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This special issue grapples with a text that stands at the inception of modern geo- and
biopolitics - the 1901 essay ‘Lebensraum: a biogeographical study’ written by the German
geographer Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904). In this essay, the trained zoologist and founding
father of modern political geography set out a theory of the world in which humans and their
social institutions are but an effect of the natural world and therefore subject to nature’s laws
in much the same way as the animal and plant kingdom. Although Ratzel describes his essay as
primarily written in the language of biogeography, he uses it to flesh out his conception of the
state as an organism that struggles for Lebensraum (living space). The arguments Ratzel
develops in this essay should be read as an attempt to draw on basic Darwinian ideas to
account for the expansive tendency of late nineteenth-century imperialism and state
competition. By treating historical and biological processes alike, Ratzel famously came to
naturalise both the territorial configuration of world politics and the phenomenon of inter-
state war.

Whilst already a notable academic figure during his lifetime, it is especially the
posthumous career of his Lebensraum concept that has made Ratzel a continued object of
fascination for geographers, historians and political scientists alike. Indeed, Ratzel remains
something of a disgraced figure in the geographical canon today, given his reputation for
environmental determinism and his influence on interwar politics. Indeed, it was one of his
followers, the geographer Karl Haushofer, who claimed to have introduced Adolf Hitler to the
idea of Lebensraum as the latter was cobbling together his 1925 book Mein Kampf'in Landsberg
prison. It is thus difficult to understate the historical significance of Ratzel’s Lebensraum
concept, even if his essay’s immediate readership would have been limited to academic circles.

And yet, this special issue suggests that Ratzel’s text is perhaps not ‘merely’ of historical
interest, but of theoretical significance too. For whilst geopolitical ideas were mushrooming
elsewhere too in the nineteenth century, Ratzel's work is unusual in its biogeographical
understanding of the state as organism: a political life form that tries to secure its survival by
conquering and defending space. It is the primacy of life within his political theory that links
Ratzel to a range of ongoing theoretical debates on the nature and emergence of modern
biopolitics - the politics of life - even though this connection has not yet been significantly
explored.> Moreover, Ratzel’s essay embodies and promotes what we would today undoubtedly
call a ‘more-than-human geography’ that tries to bridge the divide between science and
philosophy and takes off from an understanding of the human as an effect of the natural
world.3 Indeed, Ratzel’s entire oeuvre rests on the fundamental assumption of the unity of life
and earth. Life, he is never tired of repeating, is earthbound.

Despite the fact that there has been a significant and continuous intellectual debate on
Ratzel, which has included biographical work,* explorations of Ratzel's place within
nineteenth-century German colonial imaginaries,> examinations of his role in the history of
geopolitical thought,® as well as work on his Lebensraum concept itself,? it is notable that, with
only few exceptions,® Ratzel’s major works have not been translated into English. This is
perhaps surprising given the rising interest in other German spatial thinkers such as Carl
Schmitt and Walter Christaller.® We argue that if future generations of Anglophone
geographers and historians want to understand the popularisation of Lebensraum as a political
concept, they will have to read this text and come to terms with Ratzel’s conceptual universe.
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Life and work of a more-than-human geographer

Friedrich Ratzel was born in 1844 in the grand duchy of Baden in what is today southern
Germany. He left his parents’ house at a tender age of fourteen to be trained as a pharmacist,
an experience he would later describe as traumatic. Having always felt a curiosity for the
natural world, Ratzel was unhappy with the prospect of life in the pharmacy and would, after
some hesitation on his parents’ side, convince them in 1866 to let him study zoology and
geology instead. Spending time in the universities of Heidelberg, Jena and Berlin, Ratzel came
under the influence of the ideas of Charles Darwin, whose The Origin of Species had recently
been translated into German. He was also inspired by the biologist and philosopher Ernst
Haeckel whose lectures the young Ratzel attended. After completing his thesis in 1868, Ratzel
spent a couple of years working as a research assistant and journalist before volunteering to
serve in the 1870-1871 Franco-Prussian war, during which he was wounded and forced to
recover in a military hospital.

Upon his release, Ratzel embarked on a number of expeditions to the Americas,
working as a travel writer and journalist, a period described by Carl Sauer as formative to his
worldview.” Thereafter, he returned to Germany and took up a position at the University of
Munich in 1875, where in 1880 he was promoted to a professorship in geography. Six years
later, Ratzel moved to Leipzig where he worked until his death in 1904. It is during this final
period that he published his most notable books, including the 1897 Politische Geographie
(‘Political Geography’), the second volume of Anthropogeographie (‘Human Geography’, 1882



and 1891), the second and third volumes of Vélkerkunde (‘The History of Mankind’, 1885, 1895
and 1888), his 1902 book Die Erde und das Leben (‘The Earth and Life’) and his 1901 Lebensraum
essay. A prolific writer, Ratzel moved through different intellectual phases in his career.
Beginning with biogeography, he then turned to travel writing, anthropology, human
geography and political geography, even autobiography, before returning to biogeography
shortly before his death in 1904.

Despite the plethora of genres and disciplines that his work engaged with (and
managed to shape), his oeuvre is not as diverse as it might appear. Rather, it coalesces around
a number of key themes and arguments, including most prominently the influence of geology
and climate on history. Whilst much of Ratzel's motivation was scientific, he was also an
intensely political scholar. Not only was his work concerned with the state (as organism), but
he was also willing to make his voice heard beyond the academy. Having fought in the last of
the German unification wars, Ratzel was a keen nationalist who was, for a while at least, a
member of the radical conservative Pan-German league (Alldeutscher Verband) and the equally
influential German Colonial Society (Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft), which continuously
lobbied the German empire to establish colonies more proactively. Regarding Europe as a
politically saturated space, Ratzel advocated colonialism in Africa as the only way in which the
German nation could find new living space. Ratzel had already adopted a colonial imagination
at an early stage, as his travel and ethnological writings reveal. Not only did he describe the
black population in the United States as subhuman and in need of resettlement, but he was
also willing to suggest that slave labour was but a necessity of certain climatic conditions.”

Ratzel was a firm believer that war was a natural condition of world history and it
therefore does not come as a surprise that he never spoke a critical word about the war that
left him an invalid. In fact, his experience of the Franco-Prussian war prompted him to note at
the end of his life that it was ‘a shame that there are not more wars’.”? Fantasising that the
German navy would one day rival that of the British empire, Ratzel was considered one of a
number of ‘fleet professors’ who enthusiastically promoted naval expansion in the final
decades of the nineteenth century.” Although Ratzel’s nationalism, militarism and support of
colonialism mark him out as a nineteenth-century radical conservative, he was in other ways
perhaps ahead of his time. Ratzel was neither anti-Semitic nor particularly misogynistic. He
also dismissed the biological racism of Houston Stewart Chamberlain and Arthur de
Gobineau,* and argued against racial purity and for migration as a process that makes social
groups more competitive. It is thus perhaps somewhat puzzling that contemporary figures in
the German new right have adopted his ideas as part of their anti-migration agenda.”

Ratzel thus remains an ambivalent and contentious figure whose intellect often made
him veer towards ideas that would become radicalised to detrimental effect after his death. It
is his political geography in particular that continues to find him friends amongst neo-fascists
like the Russian Eurasianist Aleksandr Dugin.’® And yet, this very same intellect also led to the
production of some very thoughtful and nuanced work, particularly in his final years.
Disillusioned by the way in which specialisation and disciplinary boundaries restricted
scholarly debates, he argued for the integration of science and the humanities. Indeed, by the
end of his life Ratzel had become convinced that science had its limitations and that
geography had to borrow from art and philosophy if it wanted to understand the world in a
more comprehensive way. Ratzel’s final project, a biogeography in which human society was
but a chapter, remained unfinished.” But it is in the Lebensraum essay that we can glimpse the
contours of this project.

Lebensraum: A Short Begriffsgeschichte

While Ratzel certainly offered the most comprehensive formulation of Lebensraum, he
neither invented the term nor even originated the concept. To the contrary, his thinking was
anchored in nineteenth-century debates in the natural and social sciences about the dynamics



of the relationship between human societies and the external environment. Two perspectives
in particular were significant for him. The first was the argument that geographical conditions
were not passive but rather played a direct role in shaping human activity. By the 187o0s, the
ethnographer Oscar Peschel had already used the term Lebensraum to denote the specific
natural region in which a particular people had emerged and developed. Peschel maintained
that there was a clear causal connection between land and people, in the sense that the latter
‘adapted’ to the conditions of their local habitat. The influence of the external environment
could be either positive or ‘unfavourable’ (ungiinstig) for social development and progress.®
Some years later, the geographer and cartographer Richard Andree also used the term, and
indeed in the same ecological sense. Yet while Andree did not question the significance of
external environmental influences, he argued nonetheless that they were on the whole less
important for shaping the characteristics of a people than in-born qualities of genetics and
race."

The second perspective similarly involved the relationship between natural regions and
the human societies that inhabited them. However, in this case the focus was on the
insuperable disjunction between the constant growth of human populations on the one hand
and the natural limitations of their respective geographical habitats to provide the sustenance
necessary to sustain this growth on the other. In his famous treatise on population, Thomas
Malthus had repeatedly called attention to the imbalanced correlation between ‘room and
nourishment’, as he put it, and he indicated how — if unchecked — ‘this perpetual struggle for
room and food” would eventually and necessarily trigger major conflicts. ‘The redundant
inhabitants’ of an overpopulated region, he explained, would not be able to ‘find room for
themselves without expelling their nearest neighbors ... which would necessarily give occasion
to frequent contests’.*®

Using a similar logic, Moritz Wagner, a noted German naturalist who was also
Friedrich Ratzel’s teacher and mentor, sought to elaborate Darwin’s theory of evolution,
although unlike Malthus Wagner drew his evidence from the plant and animal kingdoms and
not human demography. Yet where Malthus famously insisted that the tension could be
neutralized through social controls on population growth, Wagner assumed that growth was
as natural as life itself and neither could nor should be limited. The necessary consequence
was an irresistible natural impulse for all organic life to seek new spaces to occupy and
colonize. Movement and migration were the most fundamental principles of all organic life
and represented a vital part of the evolutionary process.”

The nuances of Ratzel's own complex formulation of the Lebensraum concept are
analyzed in the commentaries that accompany the present translation, and there is no need for
additional discussion here.>> Suffice it to say that his understanding of Lebensraum combined
the two perspectives just described: the causal interconnection between people and land on
the one hand, and the fixation on movement as an essential natural imperative driving all of
life on earth on the other. It should be appreciated that there was nothing unusual about
either Ratzel's assumption that human society and politics were subject to the same natural
laws as the animal and plant kingdoms or his view of the political state as a biological
organism.> Indeed, his essay originally appeared in a festschrift honoring the sociologist and
political economist Albert Schiffle, whose own four-volume Bau und Leben des Socialen
Korpers was comprehensive presentation of the unity of social and biological processes.*
Ratzel's Politische Geographie did make a distinctive contribution to this perspective, namely
the insistence that the state-organism was bodenstdndig, that is to say a bio-geographical and
territorial organism with deep roots in the earth and soil. >> With his Lebensraum concept he
began to demonstrate more specifically how the biological imperative for migration and
colonization described by his mentor Wagner was manifested in the contemporary world in
the form of an inexorable political imperative for state growth and territorial expansion.



As noted above, Ratzel did not develop the Lebensraum concept until relatively late in
his intellectual career, and beyond the essay presented here he actually used the term very
little.>* Nevertheless, his work was an essential catalyst, and in the years following his death its
proliferation was rapid. The historian Fritz Fischer has argued that by 1914 Lebensraum was
already a key inspiration behind the plans for territorial annexation and resettlement set out in
the Septemberprogramm as Germany’s primary war aims.”” Yet while the term itself appears
not to have been used during the First World War, after 1918 Lebensraum quickly came into
broad currency, and indeed in a variety of connections. Ratzel's fellow biologists and bio-
geographers immediately appreciated the naturalist underpinnings of his argument, and they
began to use the term in their analyses of the ecological relationship between organisms and
their habitats.?®

Far more striking, however, was its rapid penetration into political discourse. At the
end of the war, Germany lost not only all of its overseas colonies but significant territories in
Europe itself. The perception of space-deprivation and a pressing Raumbedarf - or need for
more territory to accommodate Germany's growing population — which was palpable already
in Ratzel's day, grew ever more widespread and acute. Germany’s space crisis was a central
concern for the new discipline of Geopolitik, which developed a broad profile in the 1920s
thanks largely to the efforts of the retired Bavarian general Haushofer. The term Geopolitik had
been coined in the late 189os by the Swedish political scientist Rudolf Kjellen, but it was
Ratzel’s environmentalist politische geographie and his notion of Lebensraum that provided
Haushofer’s organizing framework.> Howver, as David Murphy has documented, the issue of
Lebensraum was not restricted to the geopoliticians.>* It became a prominent keyword across
a variety of academic disciplines in this period, and it also resonated powerfully on more
popular levels. The writer Hans Grimm captured this obsession in his hugely popular novel
Volk ohne Raum, which sold far more copies than any work of Haushofer’s.>'

This broad proliferation of the Lebensraum concept demonstrated an essential quality
of the term, namely its considerable plasticity and ability to mean different things in different
contexts for different people. Thus, while Ratzel himself had intended the subject of the
Lebensraum imperative to be the political state conceived as a biological organism, in the
1920s this was sometimes modified — as Grimm’s title suggests — to make the people or Volk
the subject instead. This shift was related to a more general inter-war concern with
ethnicizing territory, apparent for example in the Volksboden notion developed by Albrecht
Penck and others.3> At the same time, the notion of Lebensraum crossed lines with interests in
the model of a Wirtschaftsraum or Grosswritschaftsraum as a self-contained space for the
development of a highly-planned and autarkic economy.3

Although these elaborations on the Lebensraum idea were quite different, their
departures from the original Ratzelian sense of the term share important similarities.
Lebensraum in both cases is conceived not as a naturally given area controlled by natural laws,
but rather as an anthropogenic space that could be created, deliberately and methodically,
through the extension of political boundaries, the rearrangement of populations and the
reshaping of the landscapes themselves, all effected through rational planning and efficient
administration. In both cases, moreover, the geographical locus of attention was extended to
include not only the extra-European colonial spaces that Ratzel himself had focused on but
European territory itself, above all spaces to the east of Germany.

Most significant, of course, was the appeal of the Lebensraum concept for the Nazi
movement.>* From a variety of standpoints, it suited their purposes perfectly. It captured
quite neatly the spirit of their political programme of territorial expansion and conquest, and
helpfully legitimized this programme by characterizing it as a natural and organic imperative
necessary for the healthy growth of the German nation. On a more theoretical level, the
biological foundations of Ratzelian Lebensraum corresponded with their own biopolitical
understanding of the dynamics of world affairs.3> Already in the early 1920s, Adolf Hitler used
the term repeatedly in his manifesto Mein Kampfto describe and justify his call for Germany to



reclaim the territories it had lost in the war and expand beyond them. The National-Socialist
movement, he declared, ‘must find the courage’ to lead the German people ‘out of the
confinement of their [current] Lebensraum to new lands’, thereby enabling the ‘disproportion
between the size of our population and the extent of our territory’ to be rectified.3® For Hitler,
Germany's potential Lebensraum would be secured both within Europe and across the globe, a
perspective clearly reflected in the Stufenplan strategy followed during the Second World
WarJ37

Even for the Nazis, however, the appeal of Lebensraum depended on the term’s
semantic elasticity, and they used the term in different and contradictory ways. The
connection noted above between Lebensraum and Volk — rather than the state — was
reemphasized and designated specifically as a correlation between land and race. This organic
connection was at the centre of the ruralist and pastoral Blut und Boden doctrine promoted by
Heinrich Himmler, Richard Darré and other leading Nazis.3® But the notion of Lebensraum as
a space of anthropogenic construction was maintained, and indeed took on a new urgency
after the outbreak of war, as Germany's conquests in Eastern Europe began to make territory
available for these purposes. Across these spaces, Lebensraum was to be created through a
deliberate step-by-step process, beginning with population transfer and ethnic cleansing,
followed by German agricultural colonization and the reconstruction of cultural landscapes as
genuine German Lebensrdume.?®

After 1945, the concept of Lebensraum, along with geopolitics more generally, was
fundamentally discredited by virtue of this close association with the Nazi regime. Somewhat
paradoxically, however, it was at this moment, and with this discreditation, that the term
began to enter common usage in Anglo-American discourses where it remains today a familiar
term of reference. Its connotations vary considerably, but are always and uniformly negative: a
reductionist view of nations and states as biological entities, the advocacy of imperialist
expansion, the urge to hegemonic domination and control, ethnic cleansing and even
genocide. The fact that the term is a German-language word ensures that it always evokes a
pejorative undertone of reference back to Nazi fascists. With these associations, Lebensraum
is used quite commonly to characterize policies and actions of states that are seen to be
aggressive and, particularly, territorially aggrandizing toward their neighbors. Deployed in
this sense, the scope of the term is unlimited, and it is used freely in critical reference to states
across the globe whose circumstances and policies in fact differ considerably, including China,
Poland, Russia, Israel and the United States.4°

But the spirit of Ratzel's original Lebensraum idea has survived nonetheless. During
World War II, it was Isaiah Bowman, the American geographer who was later an advisor to
Franklin D. Roosevelt, who sought to sanitise the term Lebensraum and save it from its usage
by the Nazis.#* As he claimed in a famous essay, There is virtue in the argument of “organic
boundaries” and the philosophy of Lebensraum, but they are open to abuse’.#* In Cold War
West Germany, civil defence planners continued to use the term Lebensraum to argue for new
subterranean living spaces, bunkers that would enable West Germany to survive a nuclear war
on its territory.® In Latin America, many of the ideas of German Geopolitik had already been
taken up in the interwar period. After the war, military and political elites in many of these
countries continued to be inspired by the vision of redesignating political boundaries and
augmenting national territories to accommodate and facilitate the ‘natural’ growth of their
respective states. Spanish and Portuguese translations of Ratzel and Haushofer found
enthusiastic audiences, and Ratzel's conceptualization of Lebensraum provided an appealing
rationale and legitimation for projects of expansion and national development.** More
recently, the Turkish politician Ahmet Davutoglu, who served as prime minister from 2014-
2016, steeped himself in the geopolitical teachings of Ratzel and Haushofer and advanced
policies based on these ideas. Seeking to realize a neo-Ottoman and pan-Islamic vision for his
country’s future, Davutoglu spoke openly of Turkey’s need to establish hegemony over its
geographical ‘hinterland’ (the Caucasus, Balkans and the Middle East) and to carve out a new



Lebensraum which would be the basis for the eventual cultural and economic integration of
the Islamic world.*

Finally, post-Soviet Russia offers a particularly vivid example of the dynamism of
contemporary Lebensraum discourse. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s,
classical geopolitical theories from the West — and in particular from German Geopolitik —
have attracted broad interest as an appealing explanatory perspective to take the place of a
discredited Marxism-Leninism. The most visible advocate of this neo-classical geopolitics is
Aleksandr Dugin, whose enthusiasm for Ratzel was noted above. Dugin’s magnum opus The
Fundamentals of Geopolitics includes extensive discussions of Ratzel, Haushofer and the
concept of zhiznennoe prostranstvo or Lebensraum.*® In Haushofer’s understanding of the
term, he claims, there was no inherent hostility to Russia, and certainly nothing ‘anti-Slavic’.47
Currently an influential political analyist and media commentator, Dugin is an unabashed
advocate of expanding Russia’s regional hegemony and territorial control. He strongly
supports both Russia's annexation of Crimea and incursion into eastern Ukraine as well as the
creation of the Eurasian Economic Union, seeing all of these activities as moves to secure and
enhance a Russian Lebensraum of the future.*®

Discussing Lebensraum

This special section of the Journal of Historical Geography brings together an interdisciplinary
group of geographers, historians and political scientists to reflect on the first full translation of
Ratzel’s 1901 essay on Lebensraum. Although the concept of Lebensraum has long been crucial
to the history of the geographical discipline, this seminal text was so far accessible to readers of
German only. We will begin with a note by the essay’s translator, Tuesday (Tul’si) Bhambry,
which speaks to the linguistic and political intricacies of translating Ratzel in the twenty-first
century. In what follows, the historian Ulrike Jureit seeks to contextualise Ratzel’s essay within
Wilhemine imperialism. She argues that Ratzel functions as a transitional figure who links
nineteenth-century imperial thinking with a twentieth-century drive towards expansion and
extermination. In a subsequent essay, David Murphy, another historian, illuminates the
trajectory of the Lebensraum concept from Ratzel’s initial formulation through its proliferation
in the interwar period and down to its role in the Third Reich’s conquest and colonisation of
Eastern Europe. In the third essay, the political scientist Patricia Chientera-Stutte makes sense
of Ratzel through the lens of biopolitics, focusing in particular on his concepts of nature and
culture. Ian Klinke, a political geographer, picks up this thread in his contribution as he
explores death as a crucial leitmotif in both the Lebensraum essay and Ratzel’s ouvre more
generally. Finally, the animal geographer Maan Barua poses critical questions about the
affinities of contemporary more-than-human geography and Ratzel’s work. Investigating
Ratzel not as a political but as a biogeographer, he unpacks the spatial ontologies of animal life
articulated in the Lebensraum essay.

Taken together, this translation and the subsequent commentaries aim to give new
impetus to ongoing debates in geography and beyond that have addressed inter alia the history
of biopolitics, theories of nature/society relations, geopolitics and colonial thinking as well as
the interface of geography and social Darwinism, broadly conceived. Most of all, we wish to re-
ignite a scholarly interest in Friedrich Ratzel that ventures beyond Ratzel’s now well-known
territorial fetish to explore the diverse web of often rather outlandish ideas that he had come
to promote by the turn of the previous century. This seems a particularly pressing task given
the stealthy influence Ratzel had on a wide variety of political thinkers that came to shape the
20" century in different ways. Ultimately, we hope that readers will find new patterns and
interpretations in the rich, vibrant and sometimes obscure tapestry of the Lebensraum essay.
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