared to its hulking neighbor to the south, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC; formerly Zaire, formerly Congo Kinshasha, formerly Congo Leopoldville, formerly the Belgian Congo -– not to be confused with its neighbor to the west, the Republic of the Congo, formerly Congo Brazzaville, formerly the French Congo). Although currently forming a more viable state than Somalia, the DRC has long been a hollow shell, maintaining international recognition and a certain residual allegiance from much of its elite population, but little more.  

In hindsight, we can recognize with Voltaire that the Holy Roman Empire was never any of the three, but it would be impolitic today to admit that the Democratic Republic of the Congo is neither of the two. When it comes to global politics, pretense wins out every time. In the geo-economic sphere, euphemism yields to self-delusion, as is evident whenever the DRC is called a developing nation. Since the 1980s, the DRC has experienced the opposite of development, its infrastructure decaying, its economy collapsing, its rule of law vanishing, and its standards of living plummeting. Far from being a developing nation, the Democratic Republic of the Congo has been a de-developing, non-national Potemkin state, theoretically held together by a barely functioning government whose levers of power have never really encompassed the area depicted in its name on the world map.  

Conclusion: Education and the Standard Model


The fact that the world political map misleadingly depicts such “counties” as Somalia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo does not mean that the map has no utility. To the contrary, mastery of the standard global model is essential for informed citizenship. Anyone concerned about world affairs has to be familiar with its basic contours; global politics, after all, are largely structured around the jostling relations of the various states outlined on the map. Whether in times of war or peace, the map matters. In earlier generations, students in the United States had no choice but to study it intensively. A century ago, even eighth-graders
 were expected to have a passable understanding of geopolitical division.   


Today, the world political map may be accepted as a transparent portrayal of geopolitical reality, but it is rarely studied, let alone scrutinized in any detail. Indeed, it is seen as so basic that one can take it for granted. One has no need to pay attention to global geography, it is often claimed, because one can simply scan the map to see how the world is put together. Genuine education, by this way of thinking, emphasizes critical and creative thought rather than the dreary accumulation of factual information such as that entailed in the world map. But the opposition between these two supposed modes of education – conveying knowledge versus teaching how to think – is severely misconstrued. In the end, the acquisition of knowledge allows rather than constrains free thought and critical inquiry. A mind deprived of basic information about the world cannot begin to grapple with its many complexities.  

Regardless of what one makes of such educational debates, one has to wonder whether the map is really so involved as to either numb or intimidate the average student. The list of recognized countries is a little more 190,
 hardly a staggering number. The average American man can probably name as many sports teams; the typical teen can likely recall a similar number of rock band, TV shows and movie stars; a serious student of French culture might have memorized as many terms for wines and cheeses. But when it comes to something as important as world geography, we balk at the sheer number. 


But even if we were to return to the standards of yesteryear and require our students to master the map, the underlying problem of geographical misapprehension 

would not disappear. Although indispensable, the basic political map is but an elementary document that encodes a simplistic model of geopolitical realities and relationships. What ought to be a standard fare for the middle-school student proves inadequate for college 

instruction and becomes positively detrimental for post-graduate inquiry. 


The initial failing of the standard political map that it portrays a staggeringly intricate system of geopolitical division as if it were a simple matter, reducing the world of contentious, multilayered geopolitical relationships to set number of units, all of which 

are identically framed as fully comparable entities. At a deeper level, it forwards an ideologically charged interpretation of the world while purportedly giving a politically neutral description. The never-acknowledged truth is that the standard map does not show political divisions as they actually are, but rather as they are ideally construed to be. 

Grammarians have long differentiated a descriptive approach to language from a proscriptive one, a dichotomy that applies equally well to geographical categorization. A descriptive grammar is based on the ways in which language is actually used by competent native speakers, whereas a proscriptive one foregrounds the linguistic rules that grammatical purists think ought to be universally employed. The standard political map unfailingly deploys the latter strategy, showing not gross geopolitical realities but rather a more blinkered view of the world. The slippage between the existing world and the idealized and dumbed-down version of it, however, is never acknowledged. By the same token, the individuals and organizations whose geopolitical vision is thereby promulgated are never mentioned. The standard political map thus conceals its own nature, pretending to be something it is not while lulling us into a simplistic and, in many instances, simply erroneous, vision of the world.
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