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Main Article—Developments in the field 
 
 

Ethnogeopolitics: Scholarly Fashion or Emerging 
Discipline?  

 

Jeffrey Kaplan 
 
An excerpt of this article alteady has appeared in the journal’s preceding 
Autumn 2019 issue—as a Third Critical Response to Babak Rezvani’s 
“Understanding Ethnogeopolitics and its Developments”, the maiden 
contribution in the journal’s new ‘Developments in the field’ section. 
 
 

Introduction 
 

With the publication of Mark Bassin’s article “The emergence of ethno- 
geopolitics in post-Soviet Russia” in 2009, the English-speaking 
academic world was presented with a novel term for the study of 
Geopolitics. Even for those not directly interested in the Russian 
academic scene, the article’s abstract was intriguing: 
 

A prominent UK-based political and historical geographer analyzes 
ethnogeopolitics, a new trend in Russian political discourse that is 
distinguished by the primary role it assigns to ethnicity (rather 
than the nation-state) as a geopolitical factor—i.e., recognizing 
formal (often poly-ethnic) ethno-national groupings on their 
respective ethnic spaces as important “geopolitical subjects” in 
their own right with a certain autonomy in world politics. After  
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defining and otherwise setting out the differences between ethno-
geopolitics and the more mainstream school of Russian geopolitics 
emerging after the disintegration of the USSR, the author proceeds 
to assess the extent to which ethno-geopolitics is shaping current 
Russian geopolitical thought in two critically important arenas: (1) 
Russia’s relations with other great powers at the global level and (2) 
the dynamics of ethnicity (and inter-ethnic relations) within its 
own boundaries as well as in neighboring states (Bassin 2009: 131).  

 
The academic study Geopolitics had heretofore been dominated by 
such disciplines as Political Science, International Relations, Area 
Studies and the like. The addition of an ethnographic approach fits 
perfectly into Russian and Soviet history, making its origins in that 
region logical enough.  
 

The ethnic distribution of the peoples of the Russian and Soviet 
empires were of critical importance to the health and ultimate survival 
of the polity, while the forcible redistribution of populations based on 
ethnic considerations was a marked feature of the early Soviet state in 
particular (Pohl 1999). 1  
 
That the importance of an ethnic component to the study of 
Geopolitics globally is vital would seem obvious based both on a daily 
perusal of the headlines and on developments in other fields. 
 

In my own more recent work in Terrorism studies for example, a 
transnational trend which I call the New Tribalism suggests that there 
are multiple forms of tribal association active in both the turn toward 
terrorist violence, and in ameliorating these very trends.  
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Moreover, so powerful is the trend toward communities of blood and 
nation that virtual tribalism is ranging from the radical right to groups 
emerging in the Middle East, Africa and the Former Soviet Union 
(FSU) and its former satellite states in Eastern Europe to name but a 
few places (Kaplan & Costa 2014: 13-44; Kaplan 2010).  
 

More recently, Marc Sageman offered the “bunch-of-guys” thesis, 
which was a catchy way of saying identity-based terrorism. Again, 
ethnic affinity, by blood or the stuff of dreams, is at the heart of the 
matter (Sageman 2008, 2017). 
 
In this Terrorism studies is no different from other fields of the social 
sciences. In a globalized world, interdisciplinary approaches are both 
necessary and inevitable. Change takes place in the world with such 
rapidity that narrow disciplinary approaches are futile in academic 
settings and extremely dangerous in the real world.  
 

Witness the relative ease with which Russia was able to influence the 
2016 American presidential elections in favor of Donald Trump by 
simply adapting elements of classical tradecraft utilizing such 
chestnuts as agents of influence and false flag operations, a revamped 
version of the Active Measures disinformation campaign that the 
Soviets developed after 1948 and employed throughout the Cold War, 
and a mastery of social media (Shultz &Godson 1984 (Ur text on Active 
Measures); Abrams 2016 (use in post-Soviet Russia); Kaplan 2017). 2  
 

The success of the Russian campaign in the US has been replicated 
with varying degrees of success in a number of other countries as well. 
Even a dominant military strategy of the day, Hybrid Warfare, is a  
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multifaceted basket of tactical approaches which no one specialty 
could hope to master (see e.g. Gunneriusson & Bachmann 2015; 
Giegerich 2016). 3 
 
The academy however, moves at a more stately pace than does the 
world of state and non-state actors. The universities are the ones that 
must produce graduates equipped with the knowledge of not only 
what they know, but of greater import, what they don’t know and must 
rely on specialists from other fields in order to devise solutions to the 
multifaceted challenges faced by their nations. This however, has never 
been a strong point in the halls of academe. 
 
 

The Academic response 
 

Those who have toiled in the halls of European academe will have 
quickly come to the realization that the academia is to varying degrees 
stately, to remarkable degrees conservative, and that its tenured 
faculty—especially those holding endowed chairs—can be 
disconcertingly territorial.  
 

New approaches to established fields may be tolerated to a degree as 
the inevitable peccadillo’s of junior faculty members who, if all other 
duties are done, may be allowed to teach a specialty course every few 
years. US universities, if perhaps not as stately, are largely the same: 
locked into disciplinary boxes, conservative and composed of senior 
faculty members who are every bit as jealous of their territorial 
imperatives as their European colleagues. 
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This is not to say that interdisciplinary approaches are alien to the 
academic world. I was a product of the committee system at the 
University of Chicago, which is a long established interdisciplinary 
tradition. Many other US universities boast similar interdisciplinary 
programs. While European universities lag behind in the creation of 
interdisciplinary units, there are increasing countervailing currents in 
this direction. In a fascinating article detailing the emerging trends in 
higher education in what the authors term an Emerging Global Model 
(EGM), they state: 
 

The changing academic landscape contributes to the complexity of 
the internal organization of EGM institutions. In recent years, 
research universities have expanded substantially, often desiring to 
become more comprehensive and more integrated by adding new 
programs to existing departments, establishing professional 
schools, launching new research centers, and encouraging 
interdisciplinary units (Mohrman et al 2008: 13).  

 
This trend is only beginning however. Much more is needed, as the 
“growth of interdisciplinary studies means shifting money and people 
from traditional departments to new centers. The expectation of 
diversified financing means that leaders often spend more of their time 
on fundraising than on academics” (Ibid: 14). 
 
In Terrorism studies, there was no greater boon than the events of 9/11. 
From the bare handful of recognized terrorism scholars that existed 
before that date, a veritable flood of ‘academic experts’ emerged full-
blown, sprouting in seminar rooms and talk shows like mushrooms  
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after a Spring rain. The small stream of dissertations on the topic soon 
turned into a flood and universities vied with each other to hire their 
own terrorism specialists. 
 

From the killing fields of Kampuchea in the 1970s, the camps and 
battlegrounds of the wars in the Former Yugoslavia in the 1990s or the 
murderous violence from such as the Lord’s Resistance Army in the 
Africa of today, the need for a viable cultural component to the field of 
Geopolitics could not be more clear or more pressing. But none of 
these conflicts represents the sort of existential threat to the West that 
9/11 and all that followed constituted, and so there exists no similar 
pressure to produce seemingly from whole cloth a field that could help 
policymakers and journalists alike to make sense of the seemingly 
unexplainable.  
 
 

Concluding remarks 
 

The field of Ethnogeopolitics will remain for some time to come a 
somewhat fashionable subset of larger disciplines. But that it has 
perhaps a brighter future is indicated by several very positive trends.  
 

The Association for the Study of EthnoGeoPolitics, founded in 2010-
2011 in the Netherlands, was a very promising start. Its original brief 
however, was focused on Eurasia.4 This had the benefit of identifying 
research institutes and universities with which to establish cooperative 
relations, but at the same time limited its scope geographically. At this 
stage, Ethnogeopolitics as a field was not yet ready to go fully beyond 
its origins in Russia and the Former Soviet Union.  
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The launch of the Association’s journal, Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics in 
2013 marked a turning point however. Its premier issue in Spring 2013 
boasted articles not only related to the FSU, but on Turkey and Nepal 
as well.5  Subsequent issues expanded both the geographic scope of the 
field but increased its depth and interdisciplinary focus.  
 

However, while the journal is peer-reviewed and charges no 
publication fees, it is open-access, which older and more hidebound 
scholars will find questionable. It is a model that remains controversial 
in academe, which some tenure committees find acceptable and 
others (including every committee on which I have served) simply do 
not. 
 
In sum, the future of the field is still very much in flux. The journal 
Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics and the quality of the academics 
surrounding it speaks of a very bright future. Indeed, each subsequent 
issue of the journal shows a remarkable growth of Editorial staff, 
moving far beyond the first issue’s triumvirate of Babak Rezvani, 
Caspar ten Dam and  Servet Sahin. All three are to be congratulated on 
their pioneering work and on the vision that both their association and 
journal evince.  
 

I believe that with this start, Ethnogeopolitics as an emerging field and 
discipline will have a vital place in the social sciences and humanities 
in particular; I hope that I can in a small way be a part of that 
development. 
 
Prof. Jeffrey Kaplan is the author or editor of 20 books and over 70 articles 
and anthology chapters on religious violence, millenarianism, terrorism 
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and oppositional religious movements. His most recent monograph is 
Apocalypse, Revolution and Terrorism: From the Sicari to the 
American Revolt Against the Modern World, which was published by 
Routledge in 2019. He has also published the career retrospective Radical 
Religion and Violence: Theory and Case Studies, as the first volume in 
the Routledge Distinguished Author series. He is Book Review Editor for 
the peer-reviewed journal Terrorism and Political Violence. He is 
currently a Professor at Habib University in Karachi, Pakistan.   
kaplan@uwosh.edu  
 
 
Endnotes 

 

1. In this, the Soviets were hardly alone (see e.g. Kaufmann 1998). 
2. See further on Cold War development of Active Measures: Select 

Committee on Intelligence, US Senate, "Disinformation: A Primer in 
Russian Active Measures and Influence Campaigns," 30 (2017): 
www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-115shrg25362/html/CHRG-
115shrg62.htm. United States Information Agency, "Soviet Active 
Measures in the Era of Glasnost: A Report to Congress by the United 
States Information Agency," (1988), 
http://insidethecoldwar.org/sites/default/files/documents/Soviet%2
0Active%20Measures%20in%20the%20Era%20of%20Glasnot%20M
arch%201988.pdf.       

3. There is a growing body of literature on hybrid warfare, the best of 
which comes from various military research centers in Europe and 
the US. For our purposes, a brief but relevant introduction would be 
Håkan Gunneriusson & Sascha D. Bachmann, “Russia’s Hybrid 
Warfare in the East: Using the Information Sphere as Integral to 
Hybrid Warfare,” Georgetown journal of international affairs  (2015): 
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www.researchgate.net/publication/277953401_RUSSIA%27S_HYBRI
D_WARFARE_IN_THE_EAST_USING_THE_INFORMATION_SPHER
E_AS_INTEGRAL_TO_HYBRID_WARFARE. 

4. See www.ethnogeopolitics.org/about-us/.  
5. Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 1:1 (Spring 2013),  

www.ethnogeopolitics.org/cms/wp-
content/uploads/2014/03/ForumEthnoGeoPoliticsVol1No1SpringMay
2013.pdf. 

 
 

References—Bibliography 
 

Abrams, Steve. “Beyond Propaganda: Soviet Active Measures in Putin's 
Russia.” Connections 15, no. 1 (2016): 5-31. 
 
Agency, United States Information. “Soviet Active Measures in the Era of 
Glasnost:A Report to Congress by the United States Information Agency.” 
1988. 
 
Bassin, Mark. “The Emergence of Ethno-Geopolitics in Post-Soviet Russia.” 
Eurasian Geography and Economics 50, no. 2 (2009): 131-49. 
 
Costa, Jeffrey Kaplan and Christopher. “On Tribalism, Auxiliaries, Affiliates 
and Autonomous Cell Terrorism.” Terrorism and Political Violence 26, no. 1 
(January-March 2014): 13-44. 
 
Giegerich, Bastian. “Hybrid Warfare and the Changing Character of 
Conflict.” Connections 15, no. 2 (2016): 65-72. 
 
Gunneriusson, Håkan & Sascha Dominik Bachmann. “Russia’s Hybrid  
 

177



Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.7 No.2 Winter 2019 
 

 

 178 

 
 
Warfare in the East: Using the Information Sphere as Integral to Hybrid 
Warfare.” Georgetown journal of international affairs (2015): 198-211. 
 
Kaplan, Jeffrey. “Life During Wartime: Active Measures in the Microchip 
Era.” Defense Review (Hungary) 145, no. 1 (2017): 118-37. 
 
______________. Terrorist Groups and the New Tribalism: Terrorism’s Fifth 
Wave. London: Routledge, 2010. 
 
Kaufmann, Chaim D. “When All Else Fails: Ethnic Population Transfers and 
Partitions in the Twentieth Century.” International security 23, no. 2 (1998): 
120-56. 
 
Mohrman, Kathryn, Wanhua Ma & David  Baker. “The Research University 
in Transition: The Emerging Global Model.” Higher education policy 21, no. 1 
(2008): 5-27. 
 
Pohl, J. Otto. Ethnic Cleansing in the USSR, 1937-1949. Greenwood Press 
Westport, CT, 1999. 
 
Rid, Thomas J. Select Committee on Intelligence, US Senate. 
“Disinformation: A Primer in Russian Active Measures and Influence 
Campaigns.” 30 (2017). 
 
Sageman, Marc. Leaderless Jihad: Terror Networks in the Twenty-First 
Century.  Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008. 
 
________________. Turning to Political Violence: The Emergence of Terrorism. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017. 
 
 

178



Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.7 No.2 Winter 2019 
 

 

 179 

 
 
Shultz, Richard H. & Roy Godson. Dezinformatsia: Active Measures in Soviet 
Strategy. Washington: Pergamon-Brassey's, 1984. 
 
 
NB: do you have any comments on Jeffrey Kaplan’s article? Please send these 
(maximum 3,000 words) to info@ethnogeopolitics.org, or through the contact 
form at www.ethnogeopolitics.org. These may appear as Critical Responses in 
the next issue(s) of the journal. Extensive critical responses with source 
references may be published as full-fledged articles. Please supply your name, 
contact details, titles and affiliations, including your specialisms and any 
major publications. 
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