
Introduction

The BRICS group, though very much analysed since its concepti-

on, has not been able to attract sufficient attention from the discipline

of geography. A large amount of literature has been dedicated to the

economic effects of the creation of the BRICS (CHENG et al., 2005;

FERCHEN, 2012; JEONG; KIM, 2010). Furthermore, the literature

in International Relations does reflect on regions as security cons-

tructions (BUZAN; WAEVER, 2003; LEMKE, 2003), but the defi-

nitions of ‘region’ itself are not clear in both formulations, and the
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spatial aspect about regionalization is not specified. Literature on re-

gionalism and its newer version, arrived at through the globalization

processes, does lean towards the recent and novel understandings of

‘region’at the international level where ‘the formation of regions ta-

kes place at the interface between global economic and technologi-

cal forces and national realities’ (VAYRYNEN, 2003). On the other

hand literature in critical geography also only alludes to the pheno-

menon of the BRICS, but does not sufficiently spatialize the BRICS

(NEUMANN, 2010; SIDAWAY, 2012). This paper seeks to address

this prominent gap in the literature on BRICS, as the globalization

processes create spatial patterns in the world system which up to

now have not been experienced and therefore have not been

analyzed.

A unique characteristic of the BRICS group is its geographical spre-

ad as evident from the location of these five constituent states which

are situated in four continents. Such spatially variegated groupings

like the BRICS can be analysed and interpreted in Critical Geo-

graphy and Critical Geopolitics literature through three important

concepts: a) Space b) Geographical and Geopolitical Imaginations

and c) Region. This paper seeks to explain BRICS through these con-

ceptual tools. Such exercises help us to recognize and understand the

new spatialities which occur at the international level due to the re-

cent phase of globalization.

Critical Geographers have conceptualized space in multiple formu-

lations e.g. Harvey (1973; 2005) (Absolute, Relative and Relational)

and Lefebvre (experienced space, perceived space and lived space).

In the context of the BRICS, these formulations of space are relevant

if the grouping is considered to be a visualization of the global space.

A primary perspective to examine the BRICS is through Harvey’s

Geographical Imaginations which he argues “enables the individual

to recognize the role of space and place in his own biography, to rela-

te to the spaces he sees around him, and to recognize how transacti-
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ons between individuals and between organizations are affected by

the space that separates them” (HARVEY, 2005).

An extension of the geographical imaginations is inferred in John

Agnew’s geopolitical imaginations, a term which he utilizes to criti-

cally evaluate the classical geopolitical theories such as Mackinder’s

Heartland and Spykman’s Rimland. He argued that a) traditional ge-

opolitics involved seeing the world-as-a-picture, as an ordered, struc-

tured whole, separating the self who is viewing from the world itself;

and b) the world pictured beyond the horizon is a source of chaos and

danger. This paper seeks to analyze whether the BRICS are such a vi-

sualization of global space and if the BRICS are also a geographical

strategy in the classical sense.

Similarly, the suggestion that regions are strategic constructions

(ALBERT; REUBER, 2007) and manifestations of social production

of space (NEUMANN, 2010) will be tested through the case of

BRICS in this paper. This paper will examine this through the as-

sumption that globalization is the major social and economic deve-

lopment of the 21
st

century.

The study, accordingly, is divided into four sections, in which the in-

troductory section deals with the formation and evolution of the

BRICS as a grouping. The subsequent sections engage with a) con-

ceptualization of ‘space’ in geography and BRICS b) geographical

and geopolitical imaginations and BRICS and c) concept of ‘region’

in geography and international politics with reference to BRICS as a

grouping.

Conceptions of ‘Space’ and

the BRICS

Space is, in many ways, the key topic of geography. It is probably the

most often cited term that gives geography its identity and unifying
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focus (ELDEN, 2009, p. 262). Due to its diverse usage and multiple

implications in natural and social sciences, it has been one of the

most difficult concepts to define. In geography, both human and

physical geographers use the word regularly, but it is frustrating to

define and, in the minds of many, appears so diverse as to lack any

useful specificity (ELDEN, 2009, p. 262). It is also very interesting to

note that the term has been extensively debated in the realm of philo-

sophy. Geographers have been late to adopt the term because of the

emphasis in geography on ‘geo’ rather than on space. Recent at-

tempts to understand space in geography delve into answering the

following key philosophical questions:

a) Do we experience in space or experience space?

b) What is the distinction between space and place?

c) What is the relation between space and time?

d) Is the world in space or is space in the world? (ELDEN, 2009,

p. 262).

These questions inform most of the thinking about space, but no con-

crete definition/definitions have been constructed and none can be

visualized for the immediate future. In general, the significant

strands of thinking about space are in broad agreement about the

ways in which space is understood by various disciplines. In geo-

graphy, space has been thought of in a trilogy of absolute, relative and

relational space. Subsequent explanations interpret, explain and qua-

lify these three categories and develop upon this trilogy. It is relevant

at this stage to explain these formulations of space as they form the

background for this paper which intends to situate the BRICS as one

such variety of spatial conceptions. Space as an absolute is understo-

od as a geometrical system of organization (usually Euclidean geo-

metry with x, y, and z dimensions) in which people and objects are lo-

cated and move through. Here, space is understood as natural, given,

essential, and measurable (KITCHIN, 2009, p. 268). This is space as

fixed, as a container, as something in which all things happen. Space
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can therefore be represented as a two or three dimensional grid, im-

posed over a landscape in surveying or cartography (ELDEN, 2009,

p. 264). For our purposes, the BRICS countries individually constitu-

te absolute space on the earth’s surface. John Agnew’s (1994) ‘terri-

torial trap’ seeks to clarify such absolute conceptions of space in the

International Relations theory. He labels them as the geographical

assumptions of IR theory and argues that the following assumptions

have led to a territorial conception of the state in the first place.

a) State territories have been reified as set or fixed units of sovere-

ign space. This has served to de-historicize and de-contextua-

lize processes of state formation and disintegration.

b) The use of domestic/foreign and national/international polari-

ties has served to obscure the interaction between the proces-

ses interacting at different scales.

c) The territorial state has been viewed as existing prior to and as

a container of society. As a consequence, society becomes a

national phenomenon (AGNEW, 1994, p. 59).

The state centricity of the transactions carried out in the international

system reinforces the state’s territorial character and its territoriality

is based on an absolute conception of space. The latter two assumpti-

ons emanate from the first one and emphasize the absolute nature of

the state-space. State spaces are represented as absolute spaces and

containers of societies which inhabit them. This holds true for the in-

dividual components of the BRICS, as the constituent states act in the

international system as other similar territorial entities. For the

BRICS as a group, an absolute conception is a misnomer, as the

group itself evolved in relation to the developed world. Nevertheless,

the BRICS states, owing to the prevalence of the Westphalian territo-

riality in the international system, do assert administrative control

over their respective territories.

The three Eurasian/ Asian members in the BRICS, Russia, India and

China, in fact grapple with serious territorial disputes with their res-
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pective neighbours. To briefly list the territorial disputes for China

would include most of its neighbours including another BRICS state,

India. China has territorial land disputes with Bhutan, Vietnam and

Myanmar. The maritime territorial disputes involve The Phillipines

and Taiwan (Scarborough Reef, South China Sea); and Malaysia,

The Phillipines, Taiwan, Vietnam and Brunei over the Spratly

Islands in the South China Sea. In the same region, Vietnam and Tai-

wan claim the Paracel Islands. Most recently, China’s relations with

Japan have taken a downturn because of the territorial claims China

has made on Senkaku-shoto/ Diaoyu- Tai, over which the Japanese

have effective territorial control. With India, China has since 2005

entered into a dialogue over various issues of territorial control and

boundary management which extend across the Himalayan expanse

(CIA, 2013). India, apart from the boundary disputes with China, fa-

ces problems with Pakistan on its western expanse; many of these

boundary questions have their roots in the partition of the country

into two separate states during independence in 1947. Illegal Bangla-

deshi immigration has been a constant source of discussion in the

Indian media. This migration occurs because of lack of proper de-

marcation of the border and the existence of enclaves on both sides of

the border. Effective management of the border with Bangladesh is

also lacking. There are contested boundary sections with Nepal over

which a Joint Border Committee frequently deliberates, especially

with respect to the demarcation of river boundaries and the sharing of

water of the many rivers which straddle Indian and Nepalese terri-

tory. Russia, owing to its vast expanse and sharing of borders with

many states in Europe and Asia, also shares many cartographic anxi-

eties. The sovereignty dispute over the islands of Etorofu, Kunashiri,

Shikotan, and the Habomai group, known in Japan as the "Northern

Territories" and in Russia as the "Southern Kurils," occupied by the

Soviet Union in 1945, now administered by Russia, and claimed by

Japan, remains the primary sticking point to signing a peace treaty

formally ending World War II hostilities. China and Russia have de-
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marcated the once disputed islands at the Amur and Ussuri confluen-

ce and in the Argun River in accordance with a 2004 Agreement, en-

ding their centuries-long border disputes (CIA, 2013).

The southern hemisphere countries in the BRICS also face problems

related to boundary disputes. In particular, Brazil has a dispute with

its neighbours, Argentina and Uruguay, over the Braziliera/Brasilie-

ra Island in the Quarai/Cuareim River, which leaves the tripoint with

Argentina in question. South Africa faces major management pro-

blems on its borders with Zimbabwe, Lesotho and Mozambique

(CIA, 2013).

“In opposition to the absolute view of space, yet sharing many of its

essential elements, is ‘relative’ space. One way to understand this is

to recognize that space is not an empty container, but filled with ob-

jects and relations. Space is, according to this argument, in part de-

pendent on that relation to objects, as it is a positional quality of a

world of material things. Relative space can also be based on challen-

ging the fixed geometries of absolute space. This would include the

development of multiple geometries that rejects some of the key pos-

tulates of Euclid, while retaining a coherency and consistency, and

recognizing that the perspective of the observer plays a key role”

(ELDEN, 2009, p. 264). This way of thinking about space coheres

with the way the BRICS have been formulated in geopolitical com-

petition with the ‘West’. The term global South in opposition to the

global North is another example where the term ‘North’ represents

the developed economies and the term ‘South’represents the develo-

ping world. So, it is very difficult to define the North as well as the

South, if it is not spoken of together or in relation to each other, as in-

dicated by Raewyn Connell (2009):

The geographer’s “South” is not exactly the

same as the “South” in UN trade debates, or the

“third world,” or the “less developed countri-

es,” or the economists’ “periphery,” or the cul-
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tural theorists’“post-colonial” world, or the bi-

ologists’ “southern world,” or the geologists’

former Gondwana—though there is some

overlapping along this spectrum. I mainly talk

of “metropole” and “periphery,” but there is

enormous social diversity within each; recog-

nizing the polarity is only the beginning of

analysis, not the end.

Thus, there is a South, only because there is a North. BRICS in its

evolution has followed similar trajectories and has transformed from

a developing space of the South into a space of emerging economies

in relation to a space of developed economies of the North.

A development over the absolute and relative conceptions of the spa-

ce is relational space. In this sense, space is relational because objects

exist only as a system of relationships to other objects. Space is thus

seen as the product of interrelations, as constituted by them. Space is

a multiplicity, heterogeneous rather than homogenous, plural rather

than singular. Space is, therefore, always in the process of making,

never finished or closed (ELDEN, 2009, p. 265). Space, it was ar-

gued, was not a given, neutral, and passive geometry, and essentialist

and teleological in nature. Instead, space was conceived as relational,

contingent, and active, as something that is produced or constructed

by people through social relations and practices. Space is not an ab-

solute geometric container in which social and economic life takes

place, rather it is constitutive of such relations (KITCHIN, 2009, p.

270). Such conceptions of space emanate from the work of the

French Marxist philosopher, Henri Lefebvre, particularly his book

The Production of Space (1974) which was translated in 1991 into

English (LEFEBVRE, 1991). Such a conception of space has ramifi-

cations for BRICS. The fundamental reason behind the creation of

BRICS seems to provide an alternative to the economic and financial

institutions (IMF and World Bank) as the primary regulators of the

international economic system. The BRICS development fund and
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the BRICS bank are efforts in this direction; to capture some of the

economic space as donors and aid providers with less stringent con-

ditionalities to the developing world. The two institutions also aim to

counter the “unintended negative spillovers of unconventional mo-

netary policies of certain developed economies” (VENU, 2013). In

many ways the BRICS, therefore, are an attempt to alter the econo-

mic relations within the global space and it a strategy in relation to

that of the ‘West’. BRICS as a group can then transform the global

space, not in its absolute sense, but in very fundamental ways by

transforming the global relations of the North and the South. Emer-

gence of China as an economic powerhouse and the subsequent geo-

political shifts indicate, there are multiple ways to think about the

global space. A pertinent example is the gradual influence and accep-

tance of Chinese capital on the African continent. The project of the

United States of America to re-formulate its Asia-Pacific strategy

into Indo-Pacific is another example of how space is relational and

how it is produced in consonance with time. The term Indo-Pacific,

in this instance, is a geopolitical code for China, a new and geo-stra-

tegic conception of the space connecting the two oceans (Indo-Paci-

fic) which encircle China geographically.

After the acceptance of the idea that space is constantly produced by

society and is dynamic in nature viz. Harvey (1973) and Lefebvre

(1991), geographers have invested intellectually in the project of hu-

man practices while conceptualizing space. Reflecting upon own

earlier work Harvey (2005, p. 214) asserts

I still hold to a fundamentally correct position

with respect to the social construction of space:

space is neither absolute, relative nor relational

in itself, but it can become one or all simultane-

ously depending on the circumstances. The pro-

blem of the proper conceptualization of space is

resolved through human practice with respect to

it. In other words, there are no philosophical
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answers to philosophical questions that arise

over the nature of space—the answers lie in hu-

man practice. The question “what is space?” is

therefore replaced by the question “how is it that

different human practices create and make use

of distinctive conceptualizations of space?”

The most influential description and account of space in the twenti-

eth century is considered to be that of Henri Lefebvre. A self-proclai-

med Marxist, Henri Lefebvre, proposed a dialectical way of thinking

about space in The Production of Space (ELDEN, 2009, p. 265). The

academic project coined by him is spatiology, and it involves, among

other things, a rapprochement between physical space (nature), men-

tal space (formal abstractions about space), and social space (the

space of human action and conflict and ‘sensory phenomena’)

(MERRIFIELD, 2003, p. 170).

Lefebvre’s Social Production of

Space

Lefebvre’s conception of space has been interpreted since the publi-

cation of his book and has received wide attention in the Anglophone

world after its translation in 1991. Like Marx, his objective was to

analyse the capitalist society but the object of his research was the na-

ture of social space in the capitalist society. Lefebvre correspon-

dingly tries to demystify capitalist social space by tracing out its in-

ner dynamics and generative moments in all their various guises and

obfuscations (MERRIFIELD, 2003, p. 171). Here, generative means

‘active’and ‘creative’, and creation, and, says Lefebvre (1991, p, 34),

‘is, in fact, a process’. Thus getting at this generative aspect of space

necessitates exploring how space gets actively produced

(MERRIFIELD, 2003, p. 171).

For Lefebvre, there are three key determinants of space: spatial prac-

tices, representations of space and spaces of representation (or repre-
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sentational space) (KITCHIN, 2009, p. 270). Spatial practices refer

to the processes, flows, movements, and behaviours of people and

things that can be perceived in the world (KITCHIN, 2009, p. 270).

Spatial practices can be revealed by ‘deciphering’ space and have

close affinities, to people’s perceptions of the world, of their world,

particularly with respect to their everyday world and its space (Merri-

field, 2003, p. 174). Can the BRICS then be thought of as a product of

one of the most significant spatial process of the last three decades,

i.e. globalization? As an economic process, globalization has created

a global interdependence among states for commodities, has created

flow networks with tremendous spatial dimensions, has improved

mobility of the humans and has subsequently altered the notions of

space. “There is a spatial dialectic to globalization. On the one hand,

some places have moved closer together in relative space. The trajec-

tories of national, regional and local economies have become even

more enmeshed within a network of global financial flows and tran-

sactions” (SHORT, 2001, p. 9). One can argue that it was possible to

conceive of the BRICS together by the consultant Jim O’Neill, and

later on as a BRICS space or group of states because these states en-

ded up deriving economic benefits from global capitalism during the

same phase and economic gains translated into assertiveness in the

political realm.

The process has created similar spaces within respective states, crea-

ted large middle classes which derived economic benefits and at

some levels a cultural uniformity can also be witnessed. An additio-

nal effect of the process is that it provided the BRICS with common

objectives vis-à-vis the developed West and, as stated above, these

states began to challenge various issues at international forums.

Representations of space, refers to conceptualized space, to the space

constructed by assorted professionals and technocrats. The list might

include planners, engineers, developers, architects, urbanists, geo-

graphers, and others of a scientific inclination (MERRIFIELD,
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2003, p. 174). Representations of space refer to the discursive media

(e.g., images, books, films, maps, plans, and so on) which serve to re-

present the world spatially in order to make sense of it and to think

through what is and might be possible (KITCHIN, 2009, p. 270).

This space comprises the various arcane signs, jargon, codifications

and objectified representations used and produced by these agents

and players. Lefebvre says that it’s always a space which is concei-

ved, and invariably ideology, power and knowledge are embedded in

this representation (MERRIFIELD, 2003, p. 174).

For the BRICS, such codifications, jargon and symbols have been

plentiful (emerging economies, regional powers, anchor countries,

emerging powers, middle powers etc.), and the possibilities for the

BRICS and the global space as a whole have been subsequently mar-

ked and identified. These labels are reflective of the prior metaphors

about the developing world like the Third World, Less Industrialized

countries and the Global South. Sidaway (2012, p. 50) traces geopo-

litics in categories like the BRICS and argues it will need a novel and

nuanced mapping of the world to denote the gradual dissolution and

decomposition of the Third World into new geographies of develop-

ment. The BRICS are a manifestation of the contemporaneous chan-

ges in the geographies of development. A new global spatiality is the

experience of the last few decades in which the BRICS nations are

more present than ever in modern human history dominated by Euro-

pe or the United States.

Representational space or space of representations is directly lived in

space, the space of everyday experience. It is space experienced

through complex symbols and images of its ‘inhabitants’and ‘users,’

and ‘overlays physical space, making symbolic use of its objects’

(MERRIFIELD, 2003, p. 174). Spaces of representation are the spa-

ces that are produced by people in everyday practice; the spaces lived

in and felt by people as they weave their way through everyday life

(KITCHIN, 2009, p. 270). The overriding feature of the new global
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experience is the rise of China based on its manufacturing sector. The

influx of Chinese manufactured goods is pervasive in its reach. Eco-

nomic growth in China has been due to the government’s ability to

promote the manufacturing industry in the export sector (JEONG;

KIM, 2010, p. 10). Russia and Brazil have reinforced their presence

in the economic sector by providing raw materials to the international

market. Russians are the main suppliers of natural gas and petroleum

to the European market, whereas Brazil contributes extensively by

supplying raw materials for heavy industry. India, on the other hand,

has been the main beneficiary of the global interdependence in the

services sector and has stood out in terms of providing a skilled work-

force in the international market. Thus, the BRICS are making their

presence felt in the international system by both contributing to it and

also deriving benefits from it due to the globalization process. A

BRICS experience can be identified and is increasingly more visible

in the international arena. The BRICS as group have come to recog-

nize this particular aspect and the consequence is the assertion of the

BRICS space by gradual evolution of the BRICS group and its rela-

ted institutions. Geopolitically, the BRICS have provided the develo-

ping world with a sense of belief vis-a-vis the West, that it is possible

to achieve growth and development by subscribing to the idea of glo-

balization.

Geographical/Geopolitical

Imaginations and the BRICS

Harvey explains the presence of geographical imagination as perva-

sive in human life and asserts that:

This “spatial consciousness” or “geographical

imagination” was manifest in many discipli-

nes. Architects, artists, designers, city plan-

ners, anthropologists, historians, sociologists,

political scientists, psychologists, ecologists

and economists as well as geographers and phi-

BRICS: An Explanation in Critical Geography

577

Contexto Internacional (PUC)

Vol. 35 n
o

2 – jul/dez 2013

1ª Revisão: 29/12/2013



losophers have all appealed to it [...].

(HARVEY, 2005, p. 212).

Further, he calls for a combination of the geographical imagination

with a sociological imagination to understand reality better. “The re-

lations between social processes and spatial forms needed to be bet-

ter understood as a prerequisite to well-grounded critical research on

urbanization, modernization, diffusion, migration, international ca-

pital flows, regional development, uneven geographical develop-

ment, geopolitics, and a host of other subjects of considerable impor-

tance” (HARVEY, 2005, p. 212).

Though Harvey’s imaginations refer to the individual, such geograp-

hical imaginations can be constructed at the level of nations, as evi-

dent from the work of Benedict Anderson titled Imagined Communi-

ties (1983). Furthermore, it is possible to imagine such communities

at the international level as a globalized world and an intense flow of

information, commodities, ideas and people facilitates such imagi-

nation. The BRICS are also one such geographical imagination whe-

re the constituent states have been able to identify/ recognize the rela-

tionship among them and they have been able to forge a group based

on certain common characteristics and features. This recognition of

commonalities, in turn, creates the common ground for the members

to forge a group and helps to distinguish it from similar entities, in

this case, the West. Such arguments can at least be substantiated theo-

retically, “each form of social activity defines its own space”

(HARVEY, 2005, p. 214).

Harvey further presses the issue about globalization’s impact upon

various imaginations of space, “Globalization (however it is constru-

ed) has forced all sorts of adjustments into how the sociological ima-

gination (if such a coherent concept is still viable) can now work. It

cannot, for example, afford to ignore the basics of political-economy

nor can it proceed as if issues of national and local differences, space

relations, geography and environment are of no consequence”
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(HARVEY, 2005, p. 215).Thus globalization has shaped the spatia-

lity owing to its pervasive nature and such spatiality is also reflected

in the way the BRICS have been formulated as a geopolitical group.

Such arguments have resonance with the ‘geopolitical imagination’

explained by John Agnew while explicating theories of traditional

geopolitics.

Critiquing the geopolitical theorizing by the likes of Halford Mac-

kinder, Mahan, Haushofer and Spykman, Agnew labels such at-

tempts as geopolitical imagination and visualization and suggests

they are a defining feature of modernity which is exemplified by two

elements: 1) that the world is seen as a picture, as an ordered structu-

red whole, separated from the self who is viewing from the world,

and 2) the world pictured beyond the horizon is a source of chaos and

danger (AGNEW, 1998). If the geographical spread of the BRICS

constituent countries is an indication, the BRICS are a geopolitical

construct in the traditional geopolitics mold. A careful inquiry of the

BRICS summit declarations attests to this notion, as the statements at

the end of each of the five BRICS summits held so far have displayed

a gradual evolution toward inclusion of security as a vital concern of

the BRICS. The First Summit at Yekaterinburg in 2009 listed as its

main concerns the global financial crisis, global environmental pro-

blems, reform of global financial institutions, energy security, terro-

rism and protection of human rights (President of Russia, Official

Web Portal). Fast forward to the Fifth BRICS Summit in Durban

(BRICS, 2013b) and the eThekwini declaration (BRICS, 2013a) has

strong and clear geopolitical undertones. Beginning with a call for

global peace and security in statement 1 to statements 21, 22, 24, and

statements 26 to 33, the intention is to address issues ranging from

the UN’s role in ensuring international peace and security, the role of

the UN peacekeeping forces in Africa, the security situation in Syria,

Palestine, the Iranian nuclear issue, Afghanistan, Mali, DRC, to in-

ternational terrorism (BRICS, 2013a).
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The geographical location of the BRICS countries makes it safe to

assume that BRICS have a global reach. It also comfortably dovetails

with the traditional geopolitical theories of ‘heartland’

(MACKINDER, 1943) and ‘rimland’ (SPYKMAN, 1942). A brief

exposition will clarify and make evident the suspicion that BRICS

could be a geopolitical imagination which has the potential to be

practised as a global geostrategic design. The concepts of heartland

and rimland, it is alleged, formed a geostrategic background for the

containment policy of the United States during the Cold War

(GERACE, 1991, p. 347). BRICS constituent countries span four

continents. Russia is present in both Europe and Asia and increa-

singly there is a movement that supports the idea of Eurasianism/

Neo-Eurasianism after the leading geopolitical thinker Alexander

Dugin (SHEKHOVTSOV, 2009, p. 697). The heartland is purely Eu-

rasian in its geographical expanse (MACKINDER, 1943, p. 597).

China comprises the rimland, the concept entailing the coastal states

of the larger Eurasian continental landmass spanning from the Wes-

tern European coast to the Kamchatka Peninsula in North eastern

Russia (SPYKMAN, 1942). The third Asian component of the

BRICS is India, which also forms a part of the rimland. This troika of

Russia, China and India geographically dominate the largest conti-

nental landmass on earth, due to their respective size ranking 1
st

, 4
th

and 7
th

in terms of their areal expanse in square kilometres (CIA,

2013). Furthermore, these three countries undoubtedly have the mili-

tary capabilities to dominate the entire Eurasian landmass. Russian

military capabilities are still formidable after the collapse of the Sovi-

et Union, whereas India and China are recorded in 2012 as the big-

gest buyers of defence and military equipment with India accounting

for 12% of the global imports in arms and China procuring 6% of the

global imports (SINHA, 2013) adding to their already established

military capabilities.

South Africa utilizes its pre-eminent status on the African continent

to mediate and facilitate the investment for resource extraction and
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development. This was evident in the 5
th

BRICS Summit in March

2013, when many African governments were invited to interact with

the representatives of the BRICS countries. South Africa projects it-

self as a gateway to Africa. The summit itself was christened as

“BRICS and Africa: Partnership for Development, Integration and

Industrialization” to attract investments in the fields of development

and industrialization in Africa and subsequently many schemes for

investment in Africa were announced during the summit (BRICS,

2013a). South Africa tops the list of arms buyers on the African con-

tinent and exerts considerable influence in the affairs of the continent

as does Brazil. These two states are in no sense marginal to global ge-

opolitics and have played an important role in debates surrounding

the status of the global environment and have been influential in mul-

tilateral diplomacy on these issues.

Brazil and South Africa, the southern hemisphere components of

BRICS, form parts of the Outer or Marginal Crescent in the geopoli-

tical schema of Mackinder, whereas they form parts of the “Three

Islands” in the terminology of Spykman (1942). In both the geopoli-

tical schemes these two BRICS countries are accorded a marginal

status. Brazil ranks fifth in terms of the areal expanse of a state and

South Africa ranks 25
th

in terms of its area in square kilometres. An

important feature of both these states is that they also dominate their

respective continents in terms of their military capabilities and influ-

ence and could safely be considered as the most powerful states in

their respective regions.

Brazil and South America

Among the Latin American countries, Brazil stands out for its skilful

diplomatic performance, which has translated into territorial gains

from all of its neighbours throughout the first decades of the twenti-

eth century, thus fulfilling the basic geopolitical law of expansion

into the continental heartland (westwards) (KACOWICZ, 2000, p.
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85). Latin American geopolitical tradition is closely aligned with mi-

litary geostrategy (BARTON, 2003, p. 62) and has borrowed heavily

from the geopolitical thought in Europe which emanated in the late

19
th

and early 20
th

century. The best example in support of this state-

ment is the predominance throughout the continent of military geo-

graphy institutes. Militarism and cartography, principally used for

political propaganda purposes, are the footings of the political geo-

graphy foundations that exist (DODDS, 1993, p. 362) in South Ame-

rica. The geopolitics of the three major states (Argentina, Brazil and

Chile) are deeply related to each other, Brazil being the dominant sta-

te in the affairs of the continent. While Brazil is the dominant player

in the Southern Cone, the second tier states of Argentina and Chile

have projected their contrasting viewpoints regarding the sharing of

resources as well as demarcation of boundary lines. Brazil ranks

tenth in the list of countries with highest defence budgets in absolute

value at US $ 35.5 billion in 2012 and it is an increase of 73% over

2006 (FERREIRA, 2013). With its expansive territory, Brazil occu-

pies most of the eastern part of the South American continent and its

geographic heartland, as well as various islands in the Atlantic Oce-

an. Geopolitical thought in Brazil has witnessed a systematic deve-

lopment since the days of Mario Travassos who in the 1930s argued

that Brazil must develop (both internally and internationally) on

East-West axis (“longitudinal Brazil”) instead of merely along the

Atlantic coastline (CHILD, 1979, p. 90). During the 1970s, the lea-

ding figure in Brazilian geopolitical thought General Golbery de

Couto e Silva (CHILD, 1979, p. 90; KACOWICZ, 2000, p. 87) ar-

gued that Brazil must progress in an orderly manner from control of

her own national territories to continental projection to international

influence by means of the following principles: national integration

and effective use of space; interior expansion and pacific external

projection; containment along the frontier; participation in the defen-

ce of Western Civilization; continental collaboration; and collabora-

tion with the developing world (SCHWAM-BAIRD, 1997, p. 4).
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Since the 1970s, the Brazilian state-owned petroleum company, Pe-

trobras, has discovered offshore oil deposits in the offshore region of

Rio de la Plata. The area under offshore oil exploration is approxima-

tely 1 million km². This discovery has changed the Brazilian oil pro-

duction and consumption in its favour and it achieved certain level of

self sufficiency by the year 2006 (BOFF; SANTANIELLO, 2006, p.

63-64).The offshore oil basins are located in Rio de la Plata basin of

the Southwest Atlantic Ocean. In terms of the utilization of the oil re-

sources from the South Atlantic, Brazil has embarked upon a Blue

Amazon strategy to indicate the utilization of oceanic resources for

power projection on to the global sphere.

On the South American continent Brazil has played the role of regio-

nal power, and though its dominance has been challenged by neigh-

bouring Argentina, because of its large size and larger economy, Bra-

zil’s standing in regional affairs has been undisputed (MEYER,

2011, p. 1). Brazil’s primary circle of international relations is with

its Latin American neighbours. In the region, Brazil has been a foun-

der member of the Organization of American States (OAS) during

the formation of the organization under the aegis of the United States

in 1948. Another regional group within the region is the Mercado Co-

mun del Sur (Mercosur) or the Southern Common Market, which

was formed in the year 1991 and which intends to develop a Europe-

an Union type of community for trade and investment in the region.

Later in 2008, Mercosur was merged with the Andean Community of

Nations (CAN) and the Unión de Naciones Suramerica-

nas (UNASUR) was created as a customs union for South America.

Brazil’s desire to have larger say in the affairs of the world is manifest

in its intense lobbying for a permanent seat in the Security Council of

the UN, which is examining the possibility of a reformed and expan-

ded Security Council (WOUTERS; RUYS, 2005, p. 20), which

would be more representative of the current power structure of the

world. A recent feature of the Brazilian geopolitics is the grouping
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with the countries of similar levels of development which are negoti-

ating with the traditional economic powers of the world. These nego-

tiations relate to the question of trade in the World Trade Organizati-

on, which is biased towards the West. The Environmental Regime

under the United Nations in the UN Conference of Environment and

its related bodies involves the Environment Versus Development de-

bate. Brazil in this context has developed a partnership with India,

South Africa and China, under various groupings like the India, Bra-

zil and South Africa (IBSA) group and the Brazil, India, Russia, Chi-

na and South Africa (BRICS) group. These groups are a manifestati-

on of the Brazilian ambition to have global influence.

Thus, apart from wielding influence in their respective regions, the

BRICS states also intend in the future to form a formidable security

alliance which has implications for global geopolitics. Their presen-

ce in four continents provides them with considerable leverage in

global geostrategic calculations and the BRICS willingness to beco-

me engaged in issues of international security indicates gradual

transformation of security architecture itself at the global level.

Though, initially coined as a metaphor for rising economies, the

BRICS have now assumed a geopolitical role which has the potential

to be translated into a geographical strategy or a geopolitical imagi-

nation in traditional geopolitics terminology. This invites scrutiny

from a critical geopolitical perspective on various counts including

1) the fact BRICS is a geographical strategy formulated by state ap-

paratuses of the constituent states, 2) the geographical strategy at the

global level revisits the ‘containment’ policy of the United States of

America during the Cold War, 3) the BRICS owing to their economic

growth in the recent decades seem to have assumed the role of the

new elite of the world and have embarked on a project which befits

the ‘traditional’elite of the world i.e. the West, creating financial ins-

titutions in the same pattern as the IMF and the World Bank, 4) a sen-

se of imitation of the West can be inferred through the creation of the
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BRICS itself, as the BRICS states, based on the established notions

of growth and development, imagine themselves to be at the same le-

vel and hence the group. Moreover, the recently announced frame-

work for the BRICS Development Fund and BRICS Bank indicates a

similar model as adopted by the IMF and the World Bank with contri-

butors donating according to their economic strengths rather than ba-

sed on an equal partnership (VENU, 2013).

There are certain similarities about the BRICS states which allow

them to be imagined together and give some semblance to the BRICS

as a region. The following section examines the concept of region

and its applicability to the group, BRICS.

Concept of Region and

BRICS

The etymology of the term ‘region’ in English stretches back to 14
th

century when it evolved from the Latin word regio meaning directi-

on, boundary, or district, linked to regere, meaning to direct or rule

(TOMANEY, 2009, p. 136). Geography, as a discipline has witnes-

sed a sustained focus on the study of regions but a recurring and cons-

tant theme is that regions exhibit homogeneity in terms of various

characteristics, and that defines them as regions.

Regions in geography are also marked by a peculiar distinction of

‘formal’and ‘functional’ regions. Formal or uniform regions are are-

as defined by one or more of the features that occur within them

(TOMANEY, 2009, p. 140). The functional or nodal region is a geo-

graphically delimited spatial system defined by the linkages binding

particular phenomena in that area. Which phenomena? It depends on

what kind of system we are interesting in knowing about

(TOMANEY, 2009, p. 140). Relevant examples of functional regi-

ons are economic, cultural, political, ecological etc (VAYRYNEN,

2003, p. 26). A major defining feature of the study of regions in tradi-
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tional geography has been to study the uniqueness and character of a

region with all the internal causal connections which make it special

and differentiated from others. Therefore, it acquired a descriptive

character. David Harvey summarizes it succinctly while looking at

the conceptions of region, “The “region” is possibly the most entren-

ched of all geographical concepts. Within the discipline it has proven

the least flexible, mainly because of its central role in those essentia-

list definitions of the subject which rest exclusively on the study of

chorology or regional differentiation” (HARVEY, 2005, p. 245). In

general, the region is defined in terms of its homogenous qualities or

geographical contiguity and sometimes in terms of its coherent rela-

tions between diverse elements. In looking for similarities among the

BRICS countries, two important aspects can be highlighted, 1) as ou-

tlined above, BRICS states are regional powers in their respective re-

gions and 2) BRICS states individually are products of the recent

phase of globalization and its allied processes.

Recent attempts to conceptualize region have stressed the value of

establishing its connections with space and place. For instance Allen

et al. (2002) lay down two principles to define/conceptualize region;

first, it embodies a strongly relational approach to thinking about

space and place. That is, it understands both space and place as cons-

tituted out of spatialized social relations—and narratives about

them—which not only lay down ever-new regional geographies, but

also work to reshape social and cultural identities and how they are

represented. Second, it acknowledges that such studies are always

done for a purpose, with a specific aim in view. Whether theoretical,

political, cultural or whatever, there is always a specific focus

(ALLEN et al., 2002, p. 2). Both the aforementioned principles of

conceptualizing space are applicable to the BRICS as a group. For

the BRICS countries, the relevant socio-spatial categories prior to the

recent phase of globalization were the ‘Third World’, developing

economies and the global South or that is how they were represented.
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The initial narrative was that they were striving for the levels of deve-

lopment already achieved by the west and following similar linear

models of growth and development.

But in many instances these categories were the ‘other’ of the global

North, the West and the First World. Hence, they were relational cate-

gories (SIDAWAY, 2012, p. 49-50). The current narrative about the

BRICS’ economies reflects the concerns of globalization and calls

them as ‘rising’, ‘emerging’ or ‘anchor countries’ and denotes a new

spatiality. Sidaway (2012) argues in the same article that such catego-

ries are not innocent and have many motives behind them. In the case

of the BRICS, the motives are clear from the fact that the term BRIC

was conceptualized by a business consultancy firm. Thus, there is a

purpose behind such regionalization schemes. Furthermore, as Neu-

mann argues, taking cue from analysis through discursive formation

of the region, that “practices and discourses construct regions

through institutionalized processes and reflect asymmetrical power

relations” (NEUMANN, 2010, p. 369). The strengthening of regio-

nal imaginations and levels of political authority beyond the nati-

on-state also demonstrates the way in which the spatial organisation

of politics – in the sense of spatial constructions, representations and

imagined communities – is not only an inherent element of ongoing

political change, it rather also seems to be one of its most challenging

structuring principles (ALBERT; REUBER, 2007, p. 550).

The BRICS as a region will be rather difficult to analyze and justify

through the traditional conceptions of region which put a premium

on geographical contiguity, homogeneity and place the ‘region’ on a

scale below the state. The political ecology approach with its lea-

nings towards the social production of spaces and places and the

mandate to analyze the spatiality of social relations, does provide for

such regional formations. As regions are discursive formations, po-

wer relations are embedded in them which favor certain formation

over others.

BRICS: An Explanation in Critical Geography

587

Contexto Internacional (PUC)

Vol. 35 n
o

2 – jul/dez 2013

1ª Revisão: 29/12/2013



Conclusion

The BRICS group defies many aspects of conventional logic with

respect to international organization and global governance. The

most visible is the geographical location of the BRICS constituent

states, as Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa are situated

on four continents, which raises important questions about concepti-

ons of global space. Literature on the concept of space, which some-

times delves into philosophy, allows for such variegated geographies

to be bound by certain common criteria. Influential in this strand of

thinking about space is the Lefevbrian notion of space and its tri-fold

typology, spatial practices, spaces of representation and representati-

ons of space. Combined together they put value on the social produc-

tion of space. The BRICS have been such a social production of spa-

ce owing to the dominant social activity of globalization. Globaliza-

tion with its heightened flows of information, commodities, people

and ideas also allows for geographical and geopolitical imaginations.

The interactions occurring due to globalization facilitate the imagi-

nation of spaces internationally, which is not possible otherwise.

These imaginations assume a geopolitical character by the simple

fact that the constituents are nation-states which are geographical

and geopolitical players. Cohesion of the BRICS depends upon a

common geopolitical agenda. Once the alliance has evolved, the pro-

cess of ‘othering’takes place vis-a-vis the West. Increasing reference

to issues of security in the BRICS declarations is an example. Apart

from ‘hard’ geopolitical issues, the group has rallied together on

many issues of international importance eg. global environmental

problems and the Doha trade negotiations. Region, the last concept

employed to understand BRICS, generally, in geographical literature

is utilized to understand regions within the state. On the other hand,

the term is frequently used to understand regions internationally, in

the form of economic organizations or geographically contiguous

free- trade zones. The BRICS, although not contiguous, assume a re-
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gional character because of the metaphors employed to explain the

developing economies which are common to the BRICS states, like

the emerging economies, developing countries, rising powers etc.

One more common factor may be the realization that their emergent

status is a consequence of the acceptance of global capitalism.

This paper demonstrates that there is a need to spatialize the BRICS

and such an explanation can be validated through critical geography.

The conceptual tools employed place the phenomenon of BRICS in

the incumbent phase of globalization, where states accrue similar tra-

jectories of economic growth. This in turn leads to a common agenda

in the international arena and generates the need for the group to be

cohesive. An added observation is that BRICS constituent countries

have partially been able to overcome the limitations posed by their lo-

cation in respective regions, thus acquiring a profile which is ex-

tra-regional, and hence the need to spatialize the BRICS.
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Abstract

BRICS: An Explanation in Critical

Geography

BRICS, an abbreviation for Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, a

group of five influential and emerging economies successfully completed

its fifth annual summit in Durban during March 26-27, 2013. A

significantly unique feature of the group is its geographical spread as

evident from the location of these five constituent states which are situated

in four continents. The paper seeks to explain the phenomenon of the
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disparate group BRICS through literature in Critical Geography as it is

understood that the recent phase of globalization has created spatial

patterns which were hitherto not experienced and therefore not clearly

recognized in the literature on International Relations and traditional

geography. Such spatially variegated groupings like the BRICS could be

analyzed and interpreted in Critical Geography and Critical Geopolitics

literature through three important concepts: a) Space b) Geographical and

Geopolitical Imaginations and c) Region. The paper seeks to explain

BRICS through these conceptual tools.
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