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Abstract

Nicholas Spykman contributed to defining the national security strategy of the United States during WWII, which has

served as the framework for its foreign policy ever since. This strategy has been adapted to the current international

scenario, in which the rise of China represents the main challenge to the US. As a result, the Indo-Pacific region has

become the focal point of US security concerns. This paper examines the consistency of US policy towards the

Russian invasion of Ukraine with its national strategy, employing a geopolitical approach based on neoclassical realism.

To accomplish this, the paper utilizes the analytical concept of geographic mental map to shed light on how US foreign

policy-makers comprehend international politics and make decisions. The objective of this article is to test the

hypothesis that US policy towards Ukraine is not coherent with its national security strategy, as it has allocated

significant resources to a region of lesser geopolitical importance compared to the Indo-Pacific, where the rivalry with

China is taking place. Additionally, the article aims to explain this policy by reviewing the contributions of foreign policy

advisors and analyzing official statements from US institutions and decision-makers.

Keywords: Geographic mental map; US foreign policy; national security strategy; strategic framework; perception of

reality.

 

Introduction

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has fostered bipartisan unity in the United States in providing assistance to Ukraine.

However, the prolonged conflict in Eastern Europe has ignited controversy in American domestic politics, prompting

discussions about the alignment with the US national security strategy. Within this context, realist scholars have examined

various facets of the strategic implications of the ongoing US foreign policy towards Ukraine.1 Nevertheless, there remains

a gap in the analysis regarding the coherence of the US national security strategy in Eastern Europe. For this reason, this

article aims to analyze the coherence between the US national security strategy and its foreign policy concerning the

Russian invasion of Ukraine. To achieve this objective, the article addresses the following questions: Is the US policy in
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the Russian invasion of Ukraine consistent with its national security strategy? What factors explain the US policy?

The hypothesis that answers these questions and seeks to be tested is as follows: The US policy in the war in Ukraine is

not consistent with its national security strategy because it has involved diverting a significant portion of its resources to a

region of lesser strategic importance than the Indo-Pacific, where China emerges as its primary international rival.

However, due to the deterioration of relations with Russia in recent decades and the relative decline of Russian power,

American leaders have perceived the war in Ukraine as an opportunity to weaken Russia and achieve a strategic defeat,

aiming to remove it from the international competition among the major powers in the system.

Neoclassical realism serves as the theoretical framework to test the hypothesis. In this way, the system variable, namely

the war in Ukraine, is related to the intervening variable of the perception of reality by American leaders. To accomplish

this objective, the analytical concept of geographic mental map is employed to clarify the US national security strategy

from a spatial perspective. This concept helps elucidate the framework through which the leaders of this country interpret

the international reality. The aim is to determine the level of coherence between this strategy and the policy adopted in the

Ukraine war.

The methodology employed is qualitative and is based on the review of literature on neoclassical realism, as well as on

cognitive geography and geopolitics, for the theoretical framework. Regarding empirical analysis, official documents from

US decision-making bodies, statements by US leaders, monographs on US foreign policy, academic articles, and news

articles published in media outlets are utilized to elucidate the geographic mental map of American leaders and the US

national security strategy. This approach enables a comparison between US national security and its foreign policy in

strategic interactions with Russia and the war in Ukraine.

The research structure is as follows. Firstly, it addresses the theoretical framework, the variables considered, and how

geopolitics is employed to develop a spatial analysis of the object of study. Secondly, it analyzes the configuration of the

geographic mental map of the US elite and presents the national security strategy that guides this nation's foreign policy.

Following this, the article examines the relationship between the US strategy and the policy adopted in the Ukraine war,

along with the factors that have influenced the adoption of this policy.

The perception of reality

Neoclassical realism remains a theory that is still subject to discussion and has, therefore, been criticized. Some of these

criticisms have been particularly harsh,2 while others have been more lenient.3 Nevertheless, these criticisms have not

hindered its theoretical and practical development through various empirical studies.4

The theoretical framework of neoclassical realism is based on Kenneth Waltz's three levels of analysis: the individual, the

state, and the international system levels, known as the first, second, and third images, respectively.5 This perspective

has led neoclassical realism to consider the system level as crucial in explaining a state's international behavior. However,

unlike neorealism, it employs a multilevel analysis by integrating factors from both the first and second images.

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 2/23



The organization of the international system depends on the unequal distribution of material capabilities among units,

resulting in a power structure that constrains the actions of each unit. The neoclassical realist approach to international

relations is based on the role of systemic pressures, which interact with intervening variables at the unit level, providing an

explanation for why states adopt different international behaviors in response to similar stimuli.6 According to this

perspective, intervening variables at the domestic level filter the systemic variables of the international environment. This

means that the complex processes of domestic politics act as a transmission belt for external forces.7

Neoclassical realist analyses encompass various intervening variables from the first and second images.8 This research

specifically focuses on the interactions of systemic pressures with variables in the first image, such as cognitive filters that

influence how American leaders process information and perceive reality.9

Cognitive filters consist of values, beliefs, and images that affect how foreign policy-makers understand and interact with

the external world. Their function is to assist decision-makers in foreign policy to process information. The variation of

these filters among individuals accounts for divergent reactions of leaders when confronted with similar challenges and

opportunities.10 This intervening variable is used through the analytical concept of geographic mental map to elucidate

how American leaders perceive the international geopolitical reality and define the US strategy. In this way, the perception

of the American elites can be clarified from a spatial perspective, as well as the role of the Ukraine war in their strategy.

Geopolitical codes, geographic mental maps, and geographic scales

This section explains the concept of geographic mental map, for which it is necessary to clarify both the compatibility

between neoclassical realism and geopolitics, and the understanding of geopolitics as it pertains to the definition of

geographic mental map.

Although realist theories are grounded in geopolitical assumptions that have been extensively discussed,11 there are

variations in how authors within this school of thought interpret geopolitics. For instance, Hans Morgenthau regarded it as

a pseudoscience,12 while John Mearsheimer incorporated geopolitics into his analysis by taking into account a state's

geographical location when projecting its power in certain regions.13 Neoclassical realist authors also share a similar

perspective.14 However, while realist authors typically perceive geopolitics in systemic terms, this study conceptualizes it

across all scales, encompassing both the international and domestic levels.15

Furthermore, it is important not to overlook the significant divergences among specialists regarding the object, method,

and foundations of geopolitics.16 This highlights the necessity of acknowledging the plurality of geopolitics, as different

definitions correspond to different worldviews.17 The existence of a wide variety of geopolitical schools of thought confirms

this assertion.18

Geopolitics is considered here as the study of how political phenomena interact with the geographical environment and

how this influences the organization of space.19 It is also approached from a strategic perspective, as it is grounded in

geography, which is strategic knowledge.20 Additionally, geopolitics involves the study of a state's external spatial
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relations in the organization of the international space.21

Unlike authors of critical geopolitics, who view geopolitics as a set of discursive practices,22 this study considers

geopolitics as practices embedded in war, foreign policy, and diplomacy, with tangible manifestations in the organization

of space. Therefore, no purely spatial processes precede, influence, or determine the social and political processes that

occur within them.23 Space is a socially constructed reality that implies, contains, and disguises social relations, reflecting

power relations resulting from social superstructures such as the state. Hence, space is organized according to the

specific demands of these structures.24 Physical geography simply constrains the potential arrangements of space.

The decisions regarding spatial organization made by leaders in the domains of military, diplomacy, and foreign policy

reflect the prevailing geopolitical practices within a country. These practices constitute geopolitical codes, representing a

particular mode of reasoning grounded in politico-geographical assumptions about the security of the state or a group of

states, potential threats, and available responses. State elites develop these codes in spatial arrangements through their

daily geopolitical activities. Consequently, each country has its own set of geopolitical codes shaped by its geographical

location and its position within the international power structure, which, in turn, influences the range of geographical scales

(local, regional, and global) in which it operates.25

National capabilities and geographical location both play a role in delineating the national interest and its geopolitical

extent. These factors impose limitations on the state's strategic engagements in the international arena. Consequently,

the state's interactions with other international actors are directed by its geopolitical codes, which mirror the underlying

vision or national image of its leaders.26 These images constitute a mental framework that can be analyzed from a spatial

perspective through geographic mental maps.

Material factors constrain the ideas or beliefs that shape a leader's perception of national capabilities and, consequently,

their perception of the state's position in the international power structure.27 These ideas include the spatial relationships

between states based on their position within that structure. This research specifically focuses on how American leaders

perceive Russia's international position, the significance of the war in Ukraine, and their role in American strategy.

Geographic mental maps simplify reality and assist decision-making. They comprise a cognitive framework constructed

from a set of beliefs and ideas that filter geographic information, enabling its organization in a relatively cohesive

manner.28 Hence, geographic mental maps serve as spatial frameworks for policy-makers perceptions of reality and their

definition of a given situation. Mental maps serve individuals or groups in diagnosing and assessing problems, ultimately

limiting the possible policies that can be adopted.29 Thus, mental maps represent a variable that exerts influence over the

depiction of reality as they interact with systemic pressures in defining external threats and potential state responses.

Although geographic mental maps are an analytical concept with limited theoretical development,30 they help elucidate

the worldview of the US elite. Various methods exist to clarify these mental maps.31 This research analyzes contributions

from government advisors who have had the most significant impact on shaping the major strategic lines of US national

security and foreign policy, as well as official documents that define strategic doctrine and the global vision of US leaders

through their public statements. This is combined with the study of foreign policy actions and relations with other
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countries.

By shedding light on the geographic mental maps of the American elite, it is possible to elucidate the relative significance

of distinct locations and depict the spatial interconnections among diverse actors within the international arena. These

maps are a simplified image of a complex reality. In this way, they contribute to defining foreign policy, projecting the

vision that a country, in this case, the US, has of its place in the world, its national interest, and how to defend it, all of

which guide the conduct of the state's foreign action.32

The levels of spatial analysis used in this study correspond to the conceptualization established by neoclassical realism

regarding the interactions between the first and third images. Hence, the connections between these levels are thoroughly

investigated.33 Accordingly, geographic mental maps correspond to a large-scale spatial analysis level, focusing on

individuals comprising the American elite and corresponding to the first image's conceptualization level. The other level of

analysis is the small-scale level, as US foreign policy is the object of study, with the spatial sets being the US in the

international system and the European region. This represents a spatial analysis level that aligns with the

conceptualization level of the third image.

The configuration of the American elite's geographic mental map

The geographic mental map of American leaders constitutes a relatively stable reference in guiding the country's foreign

policy. This stability arises because the configuration of the mental map depends on the geographical location of the state

and its position in the international power structure. In the case of the US, the country enjoys a highly advantageous

geographic position, as there are no other major powers in its region that pose an external invasion threat. As a result, the

US has achieved notable levels of security, further bolstered by the fact that most major powers are situated in Eurasia,

effectively averting threats from its borders. Thanks to this favorable location, the US has preserved its economic

production capacity intact during recent military conflicts in which it has participated.

In addition to physical geography, national capabilities are another critical factor in shaping the geographic mental map of

the American elite. Thus, since the end of World War II, the US has held a prominent position in the international system,

influencing the perspective American leaders have developed regarding the global stage. This has led to a shift in how

American leaders perceive and comprehend international reality, driven by the expanded geographical scope of US

interests.

The current configuration of the American geographic mental map is rooted in Alfred Thayer Mahan's work,34 who

conceptualized the US as a maritime power due to its geographical location. However, the most significant contribution to

defining the mental map of American leaders came from Halford John Mackinder. His work, reflecting the perspective of a

maritime power like early 20th century Great Britain, was instrumental in explaining the interests of the US in the world in

spatial terms. Mackinder framed history as an enduring contest between maritime and continental powers influenced by

the arrangement of landmasses. Based on this premise, he formulated his theory of the geographical pivot of history, later

renamed the heartland.35 According to Mackinder's theory, the heart of Eurasia encompasses a vast expanse that is
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impervious to encirclement by sea or complete invasion, thus rendering it a strategic zone whereby control equates to

dominance over global politics.

Map 1. Map of the pivot area reflecting Mackinder's geographic mental map. 36

From Mackinder's perspective, the foreign policy of a maritime power like Great Britain had to prevent a continental power

from gaining control of the Eurasian heartland and, therefore, achieving hegemony in the world island. Such a scenario

would pose a significant threat to the interests and security of the British Empire, given its potential to amass abundant

resources for naval construction, enabling it to contend for oceanic control and ultimately attain global dominance.

The configuration of Mackinder's geographic mental map is based on physical morphology. In this regard, he stated,

“There is one ocean covering nine-twelfths of the globe; there is one continent—the World-Island—covering two-twelfths

of the globe; and there are many smaller islands, whereof North America and South America are, for effective purposes,

two, which together cover the remaining one-twelfth.”37 Mackinder's view of the global geographic space established the

foundations for the definition of the American leaders' geographic mental map, as well as the conceptualization of the US

as a maritime power.

During World War II, Mackinder's geopolitical model was adapted to the US national security strategy to define its foreign

policy. This task was undertaken by Nicholas Spykman in 1942, considering, like Mackinder, the influence of physical

geography on historical events. In this respect, Spykman deduced the foreign policy of nations from the attributes of their

geomorphology.38 According to his viewpoint, physical geography is the most fundamental factor in foreign policy, as it is
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the most stable of all.39 Hence, the international strategy of the US should conform to the physical realities dictated by

geography, thus adopting a maritime perspective due to its geographical location.

Unlike Mackinder, Spykman considered the rimland the decisive region in world politics, the strip of land extending from

northwest Europe and reaching the Far East of the Eurasian continent through the Middle East and South Asia. Gaining

control over this extensive geographical region that stretches across the periphery of Eurasia is essential for global

dominance. Spykman summarized it as follows: “Who controls the rimland rules Eurasia; who rules Eurasia controls the

destinies of the world.”40 The intermediate zone between the heartland and the insular crescent, encompassing the

adjacent islands, represents the pivotal geopolitical area on the planet. Throughout history, it has witnessed significant

conflicts between maritime and continental powers, underscoring the decisive nature of its control in asserting a dominant

position on the international stage.

Map 2. The world according to Spykman. 41

Drawing upon the aforementioned points, Spykman concluded that safeguarding the security of the US hinges on

thwarting the dominance of any individual state or coalition of states in the Old World (comprising Eurasia, Africa,

Australia, and their respective coastal islands). To achieve this objective, a balance of power policy based on alliances

with weaker states is developed in these regions to counterbalance any potential hegemonic aspirations of other states.42

Therefore, foreign policy should focus its actions on the rimland, the coastal areas of Eurasia from Northwest Europe to

Southeast Asia and East Asia, spanning the Middle East and South Asia, to prevent any other power from controlling this

strategic zone.43
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Map 3. Old World encirclement and rimland (Spykman 1944a, 177). 44

Spykman's geopolitical outlook embodies a regionalist viewpoint, underscoring the significance of distinct geographical

locations within the global geopolitical arena and, in turn, the relevance of regional actors or power hubs in shaping

dynamics across the globe. This perspective has been developed by different authors who have shaped the geographic

mental map of the American elite, such as George Kennan, referring to areas where military-industrial power is

concentrated,45 Saul B. Cohen and his notion of the shatter belt,46 or Zbigniew Brzezinski and his concept of the linchpin

state.47 According to this regionalist approach, there are zones of special strategic importance for the security and

interests of the US. Hence, its foreign policy should focus on maintaining the balance of power and concentrate on these

regions, primarily on the rimland.

The containment policy outlined by George Kennan follows the basic framework established by Spykman, aimed at

preventing any state or alliance of states from taking control of the Eurasian continent.48 In this instance, the focus of

containment was directed at the Soviet Union. Derived from this geopolitical theory, it was deduced that there existed a

set of strategically significant geographic locations along the periphery of Eurasia that needed to remain beyond Soviet

control. These locations were critical for the US and were concentrated within the shatter belt encircling the USSR's

periphery. The objective was to hinder the Soviet Union's access to the sea via the Indian Ocean or the Mediterranean.49

To accomplish this, a strategic approach was employed, entailing the formation of alliances with various countries along

the rimland to discourage Soviet expansion. In any case, the implementation of the containment policy underscores the

influential role of specific geopolitical theories in shaping the perspectives and actions of foreign policy decision-makers.

This influence is reflected in maps that embody the vision of US leaders regarding the international environment.50

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 8/23



The US national security strategy and its policy in the war in Ukraine

Spykman warned that China could become a real threat to the US in the future due to its large population and its

geographical expanse along the rimland, with a coastline of 18,000 kilometers providing access to the South China Sea.51

The rise of China has confirmed Spykman's prediction, explaining why China is currently a priority in US strategy.

While it is true that US foreign policy had been focused on the Middle East until the presidency of Barack Obama, it was

under his administration that greater attention began to be paid to the rise of China as it narrowed its economic gap with

the US.52 Thus, the US started reorienting its foreign policy towards the Western Pacific, adopting a more realist approach

to its relations with China. While it took time for these changes to materialize in US foreign policy, Obama expressed his

intentions early in his presidency by declaring himself as the first Pacific President.53 This, coupled with the perspectives

of certain advisors on China's ascent, prompted the exploration of a fresh strategy aimed at effectively addressing the

complexities of an increasingly significant region.54

The pivot to the Pacific began to materialize in US foreign policy during the administration of Donald Trump, moving from

intention to a visible reality within the framework of the new structural trends of an international system in transformation.

The hardening of US policy towards China, particularly in trade, technology, and security, which resulted in increased

tensions between the two powers, was reflected in the strategic doctrine of national security. In 2017, a pivotal moment

emerged as the US acknowledged, for the first time in several decades, that the rivalry between major powers presented

the utmost challenge to both American security and the global order.55

Changes in the international arena due to the systemic pressure that China's rise represents for the US have been

interpreted by the American elite through their geographic mental maps. This has led to considering Russia a regional

power,56 which is no longer the primary strategic threat to the US.57 In this way, China has become the primary threat to

the US, having increased its national capabilities and expanded the geographical scope of its interests with a growing

presence in the Indo-Pacific. Indeed, American policy-makers have reached the conclusion that China has the potential to

emerge as a regional hegemon, capable of obstructing American access to the East Asian region. Consequently, China

has been characterized in the US national security strategy as the sole competitor with the potential to combine its

economic, diplomatic, military, and technological might to pose a sustained challenge to the established international

order. This assessment has substantiated the imperative to realign US foreign policy towards the Indo-Pacific.58

The increasing importance of China at the expense of Russia has relegated the latter to a secondary position in US

foreign policy. The reduction of the US military presence in Europe during the Obama presidency, except for rotational

troops deployed during the 2014 Ukrainian crisis, serves as clear evidence of this shift. In addition to this, the 2017

National Security Strategy categorized Russia as a revisionist state and a regional threat, aspiring to great power status

and seeking to establish its own spheres of influence.59 In the 2022 National Security Strategy, Russia is now deemed an

immediate threat to security in Europe, further diminishing the region's relevance to the US.60

US foreign policy aims to constrain Russia's foreign action as its behavior has proven dangerous and destabilizing, as

demonstrated in Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014. However, due to Russia's lesser importance than China, the US
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envisions European countries assuming greater responsibility for their security.61

In line with Spykman's geographic mental map, the US aims to utilize the support of its European allies in countering

Russia and its imperial ambitions. This strategic approach materializes in offshore balancing,62 where the US aims to

avoid direct involvement in European security, gradually shifting the economic and military burden onto European hands.

The European support to Ukraine, totaling roughly €85 billion,63 exemplifies this strategy, enabling the US to focus on its

competition with China. Consequently, the US has pressured its European allies to fulfill their commitment of allocating

2% of GDP to defense spending.64

Europe is a geographically less important theater for the US compared to the Indo-Pacific region. However, US leaders

have interpreted the Russian invasion of Ukraine as an opportunity to undermine Russia and deal it a strategic defeat, as

indicated in the 2022 National Security Strategy. This entails obstructing Russia's access to specific resources (financial

and technological) crucial for sustaining the invasion and, to the best of their ability, limiting Russia's participation in

international decision-making arenas. All of this is combined with an increased US military presence in Europe and the

strengthening of defense and deterrence capabilities on NATO's eastern flank, along with corresponding financial,

humanitarian, political, diplomatic, and military support to Ukraine.65 Thus, US military aid to Ukraine since the invasion on

February 24, 2022, amounts to approximately $44.2 billion,66 and when combined with other non-military assistance, it

totals roughly $113.4 billion.67 All of this reflects the US political will to thwart Russia's plans in Ukraine.

US policy leaves no doubt about its intentions to weaken Russia to the point where it suffers a defeat that impacts its

national capabilities and decisively undermines its strategic position. This policy aims to prevent Russia from undertaking

future aggressions against third countries. This perspective, as expressed by Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin, confirms

that US leaders consider the war in Ukraine as an opportunity to exclude Russia from the international competition among

the major powers of the system.68 This course of action ultimately denies Russia any possibility of reclaiming its status as

a great power.

If US policy in Ukraine succeeds in weakening Russia to a point resembling the situation in the 1990s, the foreign policy of

this country will be severely constrained, and its external dependence on China will relegate it to the status of a vassal

state and a mere low-cost repository of natural resources.69

However, the policy adopted by US leaders is not consistent with the strategic framework defined by their geographic

mental map. The European region, and more specifically, the war in Ukraine, has less strategic importance compared to

the Indo-Pacific region and the competition with China. In this regard, the actions of the US are not coherent with its own

strategy, as Ukraine may ultimately become a distraction that consumes resources to the detriment of the needs posed by

the much tougher rivalry with China. It is important to highlight that US assistance to Ukraine almost equals the total aid

received by Afghanistan in 2011 when it peaked at around $110 billion.70 Depending on the war's duration and intensity, it

may contribute to weakening the US and leaving it in an economically and militarily compromised position when

confronting the challenge posed by China.

Although this conflict appears to significantly undermine Russia's international position, the potential costs for the US in
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economic, military, and political terms remain uncertain. Internal problems may arise due to changing alliances among

different political and social forces, which can also impact the development of US foreign policy. For this reason, the

approach adopted with Ukraine does not align with the strategic framework of the US.

Additionally, it should be noted that the strong support for Ukraine has effectively hindered any possible resolution of the

conflict other than a clear military defeat of Russia, which may not occur in the end. It is important to point out that US

policy has only contributed to bringing Russia and China closer together, as evidenced by the renewal of the strategic

partnership between these nations. Collaboration between China and Russia contributes to creating the scenario that

Spykman warned should be avoided, namely, the formation of an alliance of states dominating the Old World and blocking

US access to Eurasia. Brzezinski later echoed this idea, emphasizing the importance of avoiding the convergence of two

powers capable of controlling both the heartland and the rimland, which would directly threaten US security.71

From a strategic perspective, it would be more advantageous for the US to maintain cordial relations with Russia to

counterbalance China and prevent collaboration between these countries against US interests in Eurasia. In doing so, the

US would create a political and military pressure point north of China, which could distract its determined attempts to

become a maritime power capable of controlling the South China Sea and annexing Taiwan.72 As Alfred Mahan pointed

out, the need to monitor vast interior borders, especially when they border other major powers, poses a significant

challenge to becoming a maritime power.73

Different historical events confirm the previous perspective. The Tumu Crisis in 1449, where the Mongols defeated China,

marked a turning point that prevented the empire from becoming a maritime power. The defensive system of China shifted

its focus towards repelling attacks from steppe peoples thereafter.74 Similarly, tensions between China and the Soviet

Union during the Cold War created a continental focal point of tension, hindering China's ability to modernize its navy and

develop maritime power. 75 As the security environment in Eurasia changed, and Russia is no longer considered a threat,

China modernized its navy and surpassed the US in the number of warships in 2020,76 posing a significant challenge to

American power. All this foreshadows the strengthening of the partnership between China and Russia, with the latter

bound to be the junior partner.

While US policy in the war in Ukraine weakens Russia, it may also have unintended consequences that undermine the

US in the medium term. It is crucial to note that Eastern Europe's relatively lesser geopolitical significance means that

China does not suffer any negative consequences; instead, it benefits from the weakening of Russia, further increasing its

dependence on its Chinese partner. China would also stand to gain from any weakening this conflict could ultimately

cause for the US. This situation also aligns with Russia's pivot towards Asia, advocated by some Kremlin advisors.77 This

shift is driven by the growing economic importance of East Asia and Russia's strategic considerations amidst increasing

isolation. China not only gains access to significant natural resources at favorable prices but also strengthens its political

influence over Russia. In the long term, this increased influence may enable China to exert constraints on Russia's actions

in the international arena, aligning them with China's own interests.

However, the US stance on the invasion of Ukraine contradicts the traditional strategic framework that has guided US
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foreign policy. The portrayal of support for Ukraine as a struggle between democracy and autocracy aligns primarily with

the liberal approach of the Biden administration, wherein ideological considerations have taken precedence over strategic

ones. Nevertheless, other interconnected with the dynamics of US-Russia relations in recent decades have influenced the

adoption of this policy.

Explanatory factors of US policy in the war in Ukraine

The explanatory factors of US policy in the war in Ukraine can be classified into two types. Firstly, the foreign policies of

the US and Russia, which have been shaped by their respective goals, interests, and mutual interactions. These factors

have played a significant role in shaping the perceptions developed by their respective leaders. Secondly, another

prominent factor is the US leaders' perceptions of Russia's capabilities, greatly influencing their interpretation of the war.

Firstly, it is important to note that the dissolution of the Soviet Union resulted in Russia's decline in the international power

structure. In response, the US sought to establish a new type of relationship with Russia based on the belief that the

country was gradually moving towards a liberal democracy, albeit hesitantly and unevenly.78 This perception led the US to

adopt an engagement policy to promote democracy in Russia. Consequently, Russia was granted participation in various

international institutions despite not meeting the economic and political requirements. These concessions and gestures

led Russian leaders to believe that the US was willing to recognize Russia as a great power.79

As Russia sought recognition as a great power from the US but failed to achieve it, their bilateral relations gradually

deteriorated.80 This rift can be traced back to the late 1990s when Russian foreign policy, under the leadership of Foreign

Minister Yevgeny Primakov,81 adopted a more nationalist approach. Subsequently, when Vladimir Putin became prime

minister and announced his vision of transforming Russia into a great power,82 Russian foreign policy became

increasingly assertive and confrontational. This shift materialized in various events that further strained relations between

the two countries.83 In essence, Russia's deteriorating relationship with the US can be attributed to its reluctance to accept

a subordinate role within the Western framework and its inability to adapt to the new international landscape that emerged

after the Cold War.

Therefore, the combination of the Western refusal to accept Russia's integration into its economic and political structures

and US unilateralist policies in the early 21st century contributed to a change in the perception of the international reality

within the Russian elite, shaping their geographic mental map. This led Russian leaders to conclude that the US seeks to

deprive Russia of its sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. The US withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty in

2002, its intention to deploy a missile defense system in Eastern Europe, its unilateral use of force, and the expansion of

NATO towards Eastern Europe reinforced this perception. As a result, Russian foreign policy sought to reaffirm the

position of the Russian state in the post-Soviet space, as demonstrated by the war with Georgia in 2008. Russian leaders

embarked on a new project of imperial reconstruction that crystallized in the new geographic mental map of Greater

Eurasia.84

Despite a period of rapprochement between Russia and the US during Dmitry Medvedev's presidency (2008-2011), the
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dominant trend in their long-term relationship has been one of gradual distancing and continuous friction. This is evident in

the accusations against the US of interfering in Russian parliamentary elections and being behind the subsequent popular

protests in 2011, while Russia granted asylum to Edward Snowden in 2013. The Syrian civil war and North Korea's

nuclear ambitions contributed to mutual distancing, too. Afterwards, the Ukraine crisis in 2014, with the annexation of

Crimea and the occupation of Donbas, was a turning point that accelerated and exacerbated the already strained US-

Russian relations. The US not only imposed sanctions on Russia but also publicly considered it a regional power. The

accusations of Russian interference in the 2016 US presidential elections, the expulsions of diplomats from both countries

during the Donald Trump administration, and the new economic sanctions brought the relationship between these

countries to its lowest levels since the Cold War.

The alignment of Russia and China in 2015 reduced the US maneuvering room in managing its relationship with Russia.

In this regard, it can be said that the invasion of Ukraine in 2022 was within the calculations of the US, as its 2017 National

Security Strategy already considered the possibility of a conflict with Russia due to a miscalculation on Russia's part.85 In

fact, the options for the US in the face of the Russian invasion were quite limited, so supporting Ukraine militarily,

politically, diplomatically, economically, and humanitarianly has been largely inevitable to curb Russia's imperialistic

aspirations.

Therefore, the policy adopted by the US towards Ukraine largely stems from the international context shaped by its

relations with Russia in recent years, which have been constrained by the divergent objectives and interests of both

countries. In this regard, the US has sought the transformation of Russia into a liberal democracy as a prerequisite for its

integration into Western political and economic structures, which has been accompanied by its refusal to accept the

existence of a Russian sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. Due to the impossibility of integrating into Western

institutions without changing its internal political regime, Russia's goal has been to obtain the US recognition of its great

power status and the existence of its exclusive sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. The latter was reflected in Russia's

letter to the US and its Western allies as an ultimatum in late 2021.

In addition to the international context shaped by US-Russian relations, US leaders perceive Russia as a declining

power.86 This view is further reinforced by various academic research studies.87 This perception is confirmed by the

underperformance of the Russian armed forces in Ukraine. In contrast, the fighting spirit of the Ukrainians and their

demonstrated effectiveness in repelling the Russian attack solidified this impression. All of this helps explain why the US

has chosen to allocate a significant amount of resources to defeat Russia strategically, believing that by undermining the

foundations of its power, it will be able to deactivate Russia internationally and exclude it from the competition among the

major powers.88

Conclusions

The geographic mental map of the US elite constitutes the framework for its national security strategy. Forged during

World War II, this map has evolved and been shaped throughout the Cold War to the present day. This worldview is
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based on the geographical location of the US and its position in the international power structure. The central idea guiding

this vision is to prevent the formation of a coalition of states that could dominate Eurasia. To achieve this, the US has

adopted a foreign policy focused on maintaining the balance of power through the rimland. In the context of the 21st-

century, this translates into containing the rise of China as the most serious competitor to the US.

However, US policy in Ukraine is not consistent with the geographic mental map of its leaders, as it receives significant

attention and resources despite having lesser strategic importance than the Indo-Pacific. This is further exacerbated by a

foreign policy that has driven Russia closer to China, enabling greater collaboration between the two states with the

potential to jointly dominate Eurasia. This policy contradicts the strategic framework of the US.

US policy in Ukraine is essentially the result of the deterioration of its relationship with Russia. On the one hand, this

deterioration can be attributed to the US refusal to accept Russia's integration into the political and economic structures of

the Western world and recognize its status as a great power. In turn, this has led the US to reject Russia's aspirations of

having a sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. On the other hand, there is Russia's mistrust of the US and the West for

not obtaining the status of a great power. This prompted Russian leaders to undertake a project of imperial reconstruction,

which, fueled by incidents in the post-Soviet periphery in recent decades, ultimately led to the invasion of Ukraine.

The interactions between Russia and the US, whose respective foreign policies are driven by divergent views of the

international reality and opposing interests, have shaped the political landscape of Eastern Europe, which has been

characterized by diplomatic, economic, and political friction. The dynamics of these interactions created a context in which

US options in its relationship with Russia were significantly reduced due to the distancing between the two countries.

Additionally, the US was unable to create suitable conditions to deter Russia from undertaking hostile military action

against Ukraine or to reach any compromise due to their conflicting interests. Russia's rapprochement with China further

compounded this situation due to worsening relations with the US, facilitating Russia's invasion of Ukraine under the belief

that it would have China's support and that Western countries would not remain united.

The above largely explains US policy towards Ukraine, but only partially. The significant allocation of military and

economic resources to Ukraine constitutes a qualitative difference in the level of support that could have been initially

expected from the US. This is due to US leaders' interpretation of the situation based on their perception of Russia's

capabilities and their deployment on the battlefield. Thus, the war in Ukraine is seen as an opportunity to severely weaken

Russia and inflict a strategic defeat, removing it from the competition among the major international powers.

However, the military conflict in Ukraine could turn into a war that diverts significant resources from the US to defeat

Russia. This scenario would weaken the US international position vis-à-vis China, making competition with this power

more challenging. In fact, China would benefit geopolitically from a conflict in which both the US and Russia emerged

significantly weakened, as it would increase Russia's dependence on China and create an opportunity to displace the US

from its current position. Ultimately, the costs that the war in Ukraine may eventually impose on the US could significantly

impact its competition with China, potentially turning a hypothetical strategic defeat of Russia into a strategic mistake for

the US.
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The evolution of the conflict and the deteriorating US-Russia relations have limited the options available to American

leaders. In the current context, the US commitment to European security might complicate its rivalry with China.

Furthermore, the ramifications of the Ukrainian war are anticipated to reverberate within American domestic politics, and

bipartisan support for the foreign policy stance on this issue may erode significantly.

Amid the uncertainties surrounding the war's eventual outcome, safeguarding its international position remains paramount

to the US national interest. Consequently, a protracted war is an undesirable prospect. If, within a reasonable timeframe,

Ukraine fails to make substantial progress on the battlefield effectively, and a static frontline leads to a deadlock, the US

should contemplate urging Ukraine to engage in armistice negotiations, effectively transforming the conflict into a frozen

war. As in Korea seven decades ago, a cease-fire would pause the violence and put off thorny political issues.89 This

arrangement would entail a signed document, international mediation, an agreed-on cease-fire line, mechanisms for

supervision, and enforcement measures.

Given the current circumstances, this kind of agreement would not settle the war but would be the least bad option by

establishing certainties and curbing the prospects of renewed hostilities and escalating aggression. This strategy would

empower the US to support Ukraine's growth under Western security guarantees and protection, thereby enabling the

allocation of resources to the Indo-Pacific region.

Comparatively, this approach would be significantly more favorable than draining US resources with a declining power like

Russia. In essence, it would signify a setback for Russia, attributed to the human and material toll it has incurred within

less than two years, all while failing to achieve its primary objectives. This outcome would severely weaken Russia, likely

plunging it into an unstable domestic scenario that would impede its foreign policy efforts and discourage further military

campaigns.

In this way, the US could encourage its European allies to reconstruct Ukraine and assume a more relevant role in

building security guarantees in Eastern Europe. At the same time, European nations and the US could buy time to

formulate a containment and deterrence strategy against Russia, considering that any reconciliation with this country is

improbable in both the near and mid-term. The strained relationship between the West and Russia is expected to persist

beyond the current war.

While this may complicate efforts to distance Russia from China and establish divisions between them, it would afford the

US the latitude to concentrate on countering China in the Western Pacific, which deserves much more attention in

political, economic, diplomatic, and military terms. Ultimately, this approach would allow the US to align its policy towards

Ukraine with its national security strategy.

Footnotes

1 John J. Mearsheimer, “Playing With Fire in Ukraine,” Foreign Affairs, Aug. 17, 2022,

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ukraine/playing-fire-ukraine Stephen M. Walt, “The Perpetually Irrational Ukraine Debate,”

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 15/23

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ukraine/playing-fire-ukraine


Foreign Policy, Nov. 29, 2022, https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/11/29/the-perpetually-irrational-ukraine-debate/ Nicholas R.

Smith and Grant Dawson, “Mearsheimer, Realism, and the Ukraine War,” Analyse & Kritik 44, no. 2 (2022), 175-200,

https://doi.org/10.1515/auk-2022-2023 

2Kevin Narizny, “On Systemic Paradigms and Domestic Politics: A Critique of the Newest Realism,” International Security

42, no. 2 (2017), 155-190, https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00296 Kevin Narizny, “Neoclassical Realism and Its Critics,”

International Security 43, no. 2 (2018), 199-203, https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_c_00332 Nathan A. Sears, “The Neoclassical

Realist Research Program: Between Progressive Promise and Degenerative Dangers,” International Politics Reviews 5,

(2017), 21-31, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41312-017-0020-x 

3 Nicholas R. Smith, “Can Neoclassical Realism Become a Genuine Theory of International Relations?,” The Journal of

Politics 80, no. 2 (2018), 742-749, https://doi.org/10.1086/696882 Magdalena Kozub-Karkut, “Neoclassical Realism and

Foreign Policy Analysis - A Possible Way of Integration?,” teoria polityki 3, (2019), 201-227,

https://doi.org/10.4467/25440845TP.19.011.10294 V. N. Konyshev, “Неоклассический реализм в теории

международных отношений,” Полис. Политические исследования 4, (2020), 94-111,

https://doi.org/10.17976/jpps/2020.04.07 

4 Mark R. Brawley, “Neoclassical realism and strategic calculations: explaining divergent British, French, and Soviet

strategies toward Germany between the world wars (1919-1939),” in Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, and Jeffrey W.

Taliaferro, eds., Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 75-

98. Kai He, “Explaining United States-China Relations: Neoclassical Realism and the Nexus of Threat-interest

Perceptions,” The Pacific Review 30, no. 2 (2017), 133-151, https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2016.1201130 Linnéa Gelot

and Martin Welz, “Pragmatic Eclecticism, Neoclassical Realism and Post-structuralism: Reconsidering the African

Response to the Lybian crisis of 2011,” Third World Quarterly 39, no. 12 (2018), 2334-2353,

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2018.1552078 

5 Kenneth N. Watz, Man, the State and War: A Theoretical Analysis (Nueva York: Columbia University Press, 1959).

6 Randall L. Schweller, “The Progressiveness of Neoclassical Realism,” in Colin Elman and Miriam F. Elman, eds.,

Progress in International Relations Theory: Appraising the Field (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004), 311-347.

7 Randall L. Schweller, “Unanswered Threats: A Neoclassical Realist Theory of Underbalancing,” International Security

29, no. 2 (2004), 164, https://doi.org/10.1162/0162288042879913 

8 Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, and Steve E. Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics

(Nueva York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 61-79. Elias Götz, “Neoclassical Realist Theories, Intervening Variables,

and Paradigmatic Boundaries,” Foreign Policy Analysis 17, no. 2 (2021), https://doi.org/10.1093/fpa/oraa026 

9 Amelia Hadfield-Amkhan, British Foreign Policy, National Identity, and Neoclassical Realism (Lanham: Rowman &

Littlefield, 2010). Nicholas Kitchen, “Systemic Pressures and Domestic Ideas: A Neoclassical Realist Model of Grand

Strategy Formation,” Review of International Studies 36, no. 1 (2010), 117-143,

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 16/23

https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/11/29/the-perpetually-irrational-ukraine-debate/
https://doi.org/10.1515/auk-2022-2023
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00296
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_c_00332
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41312-017-0020-x
https://doi.org/10.1086/696882
https://doi.org/10.4467/25440845TP.19.011.10294
https://doi.org/10.17976/jpps/2020.04.07
https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2016.1201130
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2018.1552078
https://doi.org/10.1162/0162288042879913
https://doi.org/10.1093/fpa/oraa026


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210509990532 Kai He, “Explaining United States-China Relations.” Gustav Meibauer,

“Interests, Ideas, and the Study of State Behaviour in Neoclassical Realism,” Review of International Studies 46, no. 1

(2020), 20-36, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210519000214 

10 Yuen F. Khong, Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965 (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1992). Deborah W. Larson, Origins of Containment: A Psychological Explanation (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1985). Stanley A. Renshon and Deborah W. Larson, Good Judgment in Foreign Policy:

Theory and Application (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003). Barbara R. Farnham, Roosevelt and the Munich Crisis:

A Study of Political Decision-Making (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997). Ripsman, Taliaferro and Lobell,

Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, 62.

11 Jonathan Haslam, No Virtue Like Necessity: Realist Thought in International Relations Since Machiavelli (New Haven:

Yale University Press, 2002). Semra R. Gökmen, Geopolitics and the Study of International Relations, PhD diss., Middle

East Technical University, 2010. Simon Dalby, “Realism and Geopolitics,” in Klaus Dodds, Merje Kuus, and Joanne Sharp,

eds., The Ashgate Research Companion to Critical Geopolitics (Londres: Routledge, 2013), 33-47.

12 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1948),

116.

13 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 2014).

14 Gustav Meibauer et al., “Forum: Rethinking Neoclassical Realism at Theory's End,” International Studies Review 23,

no. 1 (2021), 268–295, https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/viaa018

15 Béatrice Giblin, “Hérodote, une géographie géopolitique”, Cahiers de Géographie du Quebec 29, no. 77 (1985), 283-

294, https://doi.org/10.7202/021724ar

16 Heriberto Cairo, Elementos para una geopolítica crítica de la guerra y la paz: la construcción social del conflicto

territorial argentino-británico, PhD diss., Universidad Complutense de Madrid, 1993. Klaus Dodds, Global Geopolitics: A

Critical Introduction (Harlow: Pearson, 2005), 27-34.

17 Virginie D. Mamadouh, “Geopolitics in the Nineties: One Flag, Many Meanings,” GeoJournal 46, (1998), 237-253,

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1006950931650 Klaus Dodds and David Atkinson, eds., Geopolitical Traditions: A Century of

Geopolitical Thought (Londres: Routledge, 2003).

18 Geoffrey Parker, Western Geopolitical Thought in the Twentieth Century (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015). Merje Kuus,

“Critical Geopolitics,” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of International Studies, Nov. 30, 2017,

https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.013.137 David Criekemans, “Geopolitical Schools of Thought: A Concise

Overview from 1890 till 2020, and Beyond,” in David Criekemans, ed., Geopolitics and International Relations: Grounding

World Politics Anew (Leiden: Brill, 2022), 97-155.

19 Ladis K. D. Kristof, “The Origins and Evolution of Geopolitics,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 4, no. 1 (1960), 15-51,

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 17/23

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210509990532
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210519000214
https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/viaa018
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1006950931650
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.013.137


https://doi.org/10.1177/002200276000400103 Yves Lacoste, “Géographie, géopolitique et relations internationales,”

Relations Internationales 41, (1985), 39-58. Simon Dalby, “Geopolitics, the Revolution in Military Affairs and the Bush

Doctrine,” International Politics 46, (2004), 234, https://doi.org/10.1057/ip.2008.40 Edward W. Soja, The Political

Organization of Space, resource paper no. 8, Commission on College Geography (Washington D.C.: Association of

American Geographers, 1971).

20 Yves Lacoste, La geografía: un arma para la guerra (Barcelona: Gedisa, 1977).

21 W. Gordon East and A. G. Moodie, “Introduction: The World Background,” in W. Gordon East and A. G. Moodie, eds.,

The Changing World: Studies in Political Geography (London: George G. Harrap, 1956), 23.

22 Gearóid Ó Tuathail and John Agnew, “Geopolitics and Discourse: Practical Geopolitical Reasoning and American

Foreign Policy,” Political Geography 11, no. 2 (1992), 190-204, https://doi.org/10.1016/0962-6298(92)90048-X John

Agnew and Stuart Corbridge, Mastering Space. Hegemony, Territory and International Political Economy (Londres:

Routledge, 1995), 47.

23 Heriberto Cairo, Elementos para una geopolítica crítica de la guerra y la paz, 60.

24 Henri Lefebvre, La producción del espacio (Madrid: Capitán Swing, 2013), 139, 141.

25 Peter J. Taylor, Geopolitics Revived (Newcastle upon Tyne: University of Newcastle upon Tyne, 1988), 22-23. Britain

and the Cold War: 1945 as Geopolitical Transition (Londres: Pinter Publishers Limited, 1990), 13. Heriberto Cairo,

Elementos para una geopolítica crítica de la guerra y la paz, 40-42. John L. Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical

Appraisal of American National Security Policy during the Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), ix. Norman

G. D. Rae, Reinventing Geopolitical Codes in the Post-Cold War World With Special Reference to International Terrorism,

PhD diss., University of Glasgow, 2007, 19-20. Colin Flint and Peter J. Taylor, Political Geography: World-Economy,

Nation-State and Locality (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 51-52. Colin Flint, Introduction to Geopolitics (Abingdon:

Routledge, 2022), 50-54.

26 Kenneth E. Boulding, “National Images and International Systems,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, 3, no. 1 (1959), 120-

131.

27 Thomas J. Christensen, “Perceptions and Alliances in Europe, 1865-1940,” International Organization 51, no. 1 (1997),

68, https://doi.org/10.1162/002081897550302; Gideon Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,”

World Politics 51, no. 1 (1998), 147, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887100007814 Fareed Zakaria, From Wealth to Power:

The Unusual Origins of America's World Role (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 10. William C. Wohlforth, The

Elusive Balance: Power and Perceptions during the Cold War (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 26-28.

28 Ole R. Holsti, “Cognitive Process Approaches to Decision-Making: Foreign Policy Actors Viewed Psychologically,” in

Ole R. Holsti, Making American Foreign Policy (Nueva York: Routledge, 2006), 33-51. Alan K. Henrikson, “The

Geographical Mental Maps of American Foreign Policy Makers,” International Political Science Review 1, no. 4 (1980),

495-530, https://doi.org/10.1177/019251218000100405 

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 18/23

https://doi.org/10.1177/002200276000400103
https://doi.org/10.1057/ip.2008.40
https://doi.org/10.1016/0962-6298(92)90048-X
https://doi.org/10.1162/002081897550302
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887100007814
https://doi.org/10.1177/019251218000100405


29 Richard L. Moreland and John M. Levine, “Problem Identification by Groups,” in Stephen Worchel, Wendy Wood, and

Jeffry A. Simpson, eds., Group Processes and Productivity (Newbury Park: Sage, 1992), 17-47. Yaacov Y. I. Vertzberger,

The World in their Minds: Information Processing, Cognition and Perception in Foreign Policy Decisionmaking (Stanford:

Stanford University Press, 2002). Donald A. Sylvan and James F. Voss, eds., Problem Representation in Foreign Policy

Decision-Making (Nueva York: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

30 Luis da Vinha, “Assessing the Conceptual “Goodness” of Geographic Mental Maps for Foreign Policy Analysis,”

Romanian Review on Political Geography 13, no. 2 (2011), 133-148. “Charting Geographic Mental Maps in Foreign Policy

Analysis: A Literature Review,” Human Geographies 6, no. 1 (2012), 5-17, https://doi.org/10.5719/hgeo.2012.61.5 “Maps

of War and Peace: Rethinking Geography in International Affairs,” Brown Journal of World Affairs 25, no. 2 (2019), 73-89.

31 Alan K. Henrikson, “The Geographical Mental Maps of American Foreign Policy Makers,” 508-512.

32 Jean-Frédéric Morin and Jonathan Paquin, Foreign Policy Analysis: A Toolbox (Cham: Palgrave, 2018), 3.

33 Yves Lacoste, “Géographie, géopolitique et relations internationales,” 48.

34 Alfred T. Mahan, The Interest of America in Sea Power, Present and Future (Houghton: Mifflin & Company, 1890).

35 It should be noted that the geographic extent of the heartland or pivot area varied throughout Mackinder's work. Halford

J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History,” Geographical Journal 23, no. 4 (1904), 421-444,

https://doi.org/10.2307/1775498 Democratic Ideals and Reality. A Study in the Politics of Reconstruction (Washington

D.C.: National Defense University Press, 1996).

36“The Geographical Pivot of History,” 435.

37 Democratic Ideals and Reality, 46-47.

38 Nicholas Spykman, “Geography and Foreign Policy II,” American Political Science Review 32, no. 2 (1938), 213-236,

https://doi.org/10.2307/1948667 “Geography and Foreign Policy I,” American Political Science Review 32, no. 1 (1938),

28-50, https://doi.org/10.2307/1949029 

39“Geography and Foreign Policy I,” 29.

40 The Geography of the Peace (Nueva York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1944), 43.

41 Colin S. Gray, The Geopolitics of Super Power (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1988), 8.

42 Nicolas Spykman, Estados Unidos frente al mundo (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1944). Jan Nijman,

“Nicholas Spykman,” in John O’Loughlin, ed., Dictionary of Geopolitics (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1994), 222-223.

Geoffrey Parker, Western Geopolitical Thought in the Twentieth Century, 114-115.

43 Jan Nijman, “Rimland,” in John O’Loughlin, ed., Dictionary of Geopolitics (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1994), 209.

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 19/23

https://doi.org/10.5719/hgeo.2012.61.5
https://doi.org/10.2307/1775498
https://doi.org/10.2307/1948667
https://doi.org/10.2307/1949029


44 Nicolas Spykman, Estados Unidos frente al mundo, 177.

45 George F. Kennan, Realities of American Foreign Policy (Londres: Oxford University Press, 1954) 66. Jan Nijman and

Gearóid Ó Tuathail, “George Kennan,” in John O’Loughlin, ed., Dictionary of Geopolitics (Westport: Greenwood Press,

1994), 137.

46Saul B. Cohen, Geography and Politics in a Divided World (London: Methuen, 1963). “A New Map of Global Geopolitical

Equilibrium: A Developmental Approach,” Political Geography Quarterly 1, no. 3 (1982), 223-241,

https://doi.org/10.1016/0260-9827(82)90012-X 

47 Zbigniew Brzezinski, Game Plan: A Geostrategic Framework for the Conduct of the U.S.-Soviet Contest (Boston: The

Atlantic Monthly Press, 1986).

48 X, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs 25, no. 4 (1947), 566-582, https://doi.org/10.2307/20030065 

49 George F. Kennan, Memoirs: 1925-1950 (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1967). Geoffrey Sloan, Geopolitics in

United States Strategic Policy, 1890-1987 (Nueva York: St. Martin’s Press, 1988), 131. Gearóid Ó Tuathail, “Containment

Theory,” in John O’Loughlin, ed., Dictionary of Geopolitics (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1994), 50-52. Patrick O’Sullivan,

“Containment in Practice,” in John O’Loughlin, ed., Dictionary of Geopolitics (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1994), 49-50.

John L. Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 24-52.

50 Sloan, Geopolitics in United States Strategic Policy, 134.

51 Spykman, The Geography of the Peace, 51, 53.

52 Angang Hu, China's Road and China's Dream: An Analysis of the Chinese Political Decision-Making Process Through

the National Party Congress (Singapore: Springer, 2018), 174-177.

53 Mike Allen, “America’s first Pacific president,” Politico, Nov. 13, 2009, https://www.politico.com/story/2009/11/americas-

first-pacific-president-029511

54 Juan Tovar, La política internacional de las grandes potencias (Madrid: Editorial Síntesis, 2021), 93.

55 The White House. National Security Strategy of the United States of America (Washington D.C.: The White House,

2017), 2-3.

56 John Yoo, “A Great Power No More,” National Review, March 8, 2014, https://www.nationalreview.com/2014/03/russia-

great-power-no-more-john-yoo/

57 The White House, National Security Strategy: October 2022 (Washington D.C.: The White House, 2022).

58 Joseph R. Biden Jr., Interim National Security Strategic Guidance (Washington D.C.: The White House, 2021), 8.

59 National Security Strategy of the United States of America.

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 20/23

https://doi.org/10.1016/0260-9827(82)90012-X
https://doi.org/10.2307/20030065
https://www.politico.com/story/2009/11/americas-first-pacific-president-029511
https://www.nationalreview.com/2014/03/russia-great-power-no-more-john-yoo/


60 National Security Strategy: October 2022.

61 Joseph Biden and Emmanuel Macron, “United States-France Joint Statement,” The White House, Oct. 29, 2021,

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/10/29/united-states-france-joint-statement/ National

Security Strategy: October 2022, 10.

62 Christopher Layne coined this concept (1997). It consists in resorting to regional powers to hinder the rise of potentially

hostile states. Christopher Layne, “From Preponderance to Offshore Balancing: America's Future Grand Strategy,”

International Security 22, no. 1 (1997), 86-124, https://doi.org/10.2307/2539331 

63 Council of the European Union, “Infographic - EU solidarity with Ukraine,” Council of the European Union, Dec. 2023,

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/eu-solidarity-ukraine/ 

64 NATO, “Wales Summit Declaration,” NATO, Sep. 5, 2014, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm 

65 National Security Strategy: October 2022, 26.

66 U.S. Department of State, “U.S. Security Cooperation with Ukraine,” U.S. Department of State, Dec. 27, 2023, 

https://www.state.gov/u-s-security-cooperation-with-ukraine/ 

67 Department of Defense, Department of State and USAID, JSOP - Ukraine Response. Jan. 2023, 9.

https://www.stateoig.gov/uploads/report/report_pdf_file/fy2023_jsop_ukraine_response.pdf 

68Natasha Bertrand, Kylle Atwood, Kevin Liptak, and Alex Marquardt, “Austin’s assertion that US wants to ‘weaken’

Russia underlines Biden strategy shift,” CNN, Apr. 16, 2022, https://edition.cnn.com/2022/04/25/politics/biden-

administration-russia-strategy/index.html 

69 Alexander Gabuev, “China’s New Vassal,” Foreign Affairs, Aug. 9, 2022, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/chinas-

new-vassal 

70“Afghanistan: What has the conflict cost the US and its allies?,” BBC News, Sept. 3, 2021,

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-47391821 

71 Zbigniew Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and Its Geostrategic Imperatives (New York: Basic

Books, 1997).

72 Edward S. Y. Chan, China’s Maritime Security Strategy: The Evolution of a Growing Sea Power (Abingdon: Routledge,

2022).

73 Alfred T. Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon History 1660-1783 (London: Methuen & Co., 1965).

74 Jakub J. Grygiel, Great Powers and Geopolitical Change (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 124.

75 Michael A. Glosny, Phillip C. Saunders, and Robert S. Ross, “Debating China’s Naval Nationalism,” International

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 21/23

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/10/29/united-states-france-joint-statement/
https://doi.org/10.2307/2539331
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/eu-solidarity-ukraine/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm
https://www.state.gov/u-s-security-cooperation-with-ukraine/
https://www.stateoig.gov/uploads/report/report_pdf_file/fy2023_jsop_ukraine_response.pdf
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/04/25/politics/biden-administration-russia-strategy/index.html
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/chinas-new-vassal
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-47391821


Security 35, no. 2 (2010), 161-175, https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_c_00021 Liza Tobin, “Underway: Beijing's Strategy to

Build China into a Maritime Great Power,” Naval War College Review 71, no. 2 (2018), 17-41. Toshi Yoshihara and James

R. Holmes, Red Star Over the Pacific: China’s Rise and the Challenge to U.S. Maritime Strategy (Annapolis: Naval

Institute Press, 2018), 63.

76Office of the Secretary of Defense, “Military and Security Developments Involving the People's Republic of China 2020:

Annual Report To Congress,” Department of Defense, 2020,  https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-

1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF 

77Sergey A. Karaganov, “Идя в Сибирь, мы идем и в будущее, и к истокам нас как державы,” Российская газета,

Sept. 27, 2021, https://rg.ru/2021/09/27/reg-sibfo/karaganov-idia-v-sibir-my-idem-i-v-budushchee-i-k-istokam-nas-kak-

derzhavy.html 

78 Keir Giles, Philip Hanson, Roderic Lyne, James Nixey, James Sherr, and Andrew Wood, The Russian Challenge

(London: Chatham House, 2015).

79 James Carafano et al., “U.S. Comprehensive Strategy Toward Russia,” The Heritage Foundation, Dec. 9, 2015,

https://www.heritage.org/europe/report/us-comprehensive-strategy-toward-russia 

80 Sergey Radchenko, “‘Nothing but humiliation for Russia’: Moscow and NATO's eastern enlargement, 1993-1995,”

Journal of Strategic Studies 46, no. 6-7 (2020), 769-815, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2020.1820331 

81 Yevgeny M. Primakov, “Международные отношения накануне XXI века: проблемы, перспективы,” in Tatiana A.

Shakleina, ed., Внешняя Политика И Безопасность Современной России 1991–2002 (Moscú: РОССПЭН, 2002, vol.

1), 193-203.

82 Vladimir V. Putin, “Россия на рубеже тысячелетий,” Независимая Газета, Dec. 30, 1999,

https://www.ng.ru/politics/1999-12-30/4_millenium.html 

83 Angela Stent, The Limits of Partnership: U.S.-Russian Relations in the Twenty-First Century (Princeton: Princeton

University Press, 2014). Nicholas R. Smith, A New Cold War?: Assessing the Current U.S.-Russia Relationship (Cham:

Palgrave, 2020), 1-3.

84 David G. Lewis, “Geopolitical Imaginaries in Russian Foreign Policy: The Evolution of “Greater Eurasia,” Europe-Asia

Studies, 77, no. 10 (2018), 1612-1637, https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2018.1515348 

85 National Security Strategy of the United States of America.

86 Peter Spiegel, “Biden Says Weakened Russia Will Bend to U.S.,” The Wall Street Journal, July 25, 2009,

https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB124848246032580581 

87 S. Enders Wimbush and Elizabeth M. Portale, Russia in Decline (Washington D.C.: The Jamestown Foundation, 2017).

88 Stephen Collinson, “A new realization dawns for Washington, Europe, Kyiv and Moscow,” CNN, April 29, 2022,

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 22/23

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_c_00021
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://rg.ru/2021/09/27/reg-sibfo/karaganov-idia-v-sibir-my-idem-i-v-budushchee-i-k-istokam-nas-kak-derzhavy.html
https://www.heritage.org/europe/report/us-comprehensive-strategy-toward-russia
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2020.1820331
https://www.ng.ru/politics/1999-12-30/4_millenium.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2018.1515348
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB124848246032580581


https://edition.cnn.com/2022/04/29/politics/ukraine-war-week-that-changed/index.html 

89Carter Malkasian, “The Korea Model: Why an Armistice Offers the Best Hope for Peace in Ukraine,” Foreign Affairs,

June 20, 2023, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ukraine/korean-war-diplomacy-armistice-nato 

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, March 4, 2024

Qeios ID: 9IVHJX   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/9IVHJX 23/23

https://edition.cnn.com/2022/04/29/politics/ukraine-war-week-that-changed/index.html
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ukraine/korean-war-diplomacy-armistice-nato

	The Russian Invasion of Ukraine in the United States National Security Strategy: A Geopolitical Approach From Neoclassical Realism
	Abstract
	Introduction
	The perception of reality
	Geopolitical codes, geographic mental maps, and geographic scales
	The configuration of the American elite's geographic mental map
	The US national security strategy and its policy in the war in Ukraine
	Explanatory factors of US policy in the war in Ukraine
	Conclusions
	Footnotes


