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This lecture examined the geopolitical dimensions and strategic imperatives regarding  the 
United States grand strategy since its foundation. The speaker defined geopolitics as the field 
of research that is concerned with how geographical factors such as territory, topography, 
demography, strategic location, natural resources, history, culture, and political structure as 
modified or impacted by economics or technology, would affect relations between states or 
their struggle for domination. He argued that geopolitics as a discipline, has the capacity to 
explain and predict much of great powers’ behavior and policies as well their strategy and 
future directions.  

Dr. Al-Arian discussed six major strategic imperatives and two economic objectives 
associated with the development of the United States as a great power and world empire 
during its history, including geopolitical factors within the historical local and global 
contexts.  

The first strategic imperative of the US was “securing the homeland.” This principle had 
started in earnest with the attempt to gain additional territory shortly after the formation of the 
republic toward the end of the 18th century. This imperative is also known as “Manifest 
Destiny,” which is the concept that Americans have the right to any land they covet. For the 
next few decades the US expanded through different means including acquiring territories 
through the so-called “Indian” wars with the natives or indigenous populations, who were 
pushed into reservations. The US during its third president also obtained over a quarter of its 
size west of the Mississippi from the Louisiana purchase in 1803 from the French during the 
Napoleonic wars. Furthermore, through a series of wars with the British in the northwest and 
Mexico in the south and the west, the continental territories of United States were 
consolidated from the Atlantic to the Pacific oceans in the North American continent by the 
mid 18th century. 
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The second strategic imperative was the declaration by the fifth president, James Monroe, 
known as the “Monroe Doctrine” in 1823. In this doctrine the US would not allow any great 
power (mainly European) to have military presence or colonies in the Western Hemisphere. 
With this doctrine the US was aiming to become a regional hegemon. 

The third strategic imperative was concerned with defending the US from any possible 
military assault by sea through building a powerful navy. This process started in the 1880s 
with the 20th and 21st presidents until the end of the 19th century and beyond. During this 
phase the United States realized the importance of building a strong maritime military and 
commercial capabilities in order to secure itself on both sides of its eastern and western 
coasts. The country’s distinguished geographical location with great bodies of water on both 
sides has played a decisive role in shaping its geopolitical perception. The US has also 
benefited greatly from the absence of strong neighbors on its northern and southern borders 
that may have prevented it from becoming the regional hegemon of the western hemisphere.  

Once a strong navy was achieved, the US embarked on becoming a global power by 
deploying its strong navy in order to contest or control global commercial and trade routes. 
This objective was the fourth strategic imperative, which started during the 25th president in 
1898. During this period the US occupied many territories after a brief war with Spain, 
including Cuba, the Philippines, Puerto Rico,  Hawaii, and others. 

The fifth strategic imperative was devised in the aftermath of the second world war in 1945 
during the 33rd president, Harry Truman. After the catastrophic second world war, the US 
emerged as the most powerful nation that shaped much of the international system through a 
series of political and economic institutions, as well as the establishment of military alliances. 
The US objective was to maintain its leading status through the policy of containment as the 
US grand strategy. The true architect of this strategy was state department official, George 
Kenan.  It was a purely geopolitical approach through which the US has managed to push the 
Soviet Union to retreat inward through a network of alliances and military bases around the 
world until it collapsed in 1989. This principle also calls for the US to check any emerging 
powers that may challenge US hegemony by creating a regional “balance of power” against 
the emerging power so that the latter would be occupied with survival in its own 
neighborhood and refrain from building a strong navy that may challenge US supremacy. Dr. 
Al-Arian presented several examples to illustrate this principle including US policies toward 
Russia, China, Iran, and Turkey. 

The sixth strategic imperative involved the US attempt to dominate space and cyberspace by 
maintaining its domination in high tech. Fearing the threat of the Soviet Union’s space 
program in late 1950s, the US established NASA in 1958 during the 34th president and 
continued to push for space military programs culminating in the 40th president’s declaration 
of the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) to dominate space weapons. The idea of this 
imperative is that future wars may be decided in space before they even start on the grounds  
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by killing the enemy’s ability to use high tech’s instruments of war. For this principle, the 
speaker also discussed how great powers have given great importance to dominate  
cyberspace as a new vital sphere of critical national power. 

 Furthermore, Dr. Al-Arian discussed, through the use of maps and comparative data, the 
large power gap (in favor of the US) that still exists between the United States (despite its 
domestic vulnerabilities) and other competing powers, led by China. The latter has not yet 
reached, according to the speaker, the extent of being a regional hegemon, or asserted itself as 
a global player in peer with the United States. In this regard, Dr. Al-Arian presented some of 
the challenges that hinder China from competing or replacing the US as a global hegemon in 
the foreseeable future, such as its modest global military presence, language, its unattractive 
political system, as well as other cultural and historical factors. 

Dr. Al-Arian then discussed two strategic but related economic objectives that the US has 
been trying to maintain since it has become a global power after WW II, but specially after it 
delinked its currency from the gold standard in 1971. These economic objectives are: (a) 
maintaining the dollar as the reserve currency of the world, and (b) maintaining the price of 
oil (the largest trading commodity in the world) in American dollars. Through a series of 
graphs and data Dr. Al-Arian explained how the US is able to dominate the world economy 
despite its huge budget and trade deficits including public and private debts that exceed $50 
trillion. 

Finally, the speaker discussed US policies in the Middle East and across the Muslim world 
due to the ongoing struggle between the dominant power (the US) and the emerging 
revisionist powers (such as China and Russia). He argued that in today's world structural 
changes would provide an appropriate opportunity for some emerging Muslim countries to 
take their appropriate place in the geopolitical formation, and consequently allow them to 
participate in global decision-making together with great powers. 
 

Summary written by: Djallel Khechib, CIGA Senior Research Associate  

 
 


