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2019/2020 academic year, Term 1 
 

University of British Columbia 
Faculty of Arts 

Department of Geography 
 

Course: GEOG 453, Political Geography 
 

DRAFT, SUBJECT TO MINOR CHANGES.  
THE FINAL SYLLABUS WILL BE AVAILABLE IN CLASS. 

 
Class meets: Mon. 1-4pm, Room Geog. 229 
 
Instructor: Dr. Merje Kuus 
Office: 1984 West Mall, # 234 
Tel. 822-3443 
E-mail: kuus@geog.ubc.ca. Please see the note about e-mail communication at the end of 
the syllabus. 
Office hours: Tue. 2:30-3:30 or by appointment. 
 
Brief course description: This seminar course focuses on the spatiality of politics: how a 
set of taken-for-granted assumptions about places underpin political practice and, 
conversely, how political processes shape these assumptions. We will first explore how 
the mainstream geographical conceptions about North and South, East and West, 
developed and developing places, came into being historically. We will then turn to the 
ways in which geographical claims and assumptions underpin our understanding of 
specific issues in world affairs. These issues include security and border management, 
poverty, migration, environmental degradation, and national belonging, to name just 
some of them. This is a seminar course and it therefore revolves around class discussions 
of assigned readings. I hope that the discussions will help us all to think through how 
political processes connect us to distant places. 
 
Required reading:  
Course reader, available at UBC bookstore. Cost TBC. 
 
Grading (details and deadlines below):  
Final term paper: 40% (due at noon on Dec 9 in the departmental office, room 217) 
Short weekly assignments on readings (details below): 35% 
Attendance and participation: 25% (10% for attendance, 15% for participation) 
 
Term paper will be a 3,000-word (excluding references) research paper that discusses 
how the mainstream printed media uses claims and assumptions about geography to 
explain international political issues. You will select a topic that interests you, read 
current media coverage on this topic, and write an essay on the geographical assumptions 
that underpin the media coverage. The possible topics include global warming, the AIDS 
epidemic, global trade in diamonds or illegal drugs, economic assistance to less 
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developed countries, and many others. I will circulate a long list of topics to make sure 
that everyone selects a different topic, but you can modify your topic in consultation with 
me. The list of possible topics along with various writing tips will be distributed in 
class on Oct 7. The paper is due in the departmental office (Room 217) by 12 noon on 
Dec 9. 
 
Class participation: This is a seminar class designed around class discussions. Your 
participation grade is based on attendance (10%) and your contribution to class 
discussions (15%). I recognize that not every student can speak extensively in a twenty-
student class and I also recognize that many students have limited experience with public 
speaking and may feel uncomfortable about speaking up in class. If you are such a 
student, you can still do well in a seminar class! I explain the participation component of 
the grade in greater detail in the first class. 
 
Assignments on readings: One thoughtful question, comment, or criticisms on each 
reading assigned for the classes in Sept 16-Nov 25 (inclusive; total nine assignments, 2-3 
questions/comments per assignment). These reflections should not be long: one solid 
paragraph per comment/question. They prepare you for class discussion. Each assignment 
must be handed in at the beginning of the class period. If you miss the class, I will not 
accept the assignment for that week. 
 
Class schedule (tentative, subject to minor changes):  
Date Class topic Reading 
Sept 9 Key terms. No reading 
Sept 16 Strategic language  Cohn, 1987 (1) Gusterson, 1999 (2) 
Sept 23 Geopolitics: a view from nowhere?   Agnew, 1998 (3); O’Tuathail and 

Agnew, 1992 (4)  
Sept 30 Geographical analogies in world 

politics 
Megoran, 2005 (5); Barnett, 2003 (6) 
Roberts, Secor and Sparke, 2003 (7) 

Oct 7 Embodiment and status 
Term paper handout distributed 
in class 

Neumann 2008 (8); Kuus, 2015 (9); 
Dittmer, 2016 (10) 

Oct 14 Thanksgiving. No class. No reading 
Oct 21 Community and class Žižek, 2000 (11), Ho, 2009 (12),  
Oct 28 Popular culture, celebrity Dittmer, 2007 (13), Mitchell, 2016 

(14) 
Nov 4 Ethnicity and citizenship  Campbell, 1999 (20), Sparke, 2006 

(21)  
Nov 11  Remembrance Day. No class  No reading 
Nov 18 The modern nation-state Agnew, 2009 (15) Antonsich, 2016 

(17) 
Nov 25 Security and grand theory Kaplan, 1994 (22); Dalby, 1996 (23) 
 
Academic honesty, policy regarding submitted exams and assignments: see the UBC 
Calendar. Do not submit a paper originally written for another course as the term paper 
for this class. Such practices constitute plagiarism. 
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You are required to submit the term paper in paper copy and through Turnitin – 
website: https://turnitin.com/;class ID: 21477494; class name:  GEOG 453; enrollment 
password: polgeog. Before being able to access the site you will need to create an 
account. Please read http://elearning.ubc.ca/toolkit/turnitin/for-students/ When you 
create an alias for Turnitin (it is your choice whether to create it or not), please 
create one that starts with the same letter as your last name. The paper version 
submitted in class should have your name, student number, AND the Turnitin alias 
on it: it must also have the Turnitin submission confirmation stapled to it. The term 
paper is due at 12 noon on Dec 9. Policy on late assignments is explained below. 
 

Your paper will not be marked unless you submit it according to the instructions given 
above. 

 
I encourage you to start reading and thinking about the paper early, and not to wait until a 
few days before the deadline to write it. Please consult the ‘Evaluating and Citing 
Sources’ guide available on the UBC Library website under the ‘Get Research Help’ tab 
(http://help.library.ubc.ca/). An original essay is one that has been written by you; that 
has not been submitted as part of the requirements for any other course; and that does not 
copy directly from books, articles, or web sources. To guard against plagiarism, I reserve 
the right to inspect notes for and drafts of essays and to examine students orally on the 
final version of their essays. Please refer to UBC policies regarding plagiarism. 
 
Late assignments: There are penalties for lateness. With respect to the final paper, eight 
percent of the assignment grade will be subtracted for every 24 hours (including 
weekends and holidays) that the paper is late. I will not accept papers by e-mail or under 
my office door. All late penalties are calculated from the date I receive the hard 
copy, not from the date of Turnitin submission. For the responses, I will not accept 
them at all if they are not submitted in class. Penalties will only be waived with the 
submission of an original hard copy note from a physician or from Arts Advising.  Please 
go to Arts Advising prior to asking for late assignments to be accepted without penalty. 
Computer crashes and deadlines for other classes are not acceptable reasons for lateness.   
 
The university does not have a reliable method of dealing with late papers. If your paper 
is late, you may submit it in the main office during the working hours (10am-2pm), but 
the office will not date stamp the paper. This method of submission is solely at your own 
risk. In fairness to all students, I calculate late penalties from the date that I receive the 
hard copy of the paper regardless of your e-mails or requests that I wait in the office to 
receive your late paper. 
 
E-mail: Please feel free to ask short questions immediately after any class: this is often 
faster and more convenient than e-mail. Before you e-mail me with a question, please 
consider that most procedural questions about the assignments are answered in this 
syllabus or in class: please read the syllabus and attend class before you send the e-mail. 
If you need further clarification or you have a substantive question about the issues 
discussed in the class, by all means drop me a line.  
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UBC policy V-130: UBC provides resources to support student learning and to maintain 
healthy lifestyles but recognizes that sometimes crises arise and so there are additional 
resources to access including those for survivors of sexual violence. UBC values respect 
for the person and ideas of all members of the academic community. Harassment and 
discrimination are not tolerated nor is suppression of academic freedom. UBC provides 
appropriate accommodation for students with disabilities and for religious and cultural 
observances. UBC values academic honesty and students are expected to acknowledge 
the ideas generated by others and to uphold the highest academic standards in all of their 
actions. Details of the policies and how to access support are available here 
(https://senate.ubc.ca/policiesresources-support-student-success ) 


