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Abstract

This book review essay looks at Tim Marshall’s ”Prisoners of Geography” and its in-depth examination of the interplay between

geography and international politics. The aim is to highlight the book’s key themes, including geopolitics, borders, trade routes,

geopolitical conflict and colonial legacies. Through insightful analysis and engaging text, Marshall uncovers the central role

that geography plays in shaping our world. The book’s continuing relevance is underlined by its links to significant global

events and the author’s forward-looking questions. By recognising the practical factors that influence decision-making, rather

than the purely ideological, the book offers a fresh perspective on current political and economic turmoil. The examination

of the influence of geography and the call for increased international cooperation makes it a valuable resource for students of

geography and anyone interested in political geography and globalisation.
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Opening  

In a world characterised by complicated interactions between international politics and 

geography, understanding the profound impact of geographical factors is crucial. Tim Marshall’s 

remarkable book Prisoners of Geography: Ten Maps That Explain Everything About the World, published 

in 2015, offers a thought-provoking exploration of this relationship. Its continuing relevance is even 

more evident in light of significant global events such as the rise and fall of Trump, Brexit, the Syrian 

civil war, the COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing political tensions between Russia and Ukraine. 

In his compelling book, Marshall takes the reader through the historical, cultural and economic 

factors that have shaped our world, highlighting the central role that geography plays in the destinies 

of nations. 

1.2. About the author 

The author - Tim, i.e., Timothy John Marshall (b. May 1, 1959) – is a British journalist, author and 

broadcaster known for his expertise in foreign affairs and international diplomacy. Throughout his 

extensive career, Marshall has reported on and analysed pivotal moments in contemporary history, 

including the first Gulf War, the Balkan Wars, the Arab Spring movement and “invasions” of 

Afghanistan and Iraq. A trusted and respected commentator for prestigious media outlets (e.g., BBC, 

Sky News, and LBC), Marshall’s insightful analysis and deep understanding of international affairs 

have been widely recognised. His first-hand experience and keen observations have cemented his 

position as a leading authority on foreign policy and international diplomacy. 

1.3. Content of the book 

Shifting the focus back to the key area of concentration, Prisoners of Geography engages the reader 

through its compelling narrative and illuminates the intricate interplay between geography and 

world politics. Through deep insights into the forces that shape our world, the book encourages 

intellectual growth and fosters a deep appreciation for the influential role of geography in our lives. 

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions, and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual author(s) and 
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from any ideas, methods, instructions, or products referred to in the content.

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 4 July 2023                   doi:10.20944/preprints202307.0032.v1

©  2023 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202307.0032.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 2 

 

Whether students of geography or individuals interested in the subject, readers who embark on the 

compelling journey through the pages of this book will undoubtedly gain a new perspective and a 

better understanding of our complex geopolitical landscape. 

1.4. Main Scope of the Essay 

In this “book review article”, we are going to discuss the relevance of the book and its connection 

to geography and the world. We are going to explore the key points of the book that connect 

geographical theory and theorists and reveal the power of geography. This book review essay aims 

to reopen the power of geography to students of geography or those interested in political geography 

and globalisation and other related topics. While Prisoners of Geography does not claim to provide a 

comprehensive analysis, it is an excellent non-academic resource that offers accessible explanations 

of complex issues. So, Marshall emphasises the cyclical nature of history and warns that the mistakes 

of the past persist in the present. Recent events, such as the “annexation” of Crimea, vividly 

underscore Marshall’s prescient 2015 questions about complacency in Western Europe and the 

United States about peace in Europe. Prisoners of Geography shows that many of Marshall’s predictions 

have come true since the book’s publication and is a reminder of the importance of recognising the 

role of geography in shaping our world. It calls for increased international cooperation to address 

pressing challenges such as environmental change, potential water crises and space sovereignty. By 

understanding the practical factors that influence decision-making processes, rather than the purely 

ideological ones, the book sheds light on the reasons behind the current political and economic 

turmoil around the world. 

Marshall’s exploration of the influence of geography spans several key themes in this book. He 

begins with an introduction to the concept of geopolitics and its implications for international 

relations, highlighting the interaction between geography and political strategies. Subsequent 

chapters focus on the importance of borders, strategic locations, trade routes, geopolitical conflicts 

and colonial legacies. Marshall examines how borders define territories and fuel geopolitical 

disputes, highlighting their role in shaping spheres of influence. He also examines how control over 

strategic locations, such as major waterways or ports, affects trade, military presence and geopolitical 

influence. The book also highlights the importance of trade routes in shaping economic and political 

dynamics. Marshall analyses how geographical factors such as navigable rivers and sea routes 

influence trade patterns, economic development and geopolitical rivalries. 

Geopolitical conflict is another important topic where Marshall uncovers the underlying 

dynamics of historical tensions, territorial disputes and competing national interests. He provides 

insights into the complexity of such conflicts and their impact on global stability. In addition, Prisoners 

of Geography looks at the continuing impact of the colonial legacy on contemporary geopolitical 

dynamics. Marshall explores how the historical patterns of colonisation, including arbitrary border 

demarcation and the imposition of foreign rule, continue to shape political, cultural and economic 

realities in different regions around the world. 

2. Broader Review  

So, the book masterfully explores the profound interplay between geography and global politics. 

Through the utilization of ten meticulously crafted maps, the book uncovers the intricate relationship 

between geography and historical events, political choices, and contemporary global dynamics. Each 

map represents a distinct region or country, offering invaluable insights into how geography 

fundamentally shapes the political landscape. By delving into regions such as Russia, China, the 

United States, Western Europe, Africa, the Middle East, India and Pakistan, Korea and Japan, Latin 

America, and the Arctic, the book provides readers with a comprehensive understanding of the far-

reaching influence of geography. One of the book’s strengths lies in its exploration of Russia’s pursuit 

of a warm-water port (see: Chauhan, 2020), showcasing the pivotal role geography plays in its 

geopolitical strategy. Similarly, the examination of China’s geographic advantages illuminates how 

its ambitions and power dynamics are shaped by its physical environment (see also: Li et al., 2023). 
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Moreover, the book uncovers Africa’s geographic isolation and its profound impact on the 

continent's political and economic development (see: Adeyeye et al., 2023). The complex borders of 

the Middle East are also meticulously scrutinized (refer to Meier, 2020), unraveling their historical 

origins and the intricate complications and conflicts they give rise to. Tim Marshall delves into the 

historical tensions between India and Pakistan (see also, Lyon, 2008), the enduring rivalry between 

Korea and Japan (see: Lim & Tanaka, 2022), and the lasting colonial legacy in Latin America (see also: 

Braveboy-Wagner, 2019), all through the lens of geography. Additionally, the book delves into the 

shifting dynamics of the Arctic region, emphasizing the geopolitical implications of melting ice and 

the intensifying race for resources in this ecologically changing area (also refer to Pincus, 2020). By 

immersing ourselves in the profound analyses of these ten maps, Prisoners of Geography provides 

readers with a holistic understanding of the intricate relationship between geography and global 

politics. It comprehensively captures the diverse contexts and vividly illustrates how geography 

exerts its influence, shaping the political dynamics of nations and regions worldwide. Through this 

exploration, readers gain valuable insights into the interconnectedness of physical features, borders, 

and political decisions, fostering a profound understanding of the dynamic interplay between 

geography and global politics. 

Thus, Prisoners of Geography is an exceptional work that skillfully illuminates the crucial role of 

geography in shaping our world’s political landscape. Tim Marshall’s astute analysis of the ten maps 

captivates readers, deepening their appreciation for the intricate connections between geography and 

global politics. This book is an invaluable resource for students of geography, as it unveils the 

profound influence of physical landscapes, borders, and historical legacies on political decision-

making processes. Through its meticulous exploration of diverse regions and countries, Prisoners of 

Geography invites readers to embark on an enlightening journey that will forever transform their 

understanding of our complex world. 

3. Contributions to the evaluation work 

Prisoners of Geography makes a significant and original contribution to the field of evaluation by 

examining geopolitical dynamics through a geographic lens. The book provides evaluators with a 

unique perspective that underscores the profound influence of physical characteristics, boundaries, 

and locations on policy decision-making. By expanding evaluators’ comprehension of geographically 

shaped contextual factors, the book enhances their capacity to assess program effectiveness, policy 

outcomes, and international relations. Notably, the book delves into how geographic elements can 

determine the success or failure of initiatives. Evaluators are encouraged to consider the impact of 

physical features such as rivers and mountain ranges on trade routes and resource accessibility. For 

instance, historically, navigable rivers in Europe and the United States have facilitated trade and 

economic development, while challenging terrains in Africa pose obstacles. The book also 

emphasizes the significance of deep-water ports in global trade, illustrating the advantages of 

strategic locations like Hong Kong and the constraints faced by nations such as Brazil. 

Furthermore, Marshall explores how geographic barriers, such as mountains and deserts, have 

historically influenced divisions between different peoples and cultures. The Himalayas, for instance, 

have acted as a geographic barrier separating the Indian subcontinent from Chinese culture, while 

the Sahara has played a pivotal role in shaping African history. These insights prompt evaluators to 

consider the impact of such barriers on political, economic, and cultural interactions. By 

incorporating geographic perspectives into their evaluation practices, practitioners can gain deeper 

insights into the underlying dynamics and contextual factors that influence outcomes. The book 

provides evaluators with a plethora of case studies and examples that serve as a foundation for 

analyzing the influence of geography on policy decisions and their consequences. 

It is important to acknowledge that while Prisoners of Geography underscores the significance of 

geography, it does not purport to offer a comprehensive analysis of global geopolitics. The complex 

and extensive nature of the subject necessitates further research that surpasses the scope of this book. 

Nonetheless, the book equips evaluators with a valuable tool for considering geographic factors and 

their implications for program evaluation, policy analysis, and understanding of international 
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relations. While Prisoners of Geography presents a well-researched and balanced analysis, it also 

engages with controversial viewpoints, urging readers to approach discussions with an open mind 

and consider multiple perspectives. One such viewpoint explored in the book is the delineation of 

national borders in the Middle East by European powers, which disregarded the cultural, religious, 

and historical context of the region. Despite the controversial nature of this viewpoint, Tim Marshall 

presents it as a contributing factor to the ongoing conflicts in the Middle East. 

Readers are encouraged to actively engage in these discussions and seek a comprehensive 

understanding of the multifaceted issues at hand. Given the book’s broad coverage of global political 

issues, it inevitably scratches the surface of various topics. This breadth of material invites readers to 

explore additional perspectives and reflect on the evolving role of geography in the modern world. 

It prompts contemplation of the impact of infrastructure projects and emerging technologies on 

global dynamics and geopolitical landscapes. By delving into these areas, readers can further deepen 

their understanding of the intricate relationship between geography and global politics. 

4. Discussion 

Prisoners of Geography appeals to a diverse readership, irrespective of their background in 

geopolitics or evaluation. Tim Marshall's engaging writing style and his adeptness at conveying 

complex ideas in a clear and comprehensible manner make the book easily accessible. While 

specialized knowledge is not a prerequisite, a basic understanding of global politics and historical 

events can aid readers in grasping the nuanced arguments presented. Marshall's background as a 

journalist and his extensive knowledge base enables readers with varying levels of prior knowledge 

to appreciate the content and insights. The intellectual foundation of Prisoners of Geography lies in a 

paradigmatic perspective that recognizes the intricate interplay between geography, history, politics, 

and culture. Marshall adopts a multidisciplinary approach that encompasses political science, 

geography, international relations, and history to provide a comprehensive analysis of the subject 

matter. By integrating these diverse perspectives, the book furnishes readers with a holistic 

understanding of the complex dynamics that emerge from the interaction between geography and 

global politics. 

Besides, the contributions of Prisoners of Geography extend beyond theoretical and scholarly 

research. The lessons gleaned from the book can be practically applied in a variety of evaluation 

scenarios and contexts. Professionals working in the realms of international development, diplomacy, 

conflict resolution, and geopolitical analysis will find the book particularly invaluable. The insights 

derived from this book can prove useful in evaluating programs, policies, and initiatives that are 

influenced by geographic factors. 

Also, individuals studying the geopolitical dynamics of specific regions or countries will value 

the book’s inclusion of case studies, which offer insights into how geography shapes policy decisions 

and impacts outcomes. In this manner, Prisoners of Geography presents accessible and captivating 

content that transcends national boundaries. The book’s intellectual underpinnings draw upon 

multiple disciplines to provide a comprehensive analysis of the intricate relationship between 

geography and global politics. The contributions made by the book establish it as a valuable resource 

for practitioners across various fields. 

Table 1. Geography Concepts Illustrated in Prisoners of Geography. 

Keywords 
Geographic 

Concepts 
Famous Theorists 

Geopolitics Political Geography 
Halford Mackinder, Friedrich Ratzel, Nicholas 

Spykman. 

Boundaries Geopolitical Borders Yves Lacoste, John Agnew, Gerard Toal 

Strategic 

Locations 

Geopolitical 

Significance 

Alfred Thayer Mahan, Sir Halford Mackinder, 

Nicholas Spykman. 
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Trade Routes 
Economic 

Geography 
Paul Krugman, Doreen Massey, David Harvey 

Geopolitical 

Conflicts 

Geopolitical 

Rivalries 

Samuel Huntington, Robert Kaplan, Barry 

Buzan 

Colonial Legacies 
Historical 

Geography 

Edward Said, Benedict Anderson, Frantz 

Fanon 

In Prisoners of Geography, Tim Marshall masterfully combines diverse geographical concepts with 

insightful analysis to present a compelling exploration of the intricate relationship between 

geography and global politics. Marshall draws on the works of renowned theorists to offer a thought-

provoking perspective that enhances our understanding of geopolitics. The concept of geopolitics, as 

illuminated by theorists such as Sir Halford Mackinder (1861–1947) and Nicholas Spykman (1893–

1943), is at the heart of the book (Mitchell, 2020). Marshall skillfully shows how geographical factors 

relate to political power and international relations. By examining how nations use their geographical 

advantages and disadvantages, he reveals the strategic interests and influence that shape the global 

stage. 

In addition, Marshall looks at the importance of borders, inspired by theorists such as Friedrich 

Ratzel (1844–1904) and Sir Peter Hall (1932–2014). He explains how borders define territories, 

delineate spheres of influence and serve as catalysts for geopolitical conflicts and disputes. Using 

vivid examples, he illustrates that borders are not simply lines on a map, but crucial geopolitical 

constructs that determine the course of nations. The importance of strategic locations, as discussed 

by theorists such as Alfred Thayer Mahan (1840–1914) and Harold and Margarett Sprout (1978), is a 

recurring theme in the book. Marshall highlights how control over vital waterways, ports and 

chokepoints gives nations significant advantages in terms of trade, military presence and geopolitical 

influence. Unpacking the geopolitical implications of strategic locations, he reveals the complicated 

dynamics underlying global power struggles. 

Marshall’s exploration of trade routes reflects the insights of scholars such as Fernand Braudel 

(1902–1985) and Kjell Goldmann (see his book: Change and Stability in Foreign Policy: The Problems 

and Possibilities of Detente, 2016). He illustrates how geographical factors, such as navigable rivers 

and sea routes, exert a profound influence on trade patterns, economic development and geopolitical 

rivalries. By examining the impact of trade routes, he reveals the underlying drivers of economic and 

political dynamics in a globalised world. Geopolitical conflicts, as laid out by theorists such as Samuel 

Huntington and Karl Haushofer, are thoroughly analysed in this book. Marshall exposes the complex 

web of historical tensions, territorial disputes and competing national interests that fuel protracted 

conflicts and geopolitical power struggles. By linking these conflicts to geographical factors, he 

provides a nuanced understanding of their origins and effects. 

Finally, Marshall draws inspiration from postcolonial theorists such as Edward Said and Frantz 

Fanon in his exploration of the colonial legacy (see: Ibish, 2003 or Azeez, 2016). He skillfully unravels 

how historical patterns of colonisation, including the arbitrary drawing of borders and the imposition 

of foreign rule, continue to shape political, cultural and economic realities in different regions. 

Through this analysis, he highlights the continuing influence of the colonial legacy on contemporary 

geopolitical dynamics. Thus, Prisoners of Geography offers a rich tapestry of geographical concepts 

interwoven with global politics. Drawing on the works of influential theorists, Tim Marshall provides 

readers with a deep understanding of the intricate interplay between geography and geopolitical 

dynamics. His insightful analysis encourages readers to critically examine the profound influence of 

geographical factors on historical events, political decisions and the complex state of our world today. 

5. Conclusion 

To sum up, Prisoners of Geography is an exceptional and invaluable resource that addresses the 

intricate connection between geography and global politics. Tim Marshall’s engaging writing style 

and extensive knowledge make the book essential reading for students of geography and people 
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seeking a deeper understanding of our world from a geographic perspective. The book’s rich content 

illuminates the historical, cultural, and economic factors that have shaped our global landscape. A 

major strength of the book is its emphasis on the central role that geography plays in shaping the 

destinies of nations. Marshall argues persuasively that understanding these geographic influences is 

critical to gaining a deep understanding of our contemporary world. While acknowledging that 

geography alone does not provide a complete picture, the book takes a practical approach by 

highlighting specific factors that influence decision-making processes. Marshall’s predictions and 

insights have proven their enduring relevance and confirm the book’s importance in addressing 

complex global challenges. It is a timely reminder of the importance of geography in unraveling and 

addressing these complicated problems. Through insightful case studies and historical events, the 

book offers new perspectives on global events, such as the profound impact of the blockade of the 

Suez Canal and the continuing importance of controlling critical maritime nodes. 

Prisoners of Geography goes beyond the confines of a mere geopolitical book. Its compelling 

narrative and deep exploration of the interplay between geography and world politics make it a 

fascinating and essential read for students and enthusiasts of geography. The book has an 

extraordinary ability to engage the reader and draw them into the captivating realm of geography 

and its profound influence on the destinies of nations. We recommend this book as a treasure trove 

of knowledge and inspiration for students of geography. It encourages them to consider the intricate 

relationships between physical landscapes, borders, and political choices. By immersing themselves 

in the pages of this book, students can approach their studies with a newfound appreciation for the 

central role of geography in shaping our world. In addition, Prisoners of Geography is an invaluable 

resource for anyone seeking to expand their understanding of global dynamics. Its comprehensive 

analysis and insightful examples offer a unique perspective that goes beyond traditional 

explanations. By decoding the power of geography, readers gain a new lens through which to 

interpret current events and international relations, enabling them to make more informed and 

nuanced interpretations. 

The book’s fascination lies in its ability to bridge the gap between academic knowledge and 

practical application. Its intriguing ideas encourage readers to think about the complexity of our 

world, foster their curiosity, and motivate them to explore further. By providing geography students 

and enthusiasts with the tools to critically analyze geopolitical events, Prisoners of Geography becomes 

a catalyst for intellectual growth and engagement with the captivating field of geography. The book’s 

profound impact on readers is undeniable. It inspires a passion for understanding the intricate 

relationships between physical landscapes, cultural contexts, and policy choices. If you are a student 

of geography or interested in the subject, traveling through the pages of Prisoners of Geography is an 

experience that will undoubtedly shape your worldview and ignite your passion for the fascinating 

world of geography. 
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